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To Dadaji Harish Johari and our parents

For
SEVEN

LIFETIMES
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“For Seven Lifetimes gives us pause to consider our own rituals of love, courtship, and child-rearing, and lays bare both the functional and dysfunctional beliefs held in our world about these issues . . . thought-provoking and personally transformational.”
THOM HARTMANN, AUTHOR OF REBOOTING THE AMERICAN DREAM
AND THE LAST HOURS OF ANCIENT SUNLIGHT
“An amazing chronicle by two brilliant mavericks of love. To witness these strong-willed, reflective, and tender souls weave themselves together allows us to discover the essential qualities that make relationships work.”
ALEX GREY, AUTHOR OF SACRED MIRRORS AND TRANSFIGURATIONS
“A unique, remarkable, and moving book, showing the growth of love and understanding in slow motion; an intimate chronicle of a literal marriage of East and West.”
RUPERT SHELDRAKE, AUTHOR OF MORPHIC RESONANCE
AND DOGS THAT KNOW WHEN THEIR OWNERS ARE COMING HOME
“The letters probe every aspect of a committed relationship, including attitudes toward raising children, sexual compatibility, the need for a sense of humor, decision-making, career, and conflict in the home. They find the intrinsic ideals and beliefs they share far outweigh the initially apparent differences in skin color, religion, and cultural mores.”
WOODSTOCK TIMES
“This book is just terrific . . . highly recommended.”
ABC NEWS
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Sunrise over the river Ganga at Varanasi (Benares), India’s holiest city.
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Garlands are prepared for the guests at our wedding.
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My husband, Ehud, and I were married in India fifteen years ago, on February 22, 1996. During our traditional Hindu wedding ceremony, we walked around a sacred fire seven times and took a vow that for seven lifetimes we would give each other nourishment, strength, prosperity, happiness, progeny, long life, harmony, and understanding. These vows were pledged according to Vedic tradition, with priests, family and friends, and the fire god Agni as witnesses. Although no prenuptial agreements and marriage contracts were signed to authenticate the process, our vows are binding forever; according to Hindu tradition, there is no way to break these sacred vows—not just in this lifetime, but in seven lifetimes. As the seriousness of our commitment sank in, I felt more confident that I had made a choice in which my mind and heart were fully engaged, and that I was going to honor my choice. How Ehud felt, and how Ehud and I felt together as a team, only time would tell.
After this rigorous wedding ceremony (and the hectic preparation that preceded it), we were relaxing surrounded by friends and relatives—receiving compliments, blessings, hugs, kisses, and presents. Basking in the warmth of our new relationship, we smiled nonstop—there was so much to be happy about. Just then, our friend Mrs. Lakshmi, Dr. Ramakrishnan’s mother, stopped in to greet us. She was in her late seventies, had raised many children and grandchildren, and had lived her entire adult life with her husband; they had been married for at least fifty years. She looked at Ehud and me with a tiny smile and asked us, “How are you?” It was as if we’d been waiting for this very question. “Great! We are very, very happy,” we replied, almost in unison.
Mrs. Lakshmi didn’t buy that. “You are married for less than an hour right now. It is so new—everything looks rosy. You declare loudly that you are happy. Tell me this same thing after you have clocked fifteen years together. After all those years, if you can still say loud and clear that you are happy, I will accept that you have a good marriage. Right now, it is too soon to tell. You have not tasted reality yet. You have not set foot outside your country and begun missing her yet,” the older woman said, all in one breath and in a hushed tone. Her wizened, wrinkled face was certain evidence that she had lived a real life and was still living it. Her cynicism was clearly born from experience.
I was shaken by her blunt and direct denial of our happy state, but also intrigued by her cheekiness at trying to bring the blissful newlyweds down to earth with an uninvited dose of reality. I almost felt as if she were saying, “What are you so happy about? You know, one of you could die right now.” Although it is true that freaky things do happen, it is not very tactful or diplomatic to impart wisdom about the ephemeral nature of happiness to newlyweds. By nature, happiness is transient. So long as people are in a happy state, why burst their bubble by reminding them that happiness doesn’t last forever? Why not let life be the ultimate teacher?
Because I was not ready to spoil my composure by entering into an argument, I refrained from responding to Mrs. Lakshmi. However, at that very moment, I resolved to study the state of happiness for the rest of my life and do a periodic evaluation about how we were doing. This older woman had lived a full life. She was talking, though a bit out of place, from her actual experience of having seen numerous cases of newly wedded bliss shatter to smithereens as a young couple began their daily life together. Even though her comment did not exactly suit the mood of the moment, it had truth in it and was based on her practical experience of the real world, so I couldn’t brush it aside as a “la-la-la” from an embittered old hag. Her comment also reminded me, in a moment of sublime happiness, that seeking happiness is a fundamental and universal trait of the human mind. We spend an entire lifetime seeking happiness, though it is known only too well that happiness, like every other condition of the human mind and every other emotional state, is transient. To maintain happiness permanently in our marriage, I would have to work hard and hope I would succeed much of the time, but there was no guarantee. No time-tested formula was secretly given to me on my wedding day. I knew I had to reinvent the wheel using my own ingenuity.
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Kolam, a rice flour mandala, created at the front entrance of a Tamil (South Indian) household. This is a sign of welcome and wellness.
Hey, ho, ho, what’s this? I thought I had just quit my job! But here I was signing up for another job. I signed up to keep an eye on happiness—what makes it, what breaks it, how it would affect our marriage, and how it would be affected by our marriage. Quite a job, indeed! It promised to be a lot of work with no paycheck and no career to build around the self-imposed task of “studying happiness.” Now that I have been on this new job for almost fifteen years, it seems like a good time to take stock and get back to the venerable Mrs. Lakshmi with my findings; maybe she’ll believe it this time around. But before I go on to the study of happiness, I will share with you the story of how Ehud and I found each other.

PART I
Namaste
I Salute the God  within You
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Matrimonial ads in the Hindu, an English-language newspaper.


chapter 1
MATRIMONIALS 
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For years, just like millions of my fellow countrymen, I never missed reading the Sunday paper. I rushed through the endless speculations about movie stars joining political parties or forming their own, skimmed past articles on local thugs snatching gold chains from the necks of women on busy avenues, and got hold of one particular section: “Matrimonials.” Weekend after weekend, my discerning eyes scanned the columns in search of the door to my future:
Horoscope invited from Madurai native parents of same caste, educated, cultured, beautiful girl for our son, officer in a British multinational firm. We are Tamil Iyer, Vadama, Bharadwaja gotram from Madurai. Box APZ-20, Indian Express.
Smart, well built orthopedic surgeon, Punjabi jat from Jallandhar, having own nursing home, latest model Maruti cars, own house, seeks beautiful, very fair, tall and slender gynecologist/obstetrician from very well to do jat family. Never married girl with good figure and less than 20 years of age. Returnable color photograph and horoscope to Box 2229, The Times of India. Indore.
Yadava, Tirunelveli, in public LTD co in Madras earning 6000 seeks good looking graduate girl from similar background, preferably working in Madras. Horoscope to Box XY2121, Hindustan Times. Delhi-2.
Having examined thousands of such advertisements in four national newspapers, I became an expert in reading between the lines. Even though the advertisement consisted of only forty to fifty words, I could almost read the mind of the person who had put in the ad. I could easily classify these advertisers as sex crazy, money crazy, figure crazy, color crazy, degree crazy, status crazy, culture crazy, hypocrite, slave driver, egomaniac, bride killer, and so forth.
Say, for example, a fifty-year-old divorced man wants a twenty-year-old fair, smart, girl with a beautiful figure. He is obviously looking for sex with a young babe and not for a mature wife who might be suitable to his temperament and physical conditions. When the advertiser states clearly that he has many modern houses, agricultural land, and the latest cars, and wants a bride from a similar background, he is not likely to be kind and accepting of someone with little or no money. Next, when an ad states the caste, religion, language, family lineage, and region very clearly, and asks for a horoscope, it means that the advertiser will not deviate from the set pattern and would never reply to a letter from anyone except the parents of the girl.
When I first began replying to the advertisements in an effort to find a husband for myself, I replied—by mistake or by chance—to many such ads. In the majority of cases, I never heard back. In a few cases, I received very negative and highly insulting replies. Thus I learned my lesson, and learned the science and the art of reading the fine print. Most of the ads were placed by people whom I did not care to meet or know because they were, for whatever reason, locked up in their own mental prisons. They were in no condition to see that something good might possibly exist beyond their own set of limits, horizons, and beliefs. Very early on, I decided that I would not spend any time chasing people who were blindfolded.
I was seeking a levelheaded, simple, normal, total human being whose value system was the same as mine, who was not suffering from any manias or phobias. This man had to be focused and successful in his chosen or given mission in life. He should move through his life with a cheerful and generous attitude. Week after week I scanned the ads, sighing, “Oh, God, does such a person exist? Where is he? Can I ever meet him? Oh, dear God, will you please show me the right way, give me courage to reach the goal that you have set for me?”
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One Sunday, this advertisement caught my attention:
This was one of those precious Sundays when I was off work and spending time at home with Amma, my mother. She was busy, too, scanning the ads in Tamil-language newspapers. I walked over to her and read this ad aloud. She listened, was quiet for a long time, and then said, “Always be aware, use your common sense, be fair and truthful in your actions, trust in God for guidance, and go ahead without fear. Do what you feel is right.”
After listening to the wise counsel of my mother, I read the ad again, trying to visualize the person whose mind worked to put these words together. I did feel that this ad was possibly the one that would take me to where I belonged. After all, every event and every moment in life is always loaded with possibilities, both good and bad. To explore these possibilities we must take action.
Go for your pen, move, get started. I heard these words in my mind and reached for my best pen.
5.3.95
Dear Advertiser,
This refers to your advertisement that appeared in the Hindu dated March 5. May I introduce myself? I am B. R. Vatsala, a tall, slim, brown-complexioned woman with well-defined sharp features. Born on 1st January, 1961 at Jamshedpur, Bihar in North India, I moved to Nagpur as a student and spent five years earning a bachelor’s and a master’s degree in microbiology from Nagpur University. It was a memorable as well as happy moment for me when I received a prestigious Gold Medal from the President of India Dr. Sankar Dayal Sharma for standing first in order of merit at the master of sciences (M.Sc., Microbiology) examination. All through my student years, I received many laurels for academic and extracurricular achievements. Besides studies I have other interests too that include painting, knitting, tailoring, photography, and reading for fun. I enjoy Nature. I also happen to be a health enthusiast and a strict vegetarian, though I learned cooking nonvegetarian food as a student living in a hostel. I have a calm and friendly disposition. I get along well with people and am concerned about their welfare. Presently, since 1991 December, I have been on the staff of a 200-bed pediatric hospital in Madras, working as chief of clinical microbiology services.
As regards my family and cultural background, we are educated, upper-middle-class, Tamil Brahmins, vegetarian, Hindu Indians originating from Madurai. My father worked for TATA Iron and Steel Company for over 45 years. He is a strong, very loud and lively, deeply religious, very honest, and healthy young man of only 81 years. My mother has been a devoted homemaker. In between being a great wife and a mother to six children and eight grandchildren, she somehow found time to maintain a very peaceful, spiritual, happy environment at home and successfully composed nearly 275 original bhajans, songs, and prayer chants in Tamil. She has a delicious sweet voice too, and it is a norm in our household to wake up early in the mornings to the sound of my Holy Mother’s prayers and music filling the atmosphere. I have one older brother, who works in life insurance, is married to a banker, and is settled in Madurai. My four older sisters are married, have kids, and are living in various parts of India and abroad. All my siblings are college graduates who had responsible jobs prior to their marriages.
I am looking forward to meeting a suitable man with whom to share life and grow, hence this letter. I am enclosing a photograph of myself. I would be grateful if you could write back at your earliest convenience.
Thanking you, 
Yours sincerely,
B. R. Vatsala

Ninety-nine percent of the people who scan the matrimonial columns to find a suitable match for their wards would not bother to read this letter. They would consider me a total outcast—a strong-headed, footloose feminist who is out of her family’s control and hence has low or no moral character. These moral guardians of my society would not waste their time or stationery in replying to my letter. Such was the mentality of my countrymen, my community, and my culture.
Personally, yes, I have great respect for this cultural rigidity so prevalent in India and see it as a safety device against the moths that threaten the fabric of our cultural and social traditions. No complaints. I didn’t wish to bring about a massive transition in the Indian social code and structure. But as far as my own life was concerned, if I ever wanted to find a suitable man and get married, I simply had to be prepared to be a revolutionary, a warrior. I had to be willing and able to be sure of what I wanted, to know how to find it, and to lose no dignity in charting my own path.
Well, my dear, it was one woman against an entire country—against thousands of years of established cultural practices.
26.3.95
Dear Ms. Vatsala,
I am Ramakrishnan writing to you in connection with your response to the matrimonial advertisement in the 
Hindu inserted on behalf of our family friend Ehud Sperling of the USA.
Some preliminary information about Sperling and a photograph are enclosed.
My idea is to pay you a visit sometime in the course of this or the next week so you can quiz me informally and I can meet you in your home environment. My visit will be purely exploratory, and there will be ample time later on for you to get acquainted with Sperling when he visits India. Please treat my visit as an interesting and a necessary procedure before an intercultural alliance can be decided on. If for any reason you don’t wish to go further in the matter, just call me and tell me so. I am based in Delhi and at the moment am holidaying in my ancestral village of Trivandrum. Thank you, and hope to meet you in Madras. 
Yours sincerely,
Ramakrishnan

A letter sent to me by Dr. Ramakrishnan
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An interview of Ehud in the Metropolis
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chapter 2
REACHING OUT 
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So I must deal with this Mr. Ramakrishnan before getting to know who Ehud Sperling was. It did not bother me not to have a direct connection as yet with the advertiser. After all, in my scientific inquiries, I had gotten used to trying and trying again until I found the answer I was looking for. Six years of intensive academic drill with my Ph.D. thesis supervisor had filled me with plenty of high-powered gasoline for long and difficult drives. Happy journey, Vatsala; go on, have courage, and don’t give up your search.
I read the clipping from the Metropolis. Though Ramakrishnan’s letter said nothing about Ehud Sperling, the interview clipping, biographical sketch, and accompanying photograph gave me something to think about. Here was an unusual man! I replied to Ramakrishnan, thanking him for his letter and telling him that my mother and I would be delighted to meet him at our home.
One afternoon my mother was taking her pre-lunch nap on the living room couch. Hearing the doorbell, she woke with a jolt and approached the door with unsteady steps. “I am Ramakrishnan,” said a gruff male voice with a strange British accent. Amma gaped at him in astonishment, wondering who he was. I came to the door and greeted this tall, distinguished, neatly dressed man.
He came in and immediately began to look for a telephone. On finding none, he exclaimed, “How do you live without a phone?” Having ingested his immediate shock of not being recognized by an old lady and not finding a phone, he rolled his eyes in all directions trying to assess the living facilities of our household. Soon I noted a sense of relief on his face, perhaps because he did not have to deal with stinking rich people with a fortress for a household and an army regiment for a family.
We soon got into the usual conversation. He said he liked my smile (this compliment wasn’t new), and he was impressed to find that I was balanced and stable and did not get excited at the prospect of dealing with his highly esteemed American friend. On my part, no, I did not specialize in getting excited without a tangible, genuine cause. And even when such a cause came my way, I was always aware of the transient nature of everything, and that helped me maintain a balanced approach to people and events. Ramakrishnan asked me to get my photograph album and fished out a few pictures of me that he liked. He then scribbled down a name and an address, and told me to get in touch with Ehud Sperling at my earliest convenience. He wished me the best of luck and made a quick exit without finishing the cup of coffee that I had offered him.
Amma and I stared at the name and address for a long while. “Good for you, go ahead and try. Maybe something good is in store for you,” Amma said, trying to break the silence that descended on our household after this sudden coming and going of Ramakrishnan.
4.4.95
Dear Mr. Sperling,
Namaste.
Intercultural alliances sound great. They are great if by the grace of God, things go well and people find the happiness they have been searching for. As best as I can think, I do not know what means other than letters exists for getting to know a person who lives on another continent. Yes, phone and fax do help, but the good old letters in which for a given length of time the writer “talks” about something are still the best. So let us see where these letters take us.
Two days ago, your friend Dr. Ramakrishnan called on me at home. We had a pleasant exchange of news and views. He gave me your name and address and asked me to write to you. Hence this letter.
May I tell you something about myself? I am B. R. Vatsala, a tall, slim, brown-skinned woman with a “good smile,” to quote your friend. In fact, he left my home with a series of strongly positive observations about me. Instead of quoting them, I would prefer if with passage of time people who are concerned about each other make genuine efforts to discover and understand each other on the basis of their own observations and interactions. This is more scientific, right?
By training and profession, I am a clinical microbiologist. Besides bugs, many other topics interest me deeply. My present job in a hospital is challenging and stimulating, and quite often it jolts me severely about the role of God in our lives.
I am positively looking forward to meeting a compatible gentleman with whom to grow and share life. I do cherish family life. It instills a sense of belonging. In the future I envisage myself as a competent homemaker (a good wife and a good mother to kids). I have a great deal of energy which can also be utilized into shaping a career in the practice/teaching of clinical microbiology.
Enclosed please find a few pictures of me. Some of these were selected by Ramakrishnan. Also, I apologize for writing to you by hand. My handwriting is not one of the very best. I could use the computer terminal in my laboratory, but it is connected to the main computer in the hospital and it would be possible for anyone to get the file name, get a printout, and enjoy finding out whom Dr. Vatsala is writing to. You know curiosity is an incurable disease. It affects everyone all over the world.
Then may I look forward to receiving a reply from you? I have enclosed my office phone number and the time I am around, so you could call, if you feel like it, that is. I think it would be interesting to hear your voice.
With best regards,
Sincerely,
Vatsala
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A final look at my Ph.D. thesis a few minutes before 
submitting copies to the University of Delhi, 27 May, 1991
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The President of India is presenting me with a gold medal
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I am a favorite with the new generation at home: Karthik and Kamal (my nephews) and Rina, 
Madras, September 1993
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Children are dear to me. I am with my 15-day-old niece, Rina, Madras, March 1992.
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Race courses look great, but instead of being a gambler, I prefer being a slow and steady person who takes just one little step at a time toward a well-defined goal. Life is too precious to be squandered. Bangalore, August 1991.
The letter written, read over to Amma, and posted felt like a big job done. In the flow of time, the letter and its contents subsided into the back of my mind as I got busy again being a microbiologist and a devoted daughter to my mother.
How I began living with Amma is a story in itself. In May 1991, when I completed my studies in microbiology and prepared to return home to join my family and look for a job, I decided to rent an apartment in Madras, the capital of the state of Tamil Nadu. This city is highly cosmopolitan and has many good job possibilities for a person with my kind of education and training.
Having made a choice about where to live and look for a job, I arranged a meeting with my mother (Amma), father (Appa), and brother (Anna). Both my parents were living blissfully with Anna, his wife Manni, and their daughter Asha in Madurai, a city in Tamil Nadu, where both my parents have ancestral roots and connections going back many generations. Since both Anna and Manni held full-time jobs, my parents gladly babysat their two-year-old daughter.
In this family meeting I explained my job preferences and living-facility options, and I stated in very clear terms that I had already spent over twelve years living in hostels as a student and certainly did not now wish to join any working women’s hostel in Madras. I needed and wanted to set up a home. Since Indian society does not look very kindly upon an unmarried girl living in an apartment all by herself, I needed my mother to stay with me while I held a job. This would give me a home atmosphere to return to after work and would provide me with security and freedom. Also, in some way, I would be able to make up for the twelve years when I had missed the love and sacred company of my dear mother.
My father and brother understood the intensity and the genuineness of my request. Very graciously, my father agreed to continue babysitting my brother’s daughter—both my parents hated the idea of abandoning their little granddaughter to a paid babysitter—and he very kindly let my mother set up a home with me in a small two-bedroom apartment. Now, even at this old age, when each of my parents was trying to hold on to the wrinkled, shivering, and weak hand of the other, they sacrificed their precious time together to help their children.
The reason I became a spokesperson for myself has a lot to do with my logistic placement in the family. Being the last born, during my growing up years I enjoyed total and absolute attention from my dear parents and all my siblings. Yes, a very happy, contented, loving, and celebrated childhood. But when I completed my studies and returned home, the people with whom I had begun my life had gotten married and had moved away. My parents were eighty-one and seventy-six years old; they were in no physical or mental condition to arrange a marriage for me. As far as my siblings were concerned, no matter how much they loved me, their priorities had changed and their spouses and kids were at the top of the list. Since I did want to get married in due time and I didn’t have relatives to take the initiative for me, my only option was to find a man myself through the matrimonial columns, make my own decisions, and then initiate the wedding procedures.
Though in this case I was taking an unconventional approach—pursuing a relationship all the way across the globe with a person with whom I didn’t have any apparent compatibility—I was still deeply rooted in my traditional culture and wanted an arranged marriage based on shared values. What I had in mind was exactly what was approved in Indian society, but in the absence of family leadership, I simply had to take charge of continuing the thread of cultural and social practices.
Let me tell you, it is not the thing done in India. These arranged marriages, even when initiated with the help of modern-day methods like a newspaper ad, do not begin with the prospective bride writing the first letter of introduction.
It is well known that India’s cities and villages contain more than 900 million people. What is not known about the country is how she works—my personal opinion is that it is a great mystery and an unexplainable grace of God that India is able to function at all! On the political map, India is divided into twenty-one states and a few union territories. Almost every state has its own language. These languages have very distinct accents. Many of the Indian languages—for example, Bengali, Oria, Tamil, Gujrati, Telugu, Kannada, and Malayalam—have scripts quite different from one another. Food habits, dress codes, festivals, celebration of rituals, mythological beliefs and stories, climate, cultural etiquette, facial features, skin tone, physical build, the impact of imported religions like Islam and Christianity . . . all these variable factors divide this country into clearly defined ethnic groups. Add to that the very alive, functional, and elaborate caste system that partitions Hindu ethnic groups into still smaller groups . . . the division goes on and on and on.
Despite such ethnic diversity, throughout India the family is considered far more important than the individual. Each family believes that grihasthashrama (family life) is a practical and very potent route to salvation and tries its best to nurture and perpetuate its cultural heritage. Children are raised according to the eternal tenets of the Hindu religion, which encourages austerity, obedience, self-discipline, respect for the parents and all the elderly, and respect for religion and God. All of these qualities are essential for proper and healthy functioning of the family unit. Raised in such an environment, children learn to trust their parents’ judgments and happily accept their small and big decisions, including the choice of a mate for marriage.
Even though elder women in the family have some say in matters concerning marriages, it is the patriarchs that call the final shots. Parents begin looking for a suitable match as soon as their children reach their mid-to late teens. Word buzzes around in the community, and all relatives and a professional matchmaker are alerted. They come forward and make their recommendations. These candidates are scrutinized by means of direct and indirect personal interviews and inspected for various social, moral, financial, and health qualities. The families and the relatives of the bride and the groom are also investigated thoroughly, including their ancestry and present state of affairs.
Sometimes families make concessions about the region and language of the prospective bride or groom. For example, a Tamil boy born and raised in the United States may not know how to read or write or speak Tamil, but a Tamil girl born and raised in India and proficient in this language could be married to him. However, many families try their very best to stick to caste compatibility. This system came into existence in Vedic times when people were categorized according to their occupation: those concerned with the learning of Vedas and the performance of prayers and religious ceremonies were known as Brahmins (priest caste); those concerned with running the political and military affairs of the country were known as Kshtriyas (warrior caste); those concerned with business, trading, and commerce activities were known as Vaishyas (business caste); and those concerned with maintenance and cleanliness of human habitats or with handicrafts such as weaving, leatherwork, etc., were known as Shudras (smaller caste). This livelihood-based caste system has long vanished from the Indian scene because the modernization and industrialization of India has brought about a massive transformation in lifestyles and professions. For example, a Brahmin may find employment as a weaver in an urban knitwear factory and a Vaishya may become a professor of Vedanta and Hindu religious studies in a university. While Brahmins still tend to be more orthodox or rigid, many Indians are adopting open-minded attitudes and are trying to relax this requirement of caste compatibility in arranged marriages.
After intense investigations, horoscopes are acquired and tallied. These horoscopes were cast soon after birth using time, day, date, and place of birth as basic data for determination of the position of various components of the solar system: sun, moon, Mars, Mercury, Jupiter, Venus, Saturn, Rahu, and Ketu. The location, angle, ascent, descent, duration, and combination of these nine celestial bodies, if interpreted correctly, can give fairly accurate predictions about health, body type, possible diseases, mental state, personality type, possibility of progeny, wealth, job, name and fame, stability of family and spousal relationships, death, major accidents, and so on. When a man’s and a woman’s horoscopes are matched with a view to marriage, a comparison of thirty or so criteria is made. When about twenty-six criteria of one horoscope favor/support the other (and vice versa), the horoscopes (and hence the persons whose horoscopes are being tallied) are declared compatible.
Only when astrological, social, financial, and cultural factors have been found compatible is a marriage formally announced. Marriage thus arranged is regarded more as a wedding of families than a wedding of individuals. Around this bond of matrimony the entire kinship structure of the two families undergoes a reshuffling. Marriage per se is a social, festive, religious, and cultural event conducted at great expense to the girl’s family, and the celebration goes on for at least two days (abridged version) in the presence of hundreds of guests and relatives. There is no paperwork or marriage license, but a Hindu wedding conducted according to cultural and religious practices is considered a union of souls for the next seven incarnations and is a final binding of two people and their families.
This form of conducting marriage is considered the moral and social responsibility of the parents and older siblings and other relatives. This tradition has been handed down over thousands of years, fosters a deep sense of family values, and is a time-tested, sure-shot method for continuation of cultural, social, and traditional practices. Even today, about 90 percent of marriages in India are arranged. The young people who are about to be married do not know each other, do not go on dating and mating experiments, and do not form premarital friendships; they trust the wisdom and the judgments of the elders in the family and agree to marry a total stranger. This system works perfectly well for youngsters who have energetic parents with plenty of money and social contacts.
Not long ago, India was a quiet country with an agriculture-based economy. This profession bound people to their ancestral land, and it was common for several generations to live together in joint family households. In the expensive, crowded industrial cities that have since arisen, this age-old tradition could no longer be sustained. Following a natural course, city-based, wage-earning nuclear families underwent a painful process of alienation from the joint family system, their community, and their ancestral roots. Fortunately, this trend of immigration to cities and the exposure to modern lifestyles has not made people forget their ethnic roots completely. The masses have discovered to their utmost delight that newspapers can very successfully convey the signals regarding a suitable candidate for marriage. These newspapers, which reach almost all corners of the country, happily accepted the role of matchmaker fifty or sixty years ago. Presently all Indian newspapers of stature and consequence devote several pages in their Sunday special editions to carrying hundreds of thousands of these matrimonial advertisements.
Some newspapers have gone quite far in serving their customers: they methodically group the ads into categories like caste and subcaste, religion, food habits, educational level, language, physical traits, and employment. They also carry separate columns for those living/working abroad and those who are open to marriage to any Indian from any ethnic background. While this kind of classification system may give the impression that India is a prejudiced country, in fact, this apparent bias is the only device left in the armamentarium of the city-dwelling Indian who is cut off from his ancestral foothold and is still trying to preserve, maintain, transmit, and nurture his ethnic roots, originality, and diversity in the face of the so-called modern winds of industrialization that have blown over the vast Indian soil.
Presently, millions of concerned mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents—whoever happens to take the responsibility and the initiative for the marriage of his or her ward—get serious every Sunday, spending hours reading the fine print of these advertisements, selecting the ones that match their requirements, and replying to the appropriate box numbers. In this fashion, five marriages have successfully been conducted in my own family as per the cultural and religious modalities handed down to our family over generations, and I have many friends whose marriages have been arranged this way as well.
In making up my mind about finding my own husband, I realized that deep inside me there was no hatred for the established norms. Perhaps this seeming rigidity was the formula that had assured a continuity of Indian culture, society, language, and everything else that makes India what and how she is despite thousands of years of rule by the bandits who invaded the country. Some foreign values were imbibed, but they could not replace the Indian value system completely. No matter who attacked, India was always successful in retaining her immense cultural and material richness.
I have always nurtured a great deal of emotional love for my country and everything that she has given to me. As an Indian woman, my cultural inheritance is my identity. And the richness that I was blessed with by my birth in this great country is something I live with happily and pass on generously. Even if I chose to deviate from the established path and chart my own course in my individual revolution, my ultimate goal was good. This reasoning filled me with ample courage and confidence.
As I reread the advertisement I had chosen to respond to, it was quite apparent to me how different the advertiser and I were. He was Jewish (I was Hindu), white (I was brown), a businessman (I was a research scientist, salaried professional), internationally traveled (I had never been outside of India). I was intrigued by the word Jewish. In all my life I had never met a Jewish person, never seen a synagogue or a rabbi, never encountered Hebrew script, and never heard the language spoken. I had read a little about Israel (in the context of its ongoing military love affair with Palestine, as reported by the Indian press). I also knew a little bit about Nazi Germany and the killing of six million Jews in Hitler’s concentration camps and had heard that nearly two-thirds of all Nobel prizes in science and medicine were won by Jewish people. Otherwise, I knew nothing about Jews. Ehud was the first Jewish man I might meet. So to begin with, I was contacting a person from another religion, another country, another culture, another language, another color, and no caste at all for a possible arranged marriage.
Could there be an inner thread that connected religions, cultures, ethnic identities, and lifestyles? Could I arrange a marriage without the normal signposts and road maps that guided my Indian brothers and sisters? I would try. Certainly, this advertisement was the most unique and original that I had ever seen. I wondered what door it might open. Would this Ehud Sperling even write back? What would I do if he did?

chapter 3
MUKTA
[image: image]
 
April 19, 1995
Dear Dr. Vatsala,
Thanks for your charming letter and the enclosed photographs. Having the postman deliver our missives is certainly appropriate. Developing a relationship through correspondence may be old-fashioned, but it seems a lovely and fitting means for getting to know each other. I’m using my computer and “password protecting” the contents of this letter, as the desire to gossip is as strong here at the publishing company as I’m sure it is at your hospital. As your penmanship is superior to mine, I trust you won’t be offended to receive my letter in type—you’ll find it much easier to read in this form!
I’m glad you had the opportunity to meet Dr. Ramakrishnan. When I spoke to him on the phone the other day he reaffirmed his favorable impressions of you, but I don’t agree with him: you don’t have a good smile, you have a great smile. It was wonderful receiving so many photos and getting a glimpse of so many aspects of your life. Unfortunately, as an avid photographer myself, I am rarely in front of the camera and often behind it. I am searching through my slides to find a few of myself and I’ll send them along. I do photography as a creative outlet, but it’s now turning semiprofessional, as my work’s been published on a number of occasions.
I’ve recently been introduced to Hi-8 video technology and have taken to it. I have marvelous footage from my trip to India, including the wedding of a dear friend of mine, and some footage of Mr. Desikachar, son of Krishnamacharya, one of our authors, at his yoga school in Madras.
This past September I took a trip deep into the Amazon jungle, spending time with the Shuar and Achua people. I filmed my experiences down there, and they’ve recently been shown on television here in the States. One of the wonderful things about shooting these videos is the opportunity to share my experiences with my friends and colleagues.
I understand from your letter that you’re a lover of nature. So am I. I moved my publishing company from New York City to the Green Mountains of Vermont in 1986 so that I could be surrounded by the pristine beauty of the mountains, lakes, and rivers. My practice is to rise before the sun and take a walk with my dog, Ngurra (Noogie for short) in the mountains. This morning I saw four magnificent white-tailed deer only a few yards from my home. The excitement and intimacy of a moment in communion with nature in its wild state is continually uplifting and nourishing.
I especially appreciate the tranquillity of nature now, given the hectic pace of my office, which, especially at this time of year, is extremely demanding. Tomorrow I leave for a meeting in New York where I’ll be giving a lecture, to be immediately followed by our annual sales conference, where we’ll launch our 20th anniversary publishing program. Shortly after that, I travel to Chicago with members of my staff for the annual booksellers’ convention, and then move on to California. Consequently, do not take it amiss if it takes a week or two for me to respond—this is not an indication of any lack of interest on my part. To the contrary, I am delighted to receive your letters and will always respond, if somewhat tardily.
I agree with you—let’s exchange a few letters and get to know each other better, at which point we can arrange a time to speak on the telephone. Please send me your birth date plus birth time in your next letter and let me know something about your family and your childhood. I will be happy to respond in kind. I have given you some insight into my daily life, and I look forward to hearing about yours. Until then, I send you my best wishes and remain,
Yours truly, 
Ehud C. Sperling

Thus began our first exchange of letters. I was pleased with what I read. So this Ehud Sperling was in no hurry to arrive at a quick decision based on phone calls and faxes; he was prepared to spend an extended period of time in correspondence in an effort to know me and educate me about himself. He was an active photographer, loved India and other ancient cultures, shared his home and experiences with friends, loved nature, loved dogs, was busy in his profession, was interested in astrology, wished to know more about my lifestyle, and, well, he also happened to like my smile. My intuition told me that I could invest my time and energy in trying to find out where our correspondence might take us.
2.5.95 
Dear Mr. Ehud Sperling, 
Your letter of 19.4.95 has arrived. Thanks. I did enjoy going through it.
“Password protection” must be such a fantastic invention. This privilege is, however, not available in my computer. I, therefore, just have to write my letters by hand. Since you find the writing acceptable, it tells me not to worry about technology and just stick to handwriting. I am sorry my English is not as crisp and compact as yours. Mine is an Indian version of English and inadvertently I commit spelling mistakes, for which I do apologize.
How did you like your trip to the Amazon? Was it a guided tour or were you on your own, exploring and learning from one step to the next? Yes, I would like to be in touch with nature, but if left alone in the deep jungles, wild rivers, rough seas, and rugged mountains I guess I would be very simply frozen dead out of sheer fright. I feel at home amidst gentle, mild, and well-tamed nature, where I can feel like a part of it rather than an inquisitive and yet frightened, defenseless intruder. Being in touch with nature reaffirms my deep faith in a power that is more creative, wise, thoughtful, considerate, and competent than man can ever hope to be. In my day-to-day life, well, I do have to put up with polluted city life, swallow dust, get deeply sunburned 11 out of 12 months in a year, and bear all this (and much more) with a wide grin. Is there any other way?
My day begins at about 5 A.M. After finishing a quick round of cleaning, cooking, and sitting quietly for a few minutes, I run to catch a bus that takes me in 20 minutes to a stop near my hospital. During the 10-minute walk to my hospital every morning, I am totally relaxed. I am in the department by 8 A.M. I spend my first couple of hours reporting on the cultures. Thereafter, I speak with my clinical colleagues on the phone clarifying their doubts about culture reports, if any, or returning their calls. If any patient has an infection and my opinion about isolation or specimen collection is desired, I visit the wards to see the patient and suggest to the attending doctor how to proceed further. Afternoons are spent reviewing and analyzing antibiogram and laboratory statistics, reading, or accumulating and analyzing data for some of the research programs in hand. Administrative meetings, management conferences, and the continuing medical education (CME) lecture series, as well as occasional microbiology lectures to doctors and nurses, are all scheduled for the afternoon hours. In between, I meet company representatives who come to promote their products. A few anxious parents like to talk to me about the condition of their children, long-term outcome of infection that their child seems to have, precautions to be taken, etc., and I meet them on a priority basis. Meanwhile, I do grab a few moments for lunch (which I bring from home). Though officially I am expected to be here till 4 P.M. only, I invariably pull on till 7 or 8 P.M.—what I begin, I must complete. Nothing should be pending and postponed to be done next day. This keeps my colleagues on their toes. They know by experience that when it comes to commitment and work, there is no fooling around, I mean business (in the politest manner possible for a boss).
Shankari, Sheela, Lissy, Clara, Seema, and Venugopal . . . all these youngsters in their early to late twenties are my immediate colleagues. With them, I share an intense relationship of love, trust, friendship, goodwill, and acceptance. Our friendship is so alive and deep that we can’t stand the weekends and rare holidays that interrupt our daily meeting and working together. We have great fun working together, we share our meals, tea, and snacks, celebrate birthdays and festivals in the lab, occasionally get together for shopping or movies, visit one another’s families, and exchange gifts. This whole network helps us feel connected, part of a family or a community. I hired them and have worked with most of them for nearly four years, training them in the science and arts of diagnostic clinical microbiology and turning them into very capable research assistants. The way we interact with each other always brings out the very best of human nature in us. I have learned very good lessons from these youngsters . . . politeness, humility, helpfulness, patience, and nonstop hard work, never grumbling at the numerous resource crunches faced in our department, but always making the best use of daily situations and emergencies. I count myself very lucky to have the privilege of working with such nice people.

[image: image]
Left to right: Kannan, myself, Clara, and Lissy at the Childs Trust Hospital.
A few days in a month, I do manage to get back home early. These days, I take my mom out for a walk through the neighboring park, or to the sea beach. She also likes to go to temples. Dinner is a simple affair by 9 P.M. after which we both read something—a newspaper is a must. Amma often watches TV, but I don’t. I simply do not have the aptitude for becoming a couch potato. Mom and myself are best friends. We chat about every topic under the sun. We call it a day by 11 P.M..
The best aspect of this job is that it lets me do what I like doing—using my time, training, and energy in helping the sick overcome their sickness, and working for children, trying to make them smile. Another good aspect is that it gives me no time to brood and grumble over the pay, which is shamelessly low. Yet another good aspect is that this job as chief of clinical microbiology services makes me a thankful, grateful person and never lets me take anyone/anything for granted. It continuously reminds me to be humble and bow with reverence to the creative power that is within and beyond man—call it God or anything you like. All these were not mentioned in my service contract, therefore I consider them bonuses and perks that I generously receive apart from my pay.
My date of birth is 01.01.1961. Sunday, 8:20 A.M.., place Jamshedpur in Bihar. This is when and where I was welcomed by my dear parents into their loving fold where they already had four daughters and a son. My childhood memories are good. I have been loved, wanted, and superbly cared for by my parents and all my senior siblings. My father never regarded money as something that should be earned, accumulated, and invested. He worked very hard, earned very little, and spent all of what he earned in helping anyone who was ever in need and approached him. He never anticipated or hoped for anything in return for his Good Samaritan deeds. He is a contented man, now 81 years old, and is as enthusiastic and energetic as a healthy man in his middle age. My mother is a gentle, warm, caring, and very affectionate woman. She taught us the value of education, freedom, and discipline. She never raised her voice or used even the mildest of physical punishments to straighten out any one of her six boisterous, energetic, mischievous children. She never ever lost her patience in raising us. But ever so gently, efficiently, and firmly she conveyed to us that we could not fool around and waste our lives. She gave us a sense of purpose, an urge to set a goal and reach it, and she made us work with dignity to improve ourselves and our lot in life. She has a creative urge springing forth deep from her consciousness—she has composed hundreds of original Tamil songs, prayers, and hymns, all devotional, and she has also composed music for them. She sings them in her own melodious voice. She simply is a genius.
My dear parents are approaching their 51st wedding anniversary. We have planned a prayer meeting, followed by distributing food to needy, poor people who have nothing to eat, and then a small gathering of friends at home. Anna and his family are coming to join us. All my sisters and my brother are moderately educated, married, and have reasonably good lives. We meet rarely nowadays, as everyone is busy in running their household and raising their kids.
As a little girl I was quiet, made very few friends. But I was almost a mini-celebrity at schools because in every public event I always had a couple of lectures to give and a couple of prizes to receive for studies or extracurricular activities. My family was always encouraging and supportive. They celebrated with me when I won and loved and supported me even when I lost, but it was my mother who taught me the futility of the rat race. She often says that even if you win a rat race you remain a rat. She encouraged us to become lions and not rats.
The picture that you get after reading these lines is that the correspondent of this letter is a person from a family with a somewhat light purse and an unusually deep sense of human values. This is my inheritance from my parents, and I am proud of them. The values that I grew up with are still with me. I do feel I have strong and deep roots and therefore I have the faith and confidence in myself that I can reach far and wide without losing track of who I am, without getting lost. I will remain levelheaded and never lose my identity.
From the interview of you in the Metropolis entitled “To ‘bring back Indian culture,’ ” I particularly recall one line: “After all, he realizes if your employees are happy, they work better and then you are happy.” This is a rare breed of employee-friendly businessman who believes in “commerce of brotherhood, a kinship model—real business goes on because of that.” I am impressed and amused. It would be interesting to get to know you because other than the TATAs, my father’s former bosses, I have heard of very few employee-friendly, humanitarian businessmen. In the world of commerce, business sense and humanitarian view appear grossly incompatible—this is how it looks.
Next how is Noogie? Is Noogie he or she? What color and breed? Friendly and gentle or ferocious and violent? In your reply you could also tell me about Noogie. I hope your busy schedule ahead gives you satisfaction and peace of mind (most essential requirements for a happy life). I also hope you will get time to write back. Please take care. With regards and best wishes,
Sincerely,
Vatsala

May 22, 1995
Dear Dr. Vatsala,
Greetings. Thanks for your letter of May 2nd. You certainly come across as a dynamic and talented woman and it’s a pleasure getting to know you.
I traveled to the Amazon with my dear friend and author, John Perkins. John did volunteer work in the Peace Corps in the Amazon 20 years ago and, with my encouragement, he’s returned to the Shuar people of the Upper Amazon Basin and is writing books about his experiences. This was the second time I’ve been to the jungle with him; this time we went to an outpost on the Pastaza River. This is a very remote and inaccessible region of primary forest. The people here first made contact with the modern world only some 20 to 30 years ago and it is a difficult and challenging environment that very few people from the outside have ever entered. The reason for going down here was the request of two of our friends in Ecuador who are looking to do a project with the people of this area to help preserve the jungle from the inevitable exploitation which will come. It is a restricted area and we were given special permission to visit it by the Minister of Health and Education. Since our visit, John has taken it upon himself to raise money for a forest preservation project that is now in its initial stages of development.
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Me with my one-month-old niece Sara
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I am with my nephew Michael and my dog Noogie
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Noogie’s arrival, summer 1992
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With Dada Harish Johari at Rishikesh.
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Sacred waterfall of the Shuar people, Upper Amazon Basin.
I’m sure you would find this environment taxing, as I did. However, the environment of my home is much more as you describe and more in keeping with the sentiments expressed in your letter. The mountains that nestle our village are covered in exquisite hardwood and pine forests; there are lakes, rivers, and streams everywhere; and I’ve recently started horseback riding again, which gives me a wonderful opportunity to enjoy the countryside.
We’re in the height of spring now and everything’s bursting to life with incredible fragrances and colors. It is difficult to be inside at this time; Noogie and I take every opportunity to be outside with nature.
Being very hardworking, committed, and conscientious myself, I marvel at the sentiments you express about work in your letter. Rarely today does one find someone with such a creative and positive attitude about the work they’ve been given in life. Personally, I’m very grateful and I feel privileged to serve in the capacity I do at my work. Along with the creative and business responsibilities come the demands of encouraging the development—both personal and professional—of the people I work with.
Being the chief executive of the company means that I must constantly be helping my staff realize their goals and expand their horizons, and must give them a creative, moral, and ethical standard that is fitting for a company that publishes books on spirituality and health. I don’t see any point in publishing books on these topics if we can’t function together as a team of high-minded and healthy people, and have some fun doing it.
We recently set up a food co-op so our staff can have organically grown and healthy food products delivered to our office at a lower price than that of a store. One of the greatest pleasures I receive in my work is seeing my colleagues realize their own potential. This shouldn’t sound like philanthropy or some kind of saintly endeavor; rather, I’ve seen this attitude of mine engender loyalty and commitment to me and the company on the part of my staff, and it provides a warm and happy atmosphere to work in. You could take the point of view that this is the ultimate selfishness, i.e., that I treat everybody well and I get treated very well in return.

[image: image]
Noogie and I. Summer 1994. and Relaxing at home.
I’m delighted to hear about your fondness for and your warm relationship with your parents, who both sound like remarkable people. So many people these days suffer from low self-esteem because of a lack of warmth and support from their families while they were growing up. I can see that that’s certainly not the case with you, and it is not the case with me, as I also enjoyed a loving and happy childhood with parents who cared for me, nurtured me, and supported my enthusiasm and endeavors throughout my youth. They continue to be interested and involved in my work; my father maintains a library of every book we have ever published and keeps scrapbooks of the clippings and articles that appear about me and the company. Next week, they will travel to Chicago to be my guests at our 20th anniversary at the American Booksellers Convention. They will attend all the dinners and events as honored guests; it will also be my father’s 75th birthday. Like your parents, my parents just celebrated their 51st anniversary last month and I was pleased to be present on that occasion.
Given your very close relationship with your family and the obviously important work you are doing at the hospital, how do you think you would feel about adapting to a life in a small town in the United States, away from your family and a job you clearly love? Certainly, there would be many advantages and positive aspects in finding a rewarding relationship, raising a family, and living in nature. However, it would be quite a radical change from the life you are now leading. I’m sure you’ve given this some thought; I’d be interested to hear from you on this subject.
I can’t close this letter without responding to your questions about Noogie. The Noogman is ferociously friendly, and a gentle and loving being. His experience with humanity has been one of constant love and affection and he gives the same in return. I often think of what an extraordinary life experience he’s having, one in which he feels that all humanity is his friend. We should all be so fortunate.
Noogie is a German shepherd, born and bred to be a Seeing Eye dog for the blind. He comes from Fidelco, one of the 10 not-forprofit Seeing Eye dog schools in America. All of the dogs are bred with the goal of becoming a companion to a blind person. However, the larger, more “alpha” dogs are allowed to be adopted, as they are too active and independent to be good at this work. Their breeding makes them very sensitive and friendly toward people, courageous, and highly, highly intelligent. When my one-year-old niece came to the house, she was going through that phase where she would avoid contact
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