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PROLOGUE

BLINDNESS KEEN

5 [ SIT DOWN TO WRITE THIS LETTER, | SCARCELY KNOW

how to address you. “Love” or “darling” or “sweetheart”
——— belongs to the distant past. Yet each of you lives in my
%% memory the way you were and the way I knew you, in
Wi e the sixries,
Loy I was prompted to write this book about each of

you individually, and abour the four of you together,
because of a long and profound incerior journey thac I started in
1970 and thae has alrered my life. When you knew me, I was
resistant to any such undertaking, so you may be surprised that
1 embarked on it at all. Indeed, I myself was surprised, so much
so thar I did not breathe a word of it to anyone during che years
in which I was engaged in it, or for years afterward. And yet,
strangely, my journey was not taken alone. In 2 metaphorical
sense, all of you came along with me. In fact, each of you, in your
individual way, prompted me to undergo the process that
provided me, bit by bit, with a new perspective on my life,



ALL FOR LOVE

even as, in my loneliness, my relationship with my guide
became a surrogate for my lost relationships l:‘wjrh you. i
You will find the full story of thar journey in this book, but I

?hnluid caution you thar, in order to describe it, I needed to tell the
intimate deeails of the joyous and painful times I spent with each
ol"lynu. By pul:flishing an account of our private romantic relarion-
ships, I mﬂhng the strangers who will read it into my confidence.
They will sit in judgment on us—on what was done, what was said

and what was not said. The thoughr of this may be unsetling w
you, especially since the only basis readers will have for their view
i my account. Bur if there is any embarrassment at the revelations
:n.the text, or blame for all the chings char went horribly wrong, it
will attach only to me, for I have taken care to disguise the identi
of individuals wherever I felt it appropriate to do so. 4

(?NI! IMPULSE for laying myself bare in this uncharaceristic
way is :I::r wish to ger at the truth of exactly what happened
anocher is to understand the effict of love on one’s sense of self.
and sluil another is to puc in place a piece in the mosaic ufﬂ'lr.:
Continents of Exile series of books, which I have been writi
and publishing, beeween orher books, for the pase chirty }'Eﬂ:f
In the series, I explore many continents, real and imagined tha:l
lhwlc inhabited and from which I have been exiled, a.nd. also
examine some of the things that I have come to understand
ﬂbo_u: my personal history, chings thar, in many instances, I had
no !:I:m even existed before I began my self-exploration, In fact
my aim in Continents has been to take subjective cxperienm:
and put them into an objective framework and so avoid che pit-
falls of confessional writing. I know that I would not have been
able to do that withour the long, arduous journey, which, ame
other things, changed my arricude oward my blindnea;. o
b "n.'-:-'hen we were seeing each other (how, even today, the word
secjr!,g mesmerizes me), the facr of my blindness was never
m:!muntd, referred to, or alluded o, My recent friends cannoe
believe :hu.lr could have been the case—indeed, from my present

vantage point, I myself can scarcely believe ir, especially since we
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were so intimate in every other respect. The silence must have
been a testament to the force of my will.

I now understand chat, ax che cime, | was in che grip of che
fantasy that I could see. The fantasy was unconscious and had
such a hold on me, was so intense and had so many ramificarions,
that your indulgence in it was the necessary condition of my
loving you. Indeed, if I gor interested in a woman and she inter-
fered by hine or gesture with the fantasy, [ would avoid her,
fecling sad and frustraced. Yer there was hardly a day thac [ did
not feel defeated, condescended to, and humiliaced—when 1 did
not long to be spared the incessant indignicies that assailed me.
To give a fairly innocuous example, 1 still come across a man |
have known since my university days who rells me his name
every time I see him. 1 have gently told him many rimes that |
recognize him by his voice, but to no effect. Alchough chis man
is a historian of international repure, he cannot seem to com-
prehend that a voice is as distinctive as a face. Could it be that
the fantasies thar sighted people have about che blind are based
less on reality than are cthose that blind people have about
the sighted?

Even when I was most under the influence of my fanrasy, 1
maintained the habit of checking external reality. I never acci-
dentally walked off a cliff, for instance. Wichour such continual
checking, I could not have survived in the sigheed world. But
the sighted can think whar they like abour the blind without
feeling the need to check the reality of the blind. What a gulf!
In my experience, the sighted go from one extreme to the
other—from assuming thae the blind are virtually cur off from
all perception to endowing them with extrasensory perceprion.
When I ended up as a writer, I thoughe that [ would be able to
bridge that gulf—thar that would be one of the benefies of my
apprenticeship to the craft. Bue it turned our char people who
can see seldom come into contace with those people who can't,
and therefore have no particular need to understand chem. Even
if they did, they generally have an elemental fear associared with
the loss of sight thar they cannot easily overcome.
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I NEEDED to be accepted on my own terms by you and anyone
else I was close to. It was, therefore, easier for me to conduct myself
as if I could see. So the fantasy was not wholly irrational. In order
for me to live as if I could see, ic had to remain largely unconscious
I had to function as if I were on auromaric pilor. Talking abour d-e
!’anmy. analyzing ir, bringing it out into the open, would have
impeded my functioning. Or, at least, that was my unconscious
fear 1 'nr'enrm':rbmncl. I allowed the fantasy to pervade every pare
of my life: the way I dressed myself, wrote books and articles, col-
lecred antique furniture and modern paincings. ;

Over the years, I have often thoughe of asking, “How was it
that you all played along without once slipping up?" Was m
F?nm].- infectious? Did I seek you our because you were sme;
tible o my reality and, in your own ways, could take leave of
your ml:_qr and mold yourselves to mine? Anyway, isn't that the
sore of thing that all people do when they are in love—uniting
as it were, to become, as Genesis has it, "one flesh™? Yer I wor-
der whether, in my case, your accommodation prevented
from getting to really know me and me from gerting to rleJy
I-cm_:rw you, thereby condemning me ultimarely t devastating iso-
lation. But I:hen. as this book will make clear, the fault was mine
1 nudc_nuhr impressed you with my mastery of my Surmunl:ling;
Sm.ma.-mlu-ms I wonder if, as a resule, you credited me with snme:
thing like the exceptional sight thar Kears ascribes to Homer:

Aye on the shores of darkness chere is light,
And precipices show untrodden green,

There is a budding morrow in midnighe,
There is a eriple sight in blindness keen.

~ But you knew me well enough to understand

in t]'u:sc heady days, 1 would never have laid claim to :mt:t:plc:
sighe” that gave Homer the power, as Kears imagines it, to
see and describe the heavens, the sea, and the earth. [ me;clf
felt char I was not limiced in any way, and [ think I must have
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felt that from che moment [ became Blind, two months shore of
my fourth birthday, as a resule of an ateack of cerebrospinal
meningitis. When I was twenty-three, 1 published a youthfil
autcbiography, which deale with my illness and my blindness,
but by the time we met [ had all but disowned the book as juve-
nilia, so I never mentioned it to any of you. Now, belatedly, in
the hope of clearing things up, 1 want to tell you the things that
it never occurred to me to tell you then.
When 1 bounced back from my bout of meningitis, which
lasted some two months, | probably forgot in my CONSCIous
mind what it had been like to sec. Unconsciously, | assumed chat
I could do everything that anyone else could do—indeed, | was
scarcely aware of any change, for I was incapable of distin-
guishing berween sight and the absence of sight. Keats says that
in "darkness there is light,” bur the entire experience of darkness
and light became, in a sense, meaningless tome. Asa four-year-
old child, I imagined that my world was everybody’s world, If T
had been older, I might have experienced my blindness differ-
ently—hesitating, perhaps, to put one foot in frone of the other,
moving about with outstretched hands, or clinging to the end
of my mother's sari. Had that been the case, | would have expe-
rienced blindness as frightening, tragic, debilitating. As it was,
I laughed and played, jumped around, ran about, hopped and
skipped, climbed up and fell down—much as 1 had done when
I could see.

At the time, my four sisters and one brother were all
younger than twelve, and, like children anywhere, they made no
concessions for me. My Westernized father, a born optimise, did
not curtail his aspirations for me. Instead of equating me with
the blind beggars outside the gate, he ook inspiration from
whar Milton had arrained and wished the bese for me. Only my
mother, a devourly Hindu woman with very lirtle schooling, was
unable to accept my new condicion. Believing thac blindness,
like poverty, was a curse for misdeeds done ina previous incar-
narion, she would search my face for some sign of my bad deed
and, finding it innocent, was sure thar my blindness was merely
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a passing curse of the evil eye. No matter how much or how
often my father, a medical docror, explained to her that the long,
raging fever had damaged my optic nerves and thar I would be
permanently blind, she insisced thar my condition was tempo-
rary. She carted me around to healers and astrologers who
prescribed Ayurvedic or Unani creatments, along with a variety
of penances. She tried all of them. That was her form of denial,
and it must have reinforced my own denial—my habic of living
as if I could see. As you know, within hours of meeting you, I
wis able to surmise what you looked like—even the shade of
your lipstick. But whar you were not to know was thar [ had
reached chat level of mastery only after years upon years of using
alchemy to cransform my ears into my eyes—of developing, in
Kears’s words, “blindness keen.”

Ar chat time, in India, the blind were considered uneduca-
ble, and chere were years ar a time when I was not sent to school
buc kepr at home. Actencive and alert, curious and adventurous,
I had to do whatever I could find to do. When my mother was
gardening, I tagged along, smelling this or thac flower, taking
a bite out of it, touching and exploring its shape, learning its
color and name. When she mentioned the pinkness of a sweet
pea’s petals, [ associared it with che pink georgerre sari that she
had worn to an evening party the nighr before, the pink dress of
my baby cousin, the unpainted lips of my imagination—any-
thing soft, yielding, and sweer.

In the garden, in the house, or on the streer, [ always knew,
long before I ran up to my mother and embraced her, which pair
of earrings she was wearing—the danglers, the bell-shaped, or
the beaded; which footwear she had on—the clicking heels, the
squeaking sandals, or the banging clogs; what clothes she was
wearing—cuff-flapping saliear or swishing sari. And che fabrics
of her clothes—poplin, muslin, silk, affera, brocade—all
sounded different. If she had neglected to wash her hair, it crack-
led. If she had just stood up from dinner, there might be a
lingering scent of aniseed or cardamom about her mouth. If she
had just got up in the morning, her voice sounded a litgle husky.

G
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Indeed, her breathing and her voice sounded one way when si:w
was smiling, another way WHT she was pouting, and still
way when she was scowling.
’”“"r::nm:::bd that my mother was scowling, [ nwcrsf.Ld, “You
sound as if you are scowling, Mamaji.” [ simply s:u.ui "ﬁfhy aﬂc
you scowling?” to which she would say something !.1ke’ I
trusted the fruit vender, and he sold me a bad Mango. There
would be a shore tinkle of her gold bangles as she tried o cut out
the stem of the mango, and then a rhythmic jangle as .shc sliced
out the roceen part. The plop of the piece on the cutting board
gave me a sense of how much of the fruit she was chrowing away.
When one of Mamaji’s new acquaintances came r:allm.gi I
had to hear just one or two footfalls, and I would have an idea
of the stranger’s gait and weight. When the stranger leaned
down to embrace me, I might be able to tell the size of her nose
from the way her face rilted, and the shape of her m:!rurh—
whether her lips were tight or generous—from the kiss she
planted on my face. Depending on whar pares oflher face I came
into contace wich, I mighe even get an impmsmuln of her ;hm
and ears. Cerrainly, I would be able to surmise all kinds of things
about her height and figure from her hug. 1 @]d be able to rlcll
the length and thickness of her hair. And the timbre of her voice
provided its own ser of clues. Moreover, n.:_hume CONVErsation
was always about people, and I would squirrel away someone
else’s chance observarions abour the acquaintance: whether she
wore too much or too little makeup, whether she had good or
bad skin, what her coloring was like and whether the shade of
the sari suired her. | never made any conscious effort to gather
the information; still, if something was uruclﬂ_r. lhwuulr.i always
ask questions, like “What's wrong wich her skn_:? and someone
might reply tha it was blocchy or pimpl?r. or oily. Everything [
heard was put together in my head like a jigsaw |:-uzzl_|:, and any
new piece of information I gleaned lacer goc ﬁ:l:cd in, u1lml I
developed a knack for describing that person in vivid, minute
detail to others. “Auntie Kimmi has fat checks, a narrow fore-
head, a tight little mouth, a big nose, and when she walks, her
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chese almost seems w go ahead of her,” I mighe say. “Green
really suits her; it picks up the color of her eyes.” Peaple began
cred:rmgtmc with extrasensory perceprion, when, in realicy, it
was nothing more than a judicious assemblage of informarion
gathered in bits and pieces ar different rimes,

E'-‘ﬂ_'y moment, [ instinctively translated into images any
and all information received by my sharpened senses. | made
&a_:mmis visible, the images resonating wich the visual impres-
sions chat were hidden away like a treasure trove in my early
memory. No doubt [ was creating my own reality, seeing things
In my own way—only imagining thae what I saw was identical
to what other people saw. Bur perhaps no two people ever see the
same thing in the same way.

There were other aural signals. The echo in a room an-
nounced the furniture it conmined. I would walk along the
street with my hand in my mother's, astonishing her by count-
ing the streec lamps with my facial vision—a sort of sixth senge
rhaltt the blind develop to perceive objeces and terrain through,
as it were, sound-shadows, rather like a bat's echo system. This
perceprion depends on sound bouncing off objects; the sound is
a._r‘!'ecred by their size, location—close or distant—and their rela-
tion to the terrain. Blind people unconsciously sort ou, classify,
and interpret these echoes in order to orient chemselves and
negotiate their way. The younger they are when they lose their
sight, and the more they are able to run abour fearlessly wich-
oue worrying abour bruising and hurting themselves, the more

acuee their facial vision rends to be.

. I was |:h:|.- cjn[].' blind child and the only child not at scheol
inour particular social circle, so [ was left ar home am

women. [ soaked up their feminine energy and creaivity. M;':ig:
while, the boy in me gained in prowess, too, | remember chae
whcltn we were living in the crowded city of Lahore and there was
a slighe stirring in the summer wind, my boy cousins and I
v.-_nu!d fun up to the terraced roofs of our houses, send aloft our
kites of all shapes, sizes, and colors, and, imagining we were
warriors, fly our kites againse orher kites rising up from che roofs

&
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of neighboring houses. Sometimes as many as a dozen kites—
¢heir serings serengthened wich glass and resin and as sharp asa
razor blade—would be joined in bacele, and sooner or later a vig-
orous tug on a kice string from a kice warrior would cur che
whole rangle free. As it floated away and down, all of us would
e off, vaulting from roof to roof, running along parapets and
ledges and gudlis (alleyways) to reach the kites and claim the
booty. With my ears cocked, my fingertips tingling and alert,
and my competitive spirit charged, I would race after them,
vaulting and scrambling in my curn, oblivious of the fact thar
if I lost my footing [ would plunge, like a stone, two or chree
stories to the ground. Mot being able to see the drop made me,
if anything, bolder, and my cousins coday recall thar, alchough
1 was not the first to stare, [ was sometimes the first to reach che
jumble of kites.

In the beginning, my mother tried to keep me indoors, out
of harm's way. Bue, right off, my father, realizing chat ro rame
my spirit would be tantamount to killing i, inscruced her to
leave me alone to do wharever [ liked. Being a good Hindu wife,
she submitted to his superior judgment, as she thoughr ic, and,
after thar, I was treated no differently from other boys in
the family.

Larer, when we were living in the spacious city of Rawal-
pindi, my older sisters started going o school on bicycles
inscead of in a tonga or a chauffeur-driven car, as they had in
Lahore. The whole world seemed to be on wheels, but no one
thoughe of getting me a bicycle because iv was assumed that 1
could not ride one. I felt thar T alone was left behind like a foor-
dragging throwback. A fighter in spiric, I got hold of a servant’s
broken-down bicycle, ready for the dump heap, and cccupied
myself with fixing it. [ took the bicycle apart, chain from pedal,
sear from rod, handle from frame, tire from wheel. As I breathed
in the smell of grease, I fancied thac [ was a soldier in grubby
batcle farigues, fighting far away in Burope and drawing in the

intoxicating smell of gunpowder. With a hammer, [ straight-
ened che frame and the handlebar. Wich a basin of water, I found
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the puncrures in the be and gor a bicycle repair shop to patch
them, and I also bought a saddle and a carrier, handgrips and
mudguards,

As spon as the bicycle was roadworthy, [ set about learning
to ride it in the compound of our bungalow. [ would put one
foor on a pedal and push with the other to make the bicycle go,
and when it gained a liccle speed, T would swing my leg over che
seat and straddle it. The more I fell—the more I scraped my
knees and shins, the more I banged myself up—the more I liked
it. I fele that if I could only ger che bicycle to go with myself
astride, withour ripping over or tilting from side to side, even
for a stretch, I would be king of the road. In time, T mastered the
secret of keeping the bicycle balanced by defying che law of
gravicy, as I imagined it, and learned ro ride around the com-
pound, picking our and circumvencing deck chairs, tables,
wartering cans, buckets, and whatnot with my facial vision. I
became so adept at riding the bicyele that I would pur my lic-
tle sister on the carrier and my baby brother on the shaft
between the seat and the handlebars and ride fase, now and again
throwing up my hands and bringing them down just in time to
steady the bicycle, all the while enjoying cheir happy, though
frighrened, shrieks.

MNo marter how I managed to play and occupy myself, T was
dogged by the feeling thar 1 was missing out on school, that I
was falling behind my sisters and brocher, and thar, withour
learning, I would amount to nothing. In fact, wich my facher's

encouragement, [ constantly dreamed of and worked on getting
~ out of India and making my way to the West, where my dis-
ability would not be perceived as a barrier to education. After
years of rejections from boch English and American schoaols, T
was finally admiteed to a school for the blind in Litdle Rock,
Arkansas, and flew cthere alone with a one-way ticker at the age
of fifteen, in 1949. There, in addition to compressing twelve
years of elementary and secondary education into three, I learned
to get around the streets by myself on foot and in trolleys and
buses, first with a white stick and chen wichoue it. T became so

o
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gheillful chae I hardly ever bumped inte anything or missed a step
or a curh. T even hicchhiked alone from one end of the country
to the other.

I went to college in southern California. There, without a
car, it was vircually impossible to ger a date. I boughe an old
Chevroler and, on one occasion, slowly drove it around the cam-
pus with the windows open so thar 1 could spot people or
obstacles with my facial vision and avoid hiting chem. On
another occasion, I sat in the driver’s seat with my date ar my
side, juse like any other college man, speeding along the strecch
of highway between Pasadena and Los Angeles. The girl a firse
was directing me and giggling, but then, suddenly seized by rer-
ror, she grabbed the steering wheel from me. If she hadn't done
thar, my recklessness would probably have killed us both. These
daredevil experiments were never repeated, only savored, as if,
by climbing into the driver’s seat, 1 had reclaimed my sight and
the feeling of power that [ imagined went with ir,

Mo matter how adepr I became at getting around by myself,
I had ro prove every day, all over again, to everyone I encoun-
vered, that I was able to do things that they thoughe I could not
do but that, by now, were so instinctive that [ was barely con-
scious of doing them., The effore was especially galling because,
whenever people tried to help or protect me, they jarred my self-
confidence and dulled my senses. I felt char if 1 could be accepted
as I was even by one person, a woman, | would be somewhat
comforted, But the difficulty of my search was exacerbated by,
in addition to my blindness, my confused idenciries. I was an
Indian in permanent cxile, belonging nowhere and everywhere.
{In my firse sixteen years in the West, I returned ro India only
once, for a brief visic.) At high school and college in America,
and at universiry in England, girls were prepared to be friends
with me but generally spurned any romantic overrures, It was as
if dances and corsages, walks along the river and intimare calks,
were not in my karma, and I had to deeam alone, cach and every
girl I was drawn o seemingly a pecfect, unatrainable being. It
was only after I starred writing and publishing thar any “nice”

I
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