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For Dad.







Music fills the infinite between two souls.

—Rabindranath Tagore








Memory is particular to each of us, and in the pages that follow, I have tried to tell the story that lives in me. I have changed certain names, descriptions, and dates, and some dialogue has been shaped through recollection.






FOREWORD

“The Place Where Hope Begins”

Restrung is a rich and often astonishing feast of stories delivered with such vivid precision, such unflinching candor, and such heart that I suspect every reader will find herself shaken and inspired at her core. It takes us into the complexities of family ambition, the challenges of philanthropy, and the pressures that shadow achievement and into exactly the kinds of places—in our culture and inside our hearts—that many of us, all too often, try to avoid. Besides all that, it’s crafted by a prodigiously talented young musician, speaker, and hero of social justice who just happens to be an enviably accomplished and nuanced writer.

Yet Hollywood itself might be shy about presenting the story of a boy born to struggling immigrant parents who finds himself playing Carnegie Hall at the age of eight, appearing on The Oprah Winfrey Show while still in elementary school, and, by age eleven, making his international debut as a violinist with Zubin Mehta and the Israel Philharmonic. He enters college at twelve, scores a research internship at Harvard’s Center for Neurologic Diseases while going through the Yale School of Music, and, having completed his premed courses at seventeen, two years later wins a place as violinist with the world-class Los Angeles Philharmonic. And that’s only the beginning of a transfixing and affecting story that questions all our performances—onstage and in life—and unsettles every assumption about how one can “disappear into excellence.”

We learn here about Saint Julian and Handel’s many trials, about bubonic plague on Skid Row and Bengali customs, all seamlessly woven together, but at its subtle heart Restrung begins as an unusually honest tale of the costs of immigration. Vivek Gupta, bearing the namesake “Bulbul,” and his wife arrive in the United States from India, and he begins working at baggage claim at John F. Kennedy International Airport while his spouse, who’s completed premed studies back home, labors behind a cash register at one of the airport’s duty-free stores. They dream of making a better life for their two sons, and soon they succeed beyond every expectation. But as their eldest, Vijay, becomes Robert and Bobby and then Vijay again, he confronts many of the trickiest challenges of “making it” while his parents have to wonder whether they’ve raised him to become a stranger to them. Before we know it, we’re learning more about America, and its archetypal stresses, than we might have ever reckoned with before.

[image: ]
I felt blessed the first time I got to meet Vijay. I didn’t yet know his name when a friend suggested him as a perfect guest for the onstage conversation series I’d hosted for decades in Santa Barbara. Some of what my friend told me was arresting enough—he was one of the youngest violinists ever to be hired by a major American orchestra, he’d given a celebrated TED Talk, and he’d received a MacArthur genius grant—but nothing prepared me for the articulate, openhearted, and deeply poised soul who opened our conversation with some Bach and then spoke with rare conviction and intelligence about giving up his position within a major orchestra to bring music to prisons, to veterans, to chemotherapy wards, and to the largest population of the unhoused in the land.

We’d been fortunate to host Philip Glass, Meredith Monk, Salman Rushdie, and all kinds of other eminences over the years, but here was someone young, ardent, offering a new set of possibilities before our eyes. To every question Vijay offered a torrent of beautifully eloquent phrases and perceptions, and to every email I sent he would offer an instant and thoughtful heartfelt response. Here was the rare soul who knew the Benedictine monastery where I regularly stay—though he, as I, was born into Hinduism—as well as the even rarer being who could tell me what lies behind the triumphal chords in a Mozart or Bach concerto.

Part of the wonder of Restrung is, not surprisingly, that it shows how much music can soothe the savage beast—in each of us, but in society as well, and, most startling, in the musician, too; it’s a guidebook to how a physician can heal himself, and how an artist may do the same. Music can never—as we painfully learn—heal the rifts within families or cure all of society’s ills or people’s troubles. But it offers us an image of something beyond ourselves that’s within ourselves, and that, though marked by time, carries us out of time, and soars beyond every division of class or economic circumstance.

I can’t remember ever reading descriptions of living within music—and feeling in tune with an audience, dissolving divisions, playing into a “deep listening”—as evocative as the ones I find here. And in the tiny biographies of composers he loves, Vijay reminds us how much of the beauty of their work arose from suffering. Reading of Robert Schumann, for example, I thought initially of convergences with Vijay’s life—and then of how much the beloved nineteenth-century musician had in common with some of the shivering souls cast out into our streets.

Hollywood would give us a stirring account, if telling this story, of how the incarcerated are freed by music and the lost are found. Vijay, by contrast, is too seasoned and sophisticated to offer us instant solutions. He comes to see through the limits of speaking “fluent nonprofit,” and he learns never to expect too much as he works to protect the dying from the interventions of the “well intentioned.” Yes, there’s a contrast between philanthropists congratulating themselves on their goodness and the tens of thousands sleeping around Skid Row, but some of the former are strikingly kind, and some of the latter understandably enraged.

Yet, if the first surprise of the book is to show us how many of the gifted souls in a high-level orchestra are wounded or disengaged, even as they can step onto a stage and touch a thousand hearts, the second is to present dozens of professional musicians devoting their rare free time to taking their talents to places that others among us might shun. One essential purpose of Restrung is to suggest that it’s not just audiences that musicians are working to restore, but themselves.

[image: ]
I could cover dozens of pages simply making sense of the world of music, as it comes to us here, and the ways in which it interacts with the world of those forgotten on our streets, who surround us in affluent cities like the one in which I write, two hours from Skid Row. But what gives a whole other dimension to this memoir is the private story, of the often shocking cruelties that can attend the pursuit of the American Dream. Looked at in one way, the story of a little boy, of displaced parents, conquering the worlds of music and the academy in his teens, vindicates all our hopes for the New World and the opportunities it offers; seen behind closed doors, it reveals to us how much high achievement can mean pulling yourself away from your culture and from the people who made you. It can mean finding yourself entwined with them and imprisoned within their hopes, even when none of that is healthy, and it can result in a success that’s the polar opposite of fulfillment.

We see here a child who’s torn in two directions—to follow his passions and to achieve his parents’ dreams—and doesn’t know how to become himself without betraying the ones who made him. His story also evolves into one about a boy wonder with a conscience who finds himself leading two lives—at the very least—as he moves through glittering soirees, broken streets, and all the drama that awaits him at home. As a writer myself, I know how hard it is to tell any one of these stories, let alone all of them at once. And how it’s even harder to maintain one’s balance, and to see, as Vijay writes in one typically discerning moment, how much his parents did for him, as well as to him.

It’s this rending human story, delivered with such fearless clarity and intimacy, that makes me think of this book in the context of classic works of literature from Jhumpa Lahiri or Ayad Akhtar. It’s very much the story of our times and it chimes with the increasing—and welcome—flood of books telling of the struggles of Black writers to get the better of their circumstances, the torn loyalties of newcomers from Ethiopia or Nigeria, the aspirations of all those crossing the American border from the south. What is the cost of sacrifice, and how can one keep alive the home one has inherited while one’s sights are set on a new and seemingly better home? How can one transcend the conditions of one’s parents without leaving them behind, and how can one then not get blinded by the spotlight glare of acclaim, especially if it’s premised on ignoring the shattered lives outside?

This all comes together in a remarkable scene—one of many—where Vijay describes driving away from the glittering Frank Gehry–designed Disney Hall in downtown Los Angeles and finding himself, after missing a turn, among the more than eleven thousand souls sleeping in tents and rolling themselves along on wheelchairs or stumbling through the center of ragged streets. He’s steering a blue Camry, having only recently acquired his driver’s license, and his father, who has come to live with him and oversee his son’s rise, tries with all his might to keep the two of them away from the desperate faces they see outside. Meanwhile, a Beethoven quartet, one of the last pieces the composer wrote, is playing in all its tenderness from the speakers in their car. The music, the scenes of destitution, the rare status Vijay has somehow achieved, all the fears and parental pressures he has been experiencing, come together with a force that’s overpowering. It feels like the harrowing shadow side of the moments of numinous harmony he has evoked when playing certain passages on his violin.

But I don’t think many readers will forget the scenes of Vijay trying with all his heart to let himself be transported by the music even as his parents fret that the music will take him away from them. He plays the violin as a little boy in the hope that it can heal the strains at home, he feels tears coming to his eyes as he listens to his little brother sing “Once in Royal David’s City” in a Hudson Valley church. But second place will never be enough among “Bengal tigers,” and Vijay finds himself at once making good on the fact that his name means “victory” in his parents’ tongue and then running away from it entirely.

Few could relate to his extraordinary accomplishments, but everyone can understand his emotions. Some of what he describes here of his parents’ actions sounds insupportable; yet some of their sacrifices to make their son great—driving seventy miles each way several times a week—are all but unimaginable. This is the rare story of growing up that can take us unforgettably into an American boy’s longing for independence, just as it takes us into his immigrant parents’ anxious clinging to accomplishment. “I’d folded myself into obedience so thoroughly,” we read at one point, “I forgot it was a performance.”

And oh, the descriptions of music here, in which the artist learns to balance surrender with control and to lose himself in what he’s making! I have never heard harmonics opened up from within as they are in this book, and by someone who’s familiar enough with neurology to know, scientifically, how much music can be medicine for inertia or depression. The scenes in which we read of the performer striking up a conversation with his audience that becomes communion, until the listeners’ very stillness “becomes a kind of music, too,” carry us up to the heavens even—especially—when set amid scenes of sorrow that sound infernal.

The “slow-burning miracle” of the opening movement of Johannes Brahms’s Fourth Symphony sounds “like a secret muttered in half sleep.” The undulations in a Schumann quartet are “as if an animal were caught in a maw.” This writer feels music so profoundly that we begin to live within the chords—the pauses—he evokes, and, most of all, to come to see that the cries of pain he hears, from amid the audiences and from within the composers he cherishes, are not so very different from his own.

[image: ]
I will leave readers to discover for themselves all the surprises that ensue, on Skid Row and out of public view. But let me just end this foreword, already much longer than I intended, by noting that, three years after our first meeting, I flew back into California one January night to introduce a new book of mine to the world, a meditation on silence and transformation and wildfire called Aflame. As a taxi guided me back to my family home, inching around mountain turns, I looked up to see that all the lights in our house were out; once I stepped inside, I realized that the landlines were dead, too. Our electric company had turned off all power because high winds threatened to spark flames that could burn down our home, which had been built to replace an earlier house, on the same property, that had burned to the ground years earlier. By the light of a little white lantern, I checked my emails and learned that terrible fires were, at that very moment, scything through many parts of Los Angeles, including the small town where Vijay lives.

Through the jet-lagged night, messages kept flooding in, telling of devastation and chaos. Two weeks later, I was due to be holding an event around Aflame in Pasadena, very close to where many were losing not just their livelihoods but their lives. I had already asked Vijay if he would engage me in a public conversation in the century-old bookstore there—Who else knew so much about monasticism, about transcendence, about crossing borders? Now we both sensed that his music, as much as his presence and words, would be the instrument of healing so many were crying out for.

Vijay had been bringing his gift to those in need for years; very few people knew or felt so deeply how much music can do. Surrounded in the bookstore by the rubble the flames had left behind, he began to play for a room of people made tender by all that they and their neighbors had endured. Many were unhoused now and displaced. He shared some Bach with us, and he offered up an arrangement of Leonard Cohen’s “Hallelujah” for solo violin. He engaged me in a sparkling, wide-awake discussion, in which we felt that everything was at stake. And as I finished reading the book you have in front of you, I came to see that it, deep down, is a version of the same: a sincere, heart-stopping sharing of world-class strength—and vulnerability—designed to help us all move toward better, truer, deeper versions of ourselves.


—Pico Iyer

Santa Barbara, California

July 2025








PRELUDE

“Jesus on the Main Line”

[Patton State Hospital, San Bernardino]

I pulled my blue Camry up to the guard’s booth and rolled down the window. The blast of heat was like opening an oven. The dash read 105 degrees.

“Yeah, uh—I’m here for the concert?”

Behind wire-rimmed aviators, the guard’s eyebrows went up, then dropped into a scowl. On the booth door, the California state seal—Minerva, a bear, the word Eureka—was the same baked dust-brown of the guard’s uniform.

“Who on earth is playing a concert here?”

I was.

In 2007, I was the youngest member of the Los Angeles Philharmonic, three months shy of turning twenty, and already asking the kind of inconvenient questions that made my parents nervous. They’d wanted me to be the other Dr. Gupta. Instead, I’d rebelled and won my first audition, landing a spot in one of the best orchestras in the country. Two years later, I’d earned tenure, which meant that I had a six-figure salary, a pension, benefits for life: a dream job, by any standard. Four nights a week, I got to play with some of the biggest names in classical music—Gustavo Dudamel, Yo-Yo Ma, and John Williams—onstage at Walt Disney Concert Hall, the Hollywood Bowl, on tour all over the globe in London, Paris, Tokyo, and Vienna. Night after night, I played some of the greatest music ever written, with musicians who had dedicated their lives to the craft of classical music.

And yet, I couldn’t understand why it all felt so hollow. I didn’t know what I wanted—but I’d go anywhere to find it.

I started cold-calling clinics and county jails. I played in VA hospitals, cancer wards, and hospices. I played for kids with Down syndrome and once in a Skid Row courtyard for a man who had turned the Second Street tunnel into a concert hall. After a recital at Occidental College, someone in my audience, who turned out to be a forensic social worker, asked if I’d play at a state hospital seventy miles east of LA. I said yes without giving it a second thought, not realizing that I’d just agreed to perform in an asylum.

And now, I was here, about to play a concert, and feeling not just pre-concert adrenaline, but a gnawing unease. At the booth, the guard made a few terse phone calls. The barrier lifted, and I drove past a row of brick, Victorian-looking buildings. Patton was one of the last remaining state hospitals, a former asylum with a brutal history of shock therapy and Thorazine, lobotomies and forced sterilizations. When patients died, they were buried in a mass, unmarked grave somewhere on the grounds. After President Ronald Reagan gutted the asylum system in the 1980s, places like Patton absorbed the fallout, shifting from asylums into holding pens for those deemed unfit to stand trial in the overcrowded LA courts. And today, they—the “criminally insane”—would be my audience.

I parked my Camry and two lanyard-clad social workers greeted me in a dusty parking lot. I pulled my violin case from the back seat, trying to hide the mound of fast-food wrappers, water bottles, and an empty box of cookies. As we walked toward a drab concrete building that would serve as my concert venue that afternoon, the social workers told me that a janitor had recently unlocked an attic in one of the buildings, in which he’d found a room full of suitcase lobotomy kits from the 1950s. Some of the instruments were still rusted from use.

Despite the furnace-heat that engulfed me, I shivered.

As we approached the swinging double doors of the drab, concrete building, one of the social workers said, with some embarrassment, that this crowd might not “behave” like the typical concert-hall audience I was used to. Some were acutely mentally ill and might do something I’d find disruptive, like talk during the performance or wander around the room. I nodded, thinking of the dozing patrons at Disney Hall, or the pot-smoking picnickers at the Bowl. I had come to Patton wanting to play music for people who’d never be able to hear music inside a concert hall. I was convinced that music, or beauty of any kind, could be soothing, even healing, to people I saw as suffering, maybe even broken beyond repair. I was utterly sincere, naïve—and totally unprepared for what was about to happen.

Even as eighty inmates in brown jumpsuits filed into the room, my focus was entirely on the music I’d be playing for them: Bach’s “Chaconne,” one of the most difficult pieces of music ever written for the violin, which I’d be playing from memory. The audience was made up of men and women of all ages, and most looked drained of definition, blurred by heavy antipsychotics. Some stared blankly, while others locked eyes with me and didn’t look away. I looked back in their direction, and even tried to nod a curt, professional greeting, but really, I was still practicing in my head, imagining all the things that could go wrong: Don’t crunch the first chord. Make sure the bassline is clear. Don’t play out of tune. Don’t rush.

I opened my case in front of a heavy black curtain and lifted out my violin, tuning the strings one by one—A against D, D against G, E against A—tightening the fifths. The curtain swallowed sound and I barely heard the staff member’s introduction. My chest thumped with adrenaline. The focus I’d learned as a child performer returned on cue, more instinct than choice. My vision narrowed to a single point.

Without a smile, or a bow, or even a single word to my audience, I began to play:


Yaa-ta-tum, taa-ta-lam, yaa-de-dum, da—



Johann Sebastian Bach wrote the “Chaconne” in a moment of devastation. While visiting the spa town of Carlsbad, his wife, Maria Barbara—a gifted musician, as well as his teenage sweetheart, and mother to their seven children—suddenly died. By the time Bach returned home, she had already been buried, and mourned. Even though Bach was no stranger to loss—orphaned at ten, he would later become a father who buried several of his own children—Maria Barbara’s death marked a turning point in his life, upending the stability he once knew, propelling him toward a quiet, unfulfilled life as a little-known church cantor. After he died, most of his music disappeared from public view and stayed that way for nearly a century.

In Bach’s hands, the “Chaconne”—a Baroque dance with origins in the New World—became prayer and dance, hymn and counterpoint, joy and death. In the work, he embedded four Lutheran chorales, Christ lag in Todesbanden, “Christ lay in the bonds of death”; Jesu, meine Freude, “Jesus my joy”; Den Tod niemand zwingen kunnt, “No one could force death”; and Auf meinen lieben Gott, “To my beloved God”—all perfectly apportioned to the Golden Ratio like a piece of musical architecture. This music was Bach’s Taj Mahal.

For the violinist, the “Chaconne” demands years of disciplined training, drawing the player into a zone of total focus, where nothing exists beyond the next measure. The double stops, the long runs of broken chords, and the exposed lines require a near-dissociative level of hyperfocus. The piece, the longest work written for unaccompanied violin at the time, runs close to fifteen minutes. For the person holding the violin it can feel like a marathon of terror.

But at Patton, I was playing my heart out. Bach’s music rose into a hymn of resurrection, a pinnacle of ecstasy, soaring and singing, before turning back to the grave. It was one of the rare times where I—a serial perfectionist—was happy with the way I was playing. Now, I geared up for the return to Bach’s opening line, repeated at the closing, as if to remind the audience that even though they had climbed between hell and heaven, they had really been hearing the same music the whole time.


Yaa-ta-tum, taa-ta-lam, yaa-de-dum, da—



I landed on the last note and unleashed my bow in a flourish, waiting for that familiar crack of applause to shatter the air.

It never came.

The open D hung in the air, unanswered. I stared around the room, dumbfounded. I lowered my violin, smiled, and nodded, a universal cue for “clap now, please.” Still, nothing.

For the first time in my life, I had bombed.

In an asylum.

Then, from the middle of the room, a Black man with a graying beard—an inmate wearing a tan jumpsuit the same shade as the desert dust that clouded the state hospital—lifted his hand and glared straight at me. I nodded, silent.

“Son,” he said, “don’t you know any songs we know?”

I felt a searing flush of shame. I had perfect pitch, and a nearly perfect memory. I’d been at Juilliard for seven years. By thirteen, I’d been a soloist on stages from Tokyo to Tel Aviv, New York to Bombay, Saint Barth’s to Santa Barbara. I had twenty-five thousand hours of practice and a seat in a top orchestra. But in that moment, all of it failed me. I couldn’t think of a single song this man knew. Well, just one. The first music that came out of the depths of my grasping, panicking mind was the theme from Titanic, and then, the realization that there could not possibly be something worse to play in a state hospital than “My Heart Will Go On.” I stood, cowering, humbled, and more than a little humiliated.

And then, grace came uninvited, as it always does. The man raised his head and began to sing to me.


Jesus is on that main line, tell him what you want.



His voice was a clear and bright baritone. He slid between notes with the ease of someone who knew how to use his voice in a big space. I could tell that he’d probably grown up singing in the church.


Call him up and tell him what you want.



I’d never heard the song before, but it was clear that plenty of others had. A man in the front row who’d been asleep during my “Chaconne” was suddenly wide awake, stomping in time. A woman started rocking herself and clapping in time. Some sang back to him.


Tell him what you want.



He pressed on, stronger now.


If you’re feeling down and out, tell him what you want.



My violin slack and useless in my hands, I watched this man—an inmate, a patient, a singer, a stranger—do what I should have come there to do: not just to perform at people, but to make music come alive in them.

I couldn’t have known I was witnessing one of the greatest music lessons of my life.

It took me years to understand that the inmate wasn’t rejecting me, or Bach, or asking for a song he preferred. He was asking me to see him, not just as an inmate, or a cause for my charity, but as someone with his own music, his own desires, his own voice. He was teaching me that music wasn’t a one-sided race to win, not a victory lap to be played at him from a safe distance, but an exchange. Just as he wasn’t only an inmate, reduced to the worst thing he might have done on the worst day of his life. He was trying to show me that for all my training, I had walked into that room thinking I was the only musician there, and all anyone would want from me was to be dazzled by my calcified, dissociative perfection.


Tell him what you want.



What did I want? I had no idea. I’d never even asked myself that question before. All I knew was that I had to keep asking—keep practicing—that question. And to do that, I’d need to keep making music in places that weren’t concert halls.

[image: ]
Art is not a noun. It is not an object to be bought, sold, perfected, or displayed. Art is not something made by a genius, or rendered obsolete by a machine, because it is not a thing at all. It is an intention. Art shares the same intention as belonging, which is the longing to be: to be seen, to be known, to be loved. The Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore once wrote that music could fill the infinite between two souls, because even as the distance between beings stretches toward infinity, each of us carries a song we came to sing during our brief visit to this plane of existence.

That song can change us, heal us, and lift us beyond ourselves. Music reaches the broken places within us and the broken places between us. It becomes a living current moving from one person to another, stitching together what we thought was lost. In a world seduced by despair and, as T. S. Eliot wrote, distracted from distraction by distraction, hope cannot be an idea. Hope must become a practice—not a practice of perfection or aspiration—but of making and unmaking through an iterative, spiritual hygiene of attention.

Over the years I have brought thousands of concerts to shelters, clinics, jails, and prisons, playing music for people who were living the hardest days of their lives. And though places like Skid Row carry problems of the most immense human pain and suffering, the deepest practice I witnessed—with people recovering from homelessness and addiction, from poverty and incarceration and despair—was the practice of hope. It is undoubtedly true that Skid Row is the end of the road for many. But for others, rock bottom is a place of beginnings, a place from where things can only get better. Skid Row is a spiritual crucible: a place where one might learn how to remake themself.

And Skid Row became my crucible, too. Even as I chased achievements that left me feeling increasingly hollow, it was in shelters that I learned how to let myself break and be remade. In Skid Row, I learned how to belong. When my own family disowned me, I realized I had been building a different kind of family, one that sang in clinics and played in jail dormitories and danced in the streets. And when I lost my own home, and my life savings, and any sense of connection to the world around me, people in Skid Row taught me that a home is not the same as a house, and that people do not become homeless when they run out of money, but when they run out of relationships. I learned that music, like all art, is not mere entertainment, but a lifeline.

After my first concerts in shelters and prisons, I kept going back as someone doing “community outreach”—to be a musical evangelist or even an advocate for social justice—never thinking I was there to work on myself. But I was. I met teachers everywhere, people who challenged me, leveled me, and humbled me into new understandings of myself, even as I unraveled in public, circling addiction, despair, and heartbreak. I poured my waking and often dreaming hours into bringing sweetness to people living through their hardest days.

In one of America’s most broken places, I found a kind of wholeness I had never known in any other place. In shelters and clinics, and later in jails and prisons, I wept with wonder and grief, astonished by the grace I received from people I once dismissed as the least among us, who became my truest teachers. I learned the meaning of hallelujah, a word that carries grief and praise in the same breath.

Tagore wrote in Gitanjali, “I have spent many days stringing and unstringing my instrument, while the song I came to sing remains unsung.” For years, that was me, stringing and unstringing myself, chasing perfection, chasing approval, chasing love. But the song I came to sing was waiting in the places I had been taught to avoid, in people I was told were unworthy, and in the parts of myself I believed were broken.

This is the story of how I came undone, and how I was restrung.


—Vijay Gupta

Altadena, California

November, 2025









Part 1

The first music I ever knew was the sound of Dad, praying.

His voice drifted down from upstairs, where he sat, cross-legged, before a makeshift altar bearing murtis arranged on a strip of silk: a one-tusked elephant, a blue man meditating beside a trident, a red cloth pouch decorated with cowrie shells, a granite pillar smeared with sandalwood. Each morning, Dad pulled on an orange bathrobe and lit a row of flickering deepa and laid out nuts and dried fruit on crystal coasters, sanctifying the offering with a sprinkle of holy water from the sacred Ganges. Then, he’d light a stick of incense, and, trailing fragrant wisps of smoke, begin to chant in a torrent of Sanskrit, starting with a piercing “Aaauuummm.”

Years later, I’d learn that Dad had learned the chants by ear from the tapes of old Kolkata radio broadcasts. He didn’t understand the words, but he loved how holy they made him—and his home—feel. As the sun rose, he’d descend from his pujo and plant scratchy, mustached kisses on our cheeks, pressing the sandalwood-smoked proshad—the same offering he had made to the gods—into our mouths: our first food, our first blessing.

One morning after his pujo, I crept upstairs and sat at the altar, babbling mantras of my own creation. Like many three-year-old boys, I wanted to be like my dad. I fumbled with a box of matches, striking the sticks and dropping them on the blue shag carpet, thrilled by the sulfurous bursts of light. When one caught and spread to a curl of silk, then to the yellowed pages of holy books, I made a run for it. Behind me, flames leapt fast, devouring scriptures and murtis carried across continents, ancestral heirlooms that had survived famine, Partition, and (colonial) rule. I scampered down the stairs, hands clamped over my ears, chanting “Alahm, alahm” in counterpoint with the screeching smoke detector.

That’s how I earned my nickname: Potka. Firecracker.







Chapter 1

BORO ASHA KORE, OR, GREAT EXPECTATIONS


[image: A musical score in treble clef labeled ‘Soprano’ with the tempo marking ‘Allegro.’ The notation includes a series of quarter notes and eighth notes, with lyrics written below the notes: ‘Hal-le-lu-jah.’]
“Twinkle Twinkle Little Star”


Perhaps it is music that will save the world.

—Shinichi Suzuki


Suzuki Book 1: “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star”

[Newburgh, New York]

Shinichi Suzuki knew there was no such thing as a prodigy. He believed that musical ability developed the same way as language developed, through immersion, repetition, and love. He called his method “Talent Education,” and believed music could be taught like a mother tongue. If a child could learn a language as complicated as Japanese by ear, then there was no reason any child couldn’t learn music—what he called “the language of the heart without words”—that very same way.

And so, in a bright, sunlit room overlooking the Hudson River, I learned the Suzuki Method from a dour German woman named Mrs. Vogel. I’d already had one year of violin lessons from Mrs. Larkin, but I looked on as Mrs. Vogel now drew four lines on a piece of graph paper, one for each year I’d lived so far. She named the strings: E. A. D. G.

Then, she fixed thin strips of colored tape on my violin, which would serve as temporary frets. There were four of those, too: red for 1, yellow for 2, blue for 3, and black for 4. I tucked my 1/16 size violin under my chin and curled my thumb around the neck of the instrument. Trying very hard not to let the instrument slip away, I squeezed my chin down on the chinrest. Her correction was swift.

“No clenching, now.”

I tried not to clench my chin, which only made me clench my whole body instead. I turned to look at both of my parents, watching me. Dad tsked impatiently, waving me back toward Mrs. Vogel. Next to him, Mom was folded in half, hiding her face in her hands, the way she had the morning I set the pujo room on fire.

Even though I was only four, I’d already had a few violin lessons. Dad had made me my first violin out of a Cracker Jack box and a ruler. He plucked a twig out of one of Mom’s ornamental pear trees for me to use as a bow. I rubbed on it all day long, singing songs of my own creation. When an Irish father-son duo came to lay tile in our basement, I eagerly serenaded them in a made-up language of nonsense syllables, hopping between the blue and white squares. “Bababaa-dalee-de-deee.” One of them looked up, raised his trowel, and sang a verse of “Danny Boy.” I stood still and listened to the melody: the slow rise and pause, the soft curls on “the pipes, the pipes are calling,” rising and curling again. Then, without a word, I sang it back to them, note for note, in my own babble-language, miming along on my toy violin.

They were awestruck. “Get that kid some lessons!”

My first teacher, Mrs. Larkin, was an apple farmer. She taught Suzuki violin in her cluttered living room. Dad replaced the Cracker Jack box with a 1/16 size spruce-and-maple violin and a bow made of carbon fiber. In group lessons, parents bounced along with the kids as we scrubbed out rhythms—“Run-Jimmy-Run-Jimmy,” “Mississippi-Hot-Dog”—their eyes screwed up at the horrifying screeches emerging from our violins. After class, Mrs. Larkin laid out treats: fresh McIntosh apples or leftover Halloween candy. I always picked the candy, off-limits at home because of Dad’s diabetes—even though sometimes he snuck a piece too. It was our little secret, which made it taste even better. “Don’t tell Mommy.”

Dad and I were inseparable. I clung to his shoulders and pulled at his thinning flop of black hair. My favorite song was his favorite song, from Paul Simon’s Graceland:


If you’ll be my bodyguard, I can be your long lost pal…



After a few months, Mrs. Larkin told us to find another teacher. I was racing ahead, picking out songs by ear. Neither my parents nor I knew then that I had perfect pitch. Mrs. Vogel, who did not serve up apples or candy, was supposed to be the best in the Mid-Hudson Valley.

In her living room, lit by a river glistening through bay windows, Mrs. Vogel knelt on a pale tatami mat and traced the outline of my small, socked feet on construction paper, guiding me to stand so—“heels touching!”—toes turned out to make a small “V.” The violin was to be held at another perfect angle—“beautiful posture!”—with my nose in line with the strings. Each lesson began and ended with a respectful Japanese bow from the waist—“feet together, back straight!”—my violin and bow tucked under one elbow.

Mrs. Vogel was exacting, often spending the entire lesson on the placement of a single finger: A “1” on the A string—my first finger curled onto the red fret—was a “B”. A 2 on the E string was “G” sharp. One day, I’d manage to curl my fourth finger onto the G string, to play a “D”, but that note was still years away.

Dad scribbled everything she said into a notebook, and later, he made me go through the whole lesson again in the living room, or in the kitchen while Mom cooked, encouraging me to play songs and notes Mrs. Vogel hadn’t yet taught me.

The Suzuki Method came in a pricey bundle: ten slim books, cassette tapes, and a spiral-bound practice journal. Mrs. Vogel, ever cautious, told Dad to buy one book at a time—most kids, she said, never made it past Book 3. If I stuck with it, I might reach Book 6 or 7 by the time I turned ten. The later volumes—concertos, real music—were meant for teenagers. Dad, impatient for me to move faster and convinced he’d found a bargain, bought the whole set anyway: from “Twinkle Twinkle” to concertos by a composer neither of my parents could pronounce. Still in kindergarten, I traced the letters: M-O-Z-A-R-T. Mom, meanwhile, read Suzuki’s autobiography Nurtured by Love, in which he insisted that parents were musical co-learners alongside their children: “First we teach the mother to play one piece so that she will be a good teacher at home…”

In the back of our beige Ford Aerostar, strewn with unrottable McDonald’s fries and crusted ketchup packets, I flipped through the practice journal, which had drawings of a cartoon duck in a sailor suit. Mr. Ducky grinned and wagged his finger, quacking out koans disguised as practice tips.

“March 11: Practice only on the days you eat!”

In my notebook, Mrs. Vogel wrote two words. My first song. “Twinkle Twinkle.” I couldn’t read music yet, but the first seven notes were easy: open A, open E, fingers “high in the sky.” Then came “little”—a first finger curled on the E string. A small, perfect arch. “Star” brought me right back to the open E.

It looked like this:


E: ———0—0—1—1—0—

A: 0—0—



And for “how I wonder what you are”—a climb down the A string, starting with the third finger:


A: 3—3—2—2—1—1—0—



Within a few weeks, I worked out the finger patterns for the rest of the book: “Lightly Row,” “Song of the Wind”—and, at the end of the book, three minuets by Johann Sebastian Bach. At one of my lessons, I played Book 1 straight through with the cassette tape, still unable to read a single note of music.

Mrs. Vogel barely hid her surprise. “Vell,” she said in her Bavarian staccato, “perhaps it’s gut you bought all ze books! But you’ll have to vait before you play Book 2. Zere is a method for a reason.”

At home, Mom made “the method” the structure of our household. I stood on Mrs. Vogel’s green construction-paper foot-tracing and delivered thirty minutes of practice every day. We had group lessons every Thursday after school, and, as a treat, McDonald’s on the way home, accompanied by simple Suzuki songs. My little brother, as musical as me—but not yet able to pronounce “violin”—sang the words to “Perpetual Motion” from his car seat.

“All Suzuki children play la play la play la valalin…”

Even though Mr. Ducky cautioned, “No hurry, no pause,” I was ravenous for music. If I could hear it, I could play it—and I wanted to play everything. On car rides I begged for the tapes from Book 3 or 4. At home, if I couldn’t find the notes, I’d stop playing and sing the rest. Once, in a group class, I watched a few older kids wrestle with a passage from Book 4. Without thinking, I picked up my violin and played it for them by ear. I barely noticed their red faces, or Mrs. Vogel’s fury. It’s no wonder I didn’t make many friends.

My parents had a hard time making friends, too. Once, after class, Mrs. Vogel pulled them aside. We were breaking the rules. She had a system, a schedule. To her, an abundance of talent wasn’t an excuse for a lack of discipline. Sure, I could teach myself the older kids’ songs, but my feet strayed from her construction-paper footprints, and my fingers crept up the bow. I had to wait my turn. At recitals I was sent to sit “Indian style” on the floor with restless kids who picked the plastic cylinders off their shoelaces while older kids botched the songs I had taught myself how to play. At the next recital, Mom flaunted Mrs. Vogel’s dress code, dressing me in bright red suspenders and a matching Mickey Mouse necktie.

Dad didn’t understand why his kid, who already knew the songs by ear, couldn’t play too. After all, Dad had learned how to chant in Sanskrit by ear, and his son was just following in his footsteps. Dad insisted Mrs. Vogel let me skip a few books and join the older kids.

Instead, she was furious with the upstart Guptas.

“If it is vunderkind lessons you vant, go to the City!”

Suzuki Book 2: Carl Maria von Weber, “Hunter’s Chorus”

[Jackson Heights, New York]

Both of my grandfathers worked for Air India. When their children came of marrying age, Dad twenty-three and Mom seventeen, their union was arranged in the Queens Courthouse in Jamaica, New York. In the 1970s, Bengal had been torn apart by communist rebellion, and my parents began their climb up the sheer cliffside of the American Dream, on which my brother and I were born.

To earn their green cards, they took blue-collar jobs at John F. Kennedy International Airport. Dad worked baggage claim, heaving suitcases alongside West Indians and West Africans chasing their own American Dream. Years of street cricket had made him quick and strong. He smoked Camels and picked up slang in every language he heard. My mother, round-armed and quiet, stood at a duty-free register selling perfume and Swiss watches. Her long black hair fell in ringlets down her back. Her stocky frame and dark eyes would become my own.

My parents had come from the bright City of Joy—Kolkata, but in America, they could only afford to eat colorless staples of survival: rice and potatoes, onions and eggs, butter and salt. Every extra dollar they earned was wired to India. As long as they lived in rupees, my parents could earn their worth.

During their off hours, Mom cowered in their Jackson Heights walk-up while Dad worked every side hustle he could find. He became a chakor—an errand boy—running packages across Manhattan, peeling potatoes in the basement of an orange-sauce Indian joint in Midtown, working for a Pakistani clerk named Zaidi, who taught him how to dress smart and talk fast. Dad eventually landed a gig at a top travel agency in Manhattan. When he could, he treated himself to lunch at Gray’s Papaya—two hot dogs with grilled onions and mustard—for only fifty rupees.

After a few months of being the office chakor, he’d had enough. He started a travel agency for his own people. By the mid-1980s, the United States was hungry for foreign doctors and engineers, and a new wave of Kolkata Bengalis—overeducated, underpaid, grateful for a visa—had arrived. Dad made himself essential.

As more Bengalis moved upstate to work at the IBM plant in Fishkill, Dad’s business boomed. After a few years my parents accomplished their American Dream, purchasing four wooded acres in the Mid-Hudson Valley that would become our home, as well as the headquarters of Travel World International. The instant the phone rang, he’d answer with a curt, “Travel,” but the moment he heard his mother tongue on the other line, his voice warmed as he switched into Bangla, “Haan, Bishojit-da…” He’d traipse down a long hallway to his office, chattering away like his bird namesake, the bulbul.

But sometimes his smile faltered and his voice dropped an octave lower. Even as children, my brother and I knew what that meant. Mom, who had grown up in a high-caste Brahmin household, explained it to us: Dad was sending people home, so that they could sing sacred words to the people they loved, the ones who had gone to god. Hindu funeral rites, led by the family’s eldest son, required cremation within twenty-four hours. On the banks of the sacred Ganges, the son would chant mantras and light the funeral pyre.

Now, Dad wasn’t a mere travel agent arranging vacations. He became a kind of Bengali Charon, guiding the living toward the dead, mending the heart-rend of immigration.

He’d tell


Suzuki Book 3: Antonín Dvořák, “Humoresque”

[Montgomery, New York]













Suzuki Book 4: Johannes Brahms, “Lullaby”

[East Fishkill Fire Station, New York]

















Suzuki Book 5: Antonio Vivaldi, Concerto in A Minor

[Montgomery/Manhattan]


















Suzuki Book 6: Arcangelo Corelli, “La Folia”

[West Fifty-Fourth Street, New York City]








Suzuki Book 7: Johann Sebastian Bach, Concerto No. 1 in A Minor

[Montgomery / Upper West Side, New York]






























Suzuki Book 8: Johann Sebastian Bach, “Preludio” from Sonata in E Minor

[Newburgh, New York]









Suzuki Book 9: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Concerto No. 5 in A Major

[Carnegie Hall / Rusk Institute for Rehabilitative Medicine, New York University]













Suzuki Book 10: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Concerto No. 4 in D Major

[The Juilliard School, New York]
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