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For HARLAN ELLI SON,

who has heard the song,
And for KAREN and JANE,

who are ny other voices.

there is a darkness. It

is for everyone . . . Only sone G eeks
and admirers of theirs, in their
[iquid noon, where the friendship

of beauty to human things was perfect,
t hought they were clearly divided
fromthis darkness. And these

G eeks too were in it. But stil

they are the admration of the

rest of the mud-sprung, fam ne-

kni fed, street-poundi ng, war-

rattled, difficult, painstaking,
kicked in the belly, grief and

cartil age manki nd, the multitude,

some under a coal -sucki ng Vesuvi us

of chaos snoke, sone inside a

heavi ng Cal cutta m dni ght, who

very well know where they are."

-- Saul Bell ow

"Why, this is Hell; nor am|l
out of it."



Chri st opher Marl owe

Sone places are too evil to be allowed to exist. Some _cities_ are too
wi cked to be suffered. Calcutta is such a place. Before Calcutta | would have
| aughed at such an idea. Before Calcutta | did not believe in evil --
certainly not as a force separate fromthe actions of men. Before Cal cutta
was a fool

After the Romans had conquered the city of Carthage, they killed the
men, sold the wonen and children into slavery, pulled down the great
bui | di ngs, broke up the stones, burned the rubble, and salted the earth so
t hat nothing would ever grow there again. That is not enough for Calcutta.

Cal cutta shoul d be _expunged._.

Before Calcutta | took part in marches agai nst nucl ear weapons. Now I
dream of nucl ear nushroom cl ouds rising above a city. | see buildings nelting
into | akes of glass. | see paved streets flowing like rivers of lava and rea
rivers boiling away in great gouts of steam | see human figures dancing |ike
burni ng insects, |ike obscene praying manti ses sputtering and bursting agai nst
a fiery red background of total destruction

The city is Calcutta. The dreans are not unpl easant.

Sone places are too evil to be allowed to exist.

Chapter One

_Today everything happens in Calcutta
Who should I blame? "
-- Sankha Gnhosh

"Don't go, Bobby," said nmy friend. "It's not worth it."

It was June of 1977, and | had cone down to New York from New Hanpshire
in order to finalize the details of the Calcutta trip with ny editor at
_Harper's_ . Afterward | decided to drop in to see ny friend Abe Bronstein. The
nodest uptown of fice building that housed our little literary magazi ne, _O her
Voi ces_, | ooked less than inpressive after several hours of |ooking down on
Madi son Avenue fromthe rarefied heights of the suites at _Harper's_.

Abe was in his cluttered office, alone, working on the autum issue of
_Voices_. The wi ndows were open, but the air in the roomwas as stale and
noi st as the dead cigar that Abe was chewing on. "Don't go to Calcutta,
Bobby, " Abe said again. "Let someone else do it."

"Abe, it's all set," | said. "W're |eaving next week." | hesitated a
nmonent. "They're paying very well and covering all expenses,"” | added.

"Hnnn," said Abe. He shifted the cigar to the other side of his mouth
and frowned at a stack of manuscripts in front of him Fromlooking at this



sweaty, disheveled little man -- nore the picture of an overworked booki e than
anything el se -- one would never have guessed that he edited one of the nore
respected "little nmagazines" in the country. In 1977, _Qher Voices_ hadn't
eclipsed the old _Kenyan Review_ or caused _The Hudson Revi ew_ undue worry
about competition, but we were getting our quarterly issues out to
subscribers; five stories that had first appeared in _Voices_ had been chosen
for the O Henry Award ant hol ogi es; and Joyce Carol Gates had donated a story
to our tenth-anniversary issue. At various times | had been _Oher Voices_
assistant editor, poetry editor, and unpaid proofreader. Now, after a year off
to think and wite in the New Hanmpshire hills and with a newy issued book of

verse to my credit, | was nmerely a valued contributor. But | still thought of
_Voices_ as _our_ nmgazine. And | still thought of Abe Bronstein as a cl ose
friend.

"Way the hell are they sending _you_, Bobby?" asked Abe. "Wy doesn't
_Harper's_ send one of its big guns if this is so inportant that they're going
to cover expenses?"

Abe had a point. Not many people had heard of Robert C. Luczak in 1977,
despite the fact that Wnter Spirits_ had received half a colum of reviewin
the Times_. Still, | hoped that what people -- especially the few hundred
peopl e who counted -- _had_ heard was prom sing. "_Harper's_ thought of ne
because of that piece | did in _Voices_ last year," | said. "You know, the one
on Bengali poetry. You said | spent too much tine on Rabi ndranath Tagore."

"Yeah, | renmenber," said Abe. "I'msurprised that those clowns at
_Harper's_ knew who Tagore was."

"Chet Morrow called ne," | said. "He said that he had been i npressed
with the piece." | neglected to tell Abe that Mrrow had forgotten Tagore's
nare,

"Chet Morrow?" grunted Abe. "lIsn't he busy doing novelizations of TV
series?"

"He's filling in as tenporary assistant editor at _Harper's_ ," | said.
"He wants the Calcutta article in by the Cctober issue."

Abe shook his head. "What about Anrita and little Elizabeth Regina

"Victoria," | said. Abe knew the baby's nane. Wien | had first told him
the nane we'd chosen for our daughter, Abe had suggested that it was a pretty
damm Waspy title for the offspring of an Indian princess and a Chi cago
pol | ock. The nan was the epitome of sensitivity. Abe, although well over
fifty, still lived with his nother in Bronxville. He was totally absorbed in
putting out _Voices_ and seened indifferent to anything or anyone that didn't
directly apply to that end. One winter the heat had gone out in the office,
and he had spent the better part of January here working in his wool coat
before getting around to having it fixed. Mst of Abe's interactions with
peopl e these days tended to be over the phone or through letters, but that

didn't nake the tone of his coments any |ess acerbic. | began to see why no
one had taken ny place as either assistant editor or poetry editor. "Her
nane's Victoria," | said again.

"\What ever. How does Anrita feel about you going off and deserting her
and the kid? How ol d's the baby, anyway? Coupl e nont hs?"

"Seven nonths old,"” | said.
"Lousy tinme to go off to India and | eave them" said Abe.
"Anrita's going too," | said. "And Victoria. | convinced Mrrow that

Anrita could translate the Bengali for me." This was not quite the truth. It
had been Mrrow who suggested that Anmrita go with ne. In fact, it was probably
Anrita's nane that had gotten ne the assignnent. _Harper's_ had contacted
three authorities on Bengali literature, two of themlIndian witers living in
the States, before calling ne. Al three had turned down the assignnent, but
the last nman they contacted had nmentioned Amrita -- despite her field being
mat hematics, not witing -- and Morrow had followed up on it. "She _does_
speak Bengali, doesn't she?" Mrrow had asked over the phone. "Sure," I'd
said. Actually, Amta spoke Hi ndi, Marathi, Tamil, and a little Punjabi as



wel | as German, Russian, and English, but not Bengali. _C ose enough_, 1'd
t hought .

"Anrita wants to go?" asked Abe.

"She's looking forward to it," |I said. "She hasn't been back to India
since her father noved the famly to Engl and when she was seven. She's also
| ooking forward to our spending sone time in London on the way to India so her
parents can nmeet Victoria." This last part was true. Anrita had not wanted to
go to Calcutta with the baby until | convinced her that it was inmportant to ny
career. The stopover in London had been the deciding factor for her

"Ckay," grunted Abe. "CGo to Calcutta." H's tone of voice let ne know
preci sely what he thought of the idea.

"Tell me why you don't want me to," | said.

"Later," said Abe. "Right nowtell nme about this Das thing Mrrow s
tal king about. And I'd Iike to know why you want ne to save hal f of next
spring's issue of _Voices_ for nmore Das stuff. | hate reprints, and there
can't be ten lines of his verse that hasn't been printed and reprinted _ad
nauseum . "

"Das, yes," | said. "But not reprints. New things."

"Tell me," said Abe.

| told him

"I"'mgoing to Calcutta to find the poet M Das," | said. "Find him talk

to him and bring back sone sanples of his new work for publication.”

Abe stared at nme. "Uh-uh," he said. "No way. M Das is dead. He died six
or seven years ago. In 1970, | think."

"July of 1969," | said. | could not keep a trace of smugness out of ny
voi ce. "He disappeared in July of 1969 while on his way back fromhis father's
funeral, cremation actually, in a village in East Pakistan -- Bangl adesh now
-- and everyone assumed he was mnurdered.”

"Yeah, | remenber," said Abe. "I stayed with you and Anmrita for a couple
of days in your Boston apartnent when the New Engl and Poets' Alliance held
that comrenorative reading for him You read sonme of Tagore's stuff, and
excerpts fromDas's epic poens about what'shernanme, the nun -- Mther Teresa."

"And two of ny Chicago Cycle pieces were dedicated to him" | said. "But
I guess we were all a bit premature. Das seens to have resurfaced in Cal cutta,
or at least some of his new poetry and correspondence has. _Harper's_ got sone
sanmpl es through an agency they work with there, and people who knew Das say
that he definitely wote these new things. But nobody's seen the nman hinself.
_Harper's_ wants nme to try to get some of his new work, but the slant of the
article is going to be ' The Search for M Das,' that kind of crap. Now here's
the good news. Harper's_gets first refusal on any of the poetry | get rights
to, but we can print the rest in _Qher Voices_."

"Sl oppy seconds,” grunbl ed Abe and chewed on his cigar. This was the
ki nd of enthusiastic gratitude |I'd grown used to during ny years with
Bronstein. | said nothing, and eventually he spoke again. "So where the hell's
Das been for eight years, Bobby?"

| shrugged and tossed hi ma photocopi ed page that Mrrow had gi ven ne.
Abe inspected it, held it at armis length, turned it sideways like a
centerfold, and tossed it back. "I give up," he said. "What the shit is it?"

"That's the fragment of a new poemthat Das is supposed to have witten
wi thin the past couple of years."

"What's it in, H ndi?"

"No, Sanskrit and Bengali, nostly. Here's the English translation." |
handed over the ot her photocopy.

Abe's sweaty brow furrowed as he read. "Sweet Christ, Bobby, is this
what |'mholding the spring issue for? This is about some dane scew ng
doggi e-style while drinking the blood of a headless man. O did | mss
sormet hi ng?"

"Nope. That's about it. O course there are only a few stanzas in that



fragnment," | said. "And it's a rough translation."
"I thought Das's work was lyrical and sentinmental. Sort of the way you
descri bed Tagore's stuff in your article.™
"He was. He is. Not sentimental but _optimstic_.

It was the same

phrase |'d used many tinmes to defend Tagore. Hell, it was the sane phrase |I'd
used to defend nmy own work

"Uh- huh," said Abe. "Optimistic. | like this optimstic part here --
' Kama Rati kamé / viparita karé rati _.' According to the translator's copy it
means -- 'Maddened by lust, Kama and Rati fuck like dogs.' Sweet. It has a
distinctive lilt to it, Bobby. Sort of early Robert Frost-ish."

"It's part of a traditional Bengali song," | said. "Notice how Das had

enbedded the rhythmof it in the general passage. He shifts from cl assica
Vedic formto fol k-Bengali and then back to Vedic. It's a conplicated
stylistic treatnment, even allowing for translation." | shut up. | was just
repeati ng what Mrrow had told me, and he had been repeati ng what one of his
"experts" had said. It was very hot in the little room Through the open

wi ndows came the lulling sound of traffic and the somehow reassuring cry of a
distant siren. "You're right," |I said. "It doesn't sound like Das at all. It's
al nost inmpossible to believe that this is fromthe sane man who wote the

Mot her Teresa epic. My guess is that Das isn't alive and that this is sone
sort of scam | don't know, Abe."

Abe pushed back in his swivel chair, and | thought for a second that he
actually was going to renmove the cigar stub fromhis mouth. Instead he
scowl ed, rotated the cigar left and then right, |eaned back in his chair, and
cl asped his stubby fingers behind his neck. "Bobby, did | ever tell you about
the tine | was in Calcutta?"

"No." | blinked in surprise. Abe had traveled widely as a wire-service
reporter before he wote his first novel, but he rarely tal ked about those
days. After he had accepted ny Tagore piece, he idly nentioned that he once
had spent nine nonths with Lord Mountbatten in Burma. Hi s stories about his
W re-service days were rare but invariably enjoyable. "Was it during the war?"
| asked.

"No. Right after. During the H ndu-Miuslimpartition riots in '47.
Britain was pulling out, carving India into two countries and | eaving the two
religious groups to slaughter eath other. That was all before your tine,
wasn't it Roberto?"

"I"ve read about it, Abe. So you went to Calcutta to report the riots?"

"Nope. People didn't want to read about any nore fighting right then.
went to Cal cutta because Gandhi . . . Mhandas, not Indira . . . Gandhi was
going there and we were covering _him. Man of Peace, Saint in a Loincloth,
the whole _schtick_ . Anyway, | was in Calcutta for about three nonths." Abe
paused and ran a hand through his thinning hair. He seemed at a | oss for
words. |'d never seen Abe hesitate a second in using | anguage -- witten,
spoken, or shouted. "Bobby," he said at last, "do you know what the word
_masma_ neans?"

"A poi sonous atnosphere,” | said. It nettled ne to be quizzed. "As from
a swanmp. Or any noxious influence. Probably comes fromthe Greek _niainein_,
nmeaning 'to pollute.""

"Yeah," said Abe and rotated his cigar again. He took no notice of ny
little performance. Abe Bronstein _expected_ his former poetry editor to know
his Geek. "Wll, the only word that could describe Calcutta to ne then .
or now. . . was masma. | can't even hear one word without thinking of the
ot her."

"It was built on a swanp,” | said, still irritated. | wasn't used to
hearing this kind of garbage from Abe. It was |i ke having your reliable old
pl unmber suddenly break into a di scourse on astrology. "And we'll be going
t here during the nobnsoon season, which isn't the nost pleasant tine of the
year, | guess. But _I_don't think --"

"I wasn't tal king about the weather," said Abe. "Although it's the
hottest, nost hunmid, nost m serable goddamm hell hole |'ve ever been in. Wrse



than Burma in '43. Wrse than Singapore in typhoon weather. Jesus, it's worse
t han Washington in August. No, Bobby, |I'mtalking about _the place_,
goddammit. There was sonething . . . sonething nmiasmal about that city. |'ve
never been in a place that seemed as nean or shitty, and |'ve spent tinme in
some of the great sewer cities of the world. Calcutta _scared_ nme, Bobby."

| nodded. The heat had caused a headache to start throbbing behind ny

eyes. "Abe, you've just spent time in the wong cities," | said lightly. "Try
spending a summer in North Phil adel phia or on the Southside of Chicago where
grew up. That'll make Calcutta look like Fun City."

"Yeah," said Abe. He wasn't |ooking at ne anynore. "Well, it wasn't just
the city. I wanted out of Calcutta so ny bureau chief -- a poor _schnuck_ who
died of cirrhosis of the liver a couple of years later . . . this jerk gives
me an assignment to cover a bridge dedication way out in the boonies of Benga
somewhere. | mean, there wasn't even a railroad line there yet, just this damm

bri dge connecting one patch of jungle to another across a river about two
hundred yards w de and three inches deep. But the bridge had been built wth
some of the first postwar aid noney sent fromthe States, so | had to go cover
t he dedi cation." Abe paused and | ooked out the w ndow. From sonewhere down the
street cane angry shouts in Spanish. Abe did not seemto hear them "So
anyway, it was pretty dull. The engi neers and construction crew had al ready
left, and the dedication was the usual mxture of politics and religion that
you always get in India. It was too late to start back by jeep that evening --
I was in no hurry to get back to Calcutta, anyway -- so | stayed in a little
guest house on the edge of the village. It was probably left over fromBritish
i nspection tours during the Raj. But it was so damm hot that night -- one of
those times when the sweat won't even drip, it just beads on your skin and
hangs in the air -- and the nosquitoes were driving me crazy; so sonetine
after mdnight |I got up and wal ked down to the bridge. | snoked a cigarette
and headed back. If it hadn't been for the nmoon I wouldn't have seen it."

Abe took the cigar out of his nouth. He grinaced as if it tasted as foul
as it looked. "The kid couldn't have been nmuch nore than ten, maybe younger,"
he said. "He'd been inpaled on some iron reinforcenent rods sticking up out of
t he cenent abutment on the west side of the bridge. You could tell that he
hadn't died right away; that he'd struggled for sonme time after the rods went
t hrough him--"

"He'd been clinbing on the new bridge?" | said.

"Yeah, that's what | thought," said Abe. "And that's what the |oca
authorities said at the inquest. But for the Iife of me | couldn't figure out

how he' d managed to hit those rods. . . . He would ve had to have junped way
out fromthe high girders. Then, a couple of weeks later, right before Gandh
broke his fast and the rioting stopped back in Calcutta, | went over to the

British consulate there to dig out a copy of Kipling's story ' The Bridge
Buil ders.' You've read it, haven't you?"
"No," | said. | couldn't stand Kipling's prose or poetry.
"You should," said Abe. "Kipling's short fiction is quite good."
"So what's the story?" | asked.

"Well, the story hinges around the fact that at the end of every
bri dge-buil di ng, Bengalis used to have an el aborate religi ous cerenony."
"That's not unusual, is it?" | said, half guessing the punch Iine of al
of this.
"Not at all," said Abe. "Every event in India calls for sone sort of

religious ceremony. It's just the way the Bengalis went about it that caused
Kipling to wite the story." Abe put the cigar back in his nouth and spoke
through gritted teeth. "At the end of each bridge construction, they offered
up a human sacrifice."

"Right," | said. "Geat." | gathered up nmy photocopies, stuffed themin
nmy briefcase, and rose to |l eave. "If you renmenber any nmore Kipling tales, Abe,
be sure to give us a call. Amita'll get a big kick out of them"

Abe stood up and | eaned on his desk. His blunt fingers pressed down on
stacks of manuscripts. "Hell, Bobby, 1'd just prefer that you weren't going



into that --"

"Masm," | said.

Abe nodded.

"I"ll stay away fromnew bridges,” | said while wal king toward the door
"At | east think again about taking Amita and the baby."

"We're going," | said. "The reservati ons have been nmade. W' ve had our

shots. The only question now is whether you want to see Das's stuff if it _is_
Das and if | can secure publication rights. Wat do you say, Abe?"

Abe nodded again. He threw his cigar into a cluttered ashtray.

"I"ll send you a postcard from pool side at the Cal cutta Oberoi G and
Hotel ," | said, opening the door

My last sight of Abe was of himstanding there with his arm and hand
extended, either in a half-wave or some mute gesture of tired resignation

Chapter Two

" Wuld you like to know Cal cutta?_
_Then be prepared to forget her_."
-- Sushil Roy

On the night before we were to |l eave, | sat on the front porch with
Anrita as she nursed Victoria. Fireflies winked their cryptic nessages agai nst
the dark line of trees. Crickets, tree frogs, and a few night birds wove a
tapestry of nocturnal background noi se. Qur house was only a few mles from
Exeter, New Hanpshire, but at tines it was so quiet there that we could have
been on another world. | had appreciated that solitude during my w nter of
witing, but | realized nowthat | was restless; that it was partly those very
nmont hs of isolation that were making ne itch to travel, to see strange pl aces,
faces. "You're sure you want to go?" | asked. My voice sounded too loud in the
ni ght .

Anrita | ooked up as the baby finished nursing. The dimlight fromthe
wi ndow illum nated Anrita's strong cheekbones and soft brown skin. Her dark
eyes seemed | um nous. Sometines she was so beautiful that | physically ached
at the thought we night not have met, married, had our child together. She
lifted Victoria slightly, and | caught a glinpse of a soft curve of breast and

rai sed ni ppl e before her bl ouse was back in place. "I don't mnd going," said
Anrita. "It will be nice to see Mdther and Father again."
"But India," | said. "Calcutta. Do you want to go there?"

"I don't mind, if I can be of help," she said. She put a folded, clean
di aper on ny shoul der and handed Victoria to ne. | rubbed the baby's back
feeling her warnth, snelling the m |k and baby snell of her

"You're sure it won't be a problemw th your work?" | asked. Victoria
wi ggled in ny grasp, reaching a chubby hand toward ny nose. | blew on her palm
and she giggled and then burped.

"It won't be a problem" said Anrita, although | knew it would be. She
was to start teaching a new graduate-level math course at Boston University
after Labor Day, and | knew how much preparation |ay ahead of her

"Are you |l ooking forward to seeing India again?" | asked. Victoria had
nmoved her head closer to ny cheek and was happily drooling on my collar

"I"'mcurious to see how it conpares with what | renenber,"” said Anrita



Her voice was soft, nodul ated by her three years at Canbridge, but never
clipped in the flat British nmanner. Listening to Anrita was |ike being stroked
by a firmbut well-oiled palm

Anrita had been seven years old when her father noved his engineering
firmfrom New Del hi to London. The nenories of India that she had shared with
me supported the stereotype of a culture ranmpant w th noise, confusion, and
caste discrimnation. Nothing could have been nore alien to Anrita's own
character; she was the physical essence of quiet dignity, she despised noise
and clutter of any sort, she was appalled by injustice, and her m nd had been
di sciplined by the well-ordered rhythnms of |inguistics and mat hemati cs.

Anrita had once described her hone in Del hi and the apartnent in Bonbay
where she and her sisters had spent summers with her uncle: bare walls
encrusted with grinme and anci ent handprints, open w ndows, rough sheets,
lizards scrabbling across the walls at night, the cluttered cheapness of
everything. Qur hone near Exeter was as clean and open as a Scandi navi an
designer's dreans, all gl eamnm ng bare wood, confortable nodul ar seating,

i mmacul ately white walls, and works of art illum nated by recessed lighting.

It had been Amrita's noney that made both the house and our little art
col l ection possible: her "dowy," she jokingly used to call it. | had
protested at first. In 1969, the first year of our nmarriage, | declared an
annual inconme of $5,732. | had quit nmy teaching job at Wellesley Coll ege and
was witing and editing full-time. W lived in Boston, in an apartnment where
even the rats had to wal k stoop-shouldered. | didn't care. | was willing to
suffer indefinitely for my art. Anrita was not. She never argued; she agreed
with the principle behind nmy protests over the use of her trust fund; but in
1972 she made the down paynent on the house and four acres and bought the
first of our nine paintings, a small oil sketch by Janmie Weth.

"She's asleep,” said Amrita. "You can quit rocking."

| |1 ooked down and saw that she was right. Victoria was fast asleep
nmout h open, fists half-clenched. Her breath came soft and qui ck agai nst ny
neck. | continued rocking.

"Shall we take her in?" asked Anrita. "It's getting cool."

"In a mnute," | said. My handspan was broader than the baby's back

| was thirty-five when Victoria was born; Anrita was thirty-one. For
years | had told anyone who wanted to listen -- and a few who didn't -- al
about mny feelings concerning the foolishness of bringing children into the
worl d. | spoke of overpopul ation, of the unfairness of subjecting youngsters
to the horrors of the Twentieth Century, and the folly of people having
unwant ed children. Again, Anrita never argued with ne -- although with her
training in formal logic | suspect that she could have laid waste to all of ny
argunents in two mnutes -- but sonetime in early 1976, about the tine of our
state's primary, Anrita unilaterally went off the pill. It was on January 22,
1977, two days after Jimy Carter wal ked back to the Wiite House fromhis
| naugur ati on, that our daughter Victoria was born

| never would have chosen the nanme "Victoria" but was secretly delighted
by it. Anrita first suggested it one hot day in July, and we treated it as a
joke. It seemed that one of her earliest menories was of arriving by train at
Victoria Station in Bonbay. That huge edifice -- one of the remants of the
British Raj, which evidently still defines India -- had always filled Anrita
with a sense of awe. Since that tine, the nane Victoria had evoked an echo of
beauty, elegance, and mystery in her. So at first we joked about nam ng the
baby Victoria, but by Christmas of 1976 we knew that no other nane would fit
our child if it was a girl.

Before Victoria was born, | used to grunble about couples we knew who
had been | obotom zed by the birth of their children. Perfectly intelligent
peopl e with whom we'd enjoyed countl ess debates over politics, prose, the
death of the theater, or the decline of poetry now burbled at us about their
little boy's first tooth or spent hours sharing the engrossing details of
little Heather's first day at preschool. | swore that | would never fall prey
to that.



But it was _different_ with our child. Victoria' s devel opnent was worthy

of serious study by anyone. | found nyself totally fascinated by earliest
noi ses and nost awkward novenents. Even the repellant act of changi ng di apers
could be delightful when ny child -- _ny child_ -- would wave her pudgy arns

and | ook up at ne in what | took to be |oving appreciation at the thought of
her father, _a published poet_, carrying out such nundane tasks for her. Wen
at seven weeks, she blessed us with her first real smle one norning, I

i medi ately called Abe Bronstein to share the good news. Abe, who was as well
known for never rising before ten-thirty in the norning as he was for his
sense of good prose, congratulated ne and gently pointed out that | had called
at 5:45 A M

Now that Victoria was seven nonths old, it was even nore obvious that
she was a gifted child. She had learned to play "So big!" alnost a nmonth
earlier and had mastered "Peekaboo!" weeks before that. She was creeping at
six and a half months -- a sure sign of high intelligence, despite Anrita's
comments to the contrary -- and it didn't bother me at all that Victoria's
attenpts at |oconotion invariably noved her backwards. Each day now her
| anguage abilities becane stronger, and although |I hadn't been able to pick
_dada_ or _manma_ out of the babble of syllables (even when | played back mny
tapes at hal f-speed), Anrita assured me, with only a slight snmle, that she
had heard several conplete Russian or German words and once an entire sentence
in Hndi. Meanwhile, | read to Victoria every evening, alternating Mt her
Goose with Wrdsworth, Keats, and carefully chosen excerpts from Pound's
"Cantos." She showed a preference for Pound.

"Shall we go to bed?" asked Anrita. "W need to get an early start
t onmor r ow. "

Sonething in Amrita's voice caught ny attention. There were tinmes when
she asked, "Shall we go to bed?" and there were tinmes when she said _Shall we
go to bed?_ This had been one of the latter

| carried Victoria up to her crib and tucked her in. | stood and watched
a mnute as she lay there on her stonmach under the light quilt, surrounded by
her stuffed animals, her head agai nst the bunper pad. The noonlight |ay across
her |ike a benediction

In a while | went downstairs, |ocked the house, turned off the lights,
and came back upstairs to where Amrita was waiting in bed.

Later, in the last seconds of our |ovenmaking, | turned to | ook at her
face as if seeking the answer to unasked questions there, but a cloud had
crossed the noon and everything was |ost in the sudden darkness.

Chapter Three

" At mdnight, this city is Disneyland_.
-- Subrata Chakravarty

W flewinto Calcutta at m dnight, coming in fromthe south, over the
Bay of Bengal .

"My God," | whispered. Anrita | eaned across me to peer out the w ndow.

On the advice of her parents, we had flown BOAC i nto Bonbay to go
t hrough custons there. That had worked fine, but the connecting Air India
flight to Calcutta had been del ayed for three hours due to mechanica



problems. W finally were allowed to board, only to sit at the term nal for
anot her hour with no lights or air conditioning because the external
generators had been detached. A businessman in the row ahead of us said that
t he Bonbay-Cal cutta flight had been | ate every day for three weeks because of
a feud between the pilot and flight engineer

Once airborne, we were routed far south of our path because of severe
t hunderstorns. Victoria had fussed much of the evening, but now she was
sl eeping in her nother's arnmns.

"My God," | said again. Calcutta was stretched out bel ow, over 250
square mles of city, a galaxy of lights after the absol ute bl ackness of cloud
tops and the Bay of Bengal. | had flown into many cities at night, but none

like this. Instead of the usual geonetries of electric lights, Calcutta at
m dni ght was abl aze with countl ess lanterns, open fires, and a strange, soft

glow -- an al most fungal phosphorescence -- that oozed from a thousand unseen
sources. Instead of the predictabl e urban progression of straight lines --
streets, highways, parking lots -- Calcutta's nyriad of fires seened scattered
and chaotic, a junbled constellation broken only by the dark curve of the
river. | imagined that this was what London or Berlin must have | ooked like --
burning -- to awed bonber crews during the war.

Then the wheels touched down, the terrible hum dity invaded the coo
cabin, and we were out in and part of the shuffling crowd naking its way
toward Baggage Clains. The termnal was snall and filthy. Despite the late
hour, sweating nobs were jostling and shouting all around us.

"Wasn't soneone supposed to neet us?" asked Anrita.

"Yeah." | had rescued the four bags fromthe broken conveyor belt, and
we stood by themas the crowd ebbed and fl owed agai nst us. There was a sense
of hysteria in the pulses of white-shirted, saried humanity in the little
buil ding. "Morrow had a contact with the Bengali Witers' Union. Sone fell ow
naned M chael Leonard Chatterjee was supposed to give us a ride to the hotel
but we're hours late. He probably went home. I'Il try to get a cab.”

One gl ance at the doorway jamred with shoving, shouting nmen made nme stay
standi ng by the bags.

"M. and Ms. Luczak. Robert Luczak?"

" _Loo-zack_," | said, automatically correcting the pronunciation. "Yes,
' m Robert Luczak." | |ooked at the man who had shoved his way up to us. He
was tall and skinny, wearing dirty brown trousers and a white shirt that
| ooked gray and grinmy in the green fluorescent lighting. H s face was
relatively young -- late twenties, perhaps -- and cl ean-shaven, but his black
hair stood out in great electric tufts and his dark, piercing eyes gave an
i mpression of such intensity that it bordered on a sense of restrained
vi ol ence. Hi s eyebrows were dark brush strokes that al nbst net above a

fal con's predatory beak. | took half a step back and dropped a suitcase to
free nmy right hand. "M. Chatterjee?"

"No, | have not seen M. Chatterjee,” he replied shrilly. "I amM T.
Krishna." At first, through the noise and heavy singsong dialect, | heard it

as "enpty Krishna."

| extended ny hand, but Krishna had turned and was | eadi ng the way
out side. He used his right armto shove people aside. "This way, please.
Qui ckly, quickly."

| nodded at Anrita and lifted three of the bags. Incredibly, Victoria
had continued to sleep through the heat and bedlam "Are you with the Witers'
Uni on?" | asked.

"No, no, no." Krishna did not turn his head as he spoke. "I ama
part-tinme teacher, you see. | have contacts with the U S. Education Foundation
in India. My supervisor, M. Shah, was contacted by his very good and | ongti e
friend, M. Abraham Bronstein of New York City, who asked me to extend this
ki ndness. Quickly."

Qutside, the air seened even heavier and nore noist than in the steam ng
termnal. Searchlights illumnated a silver sign above the term nal doors.
"Dum Dum Airport," | read al oud.



"Yes, yes. It is here they made the bullets until they were outl awed
after Wrld War Nunber One," said Krishna. "This way, please.”

Suddenly we were surrounded by a dozen porters clanoring to carry our
few bags. The nen were reed-thin, bare-Iegged, draped in brown rags. One was
m ssing an arm Another |ooked as if he had been in a terrible fire: his chin
was wel ded to his chest by great wattles of scar tissue. Evidently he could
not speak, but urgent sounds gurgled up fromhis ruined throat.

"G ve themthe | uggage," snapped Krishna. He gestured inperiously as the
porters scranbl ed over one another to get at the bags.

W had to walk only sixty feet or so along the curved drive. The air was
wei ghted with noi sture, as dark and heavy as a soaked arny bl anket. For a
di zzy second | thought it was snowi ng, as the air appeared to be swirling with

white flecks; then | realized that there were a mllion insects dancing in the
beanms of the terminal spotlights. Krishna gestured to the porters, pointed to
a vehicle, and | stopped in surprise. "A bus?" | said, although the

bl ue- and-white van was nore of a jitney than a full-fledged bus. The | egend
USEFI was printed along its side.

"Yes, yes, yes. It was the only transport available. Quickly now "

One of the porters, agile as a nonkey, clanbered up the back of the bus
to the roof. Qur four bags were handed up and secured to the |luggage rack. As
they tied down a strip of black plastic over the |luggage, | wondered idly why
we couldn't have taken themin the bus. Shrugging, | funbled out two
five-rupee notes to tip the porters. Krishna took them out of ny hand, gave
one back.

"No. It is too nuch,” he said. | shrugged again and hel ped Amrita to get
aboard. Victoria had finally awakened at the shouting of the agitated porters
and was adding her shrill cry to the general confusion. W nodded at the
sl eepy driver and took the second seat on the right. At the door, Krishna was
arguing with three of the porters who had carried our bags. Anrita did not
understand all of the cascade of Bengali, but she picked up enough to tell ne
that the porters were upset because they could not divide five rupees three
ways. They demanded anot her rupee. Krishna shouted something and went to cl ose
t he door of the bus. The ol dest porter, his face a maze of deep gullies
forested with white stubble, stepped forward and bl ocked the fol ding door wth
his body. OQther porters drifted over fromtheir place near the term nal doors.
Shouts turned to screans.

"For Chrissake," | said to Krishna, "here, give thema few nore rupees.
Let's get out of here."

"No!" Krishna's gaze swept ny direction, and the viol ence there was no
| onger restrained. It held the gleeful |ook one sees on the faces of nen at a
bl ood sport. "It is too nuch," he said firmy.

There was a nmob of porters at the door now Suddenly hands began
sl appi ng agai nst the side of the bus. The driver sat up and adjusted his cap
nervously. The old man in the doorway had stepped up onto the | owest step as
if to enter, but Krishna put three fingers against the bare chest and pushed
firmy. The old man fell backward onto the sea of brown-garbed forns.

Gnarl ed fingers suddenly gripped the partially opened w ndow next to
Anrita, and the porter with the burned face pulled hinmself up as if he were on
a chinning bar. Inches fromus, his nouth worked frantically, and we coul d see
that he had no tongue. Saliva spattered the dust-streaked wi ndow.

"Goddamit, Krishna!" | rose to give the porters the noney. At that
nmonent three policenmen appeared out of the shadows. They wore white hel nets,
Sam Browne belts, and khaki shorts. Two of themcarried lathi_ sticks -- the
I ndi an version of a cop's nightstick -- three feet of heavy wood with an iron

core in the business end.

The nmob of porters continued shouting, but nelted back to let the police
advance. The scarred face dropped away fromAnrita's wi ndow. The first cop
banged his stick on the front of the bus, and the old porter turned to shout
his conmplaints. The policenman raised his deadly club and screanmed back
Krishna took the opportunity to swing the handle that closed the door of the



bus. He snapped two syllables to the driver and we began to nove, accel erating
qui ckly down the dark driveway. There was a |loud clang as a thrown rock struck
the rear of the bus.

Then we were out of the airport and sw nging onto an enpty four-Iane
road. "VIP H ghway," called Krishna fromwhere he still stood by the door
"Travel ed only by very inportant persons.” A pale billboard flashed by to the
right. The sinple nessage -- in Hndi, Bengali, and English -- read WELCOVE TO
CALCUTTA.

W drove wi thout headlights, but the interior lights of the bus stayed
on. Anrita's lovely eyes were set with circles of fatigue. Victoria -- too
exhausted to sleep, tired of crying -- nade new i ng noises fromher nother's
arms. Krishna sat down sideways on the seat in front of us, hawk nose in
profile, his angry countenance illuni nated by the overhead bul bs and an
occasi onal street |ight.

"I went to university in the States for alnbst three years,"” he said.

"Real ly?" | said. "That's very interesting." | felt |like smashing the
stupid son of a bitch's face in for creating such a ness.

"Yes, yes. | worked with blacks, Chicanos, red Indians. The oppressed

peopl e of your country."

The marshy fields of darkness that had bordered the hi ghway gave way
suddenly to a junble of shacks that cane right up to the shoul der of the road.
Lanterns gl owed through burlap walls. In the distance a bonfire showed sharp
sil houettes nmoving jerkily in front of yellow flanes. Seem ngly w t hout
transition we were out of the country and wi nding through narrow, rain-filled
streets that tw sted past blocks of derelict high-rises, mles of tin-roofed
slums, and endl ess vistas of decaying, blackened storefronts.

"My professors were fools. Conservative fools. They thought that
literature was composed of dead words in books."

"Yes," | said. | had no idea of what Krishna was talking about.

The streets were flooded. Water stood two and three feet deep in places.
Under tattered canvas, robed figures sat and slept and squatted and stared at
us with eyes that showed only white in orbs of shadow. Each alley gave a
gli npse of open roons, starkly lit courtyards, shadows noving w thin shadows.
A frail man pulling a heavy cart had to | eap aside as our bus roared past,
throwing a curtain of water across himand his | oad. He shook his fist, and
hi s mout h shaped unheard obscenities.

The buil di ngs seened anci ent beyond age, decayed remants of sone
forgotten mllennium-- some pre-human age -- for the shadows, angles,
apertures, and enptinesses did not fit the architecture of man. Yet, on every
second or third floor there were open-w ndowed glinpses of humanity inhabiting
t hese druidi c shanbl es: bare bul bs sw ngi ng, bobbing heads, peeled walls with
pl aster rotting off the white rib-bones of the building, garish illustrations
of multi-armed deities clipped fromnagazi nes and taped crookedly to walls or
wi ndow panes, the cries of children playing, running, fleeing through the
kni f e-bl ackened alleys, the wail of infants half heard -- and everywhere the
random novenent caught in the corner of one's vision, the sibilant rush of the
bus's tires on wet clay and tarmac, and the sight of sheeted figures |ying
i ke corpses in the sidewal k shadows. A terrible feeling of _déja vu_ cane
over nme.

"I quit in disgust when a fool of a professor would not accept ny paper
on Walt Wiitman's debt to Zen Buddhi sm An arrogant, parochial fool."

"Yes," | said. "Do you think we could turn off these inside |ights?"

W were approaching the center of the city. Rotting residential slums
gave way to | arger, even nore decayed-| ooking buildings. There were few street
lights. Vague flickers of heat lightning were reflected in the deep pools of
bl ack water that filled the intersections. Every darkened storefront seened to
hold the silent, sheeted forms lying |ike unclained bundl es of |aundry or
propped up to watch us pass. The yellow lights inside the bus made the three
of us look |ike waxen corpses. | knew now how prisoners of war nust feel while
bei ng paraded through the streets of the enemy's capital



Ahead, a boy stood atop a crate in a black circle of water and swung
what | took to be a dead cat by its tail. He threwit as the bus approached,
and it was not until the furry corpse bounced hollowy off the w ndshield that
| realized it had been a rat. The driver cursed and swerved toward the child.
The boy | eaped away with a flash of brown | egs, and the crate he had been
standing on splintered under our right wheel.

"You understand, of course, because you are a poet,

said Krishna, and

bared small, sharp teeth.

"What about the lights?" |I asked. | could feel the rage rising in ne.
Anrita touched my armwi th her |eft hand.

Kri shna snapped sonething in Bengali. The driver shrugged and grunted an
answer .

"The switch is broken," said Krishna.

W swung into an open square. \VWat may have been a park cut a solid |ine
of bl ackness through the maze of saggi ng buildings. Two streetcars sat
abandoned in the center of a cluttered plaza while a dozen fanilies huddl ed
near by under sagging canvas. It began to rain again. The sudden downpour beat
at the netal of the bus like fists fromthe dark sky. Only the driver's side
of the windshield had a wiper, and it noved sluggi shly against the curtain of
wat er that soon put a veil between the city and us.

"We must talk about M. M Das," said Krishna

| blinked. "I would like the lights _out_," | said slowy and
distinctly. The irrational fury had been building in me since the airport. In
a second | knew | would be choking this smug, insensitive cretin; choking him
until his froglike eyes popped out of his stupid head. | felt the anger flow
down into ne like the heat froma strong drink. Amita nust have sensed ny
second of insanity, for her restraining hand closed on ny armlike a vise.

"It is very inmportant that | talk to you about M. M Das," said
Kri shna. The heat in the bus was al nbst overpowering. Sweat stood on our faces
like burn blisters. Qur breath seened to hang in the air |ike vapor while the
worl d renmained obliterated by the crashi ng downpour outside.

"Il turn out the fucking lights," | said, and started to rise. Anrita
woul d have held me back with both hands had it not been for Victoria.
Krishna's heavy brows went up in surprise as | towered over him | freed

my right armjust as Anrita said, "It doesn't matter, Bobby. W' re here. Look
there's the hotel ."

| paused and then stooped to | ook out the w ndow. The downpour had
stopped as suddenly as it had begun, and only a light drizzle continued to

fall. My anger dimnished with the ebbing sound of rain on the roof.

"We will perhaps speak later, M. Luczak," said Krishna. "It is npst
i mportant. Tonorrow, perhaps."”

" Yeah." | lifted Victoria in ny arms and |l ed the way of f the bus.

The front of the Oberoi Grand Hotel was as dark as a granite cliff, but
alittle light escaped fromthe double doorway. A tattered awning ran to the
curb. On either side, standing silently under rain-slicked unbrellas, were a

dozen or so shadowy figures. Sone were hol di ng soggy placards. | could make
out a hammer and sickle, and the English word UNFAIR on one. "Strikers," said
Kri shna as he snapped his fingers at a sleepy, red-vested porter. | shrugged.

A picket line outside a pitch-black hotel at one-thirty AM in
nmonsoon-drenched Cal cutta did not surprise nme. Sonetine in the previous
hal f - hour, my sense of reality had slipped its tether. Aroaring filled ny
ears like the rasp of countless insect legs. _Jet lag_, | thought.

"Thank you for picking us up," said Anrita as Krishna hopped back aboard
t he bus.

He flashed his baby shark's grimace. "Yes, yes. | talk to you tonorrow.
Good night. Good night."

The entrance to the hotel seenmed to include several dark hallways that
separated the | obby fromthe street like a protective |abyrinth. The | obby
itself was bright enough. The clerk was wi de awake, smartly dressed, and
pl eased to see us. Yes, the reservations were right here for M. and Ms.



Luczak. Yes, they had received our Tel ex about the delay. The baggage porter
was an old man, but he cooed at Victoria as we took the elevator to the sixth
floor and I gave himten rupees as he left us.

Qur room was as cavernous and shadowy as everything else in the city,
but it seened relatively clean and there was a heavy bolt on the door

"Ch, no!" It was Anrita's voice fromthe bathroom | was there in three
strides with my heart poundi ng.

"There are no towels," said Anrita. "Only washcloths." W both began to
[ augh then. One of us would stop, only to have the other start it up again.

It took us ten minutes to make a nest for Victoria on the enpty bed, to
strip off our sweat-sodden clothes, rinse up as well as possible, and craw
under the thin spread together. The air conditioner clunked and wheezed
hol | oWl y. Somewhere cl oseby, a toilet flushed explosively. The throbbing sound
in my ears was the echo of jet engines.

"Sweet dreans, Victoria," said Anrita. The baby cooed softly in her
sl eep.

W were asleep in two mnutes.

Chapt er Four

_"And on the great courtyard after the breaking of |ocal _
_barriers_
_Compl ete comuni cation between nen, affable loiterings_
_begin."_
-- Purnendu Patri

"Everything al ways seens better in the norning light," said Anrita.

VW were having breakfast in the Garden Café of the hotel. Victoria was
gurgling happily fromthe highchair the obliging waiters had brought us. The
caf € | ooked out on the gardens which filled the courtyard. Wrkers on
scaffolds called nerrily to one anot her

| drank ny tea, nibbled on the toasted muffin, and read the Cal cutta
Engl i sh-1 anguage paper. The editorial called for a nore nodern transit system
Ads sold saris and notorcycles. A smiling Indian famly held up bottles of
Coca-Col a. Nearby on the page there was a cl ose-up photo of a corpse --
deconposi ng, face laid open |like a burst rubber tire, glazed eyes protruding.
The body had been di scovered in an uncl ai ned steel trunk in How ah Rail way
Station just yesterday -- Thursday, July 14 -- and anyone who could furnish a
clue as to the identity of the deceased should contact the |Inspector of
Pol i ce, Howah, Govt Ry, and nention case No. 23 dt. 14.7.77 u/s 302/301
I.PC. (SR 39/77).

| folded the paper and set it on the table.

"M . Luczak? Good norning!" | rose to shake hands with the mni ddl e- aged
I ndi an gentl| eman who had approached us. He was short, |ight-skinned, al nost
bal d, and wore thick, hornrimed glasses. H s tropical worsted suit was
i npeccably tailored, and his handshake was gentle. "M . Luczak," he said, "I
am M chael Leonard Chatterjee. Ms. Luczak, a great pleasure to nmeet you." He
bowed slightly and took Anrita's hand in his. "My sincere apol ogies for not
nmeeting you at the airport last night. My driver mistakenly informed ne that
t he Bonbay flight had been del ayed until this norning."



"No problem" | said

"But unfortunate and inhospitable to have to enter a city wi thout being
properly wel comed. | do apol ogi ze. W are nost pleased that you are here."

"Wio is "we'?" | asked.

"Please join us," said Anrita

"Thank you. What a beautiful child! She has your eyes, Ms. Luczak. 'W
are the Bengali Witers' Union, M. Luczak. W have been in repeated contact
with M. Morrow and his fine publication, and we | ook forward to sharing with
you the nost recent work of Bengal's . . . no, of _India's_ finest poet."

"So M Das is still alive?"

Chatterjee smled gently. "Ch, nost assuredly, M. Luczak. W have
recei ved numerous correspondences fromhimin the past six nonths."

"But have you seen hin?" | pressed. "Can you be sure it's M Das? Wy
has he di sappeared for eight years? Wien can | nmeet with hin®"

"Al'l in good tine, M. Luczak," said Mchael Leonard Chatterjee. "All in
good tine. | have arranged for an initial nmeeting for you with the executive
council of our witers' union. Wuld two P.M today be convenient for you? O
woul d you and Ms. Luczak like a day to rest and si ghtsee?"

| glanced at Anrita. W had already decided that if | did not need a
translator, she and Victoria would stay at the hotel and rest. "Today woul d be
fine," | said.

"Marvel ous, marvelous. | will send a car at one-thirty."

W wat ched as M chael Leonard Chatterjee left the café. Behind us,
wor kmen on banboo scaf fol ds shouted happily to hotel enployees wal ki ng through
the gardens. Victoria banged loudly on the tray of her highchair and joined in
the merriment.

The billboard in the littered plaza across the street fromthe hotel was
for the United Bank of India. It had no illustration, only black letters on a
whit e background: _Calcutta -- Cultural Capital of the Nation? -- A Definition
of Cbscenity? It seened a strange way to advertise a bank

The car was small, black Premiere with a driver in cap and khaki shorts.
W set off down Chowinghee Road, and as we craw ed t hrough heavy traffic
had a chance to ook at Calcutta in the daylight.

The scene was alnost comical in its nad intensity. Pedestrians,
flotillas of bicycles, oriental-Iooking rickshaws, autonobiles, flatbed trucks
adorned with swasti kas, countl ess notorbikes, and creaking bullock carts al
vied for our narrow | ane of torn-up pavenent. Cattle wandered freely, bl ocking
traffic, poking their heads into shops, and wadi ng through heaps of raw
gar bage which were stacked on curbs or piled in the center of the street. At
one point the refuse |l ay knee-deep for three blocks, Iining the street like a
di ke. Human bei ngs al so waded through it, conpeting with the cattle and crows
for edible bits.

Farther on, schoolgirls in primwhite blouses and blue skirts crossed
the street in single file while a brown-belted policeman held up traffic for
them The next intersection was dom nated by a small red tenple that sat
squarely in the center of the road. The sweet snell of incense and sewage cane
in through the open wi ndow of the car. Red banners hung fromw res and
decayi ng facades. And everywhere was the unceasi ng novenent of brown-skinned
humanity -- an alnost tidal flow of jostling, white- and tan-garbed popul ation
whi ch seemed to nake the very air heavy with its npi st exhal ati ons.

Calcutta in the light was inpressive, perhaps a trifle intimdating, but

it caused none of the strange fear and anger of the night before. | closed ny
eyes and tried to analyze the fury that had seized me on the bus, but the heat
and noi se prevented ne from concentrating. Every bicycle bell in the universe

seened to be conmbining with car horns, shouts, and the rising susurration of
the city itself to create a wall of noise that was al nost physical inits

i mpact .
The Witers' Union had its headquarters in a gray, hulking structure



just off Dal housie Square. M. Chatterjee net nme at the base of the stairs and
led the way to the third floor. The roomwas | arge and wi ndow ess. The fadi ng
remmants of a fresco | ooked down fromthe begrimed ceiling, and seven people

| ooked up froma green-bai zed table.

Introductions were nade. | was terrible at renmenbering people's names in
the best of circunstances, and | felt a sense of vertigo as | tried to fix the
lists of Bengali syllables | was hearing with the brown and cul tured faces.
The only woman there, tired face, gray hair, and heavy green sari, which she
was constantly readjusting on her shoul der, seenmed to be naned Leel a Meena
Basu Bel | i appa.

There were several minutes of small talk nade difficult by our dialects.
| found that if |I relaxed and | et the singsong rush of Indian English flow
over me, the meani ng cane soon enough. The choppy lilt of their speech was
strangel y soot hi ng, al nost hypnotizing. Suddenly a white-snmocked retainer
appeared fromthe shadows and distributed chi pped cups heavy w th sugar

clotted buffalo mlk, and a little tea. | sat between the wonan and the
director of the executive council, a M. CGupta. He was a tall, m ddl e-aged man
with a thin face and a ferocious overbite. | found nyself w shing that Anrita

had come al ong. Her stolid presence woul d have been a buffer between ne and
t hese i ntense strangers.

"l believe that M. Luczak should hear our offer,
The others nodded. As if on cue, the lights went off.

It was pitch-black in the wi ndow ess room There were shouts from
various places in the building, and candl es were brought in. M. Chatterjee
| eaned across the table and assured nme that this was a common occurrence. It
seened that there were daily blackouts as the inadequate el ectrical power was
shunted fromone part of the city to another

Sonehow t he darkness and candl el i ght seenmed to accentuate the heat.
felt somewhat |ight-headed and gripped the edge of the table.

"M. Luczak, you are aware that it is a unique privilege to receive the
mast erwork of a great Bengali poet such as M Das." M. Cupta's voice was as
reedy as an oboe. The heavy notes hung in the air. "Even we have not seen the

sai d Gupta suddenly.

conplete version of this work. | hope that the readers of your nmagazi ne
appreciate this honor."
"Yes," | said. There was a drop of sweat beading on the end of M.

GQupta's nose. Qur shadows were thrown fourteen feet high by the flickering
candl el i ght. "Have you received nore of the manuscript from M. Das?"

"Not as of yet," said M. Qupta. H s dark eyes were noist and
heavy-1idded. Wax fromthe candl es dripped onto the baize. "This conmittee is
to make the final decision as to the disposition of the English-Ianguage
version of this epic work."

"I would like to neet with M. Das," | said. The people around the table
exchanged gl ances.

"That will not be possible.” It was the wonan who spoke. Her voice was
as high and shrill as a saw noving on netal. The irritable, nasal tones
cl ashed with her dignified appearance.

"Why is that?"

"M Das has not been available for many years," said Gupta snoothly.
"For sone time we all believed that he had died. We nourned the | oss of a
nati onal treasure."

"And how do you know that he is alive now? Has anyone here seen hinP"

There was anot her silence. The candl es were al ready hal f-consumed and
sputtering wildly, although no breeze stirred. | felt terribly hot and a
little sick. It seemed for a nad second that the candl es would burn out and we
woul d continue talking in the hum d darkness, bodiless spirits haunting a
decaying building in the belly of a dead city.

"W have correspondence,” said M chael Leonard Chatterjee. He renoved
hal f a dozen crackling envel opes fromhis briefcase. "They establish beyond a
doubt that our friend is still alive and living in our mdst." Chatterjee wet
his fingers and flipped through the tightly fol ded pages of flinmsy stationery.



In the dimlight the lines of Indian script |ooked |ike magical runes, om nous
i ncant ati ons.

M. Chatterjee read al oud several passages to prove his point. Relatives
were inquired about, common friends mentioned. A discussion fromtwenty years

earlier was recalled in detail. There was an inquiry to M. Qupta about a
short poem of Das's that had been paid for years before but never published.
"All right," | said. "But it's inmportant for my article that I see M.

Das personally so that | can --

"Please," said M. Chatterjee and held up his hand. Hi s gl asses
reflected twin flanes where eyes should have been. "This may explain why it is
i npossible."” He folded a page, cleared' his throat, and began readi ng.

" and so you see, ny friend, things change but people do not.
renenber the day in July of 1969. It was during the Festival of Shiva. The
_Times_ told us that nen had left footprints on the noon. | was returning from
my father's village: a place where nen left footprints in the soil behind
their | aboring bullocks just as they have for five thousand years. In the
villages our train passed by, the peasants |abored to drag their heavy
godcarts through the nud.

"Al'l during that |loud and crowded voyage back to our beloved city, | was
struck by how enpty and futile nmy life had been. My father had lived a | ong
and useful life. Every man in his village, Brahnman to Harijan, wi shed to

attend his cremation. | had wal ked through fields which my father had fl ooded
and tilled and recaptured fromthe vagaries of nature long before |I was born
After his funeral, |I left my brothers and went to visit in the shade of a
great banyan which ny father had planted as a youth. All around ne were the
evi dences of my father's toils. The very land seemed to nmourn his passing.

"And what, | asked nyself, had | done? | would be fifty-four years old
in a few weeks, and to what purpose had | spent ny life? | had witten sone
verse, anused ny col | eagues, and annoyed sone critics. | had woven a web of
illusion that I was carrying on the tradition of our great Tagore. Then | had
enneshed nyself in my own web of deceit.

"By the tinme we reached Howrah Station, | had seen the shall owness of ny
life and art. For over thirty years | had lived and worked in our beloved city
-- the heart and bl oodstone of Bengal -- and never once had the essence of
that city been recreated, nay, nor hinted at, in ny feeble art. | had tried to
define the soul of Bengal by describing its shallowest exterior, its foreign
intruders, and its | east honest face. It was as if | had tried to describe the
soul of a beautiful and conmplex woman by listing the details of her borrowed

gar ment s.

"Gandhiji once said, 'A man cannot fully live unless he has died at
| east once.' By the time | had disenbarked fromny first-class coach at How ah
Station, | had acknow edged the inperative of that great truth. To live -- in
my soul, inm art -- | would have to cast off the appurtenances of my old
life.

"I gave my two suitcases to the first beggar who approached ne. H s | ook
of surprise is still a source of some pleasure to ne. What he later did with
my fine linen shirts, my Parisian ties, and the nany books | had packed,
have no i dea.

"I crossed the Howah Bridge into the city knowi ng only one thing -- |
was dead to my old life, dead to nmy old honme and habits, and necessarily dead

to the people I loved. Only by entering Calcutta afresh, as | had sone
thirty-three years earlier as a hopeful, stanmering student froma snall
village -- only then could | see with the clear eyes | would need for ny fina
wor k.

"And it is that work . . . ny first true attenpt to tell the story of
the city which nurtures us . . . to which | have devoted ny life. Since that

day nmany years ago, ny new life has led me to places | had never heard of in
nmy beloved city -- a city which | had foolishly thought to have known
intimtely.

"It has led ne to seek ny way anong the lost, to own only what has been



cast off by the dispossessed, to labor with the Schedul ed C asses, to seek
wi sdom fromthe fools of Curzon Park, and to seek virtue fromthe whores of
Sudder Street. In so doing | have had to acknow edge the presence of those
dark gods who held this place in their pal ns before even the gods thensel ves
were born. In finding _them | have found mnysel f.

"Pl ease do not seek ne. You would not find me if you searched. You woul d
not know me if you found ne.

"My friends, | leave it to you to carry out ny instructions in relation
to this new work. The poemis incomplete. Much nore work nust be done. But
time grows short. | wish to have the existing fragments dissemi nated as widely

as possible. Critical response neans _nothing_ . Credits and copyrights are
uni mportant. It _must_ be published.
"Respond vi a usual channels.
-- Das"

Chatterjee quit reading, and in the silence the distant carnival of
street sounds becanme faintly audible. M. Gupta cleared his throat and asked a
guesti on about American copyrights. | explained as best | could -- about both
the Harper's_ offer and the nore nodest proposal from _Oher Voices_. Mre
di scussion and questions followed. The candl es burned | ow

Finally Gupta turned to the others and said sonething in rapid-fire

Bengali. | again wi shed that Anrita had conme with ne. It was M chael Leonard
Chatterjee who said, "If you will wait outside in the hall for just a noment,
M. Luczak, the Council will vote on the disposition of M Das's manuscript."

| rose on pin-cushion legs and followed a servant with a candle out into
the hallway. There was a chair on the |landing and a small round table upon
whi ch the candle was placed. Some pale light came up the stairwell from
frosted wi ndows facing Dal housi e Square, but the dimglow only made the
darkness in the corners of the | anding and the branching corridors seem nore
absol ut e.

| had been sitting there for about ten mnutes and was on the point of
dozing when | noticed nmovenent in the shadows. Something was noving stealthily
just out of the circle of light. | lifted the candl e and watched as a rat the
size of a small terrier froze into inmmobility. Pausing at the edge of the
landing, its long tail flicked wetly back and forth across the boards. Fera
eyes gleaned at me fromthe borders of the light. It advanced half a step, and
a chill of revulsion rippled through me. The thing' s nmovenent remni nded ne of
not hi ng so much as a cat stalking its prey. | half rose and gripped the flinsy
chair, ready to hurl it.

Suddenly a | ouder noi se behind ne caused nme to junp. The shadow of the
rat blended into the shadows of the hallway and there was a scrabbling as of
many cl aws on woodwork. M. Chatterjee and M. Qupta emerged fromthe bl ack
council room Flanes reflected on M. Chatterjee's glasses. M. Qupta took a
step forward into my pulsing circle of light. His smle was eager and his
teeth were |l ong and yel |l ow.

"It is settled,” he said. "You will receive the manuscript tonorrow. You
wi Il be contacted about arrangenents."

Chapter Five



_No peace in Calcutta; _
_Blood calls at m dni ght _
-- Sukanta Bhattacharjee

It was too easy. That was the thought that entered ny mind as | was
driven back to the hotel. | had held an i mage of being the trench-coated
i nvestigative journalist -- Jesus, in that heat -- carefully follow ng up
clues to piece together the nysterious di sappearance and reappearance of the
phant om Bengal i poet. Now, on my first afternoon in the city, the puzzle had
been assenbl ed for me. Tonorrow, Saturday, | would have the manuscript and be
free to take Anrita and the baby and fly home. Wat kind of article would that
make? It was too easy.

My body insisted that it was early norning, but my wistwatch said it
was five P.M Workers were enmerging fromthe age-stained office buildings near
the hotel like white ants fromgray stone carcasses. Fanmilies were brew ng hot
water for tea on the broken sidewal ks while men with briefcases stepped over
sleeping infants, A man in rags squatted to urinate in the gutter while
anot her bathed in a puddle not six feet away. | brushed through the Comuni st
pi ckets and entered the air-conditioned sanctuary of the hotel

Krishna was waiting in the | obby. The hotel's assistant manager was
wat chi ng himas though Krishna were a known terrorist. Little wonder. He
| ooked even wilder than before. His black hair |eaped out in electric
exclamati on marks, and the toad-like eyes were wi der and whiter than ever
under dark brows. He grinned wi dely when he saw ne and came forward with hand

extended. | was shaking it before | realized that the cordial greeting was
Krishna's way of validating his presence to the assistant manager
"Ah, M. Luczak! Very good to see you again! | have come to help you in

your search for the poet, M Das." He continued to punmp ny hand. He was
wearing the sane soiled shirt as the night before and smelled of nusky col ogne

and sweat. | felt the sweat drying on nmy own body as the fierce
air-conditioning rai sed goose bunps al ong ny arns.

"Thank you, M. Krishna, but there is no need." | extricated nmy hand.
"I"ve made all the necessary arrangenents. |'Il be conpleting ny business here
t onmor r ow. "

Krishna froze in place. The smile faded, and the brows cane even cl oser
t oget her over the great curve of nose. " Ahh, | see. You have been to the
Witers' Union. Yes?"

"Yes."

"Ah, yes, yes. They would have had a very satisfactory story to tell you
about our illustrious M Das. You _were_ satisfied by their story, M.

Luczak?" Krishna al nost whi spered the |ast sentence, and his | ook was so
blatantly conspiratorial that the assistant manager frowned across the entire
| ength of |obby. God knows what he thought | was being of fered.

| hesitated. | didn't know what the hell Krishna had to do with the
whole thing, and | didn't really want to take tine to find out. | nentally
cursed Abe Bronstein for poking around in ny arrangenments and i nadvertently
putting me in touch with this creep. At the same tine | was acutely aware of
Anrita and Victoria waiting for ne and of nmy own irritation at the direction
thi s assignment was taking.

Interpreting ny hesitation as uncertainty, Krishna | eaned forward and
grasped nmy forearm "l have someone for you to neet, M. Luczak. Sormeone who
can tell you the truth about M Das."

"What do you nean, the truth? Wio is this person?”

"He would rather | not say," whispered Krishna. H s hands were noist.
There were tiny veins of yellowin the whites of his eyes. "You wll
under st and when you hear his story."

"When?" | snapped. Only the sense of inconpleteness | had felt in the
car kept me fromtelling Krishna to go to hell.

"Inmredi ately!" said Krishna with a triunphant grin. "W can nmeet him at



oncel! "

"Inmpossible.” | abruptly pulled my armout of Krishna's grasp. "I'm
goi ng upstairs. Take a shower. | promsed ny wife we would go out to dinner."
"Ah, yes, yes." Krishna nodded and sucked on his |lower teeth. "Of
course. | will nake the arrangenents for nine-thirty o' clock, then. That will

be sufficiently good?"

| hesitated. "Does your friend wish to be paid for his information?"

"Ch, no, no!" Krishna raised both palnms. "He would not allow such a
thing. It is only with the greatest difficulty that | have convinced himto
speak to anyone about this."

"Nine-thirty?" | asked. The thought of going out into the Cal cutta night
filled me with a vague sickness.

"Yes. The coffee shop closes at eleven. W will meet himthere."

_Coffee shop_. The words had an innocuous famliarity to them If there
were sonme angle | could use in the article.

"AIl right," | said.

"I shall be waiting for you here, M. Luczak."

The wonman holding nmy child was not Anrita. | stopped with my hand stil
on the doorknob. | mght have stayed like that or even retreated into the hal
in confusion if Anrita had not energed fromthe bathroom at that nonent.

"Ch, Bobby, this is Kamakhya Bharati. Kamakhya, this is ny husband,
Robert Luczak."

"It is a pleasure to nmeet you, M. Luczak." Her voice was wi nd through
spring bl ossons.

"Nice to neet you, Mss -- ah -- Bharati." | blinked stupidly and | ooked
at Anrita. | had always thought that Amrita' s features approached true beauty
with her guileless eyes and the honest planes of her face, but next to this
young wonan | could see only the lines of approaching mddle age in Anrita's
flesh, the slight double chin, and the bunp on the bridge of her nose. The
afteri mage of the young wonan stayed in my retinas |like a flashbulb's optica
echo.

Her hair was jet-black and hung to her shoul ders. Her face was a
shar pened oval, perfect, punctuated with soft, slightly tremulous |ips that
seened designed for laughter and great sensuality. Her eyes were startling --
huge beyond all probability, accentuated by eye shadow and heavy | ashes,
pupils so dark and so penetrating that her gaze stabbed |ike dark beacons.
There was sonething subtly oriental about those eyes while at the sane tine
they projected a Western, al nbst sublimnal sense of innocence and wordliness
warring wthin.

Kamakhya Bharati was young -- in her md-twenties at nost -- and wore a
sari of a silk so light that it seemed to float an inch above her flesh,
buoyed up by sone fragant pulse of femnity that seemed to emanate from her
i ke a redol ent breeze.

| had al ways associated the word _vol uptuous_ with a Rubens
wei ghti ness, masses of alluring flesh, but this young wonman's thin body,
hal f - percei ved through shifting | ayers of silk, struck me with a sense of
vol upt uousness so intense that it dried the saliva in ny nouth and enptied ny
m nd.

"Kamakhya is the niece of M Das, Bobby. She cane to inquire about your
article, and we've spent the | ast hour talking."

"Ch?" | glanced at Anrita and | ooked back at the girl. | could think of
nothing el se to say.

"Yes, M. Luczak. | have heard runors that my uncle has conmunicated to
some of his old colleagues. | wi shed to know if you had seen ny uncle . . . if
he is all right. . . ."Her gaze dropped and her voice trailed off.

| sat on the edge of an arnthair. "No," | said. "I nean, | haven't seen
himbut he's all right. 1'd like to, though. See him |'mdoing an article --"

"Yes." Kamakhya Bharati smiled and set Victoria back in the center of



t he bed where her bl anket and Pooh-bear |ay. Elegant brown fingers brushed

over the baby's cheek in an affectionate gesture. "I will not bother you
further. | wished only to inquire about the health of nmy uncle.”

"OfF course!" | said. "Well, I"'msure we'd Iike to talk to you, Mss
Bharati. | nean, if you knew your uncle well . . . it would help ne out in ny
article. If you could stay a few m nutes. "

"I must go. My father will expect ne to be honme when he arrives." She

turned and sniled at Anrita. "Perhaps | could tal k when we see each ot her
tonorrow, as we di scussed?"

"Marvel ous!" said Anrita. It was the first time |I'd seen her so rel axed
since London. She turned to ne. "Kamakhya knows of a good sari dealer not far
fromhere, near the Elite Cnema. | really would like to buy sone materi al
while we're here. That is, if you won't need nme tonorrow, Bobby."

"Mm |'mnot sure," | said. "Well, plan on your trip. | don't know when
they' Il arrange their appointnment for ne."

"I will call you in the nmorning then," said the girl. She sniled at
Anrita, and | found nyself jealous, wishing that | had been the recipient of
t hat benediction. She rose and shook Anrita's hand whil e sinmultaneously
adjusting her sari with the graceful nmove of her hand so universal with Indian
worren.

"Very good," said Anrita

Kamakhya Bharati bowed slightly to ne as she noved to the door. |
returned the nod and then she was gone. A slight, tantalizing scent remained.

"Sweet Christ," | said.

"Rel ax, Robert," said Anrita. The proper British tones held a hint of
anusenment. "She's only twenty-two, but she's been engaged for el even years.
She's to be married this Cctober.”

"Damed waste," | said and dropped onto the bed next to the baby.
Victoria turned her head and waved her arns, ready to play. | swng her up in
the air. She made noi ses of delight and kicked her feet. "lIs she really Das's

ni ece?"

"She used to help himwi th his nmanuscripts. Sharpen pencils. Go to the
library for him O so she says."

"Yeah? She nust have been ten years old." Victoria squealed as | swung
her in an arc, spun her around, swung her back

"Thirteen when he di sappeared. Evidently her father had a falling-out
with Das right before their father died."

"Their father? Ch, Das's --"

"Yes. At any rate, his nane hasn't been nentioned in the household for
years. | got the inpression that she was too shy to approach Chatterjee or the
Witers' Union."

"She approached us."

"That's different," said Anrita. "We're foreigners. W don't count. Are
we still going to dinner?"

| lowered Victoria to ny stomach. Her face was red with pleasure and she
was pondering whether to cry. She dug her knees into nmy |ap and began creepi ng
up my chest. One pudgy hand tightened on the collar of nmy shirt in a death
grip.

"Where shall we eat?" | asked. | explained about the nine-thirty meeting
with Krishna's Mysterious Stranger. "It's a little late to go out on the town.
Shall we call Room Service or go down to the Prince's Roon? | hear they have
Fatima the Exotic Dancer for a floor show "

"Victoria would undoubtedly create a fuss," said Anrita. "But | would
i magi ne she would prefer Fatinma to Room Service."

"Righto," | said.

"I'"ll be ready in a nonent."

Fati ma the Exotic Dancer was an overwei ght, mi ddl e-aged |Indi an wonan
whose dance coul d have been performed before a den of Exeter Cub Scouts



wi t hout fear of scandal. Nonethel ess, the crowd of overwei ght, m ddl e-aged,
predom nantly male couples in the Prince's Room seened appropriately
titillated by her performance. Victoria was not. She began to cry, and the
three of us left half way through Fatim's second round of gyrations.

Rat her than return to the room Anrita and | wal ked around the darkened
hotel courtyard. It had been raining nuch of the evening, but now we could
make out a few stars between the |ow, sulfurous clouds. Heavy curtains were
drawn across nmost of the wi ndows facing the courtyard, and only a few bands of
light were visible. W took turns carrying the still-crying baby until the
sobbi ng sl owed and then stopped altogether. W paused by the pool and sat on a
| ow bench near the dark caf6. Ripples of light fromunderwater spotlights
danced across the heavy foliage and | owered banmboo curtains. | noticed a dark
shape floating in the shallow end of the pool and realized that it was a
dr owned rat.

"Victoria's asleep,"” said Anrita. | glanced over to see the baby's hands
cl enched and her eyes closed in that intense, sonmehow sati sfied-1ooking form
of sleep that often followed intense crying spells.

| stretched my legs out and put ny head back. | realized that | was very
tired, probably still suffering fromjet lag. | sat up and | ooked at Amrita.
She was gently rocking the baby, her own gaze absent and neditative as it
of ten was when she was working on a prol onged mat hemati cal probl em

"How does it feel to be back?" | asked.
Anrita | ooked at nme and blinked. "Wat, Bobby?"
"In India," | said. "How does it feel to be back?"

She patted the baby's ruff of hair and handed her to ne. | settled
Victoria in the hollow of nmy shoul der and watched as Anrita wal ked to the edge
of the pool and snoothed down her tan skirt. The light fromthe poo
illum nated her sharp cheekbones frombelow. _My wife is beautiful_, | thought
for the thousandth time since our weddi ng.

"It feels a bit like _déja vu_," she said very softly. "No, that's not
quite the right word. It's actually nore like reentering a recurring dream

The heat, the noise, the |anguages, the snell -- everything is famliar and
alien at the sanme tine."

"I"'msorry if it upsets you," | said.

Anrita shook her head. "It doesn't upset ne, Bobby. It _frightens_ ne,
but it doesn't upset ne. | find it very seductive."

"Seductive?" | stared at her. "What on earth have we seen that has been

seductive?" It was not like Anrita to use a word | oosely. Her precision with
| anguage often exceded mi ne.

She smled. "Do you nean besi des Kamakhya Bharati ?" She slipped off her
sandal and stirred the blue water with her foot. | could not see the drowned
rat at the far end of the pool. "Seriously, Bobby, | find it all seductive in
a strange way. It's as if | have been using only one part of my mind for al
t hese years and now another part of ne is being called to."

"Wuld you like to stay |onger?" | asked. "After the assignment's over,
I mean."” | was confused.

"No," said Anrita, and there was no mistaking the finality in her
voi ce. "

| shook ny head: "I'msorry | left you alone all afternoon and agreed to
this thing tonight," | said. "I guess it was a nistake for the three of us to
cone. | underestimated how difficult it would be for you with Victoria al ong."
Sonmewhere from above cane a sharp series of commands in what sounded I|ike
Arabic followed by a rush of nasal Bengali. A door slanmed.

Anrita wal ked over to sit next to me again. She took Victoria and laid
her across her legs. "It's all right, Bobby," she said. "I knew what it would
be like. | guessed that you probably wouldn't need nme as a translator unti
after you got the nanuscript.”

"I"'msorry," | said again.

Anrita | ooked back at the pool. "Wen | was seven years old," she said,

"the sunmmer before we noved to London, | saw a ghost."



| stared at her. | could not have been nore surprised or incredulous if
Anrita had told ne that she had fallen in love with the old bell hop and was

leaving ne. Anrita was -- or had been to that instant -- the nost
unrelentingly rational person | had even known. Her interest and belief in the
supernatural had until now seened nonexistent. | had never even been able to

interest her in the trashy Stephen King novels | would bring to the beach each
sumner .

"A ghost?" | said at |ast.
"W were on our way by train fromour home in New Del hi to our uncle's
i n Bonbay," she said. "It was al ways exciting when ny sisters and | travel ed

wi th our mother to Bonbay each June. But this year ny sister Santha becane
ill. W got off the train west of Bhopal and stayed in a railway guest house
for two days while a |l ocal doctor treated her."

"Was she all right?" | asked.

"Yes, it was just the nmeasles," said Amrita. "But now | was the only one
of the children who had not had them so | slept outside our hotel roomon a
smal | bal cony overl ooking the forest. The only way to the bal cony was through
the room where my nother and sisters slept. The rains had not yet cone that
sumrer, and it was very hot."

"And you saw a ghost?"

Anrita smled slightly. "I awoke in the mddle of the night to the sound
of crying. At first |I thought it was my sister or nother, and then | realized
that an old wonan in a sari was sitting on the edge of ny bed and sobbi ng.
renenber feeling no fear, only wonder that my nother had allowed this person
to go through their roomto join ne on the bal cony.

"Her crying was very soft but somehow very terrible. | reached out ny
hand to consol e her, but before | touched her she stopped weepi ng and | ooked
at me. | realized then that she was not really old, but that she had been aged

by sone terrible grief."

"And then what?" | pronpted. "How did you know she was a ghost? Did she
fade away or walk off on air or nmelt down to a pile of rags and grease, or
what ?"

Anrita shook her head. "The mpoon passed behind the clouds for a few
seconds, and when there was light again the old woman was gone. | called out,
and when ny nother and sisters came out onto the bal cony they assured ne that
no one had cone through their room"

"Hmm " | said. "Sounds sort of dull to me. You were seven years old and
probably dream ng. Even if you were awake, how do you know it wasn't somne
chanmbermai d who'd cone up a fire escape or sonethi ng?"

Anrita lifted Victoria to her shoulder. "I agree it's not a very
frightening ghost story," she said. "But it frightened me for years. You see,
in that second before the noon was obscured, | |ooked right into the worman's

face and | knew very well who she was." Anrita patted the baby's back and
| ooked at me. "It was ne."

"You?" | said.

"I decided then that | wanted to live in a country where | would see no
ghosts. "

"I hate to break it to you, kiddo," | said, "but Great Britain and New
Engl and are fanous for having their share of ghosts.”

"Perhaps,"” said Amrita and rose with Victoria secure in her arnms. "But
| _can't see them"

At nine-thirty P.M | was sitting in the |obby, nursing a grow ng
headache from heat and fatigue, feeling queasy fromtoo nuch bad w ne at
di nner, and goi ng through vari ous excuses to give to Krishna when he appeared.
By nine-fifty I had decided to tell himthat Anrita or the baby was sick. At
ten P.M | realized that | didn't have to tell himanything, and | had risen
to go upstairs when suddenly he appeared, disheveled and distraught. H s eyes
| ooked red and puffy as though he had been crying. He cane forward and shook



nmy hand solemly, as if the | obby were a funeral hone and | the bereaved next
of Kin.

"What is it?" | asked.

"Very, very sad," he said, and the high voice broke. "Very terrible
news. "

"Your friend?" | asked. | felt a sense of relief in the sudden hunch
that his nysterious source had broken his I eg or been run over by a trolley or
col | apsed of a coronary.

"No, no, no. You nust have heard. M. Nabokov has passed away. A great
tragedy. "

"Who?" Through the dialect | had heard only another rattling Bengal
nare.

"Nabokov! Nabokov! M adimr Nabokov! Pale Fire_. _Ada_. The greatest
prose stylist in your native | anguage. A very great loss for all of us. Al
men of letters.”

"Ch," | said. | had never even got around to reading _Lolita_. By the
time | renenbered nmy resolve not to go with Krishna, we were outside in the
hum d dark and he was leading me to a rickshaw where a gaunt, w zened little
ri ckshaw coolie dozed in a red seat. | pulled back. Something in nme rebelled
at the thought of being pulled through filthy streets by this human scarecrow.
"Let's take a cab,"” | said.

"No, no. This is reserved for us. It is a short ride. Qur friend is
wai ting."

The seat was wet fromthe evening rains but not unconfortable. The
little man junped down with a slap of his bare feet, grabbed the tw n yokes,
junped into the air with a practiced agility, and came down straight-arned
bal anci ng our wei ght expertly.

The rickshaw had no running lights, only a kerosene | antern that swung
on a netal hook. It did not reassure nme that the trucks and cars that swerved
around us, horns blaring, also ran without lights. The trolleys were stil
runni ng, and the sick, yellow pall of their interior bul bs showed sweaty faces
crowded behind wire-nesh wi ndows. Despite the late hour all of the public
transit was | oaded, buses swaying fromthe wei ght of people hanging from
barred wi ndows and outside grips, passing trains show ng i nnunerabl e heads and
torsos protruding fromthe black carriages.

There were few streetlights, but alleys and hal f-glinpsed courtyards
glowed with that pale, decaying phosphorescence | had seen fromthe air. The
dar kness had not brought any relief fromthe heat. If anything, it was warner
now than it had been during the day. Heavy clouds could be seen just above the
over hangi ng buil dings, and their noist weight seened to reflect the heat of
the city streets back to us.

Anxiety rose in ne again. It is hard even now for nme to describe the
nature of this tension. It had little to do with a sense of physical danger
although | felt absurdly exposed as we rattled over | oose paving stones, heaps
of garbage, and trolley tracks. | realized that | still had two hundred
dollars' worth of travelers checks in ny billfold. But that was not the rea
source of the nervousness that rose in ny throat |ike bile.

Sonet hi ng about the Cal cutta night worked directly upon the darkest
regions of my mind. Brief clutches of an alnpbst childlike fear tugged at ny
consci ousness and were forced down again by the adult mnd. The sounds of the
night held no threat in and of thenselves -- distant shouts, sibilant
scrapi ngs, an occasional nuffled snatch of conversation as we passed the
sheeted figures -- but they had the sane gut-wenching, attention-getting
ef fect that the sound of someone breathing under your bed at night would
gener at e.

"Kaliksetra," said Krishna. H's voice was soft, barely audible over the
panting of the rickshaw coolie and the slap of bare feet on pavenent.

"Excuse ne?"

"Kaliksetra. It means 'the place of Kali.' Certainly you knew that this
is where the name of our city has originated?"



"Ahh, no. That is, | may have. | nust have forgotten."

Krishna turned toward ne. | could not see his face clearly in the
dar kness, but | could feel the weight of his stare. "You nust know this," he
said flatly. "Kaliksetra became the village of Kalikata. Kalikata was the site

of the great Kalighat, the nost holy tenple to Kali. It still stands. Less
than two mles fromyour hotel. Certainly you rmust know this."
"Hmm " | said. Atrolley had turned the corner at high speed. CQur

ri ckshaw cool i e suddenly swerved across the tracks, avoiding the tramby |ess
than a yard. Angry shouts followed us out onto a wi der, enptier street. "Kal
was a goddess, wasn't she?" | said. "One of Siva's consorts?" Despite ny
interest in Tagore, it had been many years since | had read any of the Vedas.
Kri shna nade an incredible sound. At first | thought it was an expl osive
burst of derision, but then | turned to | ook. He was stopping one nostril with
his finger and loudly blow ng mucus into his left hand. "Yes, yes," he said.
"Kali is the sacred _sakti_ of Siva." He inspected the contents of his hand,
nodded as if satisfied, and flicked his fingers over the side of the rickshaw.
"Certainly you know her aspect?" he asked. From one of the shadowy,
di | api dated buil di ngs we had passed cane the sound of several women scream ng
at each other.

"Her aspect? No, | don't believe so. She . . . the statues . . . they
have four arms, don't they?" | |ooked around, and wondered if we were al npst
at our destination. There were fewer shops here. | found it hard to inagine a

cof fee shop anong these ruins.

"OfF course! OF course! She is a _goddess_; obviously she has four arns!
You nust see the great idol in the Kalighat. It is the _jagrata , the "very
awake" Kali. Very terrible. Beautifully terrible, M. Luczak. Her hands show
the _abhaya and _vara nudras_ -- the fear-renoving and boon-granting
_mudras_. But very terrible. Very tall. Very gaunt. Her nouth is open. Her
tongue is long. She has the two . . . what is the word . . . the teeth of the
vanpi re?"

"Fangs?" | gripped the wet seat cover and wondered what Krishna was
goi ng on about. We turned down a darker, narrower street.

"Ah, yes, yes. She al one of the gods has conquered tine. She devours al
bei ngs, of course. _Purusam asvam gam avim ajam. She is unclad. Her

beautiful feet tread on a corpse. In her hands she holds a pasa . . . a noose,
_khatvan-ga_ . . . what is the word? . . . A stick, no, a _staff_with a
skull, _khadga_ . . . a sword, and a severed head."

"A severed head?"

"Certainly. You must know this."

"Li sten, goddamm t, Krishna, what is all this --"

"Ah, we are here, M. Luczak. Step down. Quickly, please. W are late.
The cof fee shop cl oses at el even."

The street was little nore than an alley filled with sewage and
rainwater. There was no sign of any storefronts or shops, much | ess a café.
The walls were unlit except for the dimreflection of lanterns glow ng from
one of the upper wi ndows. The rickshaw coolie had dropped the traces and was
lighting a small pipe. | remained seated.

"Quickly please,"” said Krishna, and snapped his fingers at me in the way
| had seen himdeal with porters. He stopped over a sleeping man on the
si dewal k and opened a door that | hadn't noticed. A single bulb illum nated a
steep, narrow staircase. Faint undertones of conversation drifted down to us.

| junmped down and followed himinto the |light. Another door on the
second-floor landing led to a wi de hallway. "You saw the University down the
street?" asked Krishna over his shoulder. | nodded, although |I'd seen no
bui |l di ng nore inposing than a warehouse. "This, of course, is the University
coffee shop. No, that is not right. _Coffee house_ . Just like Geenw ch
Village. Yes."

Krishna turned left and led me into a truly cavernous room The high
ceiling, heavy colums, and wi ndow ess walls reninded me of a parking garage
used to know near the Chicago Loop. At least fifty or sixty tables were



visible in the dimlight, but only a few were occupied. Here and there a
cluster of earnest-looking young men in | oose white shirts sat at rough tables
pai nted a dark green. Sl ow nmoving fans hung froma twenty-foot-high ceiling;
and al though the noist air did not stir perceptibly, the light fromthe w dely
spaced bul bs was nade to flicker slightly, inparting a dully stroboscopic,
silent-filmquality to the scene.

"A coffee house," | repeated stupidly.

"Come this way." Krishna led the way through tightly packed tables to
the farthest corner. A young man of about twenty sat al one on a bench built
into the wall. He rose as we approached.

"M . Luczak, this is Jayaprakesh Miktanandaji," Krishna said, and added
something in Bengali to the youth. The deep shadows nade it difficult for ne
to make out the young man's features clearly; but along with a noist, hesitant
handshake, | registered a thin face, thick glasses, and a case of acne so
severe that the pustul es al nost gl owed.

W remai ned standing for a silent monent. The young nman w ped his pal ns
toget her and gl anced furtively at the students at other tables. Sone of them
had turned to watch as we entered, but none continued to | ook our way.

W sat down just as an old man with stubble outlining a white beard
brought coffee to the table. The cups were badly chipped and traced with
fracture lines that radi ated pal e branches agai nst the enamel. The coffee was
strong and surprisingly good, except that sonmeone had al ready added dol | ops of
sugar and sour mlk. Both Krishna and Miktanandaji |ooked at me as the old man
stood quietly by the table, so | pawed through ny billfold and set down a
five-rupee note. The man turned and |l eft w thout giving any change.

"M . Miktanandaji," | began, proud of remenbering the name, "you have
some information about the Cal cutta poet M Das?"

The boy bowed his head and said something to Krishna. Krishna replied
abruptly and turned to ne with his sharp-toothed snmile. "M, Miktanandaji does

not, I amsorry to say, speak such fluent English. Indeed, M. Luczak, he
speaks no English. He has asked for ne to interpret for him If you are ready,
M. Luczak, he will nowtell you his story."

"I thought this was to be an interview, " | said.

Krishna held up the pal mof his right hand. "Yes, yes. You nust
understand, M. Luczak, M. Jayaprakesh Miktanandaji is speaking to you only
as a personal favor to ne, his onetine teacher. He is very reluctant. |If you
please to let himtell his story, |I shall translate to the best of ny
abilities; and then, if you have questions, | shall put themto M.

Mukt anandaj i . "

_Damm_, | thought. That was twice in one day that | had nade the m stake
of not having Anrita with ne. | considered canceling or rearranging the
nmeeting, but discarded the idea. Better to get it over with. Tormorrow | woul d
be receiving the Das manuscript, and with any luck we would be flying hone in
t he eveni ng.

"Very well," | said.

The young man cleared his throat and adjusted his thick glasses. H's
voi ce was even higher pitched than Krishna's. Every few sentences he woul d
pause and rub idly at his face or neck while Krishna translated. At first |
found the delay irritating, but the nusical flow of Bengali followed by the
singsong rush of Krishna's dialect had a _mantra-like_, mesmerizing effect on
me. It was sinmlar to the heightened state of concentration and invol verment
one brings to a foreign novie sinmply because of the effort of reading the
subtitles.

Afewtines | stopped themto ask a question; but this seemed to upset

Mukt anandaji, so after a few minutes | contented nyself with sipping ny
cooling coffee and listening. Several times Krishna turned to say sonething in
Bengal i, and the boy would reply and | would curse nyself for being a
nmonol i ngual nmoron. | wondered if even Amrita could have foll owed the gist of

t he hi gh-speed Bengali .
As the story began | found nyself nmentally rearrangi ng Krishna's often



tortured syntax or substituting the proper word for his sonetimes com ca

repl acenent. Cccasionally |I jotted details in my notebook, but after a while
even this became a distraction and | put ny pen away. The overhead fans turned
slowy, the light flickered |ike distant heat |ightning on a sunmer's night,
and | gave Jayaprakesh Miktanandaji ny total attention as his story unfol ded
in Krishna's voice

Chapter Six

_A REQUEST _

_Wien | die_
_Do not throw the nmeat and bones away_
_But pile themup_
_And_
_Let themtell
_By their snell _
_What life was worth_
~On this earth_
_What | ove was worth_
_In the end_
-- Kanel a Das

"I am a poor person of Sudra caste. | am one of eleven sons of
Jagdi svaran Bi bhuti Muiktanandaji who was with Gandhiji on his Walk to the Sea.

"My home is in the village of Anguda which is near Durgal apur which is
along the rail line connecting Calcutta and Janshedpur. It is a poor village,
and no one fromthe outside has taken any interest in it except for the tine
when a tiger ate two of the sons of Subhoranjan Venkateswarani and a man cane
froma newspaper in Bhubaneshwar to ask Subhoranjan Venkat eswarani how he felt
about this. |I do not renenber this well, as it occured during the war -- which
was sone fifteen years before | was born

"Qur famly has not always been poor. My grandfather, S. Mkesh
Mukt anandaj i, once | oaned nmoney to the village noneylender. By the tinme | was
born, the eighth of eleven sons, we had | ong since borrowed back ny
grandfat her's nmoney and much nmore. To pay off some of the interest on his
debts, ny father was forced to sell the richest six acres of his land -- those
closest to the village. That left fifteen acres, spread over many niles, to be
di vided anong the el even us. One cannot raise cane for two bull ocks on that
smal | a share of |and.

"The problem was made a small bit better when my ol der brother
Mar madeshwar went off to do his patriotic duty in 1971 and was pronptly killed
by the Pakistanis. Still, the prospects for the rest of us were not good.

"Then ny father had an idea. For eight years | had gone halftinme to the
Christian Agricultural Acadeny in Durgal pur. The school was sponsored by the
very rich M. Debee of the Bengal Cattle Insemination Centre. It was a smal
school. W had few books and only two teachers, one of whomwas slowy going
mad from syphilis.

"Nonet hel ess, | was the only menber of ny father's famly ever to have
gone to school, and he decided that | would go off to university. He planned



for me to becone a doctor or -- even better -- a nerchant, and bring nmuch
money to the famly. This al so solved the problem of ny share of land. It was
obvious to ny father that a doctor or wealthy merchant woul d have no need for
a small plot of poor farnland.

"I, nyself, had mixed feelings about this idea. | had never been nore
than eight mles from Anguda. | had never ridden in a train or autonobile.
could read very sinple books and wite basic sentences in Bengali, but | knew

no English or Hi ndi and only enough Sanskrit to recite a few lines of the
_Ramayana_ and _Mahabharata_.

"I'n short, I was not sure that | was ready to becone a doctor

"My father borrowed nore nmoney -- in ny nane, this tine -- fromthe
vill age noney-lender. My teacher, in his madness, wote a reconmendation for
admi ssion to Calcutta University and directed it to his old instructor there.
Even M. Debee, who in his pre-Christian days had sworn to Gandhiji that he
woul d hunbly work for our villages and have his ashes spread on the main path
of Anguda, wote a note to the University requesting their kindness in
admtting a poor, ignorant, |ow caste peasant child to their honored halls of
| ear ni ng.

"Last year there was an opening. | paid nost of my borrowed noney as
_baksheesh_ to ny teacher and to M. Debee's secretary, and then | left ny
hone for the great city. How terrified I was!

"I will not describe ny reactions to all of the wonders of Calcutta.
Suffice it to say that every hour brought narvel ous revelations. | was soon
downcast, however. My neager funds barely paid the first semester's tuition
and | eft not enough noney for the expensive dornmitories or student hostels
near the University. | spent ny first week in the city sleeping under the
bushes in the Midan, but the monsoon rains and two beatings by the police
convinced nme to seek a room

"My four classes were somewhat of a di sappointnment. There were nore than
four hundred students in ny Introduction to National H story class. |I could
not afford the textbook and was rarely close enough to hear the lecturer, who
munbl ed and, in any case, spoke only in English, which | could not understand.
| therefore spent ny days hunting for |odging and wishing | were home in

Anguda. Even by eating only one neal of rice and _chapatis_ a day, | knew t hat
| would be out of noney within a few weeks. If | was |lucky enough to find a
roomto rent, | would starve that nuch sooner

"Then | answered an ad for a roommate in the _Student Forum_ and
everyt hing changed. The roomwas six mles fromthe university on the seventh
floor of a building which housed nostly refugees from Bangl adesh and Bur na.
The student who wished to rent half of the roomwas a junior -- a brilliant
man several years older than | who was then studyi ng pharmacy science but who
wi shed to someday be a great author, or, failing that, a nuclear physicist.
H s nane was Sanjay, and fromthe first time | saw himstanding there am dst
pil es of his papers and unwashed cl ot hing, | knew somehow that nmy life would
never agai n be the sane.

"He wanted two hundred rupees a month for ny half of the room M face
must have shown ny despair. At that time | had | ess than one hundred rupess to

my nane. | realized that | had made the two-hour wal k for nothing. | asked if
| could sit down. The soles of ny feet were in great pain fromthe beating
with lathi_ sticks | had received a few nights earlier. | later discovered

that the policenmen had broken the arches of ny feet.

"Upon hearing this, Sanjay immediately took pity on me. He becane
furious when | told himof the beatings and the size of the bribes demanded by
the University dormtory wardens. Sanjay's noods, as | was soon to |learn, were
i ke nonsoon stornms. One minute he could be calm contenplative, as still as a
statue, and the next he would fly off in a rage agai nst sone social injustice
and put his fist through the rotting wall boards or kick sone Burnmese child
down the back staircase.

"Sanjay was a nmenber of both the Moist Student Coalition and the
Conmuni st Party India. The fact that these two factions despi sed each ot her



and frequently cane to blows did not seemto bother him He described his
parents as "decadent capitalist parasites" who owned a snall pharmaceutica
conpany i n Bombay and who sent hi m noney each nmonth. His parents at first had
sent himout of the country to study, but when he returned to "renew contacts
with the revolutionary struggle in ny owm country,"” he further offended them
by choosing the brawling, plebeian Calcutta University in which to pursue his
degree rather than a nore prestigious college in Bonbay or Del hi

"After telling ne these things about hinself and listening to my own
story, Sanjay pronptly changed the rent request to five rupees a nonth and
offered to loan me the noney for the first two nonths. | confess that | wept
with joy.

"During the foll owi ng weeks, Sanjay showed me how to survive in
Calcutta. In the norning, before sunrise, we rode to the center of the city
with the Schedul ed Cass truck drivers who transported dead aninmals to the
renderers. It was Sanjay who taught me that in a great city such as Cal cutta,
caste distinctions nmeant nothing and woul d soon di sappear when the i mr nent
revolution arrived. | agreed with Sanjay's points, but nmy upbringing stil
made it inpossible for me to share a bus seat with a stranger or accept a
pi ece of fried dough froma vendor w thout instinctively wondering what the
caste of the man was. Nonet hel ess, Sanjay showed nme how to ride the trains for
free, where to be shaved by a street-corner barber who owed ny friend favors,
and how to squeeze into the cinema for free during the interm ssion of the
nightly three-hour film

"During this tine | quit attending classes at the university, and ny
grades rose fromfour 'F's' to three "B s' and and ' A ' Sanjay had educated ne
as to how to buy old papers and tests from uppercl ass students. To do this,
was forced to borrow another three hundred rupees frommy roommuate, but he did
not mi nd.

"At first Sanjay took me to both the MMSC and CPl party neetings, but
the endl ess potlitical orations and aim ess internal bickerings served only to
put me to sleep, and after a while he no longer insisted that | acconpany him
Mich nore to ny liking were the rare tinmes when we went to the Lakshm Hote
Ni ghtclub to see the wonmen dance in their underwear. Such a thing was al nost
unt hi nkable to a devout Hi ndu such as nyself, but | confess | found it
terribly exciting. Sanjay called it "bourgeois decadence" and expl ai ned t hat
it was our duty to witness the sickening corruption which the revol ution was
destined to replace. In all, we went five tines to witness the decadence, and
each tine Sanjay |oaned me the princely sumof fifty rupees.

"W had been roommates for three nmonths before Sanjay told me of his
association with the goondas_ and Kapalikas. | had suspected that Sanjay was
in sone way involved with the _goondas_, but | knew nothing of the Kapalikas.

"Even | knew that for several years gangs of Asian _thugees_ and
Calcutta's own _goondas_ had run entire sections of the city. They charged
fees to the various refugees for entry and squatting rights; they controlled
the flow of drugs to and through the city; and they nurdered anyone who
interfered with their traditional managenent of protection, snuggling, and
crime in the city. Sanjay told ne that even the pathetic slumdwellers who
paddl ed out fromthe _chaw s_ each evening to steal the blue and red
navi gation lights fromthe river for some purpose of their own paid a
conmi ssion to the _goondas_. This comrission was tripled after a

_goondas_-chartered freighter -- bound for Singapore with a cargo of opium and
snmuggl ers' gold -- ran aground in the Hooghly because of m ssing channe
lights. Sanjay said that it had taken nmpost of the ship's profits to bribe the
police and port authorities to pull it off the mud and let it proceed.

"At this time last year, of course, the country was going through the
| ast stages of the Emergency. Newspapers were censored, the prisons bul ged
with political prisoners who had irritated Ms. Gandhi, and it was runored
that young nen in the South were being sterilized for riding trains w thout
proper tickets. Calcutta, however, was in the nmddle of its own emnergency.
Ref ugees over the past decade had rai sed the popul ation of the city beyond



counting. Sone guessed ten million. Some said fifteen. By the time | nmoved in
wi th Sanjay, the city had gone through six governnents in four nonths.
Eventual |y, of course, the CPl assuned control out of sheer default, but even
t hey have brought few solutions. The real masters of the city were not to be
seen.

"Even today the Calcutta police will not enter major sections of the
city. Last year they had tried daytinme patrols in twos and threes, but after
the _goondas_ returned a few of these patrols in portions of seven and eight,
t he Conmi ssioner refused to et his nen go into those areas w thout the
protection of soldiers. Qur Indian Arny announced that it had better things to
do.

"Sanjay adnitted that he had becone associated with the Cal cutta
_goondas_ through his pharnmaceutical connections. But, he said, by the end of
his first year at University, he had wi dened his role to include collection of
protection money from many of his classmates and a runner's job as |iaison
bet ween the _goondas_ and the Beggarmasters' Union on the north side of the
city. Neither of these tasks paid Sanjay very much, but they gave him
consi derabl e status. It was Sanjay who carried the order to the Union to
tenmporarily reduce the nunber of child kidnappi ngs when the _Tinmes of India_
began one of its seasonal and short-lived editorial outrages at the practice.
Later, when the _Tines_ turned its noralizing eye to dowy nurders, it was
Sanj ay who rel ayed perm ssion to the Beggarnmasters to replenish their depleted
stock by increasing the kidnappings and rnutil ati ons.

"I't was through the Beggarnasters that Sanjay received his chance to
join the Kapalikas. The Kapalika Society was ol der than the Goonda
Br ot her hood, ol der even than the city.

"They worship Kali, of course. For many years they worshi ped openly at
the Kalighat Tenple, but their custom of sacrificing a boy child each Friday
of the nonth caused the British to ban the Society in 1831. They went
underground and thrived. The nationalist struggle through the last century
brought many to seek to join them But their initiation price was high -- as
Sanjay and | were soon to |earn.

"For months, Sanjay had tried to make contact with them For nonths he
had been put off. Then, in the autum of |ast year, they offered himhis
chance. Sanjay and | were fast friends by then. W had taken the Brotherhood
Cath together and | had done nmy small share by running a few nessages to
various people and once | made a collection run when Sanjay was ill

"It surprised me when Sanjay offered to let ne join the Kapalikas wth
him It surprised and frightened me. My village had a tenple to Durga, the
Goddess Mot her, so even so fierce an aspect and incarnation of her as Kali was
famliar to me. Yet | hesitated. Durga was maternal and Kali was reputed to be
want on. Durga was nodest in her representations while Kali was naked -- not
nude, but brazenly naked -- wearing only the darkness as her cloak. The
dar kness and a neckl ace of human skulls. To worship Kali beyond her holiday
was to follow the _Vamachara_ -- the perverse |left-handed Tantra. | renenber
once as a child an ol der cousin was showi ng around a printed card showing a
worman, a goddess, in obscene coitus with two nen. My uncle found us | ooking at
it, took the card, and struck my cousin in the face. The next day an old
Brahm n was brought in to lecture us on the danger of such Tantric nonsense.

He called it "the error of the five Ms' -- madya , _nanmsa_, _matsya_ ,
_mudra_, _maithun_. These, of course, were the _Pancha Makaras_ which the
Kapal i kas m ght well demand -- al cohol, neat, fish, hand gestures, and coitus.

To be truthful, coitus was nmuch on ny mnd those days, but to first experience
it as part of a worship service was a truly frightening thought.

"But | owed Sanjay ruch. Indeed, | began to realize that | mnight never
be able to pay the debt | owed him So |I acconpanied himon his first neeting
wi th the Kapalikas.

"They met us in the evening in the enpty marketpl ace near the Kalighat.
| do not know what | expected -- mny imge of Kapalikas grew out of the stories
told to frighten unruly children -- but the two men who waited there for us



fit none of ny imagi ni ngs and apprehensi ons. They were dressed |ike

busi nessnen -- one even carried a briefcase -- and both were soft-spoken
refined in manner and dress, and courteous to both of us despite class and
caste differences.

"The cerenonies in progress were nost dignified. It was the day of the
new moon in cel ebration of Durga, and the head of an ox was on the iron spike
before Kali's idol. Blood still dripped into the marble basin beneath it.

"As someone who had worshiped Durga faithfully since infancy, | had no
trouble joining in the Kali/Durga litany. The few changes were easily | earned,
al t hough several tinmes | mstakenly invoked Parvati/Durga rather than
Kal i /Durga. The two gentlermen snmiled. Only one passage was so substantially
different that | had to learn it anew

The world is pain,

Oterrible wife of Siva

You are chewi ng the flesh
Oterrible wife of Siva,

Your tongue is drinking the blood,
O dark Mdther! O unclad Mt her.

O bel oved of Siva

The world is pain.

"Then large clay effigies were carried through the Kalighat in
processi on. Each was sprinkled with the bl ood of the sacrifice. Some were
statues of Kali in her aspect of Chandi, The Terrible One; or as Chi nnamast a,
the 'she who is beheaded' of the ten _Mhavi dyas_ when Kali decapitated
herself so as to drink of her own bl ood.

"W followed the procession outside and down to the banks of the Hooghly
Ri ver, through which, of course, the waters of the Holy Ganges flow. There the
idols were cast into the water in the sure faith that they would rise again.
We chanted with the crowd:

_Kali, Kali balo bhai _

_Kali bai aré gaté nai _

O brethren take the name of Kal
There is no refuge except in her

"I was noved to tears. The cerenony was so nmuch nmore grand and beauti f ul
than the sinple village offerings in Anguda. The two gentl ermen approved. So,
evidently, did the Kalighat _jagrata_, for we were invited to a true neeting
of the Kapalikas on the first day of next nonth's full moon."

Krishna paused in his translation. H's voice was growing slightly
hoarse. "Do you have any questions as of yet, M. Luczak?"
"No," | said. "Go on."

"Sanjay was very agitated all that nonth. | realized that he did not
have the religious upbringing which | had been so fortunate to receive. Like
all nenmbers of the Communi st Party India, Sanjay had to deal with politica
beliefs which were at war with his deeper heritage as a H ndu. You nust
understand that to us religion is no nore an abstract 'belief requiring an
"act of faith' than is the process of breathing. Indeed, it would be easier to
will one's heart to stop beating than to will away one's perspective as a
H ndu. To be a Hi ndu, especially in Bengal, is to accept all things as aspects



of divinity and never to artificially separate the sacred fromthe profane.
Sanj ay shared this know edge, but the thin layer of Western thought which had
been grafted over his Indian soul refused to accept it.

"Once during that nonth, | asked hi mwhy he had bothered to seek
menbership with the Kapalikas if he could not truly worship the goddess. He
grew angry at me then, and called ne several nanes. He even threatened to
raise my rent or call due his notes. Then, perhaps renenbering our Brotherhood
Cath and seeing the sorrow witten on nmy face, he apol ogi zed.

"' Power,' he said, 'Power is the reason | have sought this, Jayaprakesh.
For sone tine | have know that the Kapalikas hold power far out of proportion
to their nunbers. The _goondas_ fear nothing . . . nothing but the Kapalikas.
The _thugees_, as stupid and violent as they are, will not oppose soneone
known to be a Kapalika. The common peopl e hate the Kapalikas or pretend the
soci ety no |longer exists, but it is a hatred born of envy. They fear the very
nane _Kapalika_.'

"' Perhaps _respect_ is the better word,' | said.

"'*No," said Sanjay, 'the word is _fear_.

"On the first night of the new noon follow ng the feast of Durga, on the
first night of the celebration of Kali, a man in black nmet us in the abandoned
mar ket pl ace to take us to the nmeeting of the Kapalika Society. On the way we
passed down the Street of the Clay ldols, and hundreds of aspects of Kali --
straw bones piercing their unfinished clay flesh -- watched us as we passed.

"The tenple was in a | arge warehouse. The river flowed beneath part of
it, just as it had at the Kalighat. W could hear its constant whispering
t hr oughout the cerenony which foll owed.

"It was a gentle twilight outside, but very dark once we were in the
war ehouse. The tenple was a building within a building. Candl es showed the
way. A few snakes noved freely across the cool floor, but it was too dark for

me to tell if they were cobras, vipers, or less worrisome serpents. | thought
it a melodramatic touch
"The idol of Kali was snmaller than the one in the Kalighat -- but also

gaunter, darker, sharper of eye, and altogether nore terrible. In the dimand
trenbling light, the nouth seened now to open wi der, now to close slightly
into a cruel smile. The statue was freshly painted. Her breasts were tipped
with red nipples, her groin was dark, and her tongue was bright crinson. The
long teeth were very, very white in the gloom and the narrow eyes watched as
we noved cl oser.

"There were two other visible differences. First, the corpse upon which
this idol danced was real. W could snmell it as soon as we entered the tenple
proper. The stink mngled with the heavy scent of incense. The cadaver was
that of a man -- white of flesh, bones visible under the parchnent flesh, its
formnol ded into the attitudes of death with a sculptor’'s skill. One eye was
open slightly.

"I was not totally surprised by the presence of a body. Tradition had it
t hat Kapal i kas wore neckl aces of skulls, and raped and sacrificed a virgin
bef ore each cerenbny. Only a few days earlier Sanjay had joked that | m ght
wel | be the chosen virgin. But now, in the darkness of the warehouse tenple,
with the smell of corruption in our nostrils, | was glad enough that there was
no sign of such a tradition being honored.

"The second difference in the statue was | ess noticeabl e and sonehow
nore frightening. Kali continued to raise her four arns in fury; dangling from
one hand the noose, from another the skullstaff, and fromon high the sword.
But her fourth hand was enpty. Wiere there shoul d have been the effigy of a
severed head, there was only enpty air. The idol's fingers grasped at not hi ng.
| felt nmy heart begin to pound, and one glance at Sanjay told ne that he too
was hol ding back his terror. The snmell of our sweat mixed with the holy odors
of incense and dead fl esh.

"The Kapal i kas entered. They wore no robes or special garments. Most
wore the sinple white _dhoti_ so conmon in rural areas. Al were nmen. It was
too dark to make out any Brahman castenmarks, but | assunmed there were severa



priests there. In all, they nunbered about fifty. The bl ack-garbed man who had
led us to the warehouse bl ended back into the shadows which filled nost of the
temple, and | had no doubt that there were nore unseen forns there.

"There were six other initiates besides Sanjay and nyself. | recognized
none of them W nmade a trenmbling half-circle in front of the idol. The
Kapal i kas nmoved in behind us and began to sing. My usel ess tongue barely could
formresponses and they were always a second |late. Sanjay gave up trying to
joinin the litany and held a thin smle through the entire worship service.
Only the whiteness of his |ips gave away his tension. Both of us kept
returning our glances to the enpty hand of Kali.

"The song was fromny chil dhood. | associated its sentinental lyrics
with sunlight on tenple stone, the pronise of holiday feasts, and the scent of
scattered flower petals. Now, as | sang it in the night with the snell of
carrion meat filling the moist air, the words took on a different neaning:

O Mot her m ne,
_Daughter of the Muntain! _

The world is pain,

Its |l oad all bearing past;
Never pine |, never thirst,
For its kingdom vai n.

Rosy are her feet,

A shelter free of fear;

Deat h may whi sper -- _| am near_;
She and | shall smiling neet.

"The service ended abruptly. There was no procession. One of the
Kapal i kas stepped onto the | ow dais below the idol. Now that ny eyes had
adjusted to the dark, | thought | recognized the man. He was an i nportant
figure in Calcutta. He would have to be inportant if | could know his face
after only a fewnonths in the city.

"The priest spoke softly. H's voice was al nost | ost against the sound of
the river. He spoke of the sacred society of the Kapalikas. _Many are called_,
he intoned, but few are chosen_. CQur tinme of initiation, he said, would cover
a period of three years. | gasped as he said this, but Sanjay merely nodded.
realized then that Sanjay had known nore of what the initiation entailed than
he had shared with ne.

""You will be asked to do many things to prove your worth and faith in
Kali,' the priest said gently. 'You may | eave now, but once you have begun on
the Path, you may not turn back.'

"There was a silence then. | |ooked at the other initiates. No one
nmoved. | would have left then . . . | _would_ have left . . . if Sanjay had
not stayed where he was, unmoving, lips pulled tight in a bloodless snle. M
own legs felt too heavy to nove. My ribs ached fromthe thuddi ng of ny heart.
| could hardly breathe. But | did not |eave.

""Very well,' said the priest of Kali. 'You will be asked to fulfill two
duties before we neet again tonorrow nidnight. The first you may conpl ete
now.' So saying, the priest removed a small dagger from beneath the fol ds of
his _dhoti_. | heard the slight intake of Sanjay's breath at the sane instant
as mine. Al eight of us stood nore erect, alert, alarmed. But the Kapalika
only smled and turned the bl ade across the soft flesh of his palm The narrow
line of blood swelled up slowy and | ooked black in the candlelight. The
priest replaced the knife and then lifted what |ooked |ike several blades of
grass fromthe clenched fist of the corpse under the idol's foot. One of these



bl ades of grass he held up to the light. Then he turned his injured hand pal m
downward above it. The sound of the blood slowy dripping on the stone floor
was clearly audible. One end of the three-inch stalk of grass was spl ashed
with a few of these crinson tears. Imrediately, another of the Kapalikas cane
out of the darkness, lifted all of the blades of grass, turned his back to us,
and approached the idol

"When he noved away, the slender stal ks were only just visible,
protruding fromthe clenched fist of the goddess Kali. There was no way of
telling which one of the identical stalks had been marked with the priest's
bl ood.

"'You may cone forward,' said the priest. He pointed to Sanjay.

' Approach t he goddess. Receive your gift fromthe _jagrata_.'

"To Sanjay's credit, he hesitated for only the smallest fraction of a
second. He stepped forward. The goddess seened to grow taller as Sanjay paused
under the outstretched arm Just as Sanjay reached upward there arose a
hi deous snell as if some bubbl e of deconposing gas had chosen that second to
emanate fromthe tramel ed corpse.

"Sanj ay reached up, plucked a straw, and inmediately covered it with his
palms. It was not until he returned to our circle that he opened his cupped
hands and | ooked at the bl ade of grass. It was unmarked.

"An overwei ght nman at the far end of the line was pointed to next. His
| egs were shaking visibly as he approached the goddess. Instinctively, he hid
the quickly grasped stal k, just as Sanjay had done; just as we all were to do.
Then he held up the virgin blade of grass. Relief was witten into every fold
of his fat face.

"So it went with the third man, who could not stifle a soft gasp as he
peered into his cupped hands and saw the clean stalk there. So it went with
the fourth man who let out an involuntary sob as he reached for the fourth
bl ade. The eyes of the goddess stared downward. The red tongue seened inches
| onger than it had been when we arrived. The fourth stalk was cl ean

"I was the fifth man chosen. | seened to be watching nyself froma great
di stance as | approached the goddess. It was inpossible not to look into her
face before reaching upward. The noose dangl ed. The enpty eye sockets stared
fromthe _khatvanga . The sword was made of steel and | ooked razor-sharp. A
gurgle seened to rise fromthe twi sted corpse as | stood there. It nust have
been only the river flowing directly under our feet.

"The goddess's cold stone fingers were reluctant to rel ease the stal k of
grass | had chosen. | thought that | felt her grip tighten as | tugged. The
bl ade cane free then, and wi thout thinking | clapped ny hands over it. Even |

had not seen the surface of it in the poor light. | remenber a great
exhilaration comng over me as | returned to the circle. | felt a strange
di sappoi ntment when | lifted my hand, turned the slender blade in ny fingers,
and found no mark. | threw back my head and stared directly into the goddess's
eyes. Her snile seemed wider now, the long teeth whiter

"The sixth man was younger than me, little nore than a boy. However, he

strode manfully to the _jagrata_ and chose his bl ade of grass with no hint of
hesitation. Upon returning to the circle, he held it up quickly, and

i mediately the red stain was visible to all of us. A final drop actually fel
to the dark floor.

"We held our breath then, expecting . . . what? Nothing happened. The
priest pointed, and the seventh nman cl ained his barren bl ade of grass. The
last man lifted the last blade fromthe goddess's grip. W stood in the
circle, silent, expectant, waiting for what seened many nonents, wondering
what the boy was thinking, wondering what woul d come next. _Wy doesn't he
run?_ Then the thought passed through my mind that although | was sure that
t he boy had sonehow beconme the anointed of Kali, what if this meant that he
was the only one _exenpted_ from sone fate rather than chosen for it? _Many
are called, few are chosen_ the priest had said in what | had taken as a
del i berate parody of the tiresone prattle of the Christian m ssionaries who
wandered the plazas near the Maidan. But what if it nmeant that the boy was the



only one to be smled upon by this _jagrata_ and approved for initiation into
t he Kapal i kas? Di sappointnent mxed with relief in nmy confused swirl of
t hought s and appr ehensi ons.

"The priest returned to the dais. 'You first duty is fulfilled,' he said
quietly. 'Your second nust be conmpleted by the time you return tonorrow
m dni ght. Go now to hear the command of Kali, bride of Siva.'

"Two nmen in black came forward and beckoned. W followed themto the far
side of the warehouse tenple to a wall that opened onto small al coves covered
by bl ack curtains. The Kapalikas gestured |ike ushers at a weddi ng, assigning
each of us a cubicle and then nmoving on a few paces to show the next man his
pl ace. Sanjay entered his black al cove and | unconsciously held back a second
as the dark man before nme beckoned.

"The cubicle was tiny and, as far as | could tell in the al nost total
dar kness, enpty of furniture or ornanentation on the three stone walls. The
bl ack- gar bed nan whi spered ' Kneel' and cl osed the heavy curtain. The |last bit

of light was gone. | knelt.
"It was deathly quiet. Not even the sound of the river intruded on the
hot silence. | decided to put the poundings of nmy heart to work and had

counted twenty-seven pul se beats when a voice whispered directly in ny ear

"It was a woman's voice. O rather, it was a soft, sexless voice. |
junped up then and threw out ny hands but no one was there.

"'You shall bring ne an offering,' the voice had whi spered.

"I got back down on ny knees, trenbling, waiting for another sound or
for sonething to touch nme. A second later the curtain was pushed asi de and
rose and left the al cove.

"We had already formed the half-circle of initiates before the idol when
| realized that only seven of us were there. _Good_, | thought. _He ran_. Then
Sanj ay touched ny arm and nodded toward the goddess. The naked corpse she
danced upon was younger, fresher. And headl ess.

"Her fourth hand was no | onger enpty. The burden she dangled by the hair
swayed slightly. The expression on its young face was one of mld surprise.
The dripping made a soft, starting-of-rainfall sound on the floor

"I had heard no outcry.

"'Kali, Kali, balo bhai,' we sang. 'Kali bai aré gaté nai.'

"The Kapalikas filed out. A man in black led us to a door in the
darkness. In the anteroom we put on our sandals and |eft the building. Sanjay
and | found our way through the maze of alleys to Strand Road. There we hail ed
a rickshaw and returned to our room It was very late.

"'What did she nean?' | asked when both of the lanterns were Iit and we
were in our _charpoys_ and under the blankets. 'What kind of offering?

"‘ldiot," said Sanjay. He was trenbling as fiercely as | was. H s string
bed shook. 'We have to bring her a body by tonorrow m dnight. A human body. A
dead body."'"

Chapt er Seven

_"Calcutta, Calcutta, you are a night obsessed field, _
_infinite cruelty,
_Serpentine mxed current, on which I flow_
_to who knows where."
-- Suni | kumar Nand



Kri shna stopped translating. Hi s voice had grown nore and nore hoarse
until the croak of it perfectly conplemented his toad-1ike eyes. It was with
an effort that | |ooked away from Muktanandaji. | realized that | had becone
so absorbed that | had forgotten Krishna's presence. Now | felt precisely the
same irritation at himfor stopping that one would feel toward a bal ky tape
recorder or a television that malfunctioned at an inappropriate tine.

"What's the matter?" | asked.

Krishna tilted his head, and |I turned to | ook. The white-stubbled
proprietor was approaching us. Incredibly, the huge room had enptied wi thout
my noticing it. Bulky chairs were upended on all of the other tables. The fans
had ceased their slow turning. | glanced at my watch. It was 11: 35.

The proprietor -- if that is what he was -- grunbled at Krishna and
Mukt anadaji. Krishna flicked his hand tiredly, and the man repeated sonething
in a |louder, nore petul ant voice.

"What's the matter?" | asked again.
"He nust close," croaked Krishna. "He is paying for the electricity."
| glanced at the few dimbul bs still glow ng and al nost | aughed al oud.

"We can finish this tonorrow," said Krishna. Miktanadaji had renoved his
gl asses and was rubbing tiredly at his eyes.

"The hell with that,” | said. | flipped through the few bills of Indian
currency |'d brought with ne and handed the old man a twenty-rupee note. He
remai ned standi ng and nmunbl ed sonething to hinself. | gave himten nore
rupees. He scratched at his whi skery cheeks and shuffled back toward his
counter. | had parted with less than three dollars.

"Co on," | said.

"Sanj ay was confident that we could find two corpses before m dnight.
This was, after all, Calcutta.

"In the morning, as we rode to the center of the city, we asked the
Harijan dead-animal transporters if they ever carried human bodies in their
trucks. No, they answered, the City Minicipal Corporation hired other nmen --
poor nen but nen of caste -- to go out in the nornings and retrive the bodies
which inevitably littered the sidewal ks. And that was only in the business and
downt own sections. Farther out, where the great _chawl s_ began, there was no
arrangenent. Bodies were left to the famlies or dogs.

"'Where are the bodies taken after they are coll ected downtown?' asked
Sanjay. To the Sassoon Myrgue, was the reply. By ten-thirty that norning,
after eating a breakfast of fried dough along the Miidan, Sanjay and | were at
t he Sassoon Mbrgue.

"The morgue took up the first floor and two basenent |evels of a
building in the old English section of the city. There were stone lions stil
guardi ng the front steps, but the door there was | ocked and boarded, obviously
unused for many years. All business went through the back entrance where the
trucks canme and went.

"The morgue was crowded. Sheeted bodies lay on carts in the hallways and
even outside the offices. There was a very strong smell. This surprised ne.

"A man carrying a clipboard and wearing a yell ow stained white uniform
cane out of his office and smled. 'Can | help you?

"I had no idea what to say, but Sanjay began speaking i medi ately,
convincingly. 'W are from Varanasi. W have cone to Cal cutta because two of
our cousins, unfortunately di spossessed of their |ands in Wst Bengal
recently came to the city to find other work. Alas, it seens they have taken
ill and died on the streets before finding dutiful enployment. The wi fe of our
poor second cousin infornmed us of this by letter before she returned to her
famly in Tanm| Nadu. The bitch made no attenpt to retrieve the body of her
husband or our other cousin, but now we have conme, at great expense, to return
themto Varanasi for proper cremation."



"' Ahh.' the attendant grimaced. 'Those accursed Sout hern wonen. They
have no sense of proper behavior. Aninmals.'

"I nodded agreenent. It was so easy!

"'Man or worman? A d, young, or infant?' asked the norgue man in a bored
Voi ce.

"' Pardon?

"' The other cousin. | presunme the wife who left was married to a man,
but what was the sex of the other famly menber? And the age of each? Al so, on
what day woul d they have been collected? First, what sex?

"*A man,' said Sanjay.

"'Female,' | replied at the same tine.

"The attendant stopped in the act of |eading us into another room
Sanj ay gave ne a |l ook that could have renpved skin.

"'My apol ogies,' said Sanjay snoothly. 'Kanila, Jayaprakesh's poor
cousin, is certainly female. | can think only of my own cousin, Sanar.
Jayaprakesh and | are related only through marriage, of course.'

"' Ah,' said the attendant, but his eyes had narrowed as he | ooked from
one to the other of us. 'You would not, by any chance, be students at the
Uni versity?

"'No," smiled Sanjay. 'I work at nmy father's rug shop in Varanasi.
Jayapr akesh hel ps his uncle farm | have sone education. Jayaprakesh has none.
Why do you ask?

"'No reason. No reason,' said the attendant. He gl anced at me, and
worried that he could hear the |loud thudding of ny pulse. "It is just that on
occasi on nedi cal students from our university here . . . ah . . . lose |oved
ones on the street. This way, please.’

"The basenent rooms were |arge, danp, cooled by throbbing air
conditioners. Water had streaked the walls and fl oors. Bodies |ay naked on
gurneys and tables. There was no order to their placenent except for rough
segregation by age and sex. The children's room we passed was quite crowded.

"Sanjay specified a date a week earlier as the time of our cousins
passing. It seenmed that our cousin Samar had been in his forties.

"The first roomwe entered held about twenty nen. Al were in various
stages of deconposition. It was not very cool in the room Wter dripped
openly onto the corpses in a vain attenpt to chill them Both Sanjay and
lifted our shirts to our mouths and noses. Qur eyes watered.

"' Dammed power outages,' grunbled the attendant. 'Every few hours these
days. Well?" He wal ked over and pulled sheets off the few covered forns. He
extended his hands as if offering a bullock for sale.

"'No,"' said Sanjay peering grimy into the first face. He went to
another. "No. No. Wit . . . no. It is hard to tell.’

Ry —

"Sanjay nmoved fromtable to table, cart to cart. The terrible faces
stared back at him eyes filned over, jaws |ocked open, some with swollen
tongues protruding. A few grinned obscenely as if courting our choice. 'No,"
said Sanjay. 'No.'

"' These are all that cane in during that week. Are you sure you have the
dates right?" The norgue attendant did not try to hide the boredom and
skepticismin his voice.

"Sanj ay nodded, and | wondered what gane he was playing. _ldentify
someone and |l et us be gone! _ 'Wait,' he said. 'Wat about that one in the
corner?

"The cadaver lay alone on a steel table as if it had been tossed there
absent mi ndedly. The knees and forearns were half raised, the fists cl enched.
The corpse was al nost bald and had its face turned to the dank wall as if
shanmed by its own Iinp nakedness.

"'Too old," nuttered the attendant, but my friend had taken five quick
steps to the corner. He | eaned over to | ook at the face. The raised white fist
of the corpse brushed against Sanjay's lifted shirt and bare belly.

"'Cousin Samar!' cried Sanjay with a hal f-sob. He clutched at the



stiffened hand.

"'*No, no, no,' said the norgue nman. He blew his nose into the tail of
his stained tunic. 'He came in only yesterday. Too new.'

"' Nonet hel ess, it is poor Cousin Samar,' said Sanjay in a choked voi ce.
| sawreal tears in his eyes.

"The morgue attendant shrugged and checked his clipboard. He had to | ook
t hrough several layers of fornms. 'No identification. Brought in Tuesday
nmor ni ng. Found naked on Sudder Street . . . appropriate, yes? Estimted cause
of death -- broken neck resulting fromfall or strangul ation. Possibly robbed
for his clothes. Estimated age, sixty-five.'

"' Cousin Samar was forty-nine,' said Sanjay. He dabbed at his eyes and
returned the shirt to his nose. Again the attendant shrugged.

"' Jayaprakesh, why don't you | ook for Cousin Kam | a?" said Sanjay. I
wi || make arrangenents for the transporting of Cousin Samar.'

"'*No, no,' said the norgue nman.

"'No?' Sanjay and | said together

"'*No.' The man frowned down at his clipboard. 'You cannot transport this
body until it is identified.'

"*But | just identified him It is Cousin Samar,' said Sanjay, stil
clutching the corpse's gnarled fist.

"*No, no. | nean _officially_identified it. That nust be done at the
post office.'

"' The post office? | said.

"'Yes, yes, yes. The city adm nistration has its Ofice of M ssing
Persons and Uncl ai med Bodies there. Third floor. After proof of identification
is made, there is a two-hundred-rupee fee to the city. Two hundred rupees for
each identified | oved one, that is.'

"' Ayeeh!' cried Sanjay. Two hundred rupees for what?

"'For the official identification and certification, of course. Then you
must go to the Municipal Corporation offices on Waterloo Street. They are open
to the public only on Saturdays.'

"'That is three days away!' | cried.

"'Why nmust we go there?' asked Sanjay.

"'To pay the collection fee of five hundred rupees, of course. For their
transporting service.' The attendant sighed. 'So, before rel easing the body, I
must have the identification certificate, the identification paynent receipt,
the coll ection paynment receipt, and of course, a copy of your License to
Transport Deceased Persons.'

"' Ahhh,' said Sanjay. He rel eased Cousin Samar's hand. 'And where do we
get such a license?

"'Fromthe Bureau of Licenses in the State Adnministrative Ofices near
Raj Bhavan.'

"'OF course,' said Sanjay. 'And it costs -- '

"' Eight hundred rupees per deceased person you wi sh to transport. There
is agroup rate for nmore than five.'

"'lIs that all we need?' asked Sanjay, and his voice held the edge to it
that | often had heard just before he struck out at walls or kicked the little
Burnese children who cluttered our courtyard and stairways.

"'Yes, yes,' said the attendant. 'Except the death certificate. | can
make that out.'

"' Aghhh,' breathed Sanjay. 'The cost?

""Anere fifty rupees,’ smiled the attendant. 'Then there is the matter
of the rent.’

"'Rent?" | repeated, speaking through my shirt.

"'Yes, yes, yes. W are very crowded, as you can see. There is a
fifteen-rupee per day rental fee for space provided.' He consulted the
clipboard. 'Your cousin Samar's rent comes to 105 rupees.'

"'But he's only been here one day!' | cried.

" True, true. But | fear we nust charge for the entire week because he
recei ved special facilities because of his . . . ah . . . advanced stage



Shall we |l ook to your Cousin Kamila now?

" This will cost us al nost two thousand rupees!' exploded Sanjay. ' For
each body!'
"'Ch yes, yes,' said the norgue man with a smle. 'l trust that the rug

busi ness in Varanasi is healthy these days?

"' Cone al ong, Jayaprakesh,' said Sanjay as he turned to | eave.

"' But what about Cousin Kamla?' | cried.

"'Cone _along_ !' Sanjay said and pulled ne fromthe room

"There was a white truck outside the norgue. Sanjay approached the
driver. "The bodies,' he said. 'Were do they go?

"' What ?

"'Where do the uncl ai mred bodi es go when they're taken from here?

"The driver sat up and frowned. 'To Naidu Infectious D seases Hospital
Most of them They dispose of them

"'Where is that?

"'Way out on Upper Chitpur Road.'

"It took us an hour to get there by streetcar through heavy traffic. The
ol d hospital was crowded with people hoping to recover or waiting to die. The
| ong hal | ways, overflowi ng with beds, renminded me of the nmorgue. Birds came in
t hrough the bars on the wi ndows and hopped anong the tousled sheets, hoping to
find stray crunbs. Lizards skittered across the cracked walls and | saw a
rodent scurry under a bed as we passed.

"A nmustached intern suddenly bl ocked our path. 'Wo are you?

"Sanj ay, taken by surprise, gave our nanes. | could tell that his nind
was wor king furiously to concoct an adequate story.

"'You're here about the bodies, aren't you?' denanded the intern

"W both blinked.

""You're reporters, aren't you?' asked the nman.

"'Yes,' agreed Sanjay.

"' Dam. We knew this would get out,' growed the intern. "Wll, it's not
our fault!’

"'Why not?' asked Sanjay. From his skirt pocket he renpved the battered
ol d notebook in which he kept records of the Beggarmasters' paynents, our
laundry bills, and our market lists. 'Wuld you care to nake a statenment?' He
licked the end of a broken pencil.

"'Cone this way,' snapped the intern. He led us through a ward of
typhoid patients, into an adjoining kitchen, and outside past heaps of
gar bage. Behind the hospital there was an enpty weeded field that covered
several acres. In the distance were visible the burlap lean-tos and tin roofs
of a growing _chawl . A rusting bulldozer sat in the weeds and against it
| eaned an old man with baggy shorts and an ancient bolt-action rifle.

"' Heeyah!' screanmed the intern. The old man junped and shoul dered the
rifle. 'There! There!' cried the intern and pointed out into the weeds. The
old man fired and the sound of the shot echoed off the tall building behind
us.

"*Shit, shit, shit!' yelled the intern and bent quickly to rise with a
| arge stone in his hand. Qut in the weeds, a gray dog with prom nent ribs had
raised its head at the sound of the gunshot and now stared at us. The scrawny
beast turned and loped off with its tail between its | egs and sonethi ng pink
inits mouth. The intern threw his stone, and it dropped into the weeds
hal f way between him and the dog. The old man at the bull dozer was westling
with the bolt of the rifle.

"'Damm,' said the intern and |l ed us out across the field. There were
scars and mounds of dirt everywhere, as if the bull dozer had pawed at the
earth here for years like a huge house cat. W stopped at the edge of a
shal l ow pit where we had first seen the dog

""Ay!' | said and backed away. The rotting human hand that rose out of
the noi st soil had brushed agai nst ny sandal and touched ny bare foot. O her
things were visible. Then | noticed the other pits, the other dogs in the
di st ance.



"1t was all right ten years ago,' said the intern, 'but now, wth that
i ndustrial _basti_ conming so close . ' He broke off to throw another rock
at anot her pack of dogs. The animals calmy trotted into the bushes. Behind
us, the old man had succeeded in ejecting the spent cartridge and was | evering
anot her bullet in.

"'Were these Muslins or Christians?' asked Sanjay. H s pencil was
poi sed.

"'H ndus, nost likely. Who knows?' the intern spat. The crematoria do
not wi sh to have unpayi ng custonmers. But the dammed dogs have been di ggi ng
themup like this for nonths now W were willing to pay until . . . Wit. You
_have_ heard about what happened today? That _is_ why you're here, is it not?

"'Of course,' Sanjay said blandly. 'But perhaps you would like to tel
us your side.'

"I was barely listening. | was too busy | ooking around, noticing the
other bits and pieces rising fromthe churned soil like dead fish rising to
the surface of a pond. Fromwhat | could see, there seenmed little hope that
Sanjay and | could find an intact offering here. Ravens circl ed overhead. The
old man had sat down on the netal tractor tread and appeared to be dozing.

"' There have been many conpl ai nts about today's business,' said the
intern. "But we had to do somnething. Make sure that you report that the
_hospital _ was prepared to pay for the cremations.’

"'Yes,' said Sanjay and wote sonething down.

"W began wal ki ng back to the hospital building. Famlies of patients
were canped in rmakeshift tents and huts near the nountains of garbage. 'W had
to do something,' said the intern. 'The power outages, you know. And with the
dogs we couldn't just go on as we've done over the years. So we paid the
Muni ci pal Corporation to transport them and this norning we | oaded
thirty-seven fresh fromthe cooler to be taken to Ashutosh Crenatorium
Grounds. How were we to know that they would use an open truck and that it
woul d be stuck in traffic for hours?

"' How i ndeed?' said Sanjay and scribbl ed sonet hi ng.

"*And then, to nake it worse, after the | oad was dunped on the crenation
grounds, there was the festival crowd.'

"'Yes!' | said. 'The _Kali Puja_ begins today.'
"'But how were _we_ to know that the cerenony was to draw ten thousand
people to _that_ cremation park? the intern asked sharply. | did not renind

himthat Kali was the goddess of all cremation grounds and pl aces of deaths,
i ncluding even battl efields and non-H ndu burial places.

"'Do you know how _long_ it takes for a full and proper cremation, even
with the new electric pyres in the city? asked the intern. 'Two hours,' he
answered hinself. 'Two hours _each .'

"' What happened to those bodi es?' asked Sanjay as if the subject held
little interest for him It was already early afternoon. Ten hours unti
m dni ght .

"' Ahh, the complaints!' wailed the intern. 'Several of the worshipers
fainted. It was very hot this norning. But we _had_ to | eave nost behind. The
drivers refused to return here or to the Sassoon Morgue through afternoon

traffic with a full |oad again.'
"' Thank you,' said Sanjay and shook the man's hand. 'Qur readers wll be
pl eased to know the hospital's point of view Onh, by the way, will your guard

be here after dark?' Sanjay nodded toward the sleeping old nan.

"'Yes, yes,' snapped the sweating intern. 'For all the damed good it
will do. Heeyah!' He shouted and bent to find a stone to throw at the
sl avering dog draggi ng sonething |large into the bushes.

"We drove to the Ashutosh Crematorium Grounds at ten o' clock that night.
Sanj ay had arranged to borrow one of the small Prenmiere vans that the
Beggarmasters used to take out and collect their crippled charges. The narrow
conpartnent in the back was wi ndow ess and it snelled very bad.

"I had not known that Sanjay knew how to drive. After our reckless,
honki ng, light blinking, |ane-shifting ride through evening traffic, | was



still not sure.

"The gates to the cremation park were | ocked, but we went in through the
[ aundry grounds which adjoined it. The water had ceased runni ng through the
open pipes, the concrete stalls and sl abs were enpty of wash, and the workers
of the launderer caste had left at nightfall. There was a stone wall
separating the crematoriumfromthe [ aundry grounds, but unlike so many walls
inthe city, it had no broken glass or razor blades set atop it and was easy
to clinb.

"Once over the wall, we hesitated for a minute. The stars were out, but
t he new nmoon had not yet risen. It was very dark. The tin-roofed crenation
pavilions were gray sil houettes against the night sky. There was anot her
shadow cl oser to the front gates: tall, domed, a huge wooden platformresting
on gi ant wooden wheel s.

"' The godcart for the _Kali Puja_,' whispered Sanjay. | nodded. They had
set tin shutters in place over the outer frame, but both of us knew the giant,
angry, four-armed presence which waited within. Such a festival idol was
rarely considered a _jagrata_, but who could know what power it gained at
ni ght, alone, in a place of death?

"' This way,' whispered Sanjay and headed for the |argest pavilion, the
one closest to the circular drive. W passed stacks of wood, fuel for the
famlies with noney, and stacks of dried cowdung patties for the nore comon
cremations. The roofless pavilion for the funeral band was an enpty gray slab
inthe starlight. It seened to nme that it was a norgue slab, coldly awaiting
the corpse of some huge god. | glanced nervously at the shuttered godcart.

"'Here,' said Sanjay. They lay there in rough rows. If there had been a
nmoon, the shadow of the godcart would have fallen across them | took a step
toward them and turned away. 'Ayah,' | said. 'I will have to burn my clothes
tomorrow.' | could imagine the effect on the crowmd, in the heat of the day.

""Pray there is a tonorrow,' hissed Sanjay and began stepping over the
tunmbled forns. A few had been covered by canvas tarpaulins or blankets. Mbst
lay open to the sky. My eyes had adjusted to the faint starlight and I could
make out pale glistenings and white gl ow of bones which had worked their way
free of clinging flesh. Here and there a twisted |inb rose above the
i ndi stinct heaps. | remenbered the hand which had seened to grasp ny foot
out side the hospital and | shuddered.

"' Quickly!" Sanjay chose a body in the second row and began dragging it
toward the back wall.

""Wait for nme!' | whispered desperately, but he had al ready been
swal | owed by the shadows and | was alone with the dark obstacles underfoot. |
nmoved to the nmddle of the third row and imediately regretted it. It was hard
to put a foot down without it treading on sonething which yielded sickeningly
to the touch. A slight breeze came up and a piece of tattered clothing
fluttered a few feet from ne.

"There was a sudden novenment and noise in the row nearest the | oom ng
godcart. | stood upright, hands clenching into feeble fists. It was a bird of
some kind -- huge, too heavy to fly, black pinions fluttering. It hopped over
t he corpses and disappeared into the darkness beneath the goddess's shelter
Rattling sounds echoed fromunder the | oose tin shutters. | could inmagine the
great idol stirring, its four hands reaching for the containing wooden frane,
its blind eyes opening whitely to view its domain.

"Somet hing grasped nmy ankle in an encircling grip.

"I let out a yell then, junped sideways, tripped, and went down anong
the tangle of cold linbs. My forearmended up resting on the |l eg of a corpse
whose face was buried in the grass. The grip on ny ankle did not relax. If
anything, it was tuggi ng me backwards.

"I pushed nyself to ny knees and brushed wildly at my right leg. My
shout had been so loud that | expected guards to conme running fromthe front
gate. | _hoped_ soneone would come running. But there were no guards. | yelled
for Sanjay but there was no response. My ankle burned where something gripped
it tightly.



"I forced nyself to quit straining, to stand. The grip rel axed.
dropped to one knee and peered at the thing which held ne.

"The body had been covered by a silky tarpaulin with many nylon |ines
attached. | had stepped into one of these | oose coils of rope and pulled it
tight with ny next step. It took only a few seconds to untangle the cord.

"I smled. Only a pale hand, grub-white in the starlight, protruded from
the silken shroud. | nudged the hand back under the sheet with the toe of ny

sandal . _Perfect_ . Let Sanjay westle with the flesh of the dead |like a
Schedul ed Cl ass tenderer. Wthout actually touching the shape beneath the
sheet, | rolled it deeper into the silky folds, used the dangling cords to
bind it, lifted the soft mass to my shoul der, and was away, noving quickly

past the dark pavilions. The noise in the godcart ceased as | noved away from
it.

"Sanjay was waiting in the shadow of the wall. 'Hurry!' he hissed. It
was after eleven. W were miles fromthe Kapalikas' tenple. Together we
hoi sted the two bodi es over the wall.

"The journey fromthe cremation grounds to the Kapalika tenple was the
stuff of nightmares -- absurd nightmares. Qur burdens rolled around in the
back as Sanjay weaved in and out of traffic, forcing bullock carts off the
road, causing pedestrains to leap into piles of garbage to escape being run
down, and blinking his lights frantically to warn oncomi ng trucks that he
woul d not surrender the right of way. Twice we had to bounce up on the
si dewal ks as he passed on the left. A wake of shouted obscenities marked our
path through Cal cutta that night.

"Finally, the inevitable occurred. Near the M dan, Sanjay attenpted to
cross three | anes of oncoming traffic at an intersection. A netropolitan
pol i ceman junped down fromthe giant tractor tire on which he was directing
traffic and threw up his hand to halt us. For a mad second | was convi nced
that Sanjay was going to run himdown. Then he slamred both feet on the brake
and pul | ed back on the steering wheel as if he were trying to reinin a
runaway bul | ock. Qur van ski dded broadsi de, al npbst tipped over, and cane to a
stop a foot fromthe policeman's outstretched palm The engine stalled. One of

the corpses in the back had tunbled forward until its bare foot protruded
between the driver's seat and me. Luckily, the shroud was still tangled about
both bodies. | hastily pulled the sheet over the foot just as the furious

traffic policeman cane around to Sanjay's side of the van. He |l eaned in the
right window, and his face was alnost rippling with outrage.

"'*What in fuck do you fucking well think you' re fucking doing? The
of ficer's broad hel met bobbed as he shouted. | thanked all of the gods that he
was not a Sikh. He was screaming at us in a West Bengali dialect. He
punctuated his shouts with blows to Sanjay's door with his heavy _lathi_
stick. A Sikh -- and nost netropolitan police tend to be Sikhs -- would have
been using the club on our heads. They are strange people, Sikhs.

"Before Sanjay could frame an answer or restart the engine, the
poli ceman took a step back and threw his hand to his face. 'Pah!' he yelled.
"What the fuck do you have in there?

"I sank in ny seat. Al was lost. The police would arrest us. W would
get inprisoned for life in the terrible Hooghly Prison, but that would be only
a few days because the Kapalikas would kill us.

"Sanj ay, however, grinned broadly and | eaned out the wi ndow 'Ah, nost
honorabl e sir, surely you recognize this truck, sir? He banged on the dented
door with his palm

"The policeman frowned fiercely but took another step back. 'Hmrr,' he
sai d through his hand.

"'Yes, yes, yes,' cried Sanjay, still grinning stupidly. "It is the very
property of Copal akrishna Nirendrenath G S. Mhapatra, Chief Beggar-nmaster of
the Chitpur and Upper Chittaranjan Union! And in the back are six of his nopst
profitable and pitiable | epers. Very profitable beggars, honored sir!' Sanjay
started the engine with his left hand and indicated the dark rear of the van
with a sweep of his right hand. 'I aman hour late returning Mster



Mahapatra's property to their feeding-sleeping hall, respectful sir. He wll
have ny head. But if you arrest us, honorable constable, I will have, at

| east, an excuse for ny unworthy tardiness. Please, if you wish to arrest us |
wi |l open the back for you. The lepers, sir, however profitable, can no | onger
wal k, so you will have to help me carry themout.' Sanjay funbled at the outer
door latch as if to get out.

""No!"'" cried the officer. He shook the _lathi_ club at Sanjay's funbling
hand. 'Begone! Inmediately!' And so saying, he turned his back on us and
wal ked quickly to the center of the intersection. There he began waving his
arms and bl owi ng his whistle at the scream ng nmass of tangled traffic which
had bl ocked three streets in the short tine he had been absent fromhis tire.

"Sanjay wenched the truck into gear, drove around the snarled pack of
vehicles by driving across the grass of Plaza Park, and turned agai nst
oncom ng traffic onto Strand Road Sout h.

"We parked as close as we could to the warehouse. The street was very
dark, but there was a lantern in the back of the truck. Sanjay had to light it
so we could untangle our offerings fromthe cords of ny corpse's shroud. By ny
watch, a gift from Sanjay, it was ten nminutes before twelve. My watch often
ran sl ow.

"I could see by the sudden leap of light fromthe [antern that Sanjay
had carried what had once been an old man fromthe cremati on grounds. The
corpse had no teeth, only a wisp of hair, and cataracts on both eyes. It was
tangled in a spiderweb of ropes frommy corpse's covering.

"*Dam!' nmuttered Sanjay. 'It's like a stinking parachute. No, there's a
fucking _net_tangled in with the tarp.' Sanjay finally had to use his teeth
to bite through the cord.

"'Quickly," he said to ne. Take that cloth off yours. They will not want
it covered.'

""But | don't think . . ."

"' Do_it, dammit,' snapped Sanjay in a full rage. H s eyes seened to
| eap out of his red face. The lantern spat and hissed. 'Shit, shit, shit!' he
expl oded. 'I should have used vow as | first planned. It would have been so
dammed sinple. Shit!' Sanjay angrily lifted his corpse under the arnms and
started dragging it free of the severed ropes.

"I stood there, transfixed, numb. Even when |I slowy began untying the

final knots and tugging away the | ast cords, | was not aware of what mnmy hands
were doing. _|I tell you what, Jayaprakesh. You are a victimof social
i njustice. Your plight touches me. | will lower the rent fromtwo hundred

rupees a nonth to five rupees. If you need a loan for the first two or three
months, | will be happy to advance it _.

"Tears ran down mny cheeks and fell to the shroud. Fromfar away | heard
Sanjay's cry to hurry, but nmy hands noved slowy and nethodically to untie the
last of the tangled lines. | remenbered ny tears of gratitude when Sanjay took
me in as a roommate, ny surprise and gratitude at his including ne in his
Kapalika initiation.

" | should have used _you_as | first planned._.

"I wiped brusquely at ny eyes, angrily pulled the shroud away, and threw
it into the far corner of the van

"' Ayeeeaa!' The screamwas torn out of ne. | |eaped backwards and
slamed into the wall of the van, alnobst pitching forward onto the _thing_
reveal ed before me. The lantern tipped over and rolled along the netal floor
| screamed again.

"'What ?* Sanjay had run back to the van. Now he stopped and cl utched at
the door. 'Arhhh . . ."

"The thing | had carried like a bride fromthe cremation grounds may
once have been human. No |l onger. No trace renmai ned. The body was swollen tw ce
the size of a man -- nore a giant, putrid starfish than a man. The face had no
shape, only a white mass with winkled holes and swollen slits where the eyes,
nmout h, and nose ni ght once have been. The thing was a sick sinulacrumof a
human form crudely nol ded of suppurating fungus and dead, distorted neat.



"It was white -- all white -- the white of the bellies of dead carp
washed up fromthe Hooghly. The skin had the texture of bleached, rotted
rubber, |ike sonething peel ed and shaped fromthe underside of a poi sonous
t oadst ool . The corpse was bloated taut; inflated fromthe awful internal
pressure of expandi ng gases and organs swollen to the bursting point and
beyond. Fractured splinters of ribs and bones were visible here and there in
the puffy mass |like sticks enbedded in a rising dough

"' Ahh,' gasped Sanjay. 'A drowning victim'

"As if to confirm Sanjay's statement, there came a whiff of foul river
mud, and a sluglike thing appeared in one of the black eyeholes. Qi stening
feelers tasted the night air and then withdrew fromthe light. | sensed the
nmoverrent of many other things in the swollen mass.

"I pressed back against the side of the van and slid nmy way to the rear
door. | would have pushed past Sanjay and run into the wel com ng night, but he
bl ocked ne, pushed ne back into the narrow chanber with the thing.

"*Pick it up,' Sanjay said.

"I stared at him The fallen lantern threw wi |l d shadows between us. |
could only stare.

"*Pick it up, Jayaprakesh. We have less than two minutes until the
cerenony begins. Pick it up.'

"I woul d have junped Sanjay then. | would have happily choked hi munti
the I ast gasps of life rattled out of his lying throat. Then | saw the gun. It
had appeared in his fist like the lotus flower suddenly popping into the palm

of a clever traveling magician. It was a small pistol. It hardly | ooked |arge
enough to be real. But it was. | had no doubt of that. And the black circle of
the barrel was ained right between my eyes.

""Pick it up.'

"Not hi ng on earth could have made ne pick up the thing on the floor
behi nd nme. Not hi ng except the absolute certain know edge that | would be dead
in three seconds if | did not conply. Dead_. Like the thing in the van.
_Lying withit_. Onit. _Wthit_.

"I knelt, set the lantern upright before it sputtered out or set fire to
t he shroud, and put ny arns under the shape. It seemed to wel cone ny grasp.
One arm nmoved against ny side like the furtive touch of a timd lover. Wy
fingers sank deep into the white. The flesh felt cool and rubbery, and | was
sure that my fingers would break through at any second. Soft things shifted
and stirred inside it as | backed out of the van and took a step. The thing
sagged against nme, and for a second | felt the terrible certainty that the
corpse woul d del i quesce and fl ow down over ne |ike moist river clay.

"I raised ny face to the night sky and stunbled forward. Behind ne,
Sanj ay shoul dered his own cold burden and followed nme into the Tenple of the
Kapal i kas.

Chapt er Ei ght

_Sa etdn panca pasun apasyat_ -- _purusam asvam gam _
_avim ajam. . . Purusam prathanman al abhate, puruso_
_hi prat hamah pasunamm . t

W sang the sacred words fromthe _Satapatha Brahmana_.



"'*And the order of sacrifice shall be this . . . first man, then horse,
bull, ram and goat . . . Man is forenpst of the animals and nost pleasing to
the gods. . . ."

"We knelt in the darkness before the _jagrata_ Kali. They had dressed us
in plain white _dhotis_. Qur feet were bare. Qur foreheads were nmarked. W
seven initiates knelt in a semcircle closest to the goddess. Then there was
an arc of candles and the outer circle of Kapalikas. In front of us lay the
bodi es we had brought as offerings. On the belly of each corpse a Kapalika
priest had placed a snmall white skull. The skulls were human, too small to be
fromadults. The enpty sockets watched us with the same intensity as the
goddess' s hungry eyes.

"' The world is pain,
Oterrible wife of Siva
You are chewing the flesh.'

"The head of our eighth initiate still hung fromthe hand of Kali, but
now t he young face was chal k-white and the Iips had pulled back into a rictus
grin. The corpse, however, was gone fromits place at the base of the idol and
t he goddess's bangl ed foot was rai sed over enpty air.

""Oterrible wife of Siva
Your tongue is drinking the blood,
O dark Mother! O unclad Mther.'

"I felt alnmbst nothing as | knelt there. My mind continued to echo

Sanjay's words. _| should have used you_. | was a provincial fool. Wrse than
that, | was a provincial fool who could never go hone again to the provinces.
What ever el se came fromthis night, | knew that the sinple verities of life in

Anguda were forever behind ne.

"' O bel oved of Siva
The world is pain.'

"The tenple fell into silence. W closed our eyes in _dhyana , the
deepest contenpl ation possible only in the presence of a _jagrata_ . Sounds
i ntruded. The river whispered hal f-perceived syllables. Sonething slithered
across the floor near ny bare feet. | felt nothing. | thought nothing. When
opened ny eyes, | saw that the crinson tongue of the idol had lolled farther
fromthe gaping nmouth. Nothing surprised ne.

"Qt her Kapalikas canme forward until each of us had a priest kneeling in
front of us, facing us across the obscene altars we had supplied. My Brahman
was a kindly-1ooking man. A banker, perhaps. Sonmeone who was used to sniling
at people for a living.

""OKali, OTerrible One,

O Chi nnamasta, She Wio |s Beheaded,

O Chandi, Fiercest of Aspect,

O Kamaski, Devourer of Souls,

Hear our prayer, O Terrible Wfe of Siva.'

"My priest lifted ny right hand and turned it palmup as if he were



about to read ny fortune. His other hand went into the | oose folds of his

_dhoti _. When it energed, | saw the quick gl eam of sharp steel
"The chief priest placed his forehead against the raised foot of the
goddess. Hi s voice was very soft. The goddess will be pleased to receive your

flesh mxed with bl ood."’

"The other priests all noved in unison. The bl ades slid across our pal s
as if the Kapalikas were whittling banboo. A fat sliver fromthe nmeaty portion
of my palmsliced off neatly and slid across the blade. Al of us gasped, but
only the fat man cried out in pain.

" Thou who art fond of sacrificial meat, O Great Goddess. Accept the
bl ood of this man with his flesh.'

"The words were not newto nme. | had heard them every COctober during the
nodest _Kali Puja_ in our village. Every Bengali child knows the litany. But
never had | seen nore than a synbolic sacrifice. Never had | seen a Brahnman
hold high a pink circle of my flesh and then bowto insert it in the gaping
nmout h of a corpse.

"Then the smiling, apologetic little man across from ne took ny injured
hand and turned it pal m downward. The Kapalikas in the darkness behind us
began to recite the holiest of the _Gayatri mantri_ in perfect unison while
the dark drops fell slow and heavy to the white surface of the drowned thing
at my knees.

"The _mantra_ ended, and ny banker-priest deftly retrieved a white cloth
fromhis tunic and bound up ny hand. | prayed to the goddess that it would
soon be over. A sudden holl owness and sickness had risen in ne. My arnms began
shaking and | feared that | night swoon. The fat man three places fromne did
faint, falling forward across the cold breast of the toothless old female
corpse he had brought. His priest ignored himand returned to the darkness
with others.

" _Please, goddess, let it end_, | prayed.

"But it did not end. Not yet.

"The first Brahnman raised his forehead fromthe jagrata's_ foot and
turned to us. He wal ked slowy along our semicircle as if inspecting the
bodi es we had brought as offerings. He paused for a lengthy noment in front of
me. | could not raise nmy eyes to neet his. | was convinced that the drowned
corpse would not be found worthy. Even now it gave off a stench of river nud
and corruption like a foul breath rising fromits gaping maw. But a second
|ater the priest noved on in silence. He inspected Sanjay's offering and noved
farther down the |ine.

"I risked a sideward glance in time to see the bare foot of the priest
roughly push the fat nman's bulk off its cold pillow Another Kapalika hurried
forward and hastily set the child' s skull back in place on the cadaver's
sunken belly. The fat initiate |l ay unconsci ous next to his cold crone, two
unlikely lovers torn fromtheir enbrace. Few of us doubted whose countenance
t he dark goddess woul d next raise up by the hair.

"I had no sooner begun to control ny shaking than the priest was back in
front of ne again. This time he snapped his fingers and three Kapalikas cane
forward to join him | sensed Sanjay's al nost desperate desire to nove farther
away fromne. | myself felt little. A great coldness had noved through ne,
cooling my throbbing hand, extinguishing nmy fear, and enptying ny mnd. |
coul d have | aughed al oud as the Kapalikas bent toward nme. | chose not to.

"Tenderly, alnmost lovingly, they lifted the swollen excrescence that was
the corpse and carried it to the slab at the foot of the idol. Then they
noti oned me forward to join them

"The next few minutes run together in nmy menory |ike half-captured
dreans. | renenber kneeling with the Kapalikas before the shapel ess dead
thing. | believe we recited the _Purusha Sukta_ of the tenth Mandal a of the
_Rig-Veda_. Others cane forward fromthe shadows carrying pails of water to
bathe the putrefying flesh of my offering. | recall that | found as very funny
t he i dea of bathing soneone who al ready had spent so much tine in the holy
river. | did not |augh



"The chief priest brought out the stalk of grass, still marked with
dried bl ood, which had decided our young inititate's fate the day before. The
priest dipped the blade in a chalice of black |anp paste and painted
hal f-circl es above the holes in the corpse where once eyes had | ooked out on
the world. | had seen holy effigies painted thus, and once again | fought back
the urge to chuckle as | realized that it should have been the eyelids that
were so marked. In our village cerenopnies, such a ritual granted the clay form
eyesi ght .

"Qt her nen approached to place grass and flowers on the forehead. The
tall and terrible Kali idol |ooked down as we recited the basic nula-mantri _
108 times. Again the priest came forward, this time to touch each linb and
pl ace his thunb on the bloated white fl esh where once a heart had beaten
Then, together we uttered a variant of the Vedic _mantra_ which ended -- 'Om
may Vi shnu endow you with genitals, Tvasta carve the form Prajapati provide
the senen, and Kali receive your seed.'

"The chorus of voices filled the darkness once again and rose in the
chant of the holiest Veda, the _Gayatri mantra_. It was just then that a great
sound and powerful wind rose to fill the tenple. For a wild second | was sure
that the river was rising to claimus all

"The wind actually felt cold as it roared through the tenple, blow ng
our hair, rippling the white fabric of our _dhotis_, and extingui shing nost of

the candles in the rows behind us. As clearly as | can recall, the tenple
never fell into total darkness. Sone of the candles continued to burn as
their flanes danced to the eerie breeze. But if there _was_ still light -- any
amount -- | cannot account for what next occurred.

"I did not nove. | continued to kneel less than four feet fromthe ido

and its anointed offering. Nor did | perceive any other novenent except for a
few Kapal i kas behind us striking several matches to relight sone of the
candles. It took only a few seconds to do this. Then the wi nd had passed, the
sound abated, and the _jagrata_ Kali was once again illumnated from bel ow

" _The corpse had changed._.

"The flesh was still grub-white, but now Kali's foot cane down on a body
which was visibly that of a man. It was as naked as it had been previously,
flowers still strewn on its forehead, |anpblack dabbed above the eyes, but a
pal e sex organ lay flaccid where only a rotting pustul ence had been j ust
seconds earlier. The face was not whole -- the thing still had no lips,
eyelids, or nose -- but the ruined countenance was recogni zably human. Eyes
now filled the caves of the face. Open sores scoured the white flesh, but the
splintered bones could no | onger be seen

"I closed ny eyes and offered a wordl ess prayer -- to which deity | do
not recall. A gasp from Sanjay nmade me | ook again.

"The corpse breathed. Air whistled through the open mouth and the
cadaverous chest rose once, twice, and then settled into a rasping, |aboring
rhythm Suddenly, in one fluid novenment, the body rose to a sitting position
Slowy, nost reverently, it kissed the sole of Kali's foot with its |ipless
mout h. Then it swung its legs fromthe base of the idol and shakily stood. The
face turned directly toward ne and | could see slits of noist flesh where the
nose had once been. It took a step forward.

"I could not | ook away as the tall formstiffly covered the three paces
whi ch separated us. It |oomed above me, bl ocking out the goddess except for
the gaunt face staring over its shoulder. It breathed with difficulty, as if
the lungs were still filled with water. |Indeed, when the thing's jaw | owered a
bit as it wal ked, water gushed fromthe open nouth and streaked its heaving
chest.

"Only when it stood a mere foot in front of ne was | able to | ower ny
eyes. The river stench of it flowed over ne like a fog. The resurrected thing

slowy brought forth its white palmuntil it touched my forehead. The flesh
was cool, soft, slightly moist. Even after it lifted its hand and noved slowy
to the next initiate, I could feel the inprint of its pal mabove ny eyes,

burning into ny fevered skin like a cold flane.



"The Kapal i kas began their final chant. My own |ips noved without ny
volition to join in the prayer.

"' Kali, Kali, balo bhai _

_Kali bai aré gaté nai._

O brethren take the name of Kal
There is no refuge except in her.’

"The hymm ended. Two priests joined the first Brahman to help the newly
reawakened one into the shadows at the rear of the tenple. The ot her Kapalikas
filed out another way. | |ooked around our inner circle and realized that the
fat man was no longer with us. The six of us left stood in the di mess and
stared at one another. Perhaps a mnute thus passed before the chief priest
returned. He was dressed the sane, he | ooked the sanme, but he was _different .
There was a relaxed quality to his walk, an informality to his posture. It
rem nded me of an actor after a successful play, noving anong the audience,
renovi ng one character to wear another

"He sm | ed, approached us happily, and shook our hands, each in turn,
saying to each, 'Namaste. You are now Kapalika. Await the next call of your
bel oved goddess.'

"When he said this to nme, the touch of his hand on nmine was | ess rea
than the inmprint on ny forehead which still tingled.

"A bl ack-garbed man led us to the anteroom where we dressed in silence.
The other four bade their farewells and left together, chattering Iike
school chil dren rel eased fromdetention. Sanjay and | stood al one by the door

"'We are Kapalika,' whispered Sanjay. He broke into a brilliant grin and
hel d out his hand. | |ooked at him |ooked at his open hand, and spat on the
floor. Then | turned ny back to himand left the tenple w thout speaking.

"I have not seen himsince. For months | have nmoved through the city,
sl eeping in hidden places, trusting no one. Always | have awaited and feared
the 'call of ny bel oved goddess.' None cane. At first | was relieved. Then
was nore frightened than at first. Now |l do not care. Recently | have openly
returned to the University, to famliar streets, and to places | once
frequented. Places like this.

"Peopl e seemto know that | have changed. |f acquai ntances see ne they
nove away. People on the street glance at ne and | eave me roomto pass.

Per haps | am Unt ouchabl e now. Perhaps | am Kapal i ka despite ny pani cked

flight. I do not know | have never returned to the tenple or the Kalighat.
Perhaps | am marked not as a Kapalika but as a prey of the Kapalika. | wait to
find the answer.

"I would like to |l eave Calcutta forever but | have no nmoney. | amonly a

poor person of Sudra caste fromthe village of Anguda, but al so one who may
never be able to go back to what he was.

"Only M. Krishna has continued to be ny friend. It is he who called
upon ne to tell you nmy story. I amnow finished with that story."

Krishna's voice barely croaked out the translation of the | ast sentence.
| blinked and | ooked around. The proprietor's feet protruded fromwhere he
slept on the floor behind the counter. The roomwas quiet. There were no
sounds from outside the building. My watch read 2: 20.

| stood abruptly, accidentally knocking over the chair. My back ached
and ny spirit sagged fromjet lag and fatigue. | stretched and kneaded the
achi ng nuscl es near ny spine.

Mukt anandaji | ooked exhausted. He had renoved his thick glasses and was
rubbing tiredly at his eyes and the bridge of his nose. Krishna reached for
the [ ast of Miktanandaji's cold coffee, gulped it down, and tried repeatedly
to clear his throat.



"Do you . . . hrrghhhh . . . do you have questions, M. Luczak?"

| stared down at the two of them | didn't trust ny own voice to work.
Krishna noisily cleared his nostrils with his fingers, spat on the floor, and
spoke again. "Do you have any questions, sir?"

| stared inpassively for a few nore seconds before replying. "Only one

guestion,” | said. Krishna's eyebrows went up politely.
"What the hell,"” | began, ". . . what the goddammed _hell _ does that
that _story_ . . . have to do with the poet M Das?" My fist seenmed to slam
down on the table of its own accord. The coffee cups | eaped.
It was Krishna's turn to stare. | seened to renenber such a stare from

nmy ki ndergarten teacher when | was five and had soiled nmy pants one day during
nap time. Krishna turned to Miktanandaji and spoke five words. The young man
wearily returned the heavy glasses to his face and answered in even fewer
syl | abl es.

Krishna | ooked up at nme. "Surely you must know that it was M Das we
spoke of . "

"Whi ch?" | said stupidly. "Wio? Wiat the shit do you nmean? Do you nean
to say that the priest was the great poet, M Das? Are you serious?"

"No," said Krishna levelly. "Not the priest."

"Well, who --"

"The sacrifice," said Krishna slowy as if speaking to a dull child.
"The offering. M. M Das was the one M. Miktanandaji brought as sacrifice."

Chapter N ne

" Calcutta, you sell in the market_
_Cords for strangling the neck_."
-- Tushar Roy

That night | dreaned of corridors and caverns. Then the dream | ocation
shifted to the whol esal e furniture warehouse on the near Southside of Chicago
where | had worked during the sumrer of ny sophonore year in college. The
war ehouse was cl osed but | continued to wander through an endl ess series of
di splay roonms all crowded with furniture. The air snelled of Herculon fabric
and cheap wood polish. |I began to run, dodging through the tightly packed

di splays. | had suddenly renenbered that Anrita and Victoria were still in the
store sonmewhere and that if | didn't find them soon, we would all be Iocked in
overnight. | didn't want them alone there, waiting for ne, |ocked into the
darkness. | ran, shouting their nanes, noving fromroomto room shouting.

The phone rang. | reached for our travel alarmclock on the bedside

tabl e but the sound continued. It was 8:05 A°M Just as | figured out that it
was the tel ephone making the noise, Amrita canme in fromthe bathroom and
answered it. | dozed during her conversation. The sound of the shower running
brought ne up out of sleep again.

"Who was it?"

"M. Chatterjee," Anrita called over the running water. "You won't be
able to pick up Das's manuscript until tonorrow. He apol ogi zed for the del ay.
O her than that, everything's all set.”

"Mmm Damm. Anot her day."

"We're invited to tea at four."



"Hmm®? \Wher e?"

"M. Mchael Leonard Chatterjee's. He'll send his car. Do you want to go
down to breakfast with your daughter and ne?"
"Mm" | pulled the extra pillowto ny face and went back to sleep

It seened five minutes later that Anrita cane through the door carrying
Victoria. Awaiter in white followed her with a tray. The travel clock read
10: 28.

"Thank you," said Anrita. She set the baby on the carpet and tipped the
wai ter several rupees. Victoria clapped her hands and threw her head back to
watch the man | eave. Anrita picked up the tray, balanced it on one hand, and
put a finger under her chin while executing a graceful curtsy in my direction.
"Namast ey and good norni ng, sahib. The nanagenment w shes you a wonderful and
pl easant day although nost of it is, alas, already gone. Yes, yes, yes."

| propped nyself up in bed and she dusted off ny lap with a napkin and
carefully set the tray in place. Then she curtsied again and held out her
hand, pal mup. | dropped a sprig of parsley init.

"Keep the change,"” | said.

"Ch, thank you, thank you, nost generous sahib," she sang while backing
away i n an obsequi ous series of bows. Victoria put three fingers in her nmouth
and wat ched us dubi ously.

"I thought you were going sari hunting today," | said. Anrita pushed
back the heavy curtains and | squinted in the gray glare. "Christ,"” | said,
"is that really sunlight? In Cal cutta?"

"Kamakhya and | have al ready been shopping. Very nice shop. Quite
reasonabl e, actually."

"Didn't find anything?"

"Ch, yes. They'll deliver the material |ater. W each bought yards and

yards. | probably spent your entire advance."

"Damm." | | ooked down and made a face.

"What's the matter, Bobby? Is your coffee col d?"

"No, it's fine. Very good, in fact. | just realized that | mssed ny
chance to see Kamakhya again. Dam."

"You'll survive," Anrita said and placed Victoria on the bed to change
her .

The coffee _was_ good, and there was nore in a small nmetal pot.
uncovered the plate to reveal two eggs, buttered toast, and . . . marvel of
marvels . . . three strips of real bacon. "Fantastic," | said. "Thanks, kid."

"Ch, it was nothing," said Anmrita. "OF course, the kitchen had been
closed for hours, but | told themthat it was for the famus poet in Room 612.
The poet that stays out nost of the night swapping war stories with the boys
and then comes honme chuckling to hinmself |oudly enough to wake his w fe and
baby. "

"Sorry. "
"What was that conference about |ast night? You were nmunbling to
yourself in your sleep until | nudged you."

"Sorry, sorry, sorry."

She taped Victoria' s new diaper in place, disposed of the old one, and
cane back to sit on the edge of the bed. "Honestly, Bobby, what revel ations
did Krishna's Mysterious Stranger cone up with? Was he a real person?"

| offered her a wedge of toast. She shook her head no and then lifted it
fromny fingers and took a bite. "Do you really want to hear the story?"
asked.

Anrita nodded. | took a sip of coffee, decided not to give a
bl ow by- bl ow synopsis, and began talking in a light, slightly sarcastic tone
of voice. Pausing occasionally to give ny opinion of certain parts of the tale
by shaking my head or meking short remarks, | managed to retell Miktanandaji's
t hr ee- hour nmonol ogue in |less than ten mnutes.

"My God," said Anrita when | was finished. She seened distracted, even
di st urbed.

"Well, anyway, it was a hell of a way to end ny first full day in



beautiful downtown Calcutta," | said.
"Weren't you frightened, Bobby?"
"Good God, no. Wiy should | be, kiddo? The only thing that worried ne

was getting back to the hotel with ny billfold still on ny person.”

"Yes, but . . ." Anrita stopped, went over to Victoria, returned a
dropped pacifier to her hand, and cane back to the bed. "If nothing else,
mean, you spent the evening with a madman, Robert. | wish . . . I wish | had
been there to interpret.”

"Me too," | said truthfully. "As far as | know, Miktanandaji spent the

entire time reciting the Gettysburg Address over and over in Bengali while
Kri shna made up the ghost story."

"Then you don't think the boy was telling the truth?"

"The truth?" | repeated. | frowned at her. "What do you mean? Cor pses
bei ng brought back to |life? Dead poets being resurrected fromriver nud? Hon
M Das di sappeared _eight years ago_. He'd be a pretty wasted zonbie, don't

you t hi nk?"

"No, | didn't mean that," said Anrita. She smiled, but it was a tired
smle. | should never have brought her, | realized. 1'd been so worried that |
woul d need an interpreter, soneone to help ne out with the culture. _Dunb
shit_. "I just thought maybe that the boy mi ght have _thought_he was telling

the truth," she said. "He could have tried to join the Kapalikas or whatever
they're called. He m ght have seen _sonething_that he didn't understand."”

"Yeah, that's possible,” |I said. "I don't know. The kid was a ness --
red eyes, lousy skin, a nmass of nervous nmannerisns. He m ght have been on
drugs, for all | know | got the idea that Krishna was adding or changing a

ot of things. It was |ike one of those conedy routines where the foreigner
grunts and the interpreter chatters on for ten m nutes. Know what | nean?
Anyway, it could be that he tried to join this secret society and they pl ayed
spooky ganes to inpress him But it's ny guess that it was Krishna's idea of a
scam "

Anrita took the tray and carried it to the dresser. She rearranged the
cup and silverware in various patterns. She did not |look at me. "Wy is that?
Did they ask for noney?"

| pushed the sheet away and wal ked to the wi ndow. A streetcar noved down
the mddl e of the street, discharging and collecting passengers w t hout
stopping. The sky was still painted with | ow cl ouds, but there was enough
sunlight to throw shadows on the cracked pavenent. "No," | said. "Not in so
many words. But Krishna ended the evening with a cute little epilogue -- very
_sotto voce_ -- explaining how his friend had to find a way to get out of the
city, to get to Delhi or somewhere, possibly even South Africa. He left no
doubt that a few hundred American dollars would be wel cone."

"Did he _ask_ for noney?" Anrita's weighted British vowel s were sharper
t han usual

"No. Not in so many words --

"How much did you give then?" She showed no sign of anger, only
curiosity.

| padded over to my suitcase and began pulling out clean underwear and
socks. Once again | realized that the greatest argument agai nst marriage, the
absolutely _irrefutable_ argunent against living with one person for years,

was the destruction of the illusion of free will by the spouse's constant
recognition of one's total predictability. "Twenty dollars,” | said. "It was
the smallest traveler's check | had. | left nost of the Indian currency with
you. "

"Twenty dollars,” nused Amrita. "At today's exchange rate, that would be
about a hundred and eighty rupees. You nmade it out to Miktanandaji ?"

"No, | left it blank."

"He m ght have a hard time getting all the way to South Africa on a
hundred and ei ghty rupees,"” she said blandly.

"Goddammit, | don't care if the two of them go buy nose candy with it.
O use it to start a charity account --



Save- Mukt anandaj i - From t he- W at h- of - t he- Kapal i kas- Fund. Tax-deductible. G ve
now. "

Anrita said nothing.

"Look at it this way," | said. "W can't get a sitter, go into Exeter to
see a bad novie, and go to McDonald's afterward for twenty bucks anynore. Hi s
story was a lot nore enjoyable than sone of the films we've driven to Boston
to see. What was the nanme of that silly kiddie filmwe spent five dollars to
see with Dan and Barb right before we |eft?"

" _Star Wars_," said Anrita. "Do you think you'll be able to use any of
his story in the Harper's_ article?"

| belted my bat hrobe. "The rendezvous and the cof fee house, yes. I'lI
try to work in how surreal and absurd some of the characters were inny . . .
what did Morrowcall it? . . . my quest for M Das. But | won't be able to us
Mukt anandaji's ravings. Not much, anyway. |'Il mention it, but the whole
Kapalika thing is just too weird. That sort of killer-goddess crap went out
with the last of the novie serials. I'll check into the gang stuff -- naybe
t he Kapalikas are sort of a Calcutta Mafia -- but the rest of it's just too
damm weird to put in a serious article about a fine poet. It's not just
norbid, it's --"

"Perverted?"

"Naw, they wouldn't mind if | wote about a little healthy perversion
The word | was thinking of was _trite_."

"Cod save us fromcliches, is that it?"

"You got it, Kkiddo."

"Al'l right, Bobby. Wat are we going to do next?"

"Hrmm good question,” | said. | was playing peek-a-boo with Victoria.
Both of us were using part of the sheet as a hiding place. Each of us would
giggle when | lifted it like a curtain frombetween us. Then Victoria would

cover her eyes with her fingers and | would | ook around in bew | derment,
trying to find her. She loved it.

"I think "Il take a shower," | said. "Then we're going to get you and
the Little One here on this afternoon's flight to London. So far, there's been
absolutely no need for you to translate anything but the porter's nunblings.
I"'mtired of paying for all those extra nmouths to feed around here. There's no
reason for you to stay an extra day even if | have to wait around for
Chatterjee to get his act together. Today's Saturday. You could stay awhile in
London, visit your parents overnight, and we could arrive in New York at about

the sane time . . . say, Tuesday evening."

"Sorry, Bobby. Inpossible for several reasons."

"Nonsense," | said. "No such word as inpossible." Victoria and
di scovered each other and giggled. "Name the objections and I'll shoot them
down. "

"One, we have high tea at four o'clock with the Chatterjees --

"Il offer your regrets. Next?"

"Two, the material fromthe sari shop hasn't arrived yet."

"Il bring it with me. Next?"

"Three, Victoria and | would mss you. Wuldn't we, Precious?" Victoria
| ooked away fromthe ganme | ong enough to gape politely at her mother. Then she
changed the rules by pulling the end of the sheet over her head.

"Sorry, three strikes," | said to Anrita. "You're out. I'll mss you
guys, but maybe with you gone |I'll be able to make tinme with your friend
Kamakhya. | think there's a two P.M flight to London today. If not, I'll stay

at the airport with you until a later flight."

Anrita picked up sone of the baby's toys and put themin a drawer.
"There is a fourth problem" she said.

"What's that?"

"BOAC and Pan Am have canceled all flights out of Calcutta except BOAC s
6:45 A'M Ilayover from Thail and. Baggage-handling problens, the man said.
called | ast night when | was bored."

"Shit. You're kidding. _Damm_." Victoria sensed the change in tone and



dropped the sheet. Her face puckered toward tears. "There nust be sonme way out
of this stinking shithole of a -- excuse ne, Little One -- this city."

"Ch, yes. All of the Air India in-country flights are going out. W
could transfer to Pan Amin Delhi or to any of the overseas airlines there or
i n Bonbay. But we've mssed today's early New Del hi flight, and all of the

ot hers have horrendous | ayovers. |I'd rather wait for you, Bobby. | don't want
to travel in this country w thout you. | did enough of that as a child."
"Ckay, hon," | said, and put ny armaround her. "All right, then, let's

try to make the Monday-norning BOAC flight. Christ, six-thirty in the norning
Well, at least it'll be a breakfast flight. Ckay if | go ahead with ny plan to
shower ?"

"Yes," said Anrita while picking up the baby. "I checked with the BOAC
peopl e and there's no problemw th you showering."

That afternoon we went through the notions of sightseeing. | tucked
Victoria into the backpack carrier, and we were out into the heat, noise, and
confusion. The tenperature and humidity both hovered near the 100 mark. W had
a better than decent |uncheon at a place call ed Shah-en-Shah's and then took a
taxi up Chowinghee to the |Indian Miseum

A small sign outside proclai med ABSOLUTELY NO YOd C EXERCI SES PERM TTED
I N GARDENS! The inside was very hot, the display cases were dusty, and the
buil di ng was surprisingly enpty except for a | oud and obnoxi ous tour group of
Germans. | was nmildly interested in the anthropol ogy di splays on the first
floor, but it was the exhibit of archaeological art that finally caught ny
eye.

"What is it?" asked Anrita as she saw ne bendi ng over a gl ass case.

The tiny black figurine was | abel ed _Representation of Durga Goddess in
Kali Aspect: circa 80 B.C._ It fell short of being frightening. | saw no sign
of a noose, skull, or severed head. One hand held what | ooked to be a wooden
bough, another an inverted egg cup, a third what _m ght_ have been a trident
but | ooked nmore Iike an opened Swiss Arny knife, and her |ast hand was
ext ended pal mup, offering a tiny yell ow doughnut. As with all the statues of
goddesses |1'd seen in the nuseum she was hi gh-waisted, firmbreasted, and
| ong of ear. Her face was scowl ing, her nmany teeth were sharp, but | could
make out no vampirish canines or lolling tongue. She was wearing a headdress
of flames. Miuch nore fierce, to my eye, was a statue marked _Durga_ that stood
in a nearby case. This supposedly nore benign incarnation of Parvati had ten
arnms, and each hand was filled with a weapon nore fierce than the | ast.

"Your friend Kali doesn't seemtoo terrible," said Antita. Even Victoria
was | eaning forward fromthe backpack carrier to | ook at the display case.

"This thing's two thousand years old," | said. "Maybe she's grown nore
hi deous and bl oodthirsty since then."

"Some women just don't age gracefully,” agreed Anrita and noved on to
the next display. Victoria seened to enjoy a |large bronze idol of Ganesha, the
pl ayful , el ephant-headed god of prosperity; and for the rest of our time in
t he museum we nade a ganme out of finding as many representations of Ganesha as
we coul d.

Antita woul d have liked to visit the Victoria Menorial Hall to see
artifacts of the Raj, but it was getting late and we contented ourselves with
driving by in the taxi and pointing out to the baby the inposing white
structure that we told her was named after her

W entered the hotel in a torrential downpour, changed cl othes quickly,
and came back out to find Chatterjee's car waiting and the rain stopped.

| was wearing a tie for the first time in several days, and as the car
pulled out into traffic | sat unconfortably, tugging at the knot and w shing
my collar were |looser or nmy neck smaller. My short-sleeved white shirt had
al ready soaked through the back and | was suddenly aware how scuffed and
stained ny faithful \Wallabees |ooked. Al in all, I felt winkled, tousled,
and soaked in sweat. | glanced sideways at Anrita. She | ooked -- as she al ways



did -- cool and contained. She was wearing the white cotton dress she had
purchased in London and the lapis |azuli necklace |I had given her before we
were married. By all rights her hair shoul d have been hanging down in Iinp
strands, but it fell full and lustrous to her shoul ders.

W drove for the better of an hour, a trip which rem nded ne that
Calcutta was larger in area than New York City. Traffic was as insane and
haphazard as ever, but Chatterjee's silent driver found the fastest route
t hrough the confusion. My concern about the traffic wasn't overly allayed by
the large white signs in Bengali, H ndi, and English that sat in the center of
several chaotic traffic circles we negotiated: DRI VE MORE CAREFULLY! THERE
HAVE BEEN CZH DEATHS ON TH S THOROUGHFARE THI S YEAR! The boxes were filled
with the kind of nail-up nunber panels one used to see in old-tinme basebal
parks. The hi ghest nunber we saw on this trip was 28. | wondered idly whether
that included that entire section of road or just those few square feet of
pavenent .

At tinmes we sped down a hi ghway bordered on each side by great _chawls_
-- those incredible sluns of tin roofs, gunnysack walls, and nud-path streets
-- which extended for mles and were term nated only by gray nonoliths of
factories belching flane and unfiltered soot toward the nonsoon cl ouds. |
realized that sweeping phil osophical convictions such as ecol ogy and pol |l ution
control were luxuries for our advanced industrial nations. The air in
Cal cutta, already sweetened by raw sewage, burning cow dung, nillions of tons
of garbage, and the innunerabl e open fires eternally burning, was nade al nost
unbr eat habl e by the further effusion of raw auto em ssions and industri al
filth.

The factories thenselves were huge artifacts of worn brick, rusted
steel, ranpant weeds, and broken wi ndows -- pictures fromsone grimfuture
when the industrial age had gone the way of the dinosaur but left its rotting
carcasses sprawl ed across the | andscape. Yet, snoke rose fromthe nost
t umbl edown ruin, and ragged human forms came and went fromthe black maws of
t he darkest buildings. | found it al nbst inpossible to imagine nyself living
in one of those floorless hovels, working in one of those grimfactories.

Anrita rmust have been sharing simlar thoughts, for we rode in silence,
each wat chi ng the panorama of human hopel essness pass by the car w ndows.

Then, in a space of a few m nutes, we crossed a bridge over a wide
expanse of railroad tracks, passed through a transitional nei ghborhood of tiny
storefronts, and were suddenly in an old, established area of tree-lined
streets and | arge honmes guarded by walls and barred gates. The thin sunlight
glinted off countless shards of broken glass set atop the flat walls. At one
pl ace there was a yard-wi de swath cleared on top of a high wall, but the
mud- col ored masonry was sneared with dark streaks. Well-polished autonobiles
sat at the end of |ong driveways. The iron-spi ked gates bore small signs
warning _Beware of Dog_ in at |east three |anguages.

It took no great insight to realize that this once had been a British
residential section, as separate fromthe pandermoniumof the city and its
natives as the English governing class could nake it. Decay was evi dent even
here -- the frequently filthy walls, unshingled roofs, and crudely boarded
wi ndows -- but it was a controlled decay, a rearguard action agai nst the
ranpant entropy which seenmed to govern Cal cutta el sewhere; and the sense of
di ssol uti on was aneliorated somewhat by the bright flowers and ot her obvious
attenpts at gardening that one glinpsed through high entry gates.

W pulled up to one of these gates. The driver bustled out and unl ocked
a padlock with a key froma chain on his belt. The circular driveway was |ined
with tall, flowering bushes and drooping tree |inbs.

W were greeted by Mchael Leonard Chatterjee. "Ah, M. and Ms. Luczak
Wl conme!" His wife was al so standing by the door next to a toddler whoml
first took to be their son but then realized nmust be a grandson. Ms.
Chatterjee was in her early sixties, and | revised her husband's age upward.
Chatterjee was one of those snpoth-faced, perpetually bal ding gentl emren who
reach fifty and seemto stay at that age until their late sixties.



W chatted on the front step for a nmonment. Victoria was duly
conplimented, and we praised their grandson. Then we were shown through the
house qui ckly before being | ed through another door to a w de patio
over| ooki ng a side street.

| was interested in their home. It was the first chance |1'd had to see
how an upper-class Indian famly lived. The first inpression was one of
juxtaposition: large, formal, high-ceilinged roons with paint flaking from
begrined walls; a beautiful wal nut sideboard covered with scratches on which
was di spl ayed a stuffed nongoose with dusty glass eyes and nolting fur; an
expensi ve, handnade carpet from Kashmr set atop chipped linoleum a |arge,
once nmodern kitchen now liberally cluttered with dusty bottles, old crates,

crusted metal pans, and with a small, charcoal fireplace set squarely in the
center of the floor. Snoke streaked a once white ceiling.

"It will be nore confortable outside," said Chatterjee, and held the
door open for Anrita.

The flagstones were still wet fromthe [ ast rai nshower, but the

cushioned chairs were dry and a table was set for tea. Chatterjee's grown
daughter, a heavy young wonman with |ovely eyes, joined us |ong enough to chat
with Antita in Hindi for a few minutes and then to depart with her son.
Chatterjee seemed benused by Anmrita's linguistic abilities and asked her
something in French. Anrita answered fluently, and both of them|aughed. He
switched to what | later learned was Tanil, and Anrita responded. They began
exchangi ng pl easantries in sinmple Russian. | sipped ny tea and smled at Ms.
Chatterjee. She smiled back and of fered me a cucunber sandwi ch. We conti nued
smling at each other through a few nore mnutes of trilingual banter, and
then Victoria began fussing. Anrita took the baby frommy arns, and Chatterjee
turned to ne.

"Wuld you like nore tea, M. Luczak?"

"No, thank you, this is fine."

"Per haps somet hi ng stronger?"

"Wl .o

Chatterjee snapped his fingers and a servant quickly appeared. A few
seconds |l ater he reappeared with a tray |laden with several decanters and
gl asses.

"Do you drink Scotch, M. Luczak?"

_I's the Pope Catholic?_ | thought. "Yes." Anrita had warned ne that nost
I ndi an Scotch was atrocious stuff, but one swallow told me that Chatterjee's
decanter held only prem um whi skey, alnost certainly twelve years old, al nost

certainly inmported. '' Excellent.'
"lIt's The A enlivet," he said. "Unblended. | find it rather nore
aut hentic than the bl ended prem uns."
For a few minutes we discussed poetry and poets. | tried to steer the

conversation around to M Das, but Chatterjee was reluctant to discuss the

m ssi ng poet beyond mentioning that Gupta had arranged the details for
tomorrow s transfer of the manuscript. We settled on discussing how hard it
was for a serious witer in either of our countries to make a decent living. |
got the inpression that Chatterjee's noney had come down through the famly
and that he had other interests, investnents, and incones.

Invariably, the talk steered to politics. Chatterjee was nost el oquent
about the relief the country was feeling after the ouster of Ms. Gandhi in
the previous election. The resurgence of denmocracy in India was of great
interest to me and sonething I'd hoped to work into my Das article.

"She was a tyrant, M. Luczak. The so-called Enmergency was nmerely a ruse
to hide the ugly face of her tyranny."

"So you don't think she will ever reenter national politics?"

"Never! Never, M. Luczak."

"But | thought that she still has a strong political base and that the
Congress Party is still a potential majority if the current coalition was to

falter."
"No, no," said Chatterjee and waved his hand in dismssal. "You do not



understand. Ms. Gandhi and her son are _finished . They will be in prison
within a year. Mark my words. Her son is already under investigation for

various scandals and atrocities; and when the truth cones out, he will be
| ucky to escape execution."
| nodded. "I've read that he alienated many people with his drastic

popul ati on-control prograns."”

"He was a swine," Chatterjee said without enotion. "An arrogant,
i gnorant, dictatorial swine. H's programs were little nmore than efforts at
genoci de. He preyed on the poor and the uneducated, although he was an

essential illiterate hinself. Even his nother was frightened of the nonster
If he were to enter a crowd today, they would tear himapart with their bare
hands. | would be pleased to take part. Mre tea, Ms. Luczak?"

A car noved down the quiet side street beyond the iron fence. A rew
rai ndrops pattered on the broad | eaves of the banyan tree above us.

"Your inpressions of Calcutta, M. Luczak?"

Chatterjee' s sudden question caught me off guard. | took a drink of
Scotch and let the warmh spread for a second before answering. "Calcutta is
fascinating, M. Chatterjee. It's far too conplex a city even to react to in
two days. It's a shane we won't have nore tine to explore it."

"You are diplomatic, M. Luczak. What you nean to say is that you find
Calcutta appalling. It has already of fended your sensibilities, yes?"

"Appalling is not the correct word," | said. "It's true that the poverty
affects ne."

"Ah, yes, _poverty_,

said Chatterjee and snmiled as if the word had

deeply ironic connotations. "lndeed, there is much poverty here. Mich squal or
by Western standards. That nust offend the American mnd, since America has
repeatedly dedicated its great will to _elinmnating_ poverty. How did your
ex- President Johnson put it . . . to declare _war_ on poverty? One would think
that his war in Vietnamwould have satisfied him"

"The war on poverty was another war we lost," | said. "Anmerica continues
to have its share of poverty." | set ny enpty glass down, and a servant

appeared at ny el bow to pour nore Scotch

"Yes, yes, but it is Calcutta we are discussing. One of our better poets
has referred to Calcutta as that 'half-crushed cockroach of a city.' Another
of our witers has conpared our city to an aged and dyi ng courtesan surrounded
by oxygen tanks and rotting orange peels. Wuld you agree with that, M.
Luczak?"

"I would agree that those are very strong netaphors, M. Chatterjee."

"I's your husband al ways so circumspect, Ms. Luczak?" asked Chatterjee
and smled at us over his glass. "No, no, you should not be concerned that I
will take offense. | amused to Anericans and their reaction to our city. They
will react in either one of two ways: they will find Calcutta 'exotic' and
concentrate only on their tourist pleasures; or they will be imediately
horrified, recoil, and seek to forget what they have seen and not under stood.
Yes, yes, the Anerican psyche is as predictable as the sterile and vul nerable
Ameri can di gestive systemwhen it encounters India."

| looked at Ms. Chatterjee, but she was bouncing Victoria on her |ap
and seened not to hear her husband's pronouncenents. At the same instant

Anrita glanced at me, and | took it as a warning. | smled to show that | was
not going to get argunentative. "You may well be right," | said. "Although
woul dn't presune to say that | understood the 'Anerican psyche' or the 'lIndian
psyche' -- if there are such things. First inpressions are necessarily
shallow. | appreciate that. |1've admired Indian culture for a long tinme, even

before I met Anrita, and she's certainly shared sone of the beauty of it with
me. But | admit that Calcutta is a bit intinmidating. There seens to be
somet hing unique . . . unique and di sturbing about Calcutta's urban problens.
Perhaps its only the scale. Friends have told ne that Mexico Cty, for all of
its beauty, shares the sanme problens."

Chatterjee nodded, smled, and set down his glass. He steepled his
fingers and | ooked at ne the way a teacher |ooks at a student who may or may



not be worth investing nore time in. "You have not travel ed extensively, M.
Luczak?"

"Not really. | backpacked through Europe sonme years ago. Spent sone tinme
in Tangiers."

"But not in Asia?"

"No. "

Chatterjee dropped his hands as if his point had been anply
denonstrated. But the | esson was not quite over. He snapped his ringers, fired
a command, and a nonent |ater the servant brought out a slim blue book. I
could not make out the title. "Please tell me if you find this a fair and
reasonabl e description of Calcutta, M. Luczak," said Chatterjee and began to
read al oud:

a dense mass of houses so old

they only seemto fall, through

whi ch narrow and tortuous | anes curve

and wi nd. There is no privacy here

and whoever ventures in this region

find the streets -- by courtesy so called
-- thronged with loiterers and sees,

t hrough hal f-gl azed wi ndows, roons

crowmded to suffocation . . . the stagnant
gutters . . . the filth choking up dark
passages . . . the walls of bleached soot,

and doors falling fromtheir hinges
and children swarm ng everywhere
relieving thensel ves as they pl ease.™

He stopped, closed the book, and raised his eyebrows in polite
i nterrogation.

| had nmade no great objection to continuing to act as a straight man if
it amused our host. "It has its relevant parts,” | said.

"Yes." Chatterjee smled and held up the book. "This, M. Luczak, is a
contenmporary account of London witten in the 1850's. One nust take into
account the fact that India is only now enmbarking on its own Industrial
Revol ution. The displ acenent and confusi on whi ch shocks you so -- no, no, do
not deny it -- these are necessary by-products of such a revolution. You are
lucky, M. Luczak, that your own culture has gone beyond that point."

| nodded, and resisted the inmpulse to tell himthat the description he'd
read woul d have been apt for the nei ghborhood on the Southside of Chicago
where 1'd grown up. | still felt it was worth one nore effort to clarify ny
feelings.

"That's very true, M. Chatterjee. | appreciate what you say. | was
t hi nking sonething simlar on the ride here today and you' ve clarified the
point very well. But | have to say that in our brief time here, |'ve sensed
something . . . sonmething _different_ about Calcutta. I'mnot sure what it is.
A strange sense of . . . violence, | guess. A sense of violence seething just
under the surface.”

"Or insanity perhaps?" asked Chatterjee flatly.

| sai d nothing.

"Many woul d-be comentators on our city, M. Luczak, nmake note of this
supposed sense of all-pervading violence here. Do you see that street? Yes,
that one there?"

| followed his pointing finger. A bullock cart was noving down the
otherwi se enpty side street. Except for the slowy noving cart and the
mul ti-trunked banyan trees, the scene could have been in an old, well-worn
section of any American city. "Yes," | said. "I see it."

"Some years ago," he said, "I sat here at breakfast and watched as a



fam |y was nmurdered there. No, murdered is not the correct word. They were
but chered, M. Luczak, _butchered_. There. Right there. Were the cart is
passi ng now. "

"What happened?"

"I't was during the H ndu-Muslimriots. There had been a poor Mislim
famly that lived with a [ocal doctor. We were used to their presence. The man
was a carpenter and mny father had used his services many tines. Their children
had played with ny younger brother. Then, in 1947, they chose the tensest tine
of the riots to emgrate to East Pakistan

"I saw them conme up the street, five of them counting the youngest
child, a babe in her nmother's arms. They were in a horse-drawn wagon. | was
eating breakfast when | heard the noise. A crowd of people had intercepted
them The Muslim argued. He nade the mi stake of using his braid whip on the
| eader of the mob. There was a great surge forward. | was sitting right where
you are, M. Luczak. | could see very well. The peopl e used cl ubs, paving
stones, and their bare hands. They may well have used their teeth. \Wen it was
over, the Muslimcarpenter and his famly were stained bundles on the street.
Even their horse was dead."

"Good CGod," | said. And then, into the silence, "Are you saying that you
agree with those who say there's a streak of insanity in this city, M.
Chatterjee?"

"Quite the contrary, M. Luczak. | mention this incident because the
people in that nob were . . . and are . . . ny neighbors: M. Colwal kar, the
teacher; M. Sirsik, the baker; old M. Mihkerjee who works in the post office
near your hotel. They were ordi nary people, M. Luczak, who lived sane lives
before that regrettable incident and who returned to sane lives afterward. |
mention this because it shows the folly of anyone who singles out Calcutta as
a bedl am of Bengali insanity. _Any_ city can be said to have such 'viol ence
seething just under the surface.' Have you seen the English-|anguage newspaper
t oday?"

"The paper? No."

Chatterjee unfol ded the newspaper that had been |ying near the sugar
bow . He handed it to ne.

The | ead story was datelined New York. The previous evening there had
been a power failure, the worst since the 1965 total blackout. Alnmost as if on
cue, looting erupted throughout the ghettos and poorer sections of the city.
Thousands of people had taken part in seenmingly mndless vandalismand theft.
Mobs had gathered to cheer while entire fanmlies smashed store wi ndows and ran
off with television sets, clothing, and anything portable. Hundreds had been
arrested, but the mayor's office and police spokesnen admitted that the police
had been powerless in the face of the scope of the problem

There were reprints of American editorials. Liberals sawit as a
resurgence of social protest and decried the discrinmnation, poverty, and
hunger that had provoked it. Conservative columists acidly pointed out that
hungry people don't steal stereo systems first and called for a crackdown in
| aw enforcement. Al of the reasoned editorials sounded hollow in light of the
perverse randomess of the event. It was as if only a thin wall of electric
lighting protected the great cities of the world fromtotal barbarism

| handed the paper to Anrita. "That's a hell of a thing, M. Chatterjee.
Your point is well nmade. | certainly didn't want to sound sel f-ri ghteous about
Calcutta's problens.™

Chatterjee smled and steepled his fingers again. Hs gl asses reflected
gray glare and the dark shadow of ny head. He nodded slightly. "As long as you
understand that it is an _urban_ problem M. Luczak. A problem exacerbated by
t he degree of poverty here and by the nature of the inmm grants who have
flooded our city. Calcutta has been literally invaded by uneducated
foreigners. Qur problens are real but are not something unique to us."

| nodded silently.

"I don't agree," said Amita.

Both Chatterjee and | turned in surprise. Antita set the paper down with



a quick flick of her wist. "I don't agree at all, M. Chatterjee," she said.
"I feel it _is_ a cultural problem-- one unique in many ways to India if not
just to Calcutta."

"Ch?" said Chatterjee. He tapped his fingers together. Despite his
smling aplonb, it was obvious that he was surprised and irritated at being
contradicted by a woman. "How do you nean, Ms. Luczak?"

"Well, since it seens to be the tinme to illustrate hypotheses through
the use of anecdotes," she said softly, "let nme share two incidents that |
observed yesterday."

"By all neans.'
gri mace.

"Yesterday | was having breakfast in the garden café of the Cberoi," she
began. "Victoria and | were alone at our table, but there were many others in
the restaurant. Several Air India pilots were at the next table. A few feet
fromus, an Untouchable woman was cutting the grass with hand clippers --"

"Pl ease,"” said Chatterjee, and the grinmace was visible now on the snooth
features. "We prefer to say Schedul ed O ass person.”

Antita smiled. "Yes, |I'maware of that," she said. "Scheduled O ass or
Harijan, 'Beloved of God.' | grew up with the conventions. But they are nere
euphem sms, as |'msure you are well aware, M. Chatterjee. She was 'Schedul ed
Cl ass' because she was born out of caste and will die there. Her children wll
al nost certainly spend their lives perform ng the sane nenial jobs as she. She
i s Untouchable.”

Chatterjee's smle was frozen but he did not interrupt again.

"At any rate, she was squatting, cutting grass a blade at a tinme, noving
across the yard in what would be, for me at |east, a very painful duck wal k.
No one took notice of her. She was as invisible as the weeds she was triming.

"During the night, an electric line had fallen fromthe portico. It
dropped across the courtyard | awn, but no one had thought to repair it or to
shut off the current. Waiters ducked it on their way to the pool area. The
Unt ouchabl e woman encountered it in her clipping and went to nove it out of
her way. It was not insul ated.

"When she touched it, she was knocked backwards violently; but she could
not let go of the wire. The pain nust have been very great, but she let out
only one terrible cry. She was literally withing on the ground, being
el ectrocuted before our eyes.

"I say 'our,' M. Chatterjee. The waiters stood by with their arns
fol ded and watched. Workmen on a platform near the worman | ooked down wi t hout
expression. One of the pilots near me nmade a small joke and turned back to his
cof f ee.

"I"'mnot a quick-thinking person, M. Chatterjee. Al of ny life |I've
tended to |l et other people carry out even the sinplest actions for nme. | used
to beg my sister to purchase train tickets for us. Even today, when Bobby and
| order a pizza to be delivered, | insist on his placing the tel ephone call
But when half a mnute had el apsed and it becane obvious that the nmen in the
courtyard -- and there were at | east a dozen -- were not going to prevent this
poor woman from being el ectrocuted, | acted. It did not take nuch thought or
courage. There was a broom near the door. | used the wooden handl e to nove the
wire from her hand."

| stared at my wife. Anrita had nentioned none of this to me. Chatterjee
was nodding in a distracted way, but | found ny voice first. "Was she badly
hurt ?"

"Evidently not," said Anrita. "There was talk of sending her to
hospital, but fifteen mnutes |ater she was cutting the grass once again."

"Yes, yes," said Chatterjee. "That is quite interesting but should not
be taken out of context --"

"The second incident occurred only an hour or so after that," Anrita
continued snmoothly. "A friend and | were shopping for saris near the Elite
C nema. Traffic was backed up for blocks. An aged cow was standing in the
m ddl e of the street. People shouted and honked but no one tried to nove it.

Chatterjee's smle held the tense undertones of a



Suddenly the cow began urinating, pouring a powerful streaminto the street.
There was a girl on the sidewal k near us -- a very pretty girl, about fifteen
years old, wearing a crisp white blouse and red kerchief. This girl
i mediately ran into the street, thrust her palminto the streamof urine, and
spl ashed sonme on her forehead."

Leaves rustled in the silence. Chatterjee glanced at his wi fe and | ooked
back at Anmrita. His fingertips were tapping silently against each other. "That
is the second incident?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Surely, Ms. Luczak, even though you have been out of your country --
India -- since your childhood, you nust renenber the respect we bestow upon
cows as synbols of our religion?"

"Yes."

"And you nust know that not all people in India have the Westerner's

ah . . . horror at the idea of class differences."
"Yes."
"And did you know that urine . . . especially human urine . . . is

t hought by many here to have strong spiritual and medicinal properties? Did
you know that our current Prime Mnister, M. Mraji Desai, drinks severa
ounces of his own urine each norning?"

"Yes, | know that."

"Then, in all honesty, Ms. Luczak, | do not see what your 'incidents'
reveal except perhaps culture shock and a revul sion at your former culture's
traditions."

Anrita shook her head. "Not just culture shock, M. Chatterjee. As a
mat hematician | tend to view different cultures rather abstractly, as
adjoining sets with certain common elenments. O, if you will, as a series of
human experinments as to howto live, think, and behave toward one anot her
Per haps because of ny own background, because | nmoved around so much as a

child, 1've felt a sense of some objectivity toward different cultures |I've
visited and lived in."

"Yes?"

"And, M. Chatterjee, | find sone elenents in India's set of cultura
m nd-sets that few other cultures have -- or, if they did possess them have
not chosen to retain. | find in ny own country here an ingrained raci smthat
i s probably beyond current conparison. | find here that the nonviol ent
phi |l osophy which | was raised in -- and feel nobst confortable with --

continues to be shattered by deliberate and call ous acts of savagery by its
proponents. And the fact that your prime minister drinks several glasses of
his own urine each day, M. Chatterjee, does not commend the practice to ne.
Nor to nost of the world. My father often rem nded ne that when the Mahat na
went fromvillage to village, the first thing he woul d preach would not be
human brot herhood or anti-British stratagens or nonviol ence, but the basics --
t he absol ute basics -- of human hygi ene.

"No, M. Chatterjee, speaking as an Indian person, | do not agree that
all of Calcutta's difficulties are sinply a mcrocosm of urban probl ens
ever ywhere."

Chatterjee stared at her over his fingers. Ms. Chatterjee stirred
uneasily. Victoria | ooked up at her nother but did not make a noise. |I'mnot
sure what woul d have been said next if the first |arge raindrops had not
chosen that second to begin falling around us |ike noist cannon fire.

"I think we would be nore confortable inside," said Ms. Chatterjee as
the full force of the storm broke around us.

The presence of Chatterjee's driver inhibited us during the ride back to
the hotel, but we did comunicate through el aborate codes known only to
married coupl es.

"You shoul d have worked for the United Nations," | said.

"I _did_ work for the U N ," said Anrita. "You forget that | worked



there one summer as an interpreter. Two years before we net."

"Hmm start any wars?"

"No. | left that to the professional diplomts."

"You didn't tell me that you saw a wonman al nost el ectrocuted during
br eakf ast."

"You didn't ask."

There are sone tines when even a husband knows when to shut up. W
wat ched the passing slunms through shifting curtains of rain. Some of the
peopl e there nade no effort to get out of the downpour but squatted dully in
t he mud, heads bowed under the onsl aught.

"Notice the children?" asked Anmrita quietly. | hadn't, but | did now
Grls of seven and eight stood with even younger children on their hips. | now
realized that this was one of the nost persistent inmages fromthe past couple
of days -- children holding children. As the rain came down they stood under
awni ngs, overpasses, and dripping canvases. Their ragged clothes were brightly
dyed, but even the brilliant reds and royal blues did not hide the dirt and
wear. The girls wore gold bracelets on their enmaciated wists and ankl es.
Their future dowi es.

"There are a lot of children,” | said.

"And al nbst none," said Amrita so softly that it was al nost a whisper
It took ne only a few seconds to realize that she was correct. For nost of the
youngsters we saw, their chil dhood was al ready past them They faced a future
of rearing younger siblings, heavy labor, early marriage, and rearing their
own of fspring. Many of the younger children we could see runni ng naked through
the mud woul d not survive the next few years. Those that did reach our age

woul d greet the new century in a nation of a billion people facing fam ne and
soci al chaos.
"Bobby," Anrita said, "I know that Anerican el enentary schools don't

teach mat hematics very seriously, but you did have Euclidean pl ane geonetry in
your secondary school, didn't you?"

"Yeah, even Anerican high schools teach that, kiddo."

"Then you know that there are non-Euclidean geonetries?"

"I"ve heard nasty runors to that effect.”

"I"mserious, Bobby. I"'mtrying to understand sonething here."

"Co ahead."

"Well, | began thinking about it after | nentioned alternate sets and
experiments to Chatterjee."

“Uh- huh."

"I'f Indian culture was an _experinment_, then ny Western prejudices tel
me that it's a failure. At least in terms of its ability to adapt and protect
its people.”

"No argunent there."

"But if it's just another _set_ , then ny metaphor suggests a nmuch worse
possibility."

"What is that?"

"If we think in ternms of set theory, then I'm convinced that ny two
culture sets are eternally inconpatible. And _|I_ amthe product of these two
cultures. The common elenent in two sets w thout common el enents, as it were."

"East is East and West is West and never the twain shall neet?"

"You see ny problem don't you, Bobby?"

"Perhaps a good marriage counsel or could --

"Shut up, please. The metaphor nade ne think of a nore frightening
anal ogy. What if the differences we're reacting to in Calcutta are the result
of the culture's not being another _set_ but a different _geonetry? "

"What's the difference?"

"I thought you knew Euclid."

"W were introduced but never got on a first-nane basis."

Anrita sighed and | ooked out at the industrial nightmare through which
we traveled. It occurred to me that this was Fitzgerald' s industrial wastel and
i mgery from _Gatsby taken to the tenth power. It also occurred to nme that ny



own private literary references were beginning to be contam nated by Anrita's
mat hemat i cal met aphors.

| watched as a man squatted by the roadside to defecate. He lifted his
shirt over his head and prepared a small bronze bow of water for the fingers
of his left hand.

"Sets and nunber theories overlap," said Anrita. | suddenly realized by
the tension in her voice that she was very serious. "Geonetries don't.
Different geonetries are based on different theorens, postulate different
axions, and give rise to different realities.”

"Different realities?" | repeated. "How can you have different
realities?"

"Perhaps you cannot,"” said Anrita. "Perhaps only one is 'real.' Perhaps
only one geonetry is true. But the question is, Wat happens to me -- to al
of us -- if we've chosen the wong one?"

The police were waiting for us when we returned to the hotel

"A gentl eman has been waiting to see you, sir," said the assistant
manager as he handed ne our roomkey. | turned to the | obby expecting to find
Krishna, but the man who rose fromthe plumcolored sofa was tall, turbaned
and bearded -- obviously a Sikh

"M . Luck-zak?"

"Loo-_zack . Yes.

"I aminspector Singh of the Calcutta Metropolitan Police." He showed ne
a badge and a faded identity photo behind yell owed plastic.

"I nspector?" | did not offer to shake hands.

"M. Luczak, | would Iike to speak to you concerning a case whi ch our
departrment is investigating."

_Krishna's got nme into some sort of trouble_. "And what is that,
I nspect or ?"

"The di sappearance of M Das."

"Ah," | said and gave the roomkey to Anrita. | had no intention of

inviting this policeman up to our room "Do you need to speak to nmy wife,
I nspector? It's time for our little one to eat."

"No. It will take only a minute, M. Luczak. | amsorry to interrupt
your afternoon.”
Anrita carried Victoria to the elevator and | | ooked around. The

assi stant manager and several porters were watching curiously. "Wat do you
say we go into the License Room Inspector?" This was the Indian hotel
eupheni sm for a bar.

"Very good. "
It was darker in the bar, but as | ordered a gin and tonic and the
I nspect or asked for just tonic, | was able to take time to appraise the tal

Si kh.

I nspector Singh carried himself with the unsel fconscious authority of a
man who was used to bei ng obeyed. Hi s voice held the echo of years in England,
not the Oxbridge draw but the clipped precision of Sandhurst or one of the
ot her academies. He wore a well-tailored tan suit that fell just short of
being a uniform The turban was w ne-red.

H s appearance confirmed what little | knew about Sikhs. A mnority
religious group, they made up possibly the nobst aggressive and productive
segnent of Indian society. As a people they tended to understand machi nery,
and al though the majority of Sikhs inhabited the Punjab, they could be found
driving taxis and operating heavy equi pnent throughout the country. Anrita's
father had said that ninety percent of his bulldozer operators had been Sikhs.
It was al so the Sikhs who made up the upper echelons of the nilitary and
police forces. Fromwhat Anrita had told nme, only the Sikhs had capitalized on
the Geen Revolution and nodern agricultural technology to make a go of their
ext ensi ve cooperative farms in the north of India.

It al so had been the Sikhs who were responsible for many of the



massacres of Muslimcivilians during the partition riots.

"Cheers," said Inspector Singh and sipped at his tonic water. A stee
bracel et rattled against his heavy wistwatch. The bracel et was a constant
synmbol of his faith, as was the beard and a small cerenoni al dagger he woul d
be carrying. A security guard at the Bombay airport on Thursday had asked a
Si kh ahead of us in line, "Are you carrying any weapons ot her than your
sabre?" The rest of us had submitted to body searches, but the Sikh had been
passed through after his negative grunt.

"How can | hel p you, Inspector?"

"You can share any informati on you have about the whereabouts of the

poet M Das."

"Das has been missing for a long time, Inspector. |I'msurprised you're
still interested.”

"M Das's file is still open, sir. The 1969 investigati on concl uded that

he was nost probably the victimof foul play. Does your country have a statute
of limtations on mnurder?"

"No, | don't think so," | said. "But in the States we have to produce a
body for it to be a murder."

"Exactly. That is why we woul d appreciate any information you could
share with us. M Das left many influential friends, M. Luczak. Many of these
people are in even nore respected positions now, eight years after the poet's
di sappearance. W would all be relieved to conclude this investigation."

"Al'l right," | said, and proceeded to tell himof ny involvenent with
_Harper's_ and the arrangenent with the Bengali Witers' Union. | debated
telling himabout Krishna and Miktanandaji, and then deci ded that such a

fantastic story would only cause conplications with the police.

"So you have no confirmation that M Das is alive other than the poem
whi ch you may or may not receive through the Witers' Union?" asked Singh

"That and the letter Mchael Leonard Chatterjee read at the neeting with
t he executive council,” | said. Singh nodded as if he was well aware of the
correspondence.

He asked, "And you plan to pick up the manuscript tonorrow?"

"Yes."

"Where will this take place?"

"I don't know. They haven't told me yet."

"At what tine?"

"Again, they haven't told ne."

"WIl you neet with Das at this tine?"

"No. At least, |I don't think so. No, I"'msure | won't."
"Why is that?"
"Well, all of nmy requests to neet with the great man and actually

confirmhis existence have nmet with a stone wall."

"A stone wal | ?"

"Negative response. A flat refusal."

"Ah. And you have no further plans to neet with himlater?"

"No. 1'd hoped to. My article certainly needed an interview But to tel
you the truth, Inspector, |I'Il be just as happy to get the damed manuscri pt,
take my wife and child with ne out of Calcutta tonorrow norning, and |leave it
to the literary experts as to whether M Das wote the poem"”

Si ngh nodded as if this was a reasonabl e enough attitude. Then he jotted
a fewthings in a small spiral notebook and finished his tonic. "Thank you,
M. Luczak. You have been nost hel pful. Again, | apol ogize for taking up your
Sat ur day evening. "

"Quite all right."

"Ch," he said, "there is one thing."

"Yes?"

"Tonorrow, when you go to pick up the all eged Das nmanuscript, would you
have any objections to police officers fromthe Metropolitan Force discreetly
follow ng you? It mght help us in our investigation."

"Atail?" | said. | sipped at the last of ny drink. If | objected,



m ght cause trouble for nyself, and the cops would al nost certainly stil
foll ow us. Besides, having the police nearby mght allay sonme of the anxiety I
was feeling about the rendezvous.

"Your associ ates need not know," added Singh

| nodded. Personally, | didn't give a dam if Chatterjee, Gupta, and the
whol e Uni on becane inplicated. "All right," | said. "That would be fine. If it
woul d hel p in your investigation. | have no idea nyself whether Das is really
alive. I'd be happy to help."

"Ah, excellent." Inspector Singh rose and we shook hands at |ast. "Have
a good trip, M. Luczak. | wish you luck with your witing."

"Thank you, I|nspector."

The rain continued falling for the rest of the evening. Any lingering
t hought Anrita and | had of spending Saturday night out on the town was
squel ched by the sight of mud, nobnsoon, and squatting msery we would glinpse
when we opened the curtains. The tropical twilight was a brief transition
bet ween the gray, rainy day and the black, rainy night. A few |l anterns gl owed
from under canvas across the flooded pl aza.

Victoria was tired and fussy, so we put her down in her nest early. Then
we called down to Room Service and waited an hour for dinner to arrive. \Wen
it did show up, it consisted nostly of a |lesson to ne never to order cold
roast - beef sandwi ches in a H ndu country. | begged sone of Anrita's excellent
Chi nese di nner.

At nine P.M, while Amrita was showering before bed, there was a knock
at the door. It was a boy with the fabric fromthe sari shop. The youngster
was dripping wet, but the material was safely wapped in a |arge plastic bag.
| tipped himten rupees, but he insisted on exchanging the bill | gave himfor
two five-rupee notes. The ten-rupee bill was torn slightly, and Indian
currency evidently becane non-negotiabl e when damaged. That exchange put me in
a less than pl easant nmood, and when Anrita energed in her silk robe she took
one |l ook in the bag and announced that it was the wong fabric. The shop had
switched her bolts of material wth Kanmakhya's. W then spent twenty minutes
goi ng through the phone book trying to find the proper Bharati, but the nane
was as comon as Jones would be in a New York directory and Anrita thought
t hat Kamakhya's family probably didn't have a phone anyway.

"To hell with it," | said.

"Easy for you to say. You didn't spend over an hour picking out the
material ."

"Kamakhya wi |l probably bring your stuff by."

"Well, it will have to be tonorrow if we're | eaving early Mnday
nor ni ng. "

W turned in early. Victoria awke once, sobbing slightly in sone baby's
dream that nmade her arms and | egs paddle in frustration, but | carried her
around the roomfor a while until she drifted off to sleep, drooling
contentedly on ny shoulder. During the next couple of hours the room seened
alternately too hot and then chilly. The walls rattled from various mechanica
noi ses. It sounded as if the place were honeyconbed with dunbwaiters, each
being pulled | aboriously by chains and pulleys. An Arab group two doors away
shout ed and | aughed, never thinking to nove the party into their suite and
cl ose the door.

At around 11:30 | rose fromthe danp sheets and went to the wi ndow. The

rain still pelted the dark street. No traffic noved.

| opened my suitcase. | had brought only two books al ong: a hardback
copy of my own recent publication, and a Penguin paperback |1'd picked up in a
London bookstore of M Das's poetry. | sat down in a chair near the door and

snapped on a readi ng | anp.

| confess that | opened ny own book first. The pages fell open to the
title poem _Wnter Spirits_. | tried to read through it, but the once sharp
i mgery of the old wonman novi ng t hrough her Vernont farmhouse and comuni ng



with the friendly ghosts in the place while the snow piled in the fields did
not go well with the hot Cal cutta night and the sound of the heartl ess nonsoon
rattling the panes. | picked up the other book

Das's poetry inmediately captivated ne. O the short works at the

begi nni ng of the book, | nost enjoyed "Family Picnic," with its hunorous but
never condescending insight into the need to patiently suffer the
eccentricities of one's relatives. Only the passing reference to ". . . the

bl ue, shark-sharpened waters of the Bay of Bengal / Uncl ouded by sail or snoke
of distant steaner" and a quick description of a " Mahabal i puram tenple /
sandstone worn with sea age and prayer / a snooth-cornered plaything now/ for
children's clinmbing knees and Uncle Nani's / snapshots" placed the locale in
Eastern | ndi a.

| came to his "The Song of Mdther Teresa" with new eyes. Less visible to
me now were the acadeni c echoes of Tagore's influence in the hopeful thene and
nore apparent were the blunt references such as " street death / curb
death / the hopel ess abandonnents she noved anong / a warminfant's plaint for
succor / against the cold breast of a mlkless city." | wondered then if Das's
epic tale of the young nun who heard her calling while traveling to another
m ssion, who came to Calcutta to help the suffering multitudes if only by
providing thema place to die in peace, would ever be recognized as the
classic of conpassion | felt it was.

| turned the book over to |look at the photo of M Das. It reassured ne.
The high forehead and sad, liquid eyes rem nded me of photographs of
Jawaharl al Nehru. Das's face had the same patrician el egance and dignity. Only
the mouth, those slightly too-full |ips upturned at the corners, suggested the
sensual ity and slight self-centeredness so necessary in a poet. | fancied that
| could see where Kamakhya Bharati had recei ved her sensuous good | ooks.

When | clicked off the light and crawled in next to Anrita, | felt
better about the com ng day. Qutside, the rain continued to tear and batter at
the huddled city.

Chapter Ten

_Calcutta, Lord of Nerves, _
_Wiay do you want to destroy me entirely?_
| do have a horse and eternal foreign-stay_
| gotomy own city.
-- Pranabendu Das Cupta

It was a strange m xture of people that set off for the manuscri pt
rendezvous on Sunday norning. Gupta had called at 8:45. W had been up for two
hours. During breakfast in the Garden Café, Anrita had announced her deci sion

to go along on this trip and | couldn't sway her fromit. Actually, | was
relieved at the idea

Qupt a began the phone conversation in the ininmtable style of all Indian
t el ephoni ¢ communi cati ons.

"Hello," | said,

"Hello, hello, hello." The connection sounded as if we were using two
tin cans and several miles of string. Static rasped and sni ckered.
"M. CGupta?"



"Hello, hello."
"How are you, M. Qupta?"
"Very fine. Hello, M. Luczak? Hell o?"

"Yes "
"Hell o. The arrangenents have been . . . hello? M. Luczak? Hell o?"
"Yes. |'mhere.”

"Hel |l o! The arrangenents have been made. You will conme al one when we

nmeet you at your hotel at ten-thirty o' clock this norning."
"Sorry, M. Qupta. My wife's com ng. W decided that --"
"What ? What ? Hel | o?"
"I say, my wife and child are com ng al ong. \Were are we goi ng?"
"No, no, no. It is arranged. You are to cone al one."

"Yes, yes, yes," | said. "Either ny famly goes along today or | don't
go at all. To tell you the truth, M. CQupta, I'ma little tired of this Janes
Bond bullshit. | cane twelve thousand niles to pick up a piece of literary

wor k, not to sneak around Cal cutta al one. Wiere is the nmeeting to take pl ace?"

"No, no. It would be better if you were to go alone, M. Luczak."

"Way is that? If it's dangerous, | want to know --"

"No! OF course it is not dangerous."

"Where's the nmeeting to take place, M. Gupta? | really don't have tine
for this nonsense. If |I go honme enpty-handed, I'lIl wite sonme sort of article,
but you'll probably be hearing fromny magazine's |lawers.” It was an enpty
threat, but it caused a silence broken only by the hiss, crackle, and holl ow
clunks normal to the line.

"Hell 0? Hello, M. Luczak?"

"Yes."

"Very well. Your wife will, of course, be very welcone. W are to neet
M Das's representative at Tagore's hone --"

" _Tagore's_ home?"

"Yes, yes. It is a museum you know. "

"Marvelous!" | said. "I had hoped to see Tagore's house. That's
excellent."

"M. Chatterjee and | will be at your hotel at ten-thirty o' clock then
Hel l o, M. Luczak?"

"Yes?"

"Good- bye, M. Luczak."

GQupta and Chatterjee did not show up until after eleven, but Krishna was
in the | obby when we went down. He was wearing the sane soiled shirt and
runpl ed trousers. He acted overjoyed to see us, bowing to Anrita, tousling
Victoria's thin hair, and shaking my hand twi ce. He had come, he said, to
informme that our "rnutual friend, M. Mktanadaji" had used ny nost gracious
gift toreturn to his village of Anguda.

"I thought that he said he couldn't go horme again."

"Ahh," said Krishna and shrugged.

"Well, | guess both he and Thomas Wl fe were wong,"” | said. Krishna
stared a second and then exploded with a | augh so loud that Victoria began to
cry.

"You have received the Das poenP?" he asked when both his |aughter and
Victoria's crying had subsided.

Anrita answered. "No, we're going to get it right now"

"Ahh," smiled Krishna, and | could see the gleamin his eyes.

On an inpulse | asked, "Wuld you like to acconmpany us? Perhaps you'd
like to see what kind of manuscript a waterl ogged corpse can produce.”

"Bobby!" said Anrita. Krishna only nodded, but his smile was nore
shar kl i ke than ever.

GQupta and Chatterjee were less than thrilled at the size of our party. |
didn't have the heart to tell themthat an unknown nunber of Calcutta's Finest
were al so goi ng al ong.



"M. Qupta," | said, "this is ny wife, Anmrita." Pleasantries were
exchanged in Hindi. "Gentlenen, this is our . . . guide, M. M T. Krishna. He
will also acconpany us."

The two gentl enen nodded tersely, but Krishna beaned. "W have al ready
met! M. Chatterjee, you do not renenber ne?"

M chael Leonard Chatterjee frowned and adjusted his gl asses.

"Ah, you do not. Nor you, M. CGupta? Ah, well, it was some years ago,
upon ny return fromM. Luczak's fair country. | petitioned for nenbership in
the Witer's Union."

"Ch, yes," said Chatterjee, although it was obvious that he renenbered
none of it.

"Yes, yes." Krishna smled. "I was told that nmy prose '|acked maturity,
style, and restraint.' Needless to say, | was not granted adm ssion to the
Witers' Union."

Everyone squirned in enbarrassnent except for Krishna. And ne. | was

beginning to enjoy this. Already, | was glad that I'd invited Krishna al ong.

It was a crowded little Prem ere that drove east fromthe hotel. Gupta,
Chatterjee, and Chatterjee's liveried driver were cramred into the front seat.
As far as | could tell, the driver had one armout the w ndow, the other hand
was frequently adjusting his cap, and he was driving with his knees. The
effect was no different than usual

In the back, | sat squeezed between Krishna and Anrita holding Victoria
on her lap. W were all perspiring freely, but Krishna seened to have started
earlier than the rest of us.

It was absurdly hot. Upon leaving the air-conditioned hotel, Anrita's
canera lens and Chatterjee's glasses had steanmed up. It was at |east 110
degrees, and my cotton shirt imediately becanme plastered to my back. In the
littered plaza across fromthe hotel, forty or fifty nen squatted with their
bony knees higher than their chins, trowels, nortar boards, and plunb bobs on
the paverment in front of them It seenmed to be sone sort of work lineup. |
asked Krishna why they were there, and he shrugged and said, "It is Sunday
norni ng. " Everyone el se seened satisfied with this Del phic utterance, so
sai d not hi ng.

Movi ng down Chow i nghee, we made a right turn in front of Raj Bhavan --
the old Governnent House -- and drove south on Dharantala Street. The air
com ng in the open wi ndows did not cool us but rasped at our skins |ike hot
sandpaper. Krishna's matted hair whi pped around |ike a nest of snakes. At
every stop sign or traffic policeman, the driver would turn off the engine and
we would sit in sweaty silence until the car noved again.

W drove east onto Upper Circular Road and then swng onto Raja D nendra
Street, a winding road which paralleled a canal. The stagnant water reeked of
sewage. Naked children splashed in the brown shall ows.

"Look there," ordered Chatterjee, pointing to our right. A large tenple
was painted in Technicolor glory. "The Jain Tenple. Very interesting."

"The Jain priests will take no life," said Anrita. "Wen they | eave the
tenmpl e, they have servants sweep the wal k so that they won't inadvertently
step on an insect."

"They wear surgical nmasks," said Chatterjee, "so that they will not
accidentally swallow any living thing."

"They do not bathe," added Krishna, "out of respect for the bacteria
which live on their bodies."

| nodded, and silently specul ated on whether Krishna hinmself honored
this particular Jain code. Between the usual Calcutta street snells.the reek

of raw sewage, and Krishna, | was beginning to feel a little overwhel ned.
"Their religion forbids themto eat anything which _is_living or _was_
living," Krishna said happily.
"Wait a minute," | said. "That rules out everything. Wat do they live

on?"



"Ahh." Krishna smled. "Good question!"
W drove on.

Rabi ndranath Tagore's hone was in Chitpur. W parked on a narrow sides
street, wal ked through a gate into an even narrower courtyard, and renpoved our
shoes in a small anteroom before entering the two-story buil di ng.

"Qut of reverence to Tagore, this hone is treated like a tenple," Cupta
sai d sol emly.

Krishna ki cked off his sandals. "Every public nonunment in our country

becomes a tenple sooner or later,"” he |laughed. "In Varanasi, the government
built a structure housing a large relief map of India to educate the ignorant
peasants about our national geography. Now it is a holy tenple. | have seen

peopl e worship there. It even has its own feast day. A relief map!"

"Quiet," said Chatterjee. He led us up a dark stairway. Tagore's suite
of rooms was enpty of furniture, but the walls were lined with photographs and
di spl ay cases showi ng off everything fromoriginal manuscripts that nust have
been worth a fortune to cans of the Master's favorite snuff.

"W seemto be alone,” said Anrita.

"Ch, yes," agreed Gupta. The witer | ooked even nore |ike a rodent when
he smiled. "The nuseumis usually closed on Sundays. W are privileged to be
here only by special arrangenent.”

"Great," | said to no one in particular. Suddenly, from speakers on the
wal |, there cane recordi ngs of Tagore's voice, high and squeaky, reading
excerpts of his poetry and singing sone of his ballads. "Marvel ous."

"M Das's representative should be here shortly," said Chatterjee.

"No hurry," | said. There were | arge canvases of Tagore's oil paintings.
Hs style reminded ne of N C. Weth's -- an illustrator's version of
i mpressi oni sm

"He won the Nobel Prize," said Chatterjee

"Yes."
"He conposed our national anthem" said Gupta
"That's right. I'd forgotten," | said.

"He wote many great plays," said CGupta.

"He founded a great university," said Chatterjee.

"He died right there," said Krishna.

W all stopped and followed Krishna's pointing finger. The corner was
enpty except for small balls of dust. "It was 1941," Krishna said. "The old
man was dyi ng, running down |ike an unwound clock. A few of his disciples
gat hered here. Then nore. And nore. Soon all of these roons were filled with
peopl e. Sone had never met the poet. Days passed. The old man |ingered.
Finally a party began. Someone went to the American mlitary headquarters

there were already soldiers in the city . . . and returned with a projector
and reels of film They watched Laurel and Hardy, and M ckey Mouse cartoons.
The old man lay in his coma, all but forgotten in the corner. Fromtinme to
time he would swmup out of his death sleep like a fish to the surface.
I magi ne his confusion! He stared past the backs of his friends and the heads
of strangers to see the flickering images on the wall."

"Over here is the pen that Tagore used to wite his fanous plays,"
Chatterjee said loudly, trying to draw us away from Kri shna.

"He wote a poemabout it." continued Krishna. "About dying during
Laurel and Hardy. In those |ast days he dated his poens, know ng that each one
could be his last. Then, in the brief periods between coma, he wote down the
hour as well. Gone was his sentinental optimsm Gone was the gentle
_bonhom e_ that marked so nmuch of his popular work. For you see, between
poens, he now was facing the dark face of Death. He was a frightened ol d man.

But the poens . . . ahh, M. Luczak . . . those final poens are beautiful. And
pai nful . Like his dying. Tagore | ooked at the cinema i mages on the wall and
wondered -- 'Are we all illusions? Brief shadows thrown on a white wall for

t he shal |l ow amusenent of bored gods? _Is this all_?'" And then he died. R ght



there. In the corner.”

"Come this way," snapped CGupta. "There is nuch nore to see.”

There was i ndeed. Photographs of Tagore's friends and contenporaries
i ncl uded aut ographed i mages of Einstein, G B. Shaw, and a very young WII
Dur ant .

"The Master was a strong influence on M. W B. Yeats,'

said Chatterjee.

"Did you know that the 'rough beast' in 'The Second Coming' -- the lion body
with the head of a man -- was drawn from Tagore's description to Yeats of the
fifth incarnation of Vishnu?"

"No," | said. "I don't think I knew that."

"Yes," said Krishna. He ran his hand over the top of a dusty display

case and sniled at Chatterjee. "And when Tagore sent Yeats a bound edition of
his Bengali poetry, do you know what happened?" Krishna ignored the frowns
from Gupta and Chatterjee. He dropped into a crouch and w el ded an invisible
weapon with both hands. "Wy, Yeats charged across his London sitting room
grabbed a | arge samurai sword which had been a gift, and snote Tagore's book
thus . . . Ayehh!!"

"Real | y?" asked Anrita.

"Yes, really, Ms. Luczak. And Yeats then cried out, 'Tagore be danmmed!
He sings of peace and | ove when blood is the answer!""

The tape recordings of Tagore's mnusic stopped abruptly. We all turned as
a poorly dressed boy of about eight stepped into the room The boy carried a
smal | canvas bag, but it was too small and too irregular to hold a manuscript.
He | ooked fromface to face until he cane to ne.

"You are M. Luczak?" The words sounded nenorized, as if the boy did not
speak English

"Yes."

"Follow me. | take you to M Das."

A rickshaw waited in the courtyard. There was room besi de the boy for
Anrita, Victoria, and ne. Gupta and Chatterjee hurried to their car to follow
Krishna seened to |l ose interest, and stood by the door

"You're not comi ng?" | shouted.

"Not now," said Krishna. "I will see you later."

"W're leaving in the norning," called Anrita.

Kri shna shrugged. The boy said sonething to the rickshaw _wallah_, and
we noved out onto the street. Chatterjee's Prenmiere pulled out behind us. Half
a bl ock back, a small gray sedan also pulled away fromthe curb. Behind it, a
bul | ock cart lunbered along with half a dozen ragged people init. | amused
nmysel f by imagi ning that the bullock cart driver was the Metropolitan
Pol i ceman assigned to foll owi ng us. The boy yelled a sentence in Bengali and
the rickshaw coolie shouted back and broke into a faster trot.

"What'd he say?" | asked Anrita. "\Were are we goi ng?"

"The boy said, 'Hurry up,'" said Antrita with a smle. "The rickshaw man
said that the Anericans are heavy pigs."

" Hmm "

W crossed Howah Bridge in a mass of brawling traffic that nade al
previous traffic jams |1'd seen pale in conparison. There was as nuch
pedestrai n movenent as wheeled traffic and it janmed the two |l evels of the
bridge to capacity. The intricate puzzle of gray girders and steel nesh
stretched nore than a quarter of a mle across the nuddy expanse of the
Hooghly River. It was a child's Erector Set version of a bridge, and | took
Anrita's Mnolta to snap a picture of it.

"Why did you do that?"

"I prom sed your father."

The boy waved both hands at ne and repeated sonething that sounded
urgent and angry.



"What' s he sayi ng?"

Anrita frowned. "I'mnot sure through the dialect, but it's sonething
about photos of the bridge being against the [aw "

"Tell himit's okay."

She spoke in H ndi, and the boy scow ed and responded i n Bengali

"He says it's not okay," said Anrita. "He says that we Americans should
et our satellites do our spying."

"Jesus. "

The rickshaw pulled up in front of an interm nable brick building that
was the How ah Railway Station. There was no sign of Chatterjee's Premere or
of the gray sedan in the snarl of traffic coming off the bridge. "Now what?"
sai d.

The boy turned to nme and handed over the canvas bag. | was surprised by
its weight. | tugged the drawstring | oose and | ooked inside.

"Good heavens," said Amrita. "They're coins."

"Not just coins,"” | said, holding one up. "Kennedy half-dollars. There

must be fifty or sixty of them here.™

The boy pointed to the entrance of the building and spoke quickly. "He
says you are to go inside and give these away," said Amita.

"G ve them away? To whon?"

"He says sonmeone will ask you for them"

The boy nodded as if satisfied, reached into the bag, grabbed four of
the coins, and was out of the rickshaw, into the crowd.

Victoria reached for the coins. | tugged the drawstring tight and stared
at Anrita. "Well," | said, "I guess it's up to us."

"After you, sir."

When | was a child, the Merchandise Mart in Chicago was the biggest
building I could possibly imagine. Then in the late 60's | had the opportunity
to see the interior of the Vehicle Assenbly Building at the Kennedy Space
Center. The friend who was showi ng nme around told ne that clouds forned
i ndoors on sone days.

How ah Railway Station was nore inpressive.

It was a structure built to a giant's scale. There were a dozen tracks
i medi ately visible; five |ocomptives at rest, several pouring steany severa
score of vendors selling unnamed things fromcarts that sent up eye-scal di ng
pl umes of smoke, thousands of sweating, jostling people; nore thousands
squatting, sleeping, cooking -- _living_ there; and a cacophony of sound so
deaf eni ng that one couldn't hear hinself shout, much | ess think. That was
How ah Railway Station.

"Mt her of Mercy," | said. A few feet frommy head, an aircraft
propeller protruded froma girder and slowy stirred the heavy air. Dozens of
simlar fans added their racket to the ocean of noise.

"What ?" shouted Anrita. Victoria cringed against her nmother's breast.

"Not hi ng!" We began wal ki ng ai m essly, shoving through a crowd noving
nowhere. Anrita tugged at ny sleeve, and | | eaned over so she could speak in
my ear. "Shouldn't we wait for M. Chatterjee and M. Gupta?"

| shook ny head. "Let them get their own Kennedy hal f-dollars."

"What ?"

"Never mnd."

A short worman cane up to us. On her back was a thing that m ght have
been her husband. The man's spine was twi sted cruelly, one shoul der grew out
of the middle of his hunped back, and his | egs were bonel ess tentacl es that
di sappeared inside the folds of the woman's sari. A black arm nore bone than
fl esh unfol ded our way and his pal m opened. "Baba, Baba."

| hesitated a second and then reached into the bag and handed him a
coin. His wife's eyes opened wi de, and both her hands thrust at us. "Baba!"

"Should | give himthe whole thing?" | shouted at Anrita, but before she
could reply there were a dozen hands being thrust into ny face.



"Baba! Baba!"

| tried to back away, but nore inploring palnms struck at ny back
Qui ckly 1 began di spensing coins. The hands woul d grasp the silver, disappear
into the fray, and then thrust back for nore. | caught a glinpse of Anrita and
Victoria ten feet away and was gl ad there was some di stance between us.

The crowd grew magi cally. One second there were ten or fifteen people
shouting and hol ding their hands out, and a few seconds |ater the nob had
grown to thirty, then fifty. | felt as if it were Halloween and | was
di spensing candy to a crowd of trick-or-treaters, but this harmess illusion
di sappeared when a dark hand rotted fromleprosy came out of the crowd and
scabrous fingers batted at my face.

"Hey!" | shouted, but it was a weak sound agai nst the noise of the nob.
There nust have been a hundred peopl e pushing toward the packed center of a
circle which held nme as its locus. The pressure was frightening. A groping
hand accidentally ripped my shirt open and left parallel tracks across ny
chest. An el bow struck ne in the side of the head and | woul d have gone down
then if the press of bodies had not kept ne upright.

"Baba! Baba! Baba!" The entire nob was noving toward the edge of the
platform It was a six-or seven-foot drop to the netal rails. The worman with
the cripple on her back screamed as the man was torn | oose and fell into the
surgi ng pack. A man near ne began scream ng and repeatedly striking another in
the face with the side of his hand.

"The shit with this," | said and threw the bag of coins into the air.
The canvas pouch turned over once in a lazy arc and spewed coins across the
mob and a shouting rice vendor. The screaning rose in pitch and the frenzied
mass | unged away fromthe edge of the platform but not before | heard
somet hing or someone heavy fall to the rails. A woman screaned i nches from ny
face and saliva spattered over me. Then a heavy bl ow caught ne in the back and
| pitched forward, grabbed at a sari, then went down on ny knees.

The nob pressed around nme, and for a second | pani cked, covering ny
heads with my hands. Stained trouser |egs and sharp knees in rags struck at ny
face. Someone tripped over nme, and for a second the full weight of the nob was
on ny back, forcing ny face to the floor, crushing me. | distantly heard
Anrita's shouts above the animal roar of the crowd. | opened ny nouth to
scream but at that instant a filthy bare foot struck me in the face. Someone
stepped on the back of my leg and a searing pain shot up ny calf nuscle.

One second | was lost in the darkness of tunbling forns and in the next
| could see the gl ow from broken skylights high above and Anrita was bending
over me, holding Victoria in her left armwhile she used her right armto
shove aside the last of the jostling beggars. Then the nob was past and Anrita
was helping me to a sitting position on the filthy platform It was as if a
tidal wave had appeared from nowhere, spent its violence, and was now fl ow ng
back into the random sea of people and pools of huddled fam lies. Nearby an
old man crouched over a |l arge pot of boiling water that had remained
m racul ously unspilled in the confusion.

"I"'msorry, I'"'msorry," | kept repeating to Anrita when | could get ny
breath. Now that the danger was past, Amita began sobbi ng and | aughing as she
hugged nme and helped ne to nmy feet. W checked Victoria for bruises or
scrat ches, and the baby chose that instant to begin wailing so |oudly that
both of us had to reassure her with hugs and kisses. "lI'msorry," | said
again. "That was so stupid.”

"Look," said Anmrita. There, next to ny feet, lay a plain brown
briefcase. | picked it up, and we pushed our way outside past packs of
ri ckshaw coolies clanmoring for our business. W found a relatively open space
near the street and | eaned against a brick pillar while the fl ow of people
broke around us. | checked Victoria again. She was fine, blinking in the
stronger |ight and obvi ously debati ng whether to resume her wailing.

Anrita grasped ny forearm "Let's see what's in the briefcase and get
out of here," she said.

"Il open it later."



"Open it _now_, Bobby," she said. "We'll feel pretty foolish if you went
through all that to cone away with some busi nessman's |unch.”

| nodded and snapped open the latches. It was not soneone's |unch. The
manuscript lay in a heap of several hundred pages. Sone were typewitten, some
were scraw ed in | onghand, and at |east half a dozen different sizes and
col ors of paper had been used. | glanced at enough pages to confirmthat it
was poetry and that the nmanuscript was in English. "Ckay," | said, "Let's get
out of here."

| closed the briefcase and we had turned to choose a taxi when the
Premi ere screeched to a halt and M. Chatterjee and M. CGupta junped out,
shouting excitedly.

"Greetings," | said wearily. "Wat kept you?"

Chapt er El even

" | think with ny body and soul _
_about the wonen of Calcutta_ .
-- Ananda Bagch

The apparition in the mrror was a mess. Hs hair was in disarray, his
shirt was torn, his white cotton slacks were filthy, and there were fingernai
tracks across his chest. |I grimaced at nyself and tossed the ruined shirt on
the floor. | grimaced again as Amrita applied a cotton swab soaked with
peroxide to ny cuts.

"You didn't nmake M. Chatterjee or M. Qupta very happy," she said.

"I't's not ny fault that there wasn't a Bengali version of the
manuscri pt."

"They woul d have liked to have had nore tine to study the English
versi on, Bobby."

"Yeah. Well, they can catch excerpts in _Harper's_or wait for the
spring edition of _OQther Voices . That is, if Morrow s experts decide it _is_
a Das manuscript. | have my doubts.”

"And you're not going to read it today?"

"Nope. 1'lIl look at it tonmorrow during the flight and study it when we
get home."

Anrita nodded and finished swabbing the cuts on ny chest. "Let's have
Dr. Heinz | ook at these when we get hone."

"Al'l right." W went into the other roomand sat on the bed. The
electricity was out, the air conditioning had failed, and the roomwas a steam
bath. Opening the wi ndows only served to let in the noise and stench fromthe
street below. Victoria sat on her quilt on the floor. She wore nothing but
di apers and rubber pants and was westling with a big ball with bells init.
The ball was on top and appeared to be w nning the match.

| had surprised even nyself by not reading the manuscript i mediately. |
had never been known for either stifling my curiosity or deferring
gratification of any sort. But | was tired and depressed and had a strong and

conpletely illogical aversion to even |ooking at the manuscript until the
three of us were safely out of the country.
_Where had the police been?_ | had not seen the gray sedan again and now

had nmy doubts as to whether it had ever actually followed us. Well, nothing
el se had appeared to work efficiently in Calcutta. Wiy should the police force



be an exception?

"So, what do we do today?" asked Amita.

| flopped back on the bed and picked up a tourist guide. "Well, we can
see inpressive Fort WIlliam or view the inposing Nakhoda Mosque -- which, by

t he way, was nodel ed on Akbar's tonmb, whoever Akbar was -- or go back across
the river to see the botanical gardens.”
"It's _so hot _," said Anrita. She had changed into shorts and a T-shirt

that read A WOMAN S PLACE | S IN THE HOUSE -- AND THE SENATE. | wondered what
Chatterjee would think if he saw her dressed that way.

"We could go to the Victoria Menorial."

"I bet they don't even _have fans_ there," she said. "Were would it be

cool ?"
"A bar?"
"It's Sunday."
"Yeah. 1've been neaning to ask. Why is it that every place closes down

in a Hndu country on --
"The park!" said Anrita. "W could go for a wal k on the Maidan near the
racecourse we saw fromthe taxi. There shoul d be a breeze."
| sighed. "Let's try it. It's bound to be cooler than this place."

It was no cooler there. Small groups of beggars, a painful rem nder of
the nmorning's folly, flocked to us everywhere. Even the frequent and vi ol ent
bouts of rainfall did not discourage them | had |long since enptied ny pockets
of change, but their insistent clanoring only grew | ouder. We paid two rupees
to duck into a zool ogical garden in the park. There were only a few ani mals
caged there, mserably swatting their tails back and forth to keep away cl ouds
of insects, tongues hanging out fromthe heat. The zoo snell nixed with the
heavy sewer sweetness of the river tributary that flowed past the park. W
pointed out a tired tiger and sone sullen nonkeys to Victoria, but the baby
wanted only to nestle against ny danp shirt and sleep. Wien the rains struck
again we found shelter in a small pavilion which we shared with a six- or
seven-year-old boy who was watching over an infant |lying on the cracked stone.
Cccasionally the boy woul d wave a hand to shoo the flies which hovered above
the baby's face. Anrita tried talking to the youngster, but he continued to
squat silently and stare at her with his |arge brown eyes. She pressed severa
rupees and a ball point pen into his hand and we |eft.

The electricity was on at the hotel, but the |aboring air conditioner
had not cool ed the room appreci ably. Anrita showered first and | had just
pul l ed off my soaked shirt when there was a heavy knock at the door

"Ah. M. Luczak! Namastey."

"Namastey, M. Krishna." | remained standing in the doorway, bl ocking

"You had a successful conclusion to your transaction?"

"Yes, thank you."

The heavy eyebrows went up. "But you have not read M. Das's poenf"

"No, not yet." | braced myself for a request to borrow the manuscri pt.

"Yes, yes. | do not want to bother you. | wish to give you this in
anticipation of your nmeeting with M. M Das." Krishna handed over a winkl ed
paper sack.

"I have no plans to neet with --

"Yes, yes." Krishna shrugged fromthe waist up. "But who is to know?
Good- bye, M. Luczak." | shook Krishna's extended hand. Before |I could look in
t he sack he was gone, whistling dowm the corridor toward the el evators.

"Who was that?" called Anrita fromthe bathroom | sat on the bed.

"Krishna," | said and opened the sack. There was something wapped in a

| oose bundl e of rags.

"What did he want?"

| stared at the thing in nmy hands. It ws an automatic pistol: netal
chroned, tiny. It was as small and light as cap pistols 1'd played with as a



boy. But the nuzzle opening | ooked real enough, and when | figured out howto
slide the small clip out, the jacketed cartridges were all too real. Tiny
lettering above the handgrip read GUI SSEPPE .25 CALIBRE. "Goddam it to shit,"

| said softly.
"l said, What did he want?" called Amrita.
"Nothing!" | yelled and | ooked around. Four steps took ne to the closet.

"Just to say good-bye."

"What did you say just now?"

"Nothing." | stuffed the pistol and clip in the bag separately, wapped
themtightly in rags, and tossed the bag as far back as | could on the w de
shel f above the hangars.

"You munbl ed sonething," said Anrita as she energed fromthe bat hroom

"Just trying to get you to hurry up,” | said and pulled a green knit
shirt and tan slacks fromthe closet and cl osed the door

W made arrangenments for a cab to take us to the airport at 4:45 A M
and then we turned in early. | lay there for hours, watching the silhouettes
of furniture slowmy materialize as nmy eyes adjusted to the darkness.

It woul d have been an understatenent to say that | felt dissatisfied
with nyself. | lay there in the noist Calcutta night and realized that ny
actions during the entire tine I'd been in the city had been either pointless
or hesitant or both. Half the tine | had behaved |ike a brainless tourist, and
the other half | had let the locals treat me |like one. What the hell was |
going to wite about? How had | let a city frighten ne for no real reason?
Fear . . . naneless, asinine _fear_ . . . had controlled ny reactions nore
than any attenpt at | ogic.

_Krishna_. That insane son of a bitch. _Wat is the gun for_? | tried to
convince nyself that the present of the gun was another one of Krishna's
sensel ess, nelodramatic gestures, but what if it was part of sone el aborate
scan? Wat if he contracted the police and told themthat the Anerican was
carrying an illegal firearn? | sat up in bed, ny skin clamy. No. How the hel
could that benefit Krishna? _Are handguns illegal in Calcutta_? For all |
knew, Calcutta was the hone office of the NR A

Sonetime before midnight | arose and turned on the tiny table |anp.
Anrita stirred but did not wake. Victoria was asleep with her runp raised
under the |ight blanket. The catches on the briefcase made a soft click in the
si | ence.

The pages were yell owed, tattered, and strewn about the inside of the
bri ef case, but they were al so nunbered with bold strokes of a fountain pen and
it took me only minutes to set themin order. There were over five hundred
pages, and it made for a heavy stack of poetry. |I sniled ruefully as | thought
of any American nmagazi ne editor being confronted with five hundred pages of
ver se.

There was no cover page, no title, no cover letter, and no author's nane
on the pages. If | hadn't know that the massive work was purported to have
been witten by M Das, there would have been no way to guess fromthe
manuscri pt.

The first page | ooked |like a poor carbon copy. | |eaned closer to the
[ight and began readi ng.

And the denmon Mahi shasura

Cane forth fromits vile pit,
Sunmoning its vast arny to it,
And Devi, Bhavani, Katyayani
Parvati in her many robes,

Bid Siva farewel!l and rode forth
To do final battle with her foes.



Several nore stanzas of this rough verse painted a grisly picture of the
denon Mahi shasura, a powerful, nalevolent thing which threatened even the
gods. Then, on page 3, the neter and "voi ce" changed drastically. | translated
a scrawl ed marginal notation as _Kalidasa: Kumaranbhava 400 A.D. new trans_.

A fearful flock of evil birds

ready for the joy of eating the arnmy of denons
fl ew over the host of the gods,

and cl ouded the sun.

Suddenl y nmonstrous serpents, as black as powdered soot,
scattering poison fromtheir uprai sed heads,

frightful in form

appeared in the path of Parvati.

The sun put on a ghastly robe

of great and terrible snakes, curling together,
as if to mark his joy

at the death of god or denon.

| yawned. "A fearful flock of evil birds." God help me when | give this
to Chet Morrow. Nothing could help me if | brought this as nmy "new Das epic"
to Abe Bronstein. | skimred through several pages of simlar turgid verse. The
only reason | didn't put it down then was a vague curiosity as to how Parvati
was going to beat the apparently invincible Denon Mahi shasura. Stanza after
stanza described the opening of the battle between the gods and denmons. It was
vi ntage Homer via Rod McKuen.

Li ghti ng heaven fromend to end

with flanes crashing all around,

with an awful crash, rending the heart with terror,
a thunderbolt fell froma cloudl ess sky.

The host of the foe was jostled together.

The great el ephants stunbl ed, the horses fell,
and all the footmen clung together in fear,

as the earth trenbled and the ocean rose

to shake the nount ai ns.

And, before the host of the foes of the gods,

dogs lifted their nuzzles to gaze on the sun,

then howing together with cries that rent the eardruns,
wr et chedl y sl unk away.

| could identify with that. Still, | continued reading. Things | ooked
bad for the goddess Parvati. Even with the assistance of the great god Siva,
she coul d not best the m ghty Mhishasura. Parvati was reborn as the
warrioress Durga, ten hands brandi shi ng weapons of battle. MIIlennia passed as
t he struggl e progressed, but Mhishasura could not be conquered.



And before the very disc of the sun

j ackal s brayed harshly together

as though eager fiercely to lap the bl ood

of the m ghtiest of the gods, fallen in battle.

The gods retreated fromthe field to review their options. Mere nortals
petitioned themnot to abandon the earth to the I ess than tender nercies of
Mahi shasura. A grim decision was made. The will of all the gods was bent to
dark purpose. FromDurga's forehead | eaped a goddess nore denon than divine.
She was power incarnate, violence personified, unfettered even by the bonds of
time which held other gods and nere nen in check. She strode the heavens
wr apped in darkness deeper than night, casting fear into the hearts of even
the deities who had brought her forth.

She was called to battle. She accepted the call. But before opposing
Mahi shasura and the ranpagi ng | egi ons of denons, she demanded her sacrifice.
And it was a terrible one. Fromevery town and village on the young earth, nen
and worren, children and el ders, virgins and depraved were brought before the
hungry goddess. Das's margi nal note, only just deci pherable, read: _Bhavabhuti
Mal at i madhava_.

Now wake the terrors of the place, beset

Wth crowdi ng and malignant fiends; the flames
From funeral pyres scarce lend their sullen |ight
Clogged with fleshy prey to dissipate

The fearful gloomthat hens themin. Pale ghosts
Spirit with foul goblins, and their dissonant mirth
In shrill resplendent shrieks is echoed round.

Al hail the Age of Kali

The Age of Kali has begun

Al hail the Age of Kali

The Song of Kali now is sung.

That woul d have been enough for one night, but the next line kept me in
my chair. | blinked and read on

To: Central Construction Ofice
From 1. A Topf and Sons, Erfurt
Subject: Crematoria 2 and 3

W acknow edge receipt of your order
For five triple furnaces

Including two electric elevators

For raising the corpses

And one energency el evator

A practical installation for stoking coal
Was al so ordered

And one for transporting ashes.

W guarantee the effectiveness

O the furnaces and ovens mnenti oned,
As well as their durability,

The use of the best materi al

And our faultless workmanship.

Awai ting you further word,



W will be at your service,
I. A Topf and Sons,
Erfurt

And then, without transition, the style reverted to the fifth-century
_sanbhava_.

The sky poured down torrents of red-hot ashes, Wth
whi ch were m xed bl ood and human bones,

Till the flanm ng ends of heaven were filled with snoke
And bore the dull hue of the neck of an ass.

Hail, hail! Canunda-Kali, M ghty Goddess, hail

W glorify thy sport, when in the dance

That fills the court of Siva with delight,

Thy foot descending spurns the earthly gl obe.

The darkness which hides and robes thee, to thy steps
Swings to and fro: the whirling tal ons rend

The crescent on thy brow, fromthe torn orb

The trickling nectar falls, and every skul

That genms thy necklace laughs with horrid life;

The Age of Kali has begun; thy Song can now be sung.

Al this was nere prelude as the poem unfol ded |ike sone dark fl ower.
Das's strong poetic voice woul d appear occasionally, only to fade and be
repl aced by a classic Veda or a piece of news raised fromarchives or the
banal tones of journalism But the song was the sane.

For ages beyond time, the gods conspired to contain this black power
they had created. It was circunscribed, propitiated, and hidden in the

pant heon, but its essential nature could not be denied. It alone -- _she_
alone -- grewin strength as other divinities faded fromnortal menory, for
she al one enbodi ed the dark undersi de of an essentially benign universe -- a

uni verse whose reality had been forged through the mllennia by the
consci ousness of gods and nen ali ke.

But _she_ was not the product of consciousness. She was the focus and
resi due of all the atavistic urges and actions which ten thousand years of
consci ous strivings had hoped to put behind.

The poem unfol ded through countless small stories, anecdotes, and fol k
tales. Al had the indefinable taste of truth to them Each story reflected a
rip in the sense-deafening fabric of reality, a rip through which the Song of
Kali could be faintly heard. People, places, and points in time becane
conduits, holes through which powerful energies poured.

In this century the Song of Kali had becone a chorus. The snoke of
sacrifice rose to the clouded dwelling place of Kali, _and the goddess awoke
to hear her song_.

Page after page. Sonetines entire lines were gibberish, as if typed out
by soneone using fists on the keys. O her tines, whole pages of scribbled
Engl i sh were indeci pherable. Fragments of Sanskrit and Bengali interrupted
cl ear passages and crawl ed up the margins. But random i nages renai ned.

-- A whore on Sudder Street nurdered her |over and greedily devoured his
body in the name of |love. _The Age of Kali has begun_.

-- Screanms are torn fromthe dead bellies of the slaughtered nillions of
our nodern age; a chorus of outrage fromthe nmass graves which fertilize our
century. _The Song of Kali now is sung._.



-- The sil houettes of children playing etched permanently on a shattered
wal I when the bonb flash instantaneously scorched the concrete black. _The Age
of Kali has begun_.

-- The father waited patiently for the last of his four daughters to
cone hone from school. Gently he placed the revolver to her tenple, fired
twi ce, and placed her warm body next to those of her mother and sisters. The
police find himcrooning a soft lullaby to the silent forms. _The Song of Kal
now i s sung_.

| quit with only another hundred pages left to read. My eyes had been
shutting of their own accord, and twice |I'd awakened to find my chin on ny

chest. | clunsily stuffed the manuscript in the briefcase and checked ny watch
on the dresser.
It was 3:45 AM. In a few mnutes the alarmwould go off and we woul d

have to get ready for the ride to the airport. The flight home, counting the
London | ayover, would be a 28-hour marathon

| groaned with exhaustion and crawl ed into bed next to Amrita. For the
first time, the roomseened pleasantly cool. | pulled up the sheet and cl osed
nmy eyes for just a few mnutes. A few mnutes to doze before the al arm went
of f and we had to get dressed.

Just a few m nutes.

| awake el sewhere. Soneone has carried nme here. It is dark but |I have no
troubl e knowi ng where | am

It is the Kali Tenple.

The goddess stands before me. Her foot is raised over enpty air. Al
four of her hands are enpty. | cannot see her face because | amlying on the
floor to one side of the idol

| am not afraid.

| realize that | amnaked. It does not matter. There is a rush nmat under
me and it is cool against ny skin. A few candles illum nate the statue. The
air smells of nmusk and incense. Sonewhere nen's high voices chant softly. O
perhaps it is only the sound of the noving water. It is not inportant.

The idol noves.

Kali turns her head and | ooks at ne.

| feel only wondernent. | marvel at her beauty. Her face is oval,
perfect, flushed. Her lips are full and noist. She smiles at ne.

| stand. My bare feet feel the parallel weave of the mat. A breeze sends
a shiver up ny bare abdonen and belly.

Kali stirs herself. Fingers nmove. Her arns bend and bal ance her. Her
foot comes down on the pedestal and she stands lightly on both | egs. Her
| um nous eyes never | eave mine.

| close ny eyelids, but vision persists. | see the soft light on her
flesh. Her breasts are high, full, heavy with prom se. The broad nipples rise
fromthe soft circles of their areolae. Her waist is high and inpossibly
narrow, w dening to full hips made to cradle a man's thrusting pelvis. Her
lower belly is a soft, protruding crescent, throw ng shadow into the pubic
dar kness bel ow. The dancer's thighs do not touch, but curve sensuously inward
at their juncture. Her feet are tiny and high-arched. Bracelets circle her
ankl es. They jingle as she noves. Her legs part and | can see the folds in the
triangl e of shadow, the soft, inward-curving cleft.

My penis stirs, hardens, and rises stiffly into the night air. MWy
scrotumpulls tighter as | feel the _power_ flow through ne and center there.

Kali lightly steps down from her pedestal. Her necklace clicks softly,
the bracelets on her ankles jingle faintly, and her bare sol es nmake soft,
fl eshy sounds on the stone fl oor

She is five paces fromne. Her arms nove in silhouette, sensuous reeds
weaving to an unfelt breeze. Her whol e body sways to the pul sing nusic-beat of



the lapping river and her left knee rises, rises, until it touches the el bow
or her cocked arm A wonan scent rises fromher perfunmed flesh and enfol ds ne.

| want to go to her, but | cannot nove. My pounding heart fills ny chest
wi th the drumbeat of the chanting. My hips begin to nmove of their own accord,
thrusting involuntarily. Al of my consciousness is centered at the base of ny
t hr obbi ng peni s.

Kali swings her left |leg around and down.

She steps toward me. Her anklets tinkle.

_Unnal a- nabhi - panke-ruha_ sings the river, and | understand it
perfectly.

Her four arns sway in a silent dance. Fingers curl, touch fingertips,
nmove gracefully through the sweet air toward ne. Her breasts bob together
heavi l y.

_Victory to the face of the Daughter of the Muntain. _

She takes another step forward. Her fingers sway, caress ny cheek
gl ance lightly against ny shoul der. Her head is thrown back, eyes half closed

with passion. | see the perfection of her features, the flushed cheeks and
trenbl i ng nout h.
_Kanmakhya?_

_lva yenavabhati Sanbhur' api _

_Jayati purusayitayas'tadananam ' Sail a- kanyayah_

Kali's next step brings her arns around ne. Her long hair flows down
over her shoulders like rivulets on a soft hillside. Her glowing skin is
lightly perfuned, and sweat glistens in the tender valley between her breasts.
Two hands hold my upper arnms while a third softly caresses ny cheek. Her ot her
hand noves upward to gently cup ny testicles. Her tapered fingers nove up the
length of ny stiff penis, curve lightly around the gl ans.

_|I am Sanbhu- Si va appearing as Visnu_

_The lotus and its stalk rise fromny navel _

| cannot stifle a noan. My erection touches the cusp of her belly. She
| ooks down, and then her beautiful eyes turn up wantonly at me through heavy
| ashes. The wiry softness of her _nons veneris_ noves agai nst me, wthdraws,
cones agai n.

Finally I can nove. My arns i mmedi ately go around her while she encl oses
me. Soft breasts flatten against me. Hands slide up and down ny back. Her
right leg rises, crooks itself around my hip, fingers guide, and she nounts
me. Her ankles clasp beneath ny thrusting buttocks.

_Kali, Kali, balo, bhai_

The chanting fills the world with the rhythm of our noverment. Her warnth
scal ds me. She opens her nouth wetly against ny neck, slides to find ny
tongue. | grip her, Iift her. Breasts nove across mnmy chest on a cushion of
sweat. My feet are arching, ny calves straining in the effort to strike nore
deeply inside Kali

The uni verse focuses on a circle of flanme growing in me, rising in ne,
expl odi ng t hrough ne.

| am Siva_

_Kali, Kali balo bhai _

_Kali bai aré gaté nai _

| ama God_

"Sweet Jesus!" | sat up in bed. The sheets were soaked with ny sweat and
nmy pajama bottons wet fromthe growi ng stain of an ejacul ation

"Ch, Christ." | cradled my aching head in ny hands and rocked. Anrita

was gone. Heavy sunlight poured through the curtains. The travel clock said
10: 48.

"Goddammit to goddam hell." | went into the bathroom flung the pajamas
into a bag of dirty laundry, and scrubbed nyself under a poundi ng shower. M
hands and | egs were still shaking when | energed fifteen mnutes later. My

head hurt so fiercely that small dots danced in the periphery of my vision



| dressed quickly and took four aspirin. Dark stubble stood out against

nmy pal e cheeks, but | decided not to shave. | canme out of the bathroomjust as
Antita returned with Victoria.
"Where the fuck were you?" | snapped.

She froze, her smile of greeting slowy fading. Victoria stared at ne as
at a stranger.

"Vl | 2"

Anrita's back straightened. Her voice was level. "I went back to the
sari shop to get Kamakhya's address. | tried to phone but the lines have been
dead. As long as we're staying another day, | wanted to exchange the materi al

Didn't you see ny note?"

"We're supposed to be alnost to London by now. What the hell happened?”
My voi ce was harsh, but the anger was already beginning to fl ow away.

"What do you nean, Bobby? Just what do you nean?"

"I mean what happened to the damm alarm the cab we'd arranged, the BOAC
flight? _That's_ what | nean.”

Anrita noved briskly to set the baby down. She crossed to the w ndow,
jerked the curtains back, and folded her arnms. "The 'dam alarm went off at
four. _I_ got up. _You_ refused to wake up, even after | shook you. Finally,
when | did get you to sit up, _you_ said, 'Let's wait another day.' And al
this was because _you_sat up all night reading."

"I said that?" | shook ny head and sat down on the edge of the bed. The
worl d's worst hangover still throbbed and threatened to nake me throw up.
_Hangover fromwhat_? "I said that?"

" You_ said that." Anrita's voice was cold. In our years of marriage
I'd cursed at her very few tines

"Dam. I'msorry. | wasn't awake. That damed manuscript."
"You said you were going to wait to read it on the plane."
"Yeah. "

Anrita uncrossed her arnms and went over to the mirror to replace a
strand of hair that had come | oose. The col or was conm ng back to her 1ips.
"That's all right, Bobby. | don't mnd staying another day."

An urgency rose in ny throat. My voice sounded strange to nme. "Goddamn
it, I _mnd. You and Victoria aren't staying another day. Wat tine are the
Air India flights to Del hi?"

"Nine-thirty and one o' clock. Wy?"

"You're taking the one o' clock flight and catching the evening Pan Am
flight out of Delhi."

"Bobby, that will nean . . . Wat do you nean 'you' ? Wiy aren't you
goi ng? You have the manuscript."

"You two are going. Today. | have to finish something relating to this
stinking article. One nore day will do it."

"Ch, Bobby, I _hate_to travel alone with Victoria --"

"I know, kiddo, but it can't be helped. Let's get your stuff repacked."

"It's still packed."

"Good. Get Victoria ready and the bags together. I'll go downstairs and
arrange for a taxi and a porter." | Kkissed her on the cheek. Normally there

woul d have been an argunment at any attenpt by ne to be dictatorial, but Anrita
heard sonething in ny voice

"Al'l right," she said. "But you'd better hurry. You can't reserve
tickets over the phone in India, you know. You just have to show up early and
stand in line."

"Yeah. I'Il be right back."

"M. @upta?" The phone in the | obby was working.

"Hello. Yes. Hello?"

"M. Qupta, this is Robert Luczak."

"Yes, M. Luczak. Hell o?"

"Listen, M. Qupta, | want you to arrange a nmeeting with M Das. A



private neeting. Just himand ne."

"What ? What? This is not possible. Hello?"

"It had better be possible, M. Gupta. Make whatever contacts you have
to and tell Das that | want to neet with him _today_."

"No, M. Luczak. You do not understand. M Das had not pernitted anyone
to --"

"Yes, |'ve heard all of that. But he'll nmeet with ne, I'msure. | urge

you to expedite this, M. Gupta."

"I amvery sorry, but --"

"Listen, sir, I'lIl explain the situation. My wife and baby are | eaving
Calcutta in a fewnmnutes. |'mflying out tonorrow. If | have to | eave without
seeing Das, |'mstill going to have to wite an article for _Harper's_. Wuld

you like to hear what that article is going to say?"

"M . Luczak, you nust understand that it is inpossible for us to arrange
for you to neet M Das. Hello?"

"My article will say that for some reason known only to thensel ves, the
menbers of the Bengali Witers' Union have attenpted to perpetrate the biggest
literary fraud since the difford Irving hoax. For sone reason known only to
t hensel ves, this group has accepted noney in exchange for a nmanuscript they
claimis the work of a nan who has been dead for eight years. And what is nore

"Conpl etely untrue, M. Luczak! Untrue and actionable. W will press
charges. You have no proof of these allegations.”

"And what's nore, this group has despoiled a great poet's nanme by
produci ng a pornographi c paean to a | ocal denmon goddess. Authoritative sources
in Calcutta suggest that the Witers' Union may have done this because of
contacts they have with a group called the Kapalikas -- an outlawed cult
involved in the city's crine world and reputed to offer human sacrifices to
t heir demented goddess. How do you like it so far, M. Qupta? Hello, M.

GQupt a? Hell 0?"
"Yes, M. Luczak."

"What do you think, M. Gupta? Shall | go with that or shall | interview
M Das?"

"It will be arranged. Please call back in three hours.™

"Ch . . . and M. CGupta?"

"Yes."

"I"ve already mailed one copy of ny . . . ah . . . first article to ny
editor in New York with instructions not to open it unless |I'mdelayed in ny
return honme. | hope that it won't be necessary to do that version. |I'd much
rather do the Das story."

"It will not be necessary, M. Luczak."

Al cabs to and from Dum Dum Ai rport were driven by veterans of the '71
| ndo- Paki stani War. Qur driver had scar tissue covering his right cheek and a
broad, black patch over his eye that nade ne specul ate idly about nonocul ar
vi sion and depth perception as we weaved in and out of heavy traffic on VIP
H ghway.

It was raining again. Everything was the color of mud -- the clouds, the
road, the burlap-tin hovels piled on one another, and the distant factories.
Only the red and white stripes painted around the occasional banyan tree near
t he roadsi de added color to the scene. Near the edge of town there were new
apartment buildings going up. | could tell they were new by the banboo
scaffolding girdling themand the bull dozers parked nearby in the nmud, but the
structures | ooked as decayed and age-streaked as the oldest ruins in the
center of the city. Beyond the bulldozers were clusters of |ean-tos occupied
by huddl ed forms. Were these the fanmilies of construction crews or new
residents waiting to occupy the buildings? Mdst |ikely the shacks were just
t he nucl eus of a new _chawl _; the growi ng edge of 250 square niles of
unrelieved sl um



To our left was the white sign 1'd glinpsed at night. This side read --

CALCUTTA W SHES YQU
GO0D- BYE
GO0D HEALTH.

A woman with pans and a | arge bronze jug stacked atop her head squatted
in the mud beneath the sign.

The airport was crowded, but not as insanely so as the night we arrived.
The Del hi flight was already filled but there had just been a cancellation
Yes, the Pan Amflight would | eave New Del hi at ?P.M It should be possible to
get tickets.

W checked the | uggage through and wandered through the term nal. There
were no enpty chairs, and it took awhile to find a quiet corner where we could
change Victoria's diaper. Then we went into a snall coffee shop to have a soft
drink.

W said little to each other. Anrita seenmed lost in her own thoughts and
nmy head still ached abom nably. Gccasionally |I would remenber fragnents of ny
dream and the nuscles in ny gut would clench in tension and enbarrassmnent.

"I'f worse cane to worst,"” | said, "and you missed this evening' s Pam Am
connection, you could stay overnight with your aunt in New Del hi."

"Yes."

"Or stay at a good hotel near the airport.”

"Yes, | could do that."

A Bel gi an tour group squeezed into the coffee shop. One of them an
i ncredi bly ugly woman wearing open nmesh trousers, was carrying a |large plaster

statue of the el ephant-headed god Ganesha. They were all | aughi ng
uproariously.

"Call Dan and Barb when you get to Boston," | said.

"Al'l right."

"I should be there the day after you. Hey, are you going to call your
parents from Heat hr ow?"

"Bobby, | really wouldn't nmind staying anot her day. You m ght need help

with the translating. It's about the manuscript, isn't it?"

| shook ny head. "Too late, kiddo. Your |luggage is already |oaded. You
could do without any clothes, | suppose, but we'd be doonmed without the extra
di sposabl e di apers.”

Anrita did not smle.

"Seriously," | said and took her hand, "l've just got to do sone
followup work with Gupta and those clowns. Hell, | just don't have enough
stuff to put into an article yet. One day should do it."

Anrita nodded and tapped ny ring. "All right, but be careful. Don't
drink any unbottled water. And if Kanakhya conmes by to exchange my nateri al
make sure she gives you _just_ the naterial "

| grinned. "Yeah."

"Bobby, why didn't you let the maid in?"

"What ?"

"To clean the room Right before we left you told her to wait unti
t onmor r ow. "

"The Das manuscript,” | said quickly. "I don't want anyone nosing
around. "

Anrita nodded. | drank the |ast of ny warm Fanta, watched a small ghekko
scurry across the wall, and tried not to think about the .25-caliber autonmatic

on the shelf of the hotel room cl oset.

The plane was ready to board and | had kissed both of them farewell when
Anrita remenbered something. "Ch, in case Kamakhya doesn't come to the hotel



woul d you drop by her hone to get the material ?" She began rummagi ng through
her purse.

"I's it that inportant?"

"No, but I'd appreciate it if it works out."

"Why didn't you just exchange her material at the shop?"

"It was all cut to length. And | was certain we woul d see her again.
Darn, | was sure | had the slip here. Never mind. | renenber the address."
Anrita took out a book of matches she'd picked up at the Prince's Room and
jotted the address inside the cover. "Only if you have time," she said.

"Al'l right." | would not have time. W kissed again. Victoria tw sted
bet ween us, confused by the crowd and noises. | cupped the baby's head in ny
hand, feeling the infinite softness of her hair. "You two have a good trip.
"Il see you in a couple of days."

There were no encl osed boarding ranmps at Dum Dum Ai rport. The passengers
crossed a wet expanse of tarmac and clinbed a stairway into the waiting Air
India jet. Anrita turned and waved Victoria's pudgy arm before di sappearing
into the French-made Airbus. Normally | would have waited for the plane to
take off.

| checked ny watch and wal ked qui ckly back through the termnal to a
stand of tel ephones. Gupta answered on the fifth ring.

"It is arranged, M. Luczak. Here is the address . . ."I funbled for ny
not ebook but came up with the matchbook Anrita had given me. | jotted the
street nunber next to Kamakhya's address.

"Ch . . . and M. Luczak . . .'

"Yes?"

"This time you wll_ cone alone.™

The rain had stopped when | stepped out of the taxi. Vapor rose fromthe
streets and drifted between the old buildings. | had no idea where | was. The
address CGupta had given me was a street corner in the old section of the city,
but | had seen no famliar |andmarks on the way there.

The streets and sidewal ks were filling up with people after the
rainstorm Bicycles glided by with bells jangling. The steany air was
t hi ckened further by the funmes from notorcycles. An old bullock, its back a
mass of scabs and open sores, lay down heavily in the center of the busy
street. Traffic swerved around it.

| stood and waited. The sidewal k there was actually a a four-foot-w de
strip of pockmarked nud between the gutter and the walls of old buildings.
There were three-foot gaps between the buildings, and after being assaulted by
aterrible snell, | wal ked over and peered into one of the narrow apertures.

Gar bage and organi c wastes rose eight to twelve feet high down the
length of the long alley. It was obvious that the residents had thrown their
refuse out the upper wi ndows for many years. Dark shapes noved through the
stinking heaps. | quickly noved away fromthe opening and stood by the stream
of rainwater and sewage that marked the separation of street and sidewal k.

| watched every face in the moving crowd. As in any large city, the
pedestrians had set their faces in masks of hurried irritability. Many of the

men wore stiff polyester shirts and bell-bottomed pol yester slacks. | marvel ed
that -- in a nation which produced sone of the world's best and | east
expensive cotton clothing -- the sign of mddle-class prestige was the nore

expensi ve, unbreathabl e polyester. COccasionally a sweaty face under oiled
bl ack hair woul d gl ance ny way, but no one stopped except sonme children, naked
except for filthy khaki shorts, who danced around ne for several m nutes
calling "Baba! Baba!" and giggling. | handed out no coins, and after severa
m nutes they ran of f splashing through the gutter

"You are Luczak?"

| junped. The two men had come up behind nme while | was watching the
traffic go by. One of themwas dressed in the usual polyester, but the other
wore the stained khaki of the service classes. Neither | ooked especially



bright or pleasant. The tall, thin one in a print shirt had a wedge-shaped
face with sharp cheekbones and a narrow nouth. The man in khaki was shorter
heavi er, and dunber-1ooking than his friend. There was a sl eepy, disdai nful
| ook about his eyes that remi nded ne of all the bullies I'd ever known.

"I'm Luczak. "

" Cone. "

They noved off through the crowd so quickly that | had to jog to catch
up. | asked several questions, but their silence and the uproar of the street
convinced ne to keep quiet and foll ow t hem

W wal ked for the better part of an hour. | had been lost to start with,

but I was soon termnally disoriented. Because of the omi present clouds,
couldn't even use the sun for dead reckoni ng. W went down crowded side
streets no wider than an alley and actual alleys crowded wi th people and
debris. Several tinmes the two led the way through short tunnels into
courtyards of residential buildings. Children ran, squeal ed, and squatted
everywhere. Winren pulled their saris half over their faces and watched with
dar k, suspicious eyes. Gther tunnels led to other courtyards. AOd nen hung
over rusted iron railings and | ooked down w th gl azed expressi ons. Babies
screanmed. Cooking fires burned on concrete |andings and snoke hung in the
foggy air.

Anot her short tunnel brought us out into alley which was several bl ocks
| ong and nore crowded than npost American main streets. This led to an area
wher e buil di ngs had been razed, but tents and inpronptu shelters sat between
mounds of rubble. One large pit, perhaps a basement in some previous tinme, had
been fl ooded by nonsoon rains and the filthy drainage. Scores of men and boys
spl ashed and shouted in the water while others | eaped from second-fl oor
wi ndows in buildings surrounding the brown pool. Nearby, two naked boys
| aughi ngly poked sticks at what appeared to be a drowned and bl oated rat.

Then we were out of the residential buildings conpletely and into a
_chawl _ of loosely piled rock walls, gunny sack apartnents and multi-|evel ed
condomi ni uns constructed of old billboards, sheets of tin, and bl eached
scrapwood. An enpty lot held twenty or thirty nen squatting to defecate.
Farther on, young girls sat on a rocky terrace behind their younger siblings,
carefully pulling lice frommatted hair. An occasional scrawny dog sl unk away
as we passed, but none seened to possess any territorial instincts here. Human
eyes wat ched fromthe deep shadows of the hovel doorways. Every once in a
while a child would run out, pal mextended, but a shout froman unseen adult
woul d qui ckly call him back

Suddenly, incense filled the air and stung the eyes. W passed a
ranshackl e green buil ding which fromthe sounds of bells and atonal singing
rising froman inner courtyard gave the inpression of being a tenple. Qutside
the green tenple, an old woman and her granddaughter scooped heaps of cow dung
froma | arge basket and kneaded theminto hanburger-sized fuel patties for the
evening fire. The tenple wall was coated for thirty feet with rows of round
and drying chunks of finger-patterned dung. Across the nud path of a street,
several men were working on a banmboo frame of a hut no larger than a big
backpacki ng tent. The men stopped their good-natured shouting and wat ched
silently as we passed. If | had retained any doubt that nmy two guides were
Kapal i kas, it was dispelled by the wake of silence we left in our passing.

"I's it nuch farther?" It was beginning to rain again, and 1'd left our
unbrella back at the hotel. My white slacks were nuddy hal fway to ny knees. My
tan \Wal | abees woul d never be the same again. | stopped. "I said, Is it nuch
farther?"

The heavy man in khaki turned and shook his head. He stabbed a finger at
a wall of gray industrial buildings visible just beyond the sea of shacks. W
had to clinb a nuddy hillside for the | ast hundred yards and | went down on ny
knees twice. The top of the hill was guarded by a high mesh fence with
over hangi ng barbed wire. | |ooked through and saw rusted oil barrels and enpty
railroad sidings between the buildings.

"Now what?" | turned to admre the view of the chawl . The tin roofs



were held down by countless rocks, black on gray. Here and there open flanes
were visible in dark doorways. Far off in the direction fromwhich we had

cone, tenenents stretched out of sight into the heavy drizzle. Snmoke rose from
a hundred sources and bl ended into the gray-brown sky.

"Come." The thin, hatched-faced man had peel ed back a section of fence.

| hesitated. My heart was pounding fromnmore than the clinb up the hill.
I was filled with that exhilarating, stonmach-clenching |ightness that one
feel s approaching the end of a high diving board.

I nodded and stepped through the fence.

The factory area was _silent_. | realized how | had grown used to the
const ant sounds of conversation, of novement . . . of _people_in this crowled
city. Now, as we noved fromone dimalley to the next, the silence grew as
thick as the noist air. | could not believe that this factory conpl ex was
still active. Small brick buildings were al nost overgrown with weeds and
vines. Far up a wall, a wi ndow that had once held a hundred gl ass squares
could now show only ten or twelve intact. The rest were jagged bl ack hol es
t hrough which small birds occasionally flitted. Everywhere were the enpty oi
drums -- once a bright red, yellow, blue, but now scabrous with rust.

W turned into an even narrower alley, a _cul-de-sac_. | stopped
abruptly. My hand went to the lower right pocket of ny safari shirt and to the
heavy, pal msized rock I had picked up on the hillside. Incredibly, |I felt no
fear now that | was here, only a strong curiosity as to what the two nmen woul d
do next. | glanced over ny shoul der to nake sure ny back was clear, nentally
traced a retreat through the maze of alleys, and turned back to the two
Kapal i kas. _Watch the heavy one_, a part of nme warned.

"There." The one in khaki pointed up a narrow outside wooden stairway.
The door at the top was a little higher than a normal second floor would be.
Ivy matted the brick wall. There were no w ndows.

| did not nmove. My hand cl osed around the stone. The two nmen waited a
| ong nonent, glanced at each other, and turned on their heels to wal k back the
way we had cone. | stepped to the side with my back against a wall and |et
themgo. | could tell that they did not expect nme to follow. Their footsteps
on gravel were audible for a short while, and then there was only the sound of
my own heavy breat hi ng.

| glanced up at the steep stairway. The high walls and narrow strip of
sky made ne a little dizzy. Suddenly a flock of pigeons exploded from sone
dark cavity under the rooftop and wheel ed away, wings flapping like rifle
shots, circling into the heavy sky. It seemed very dark for 3:30 in the
af t er noon.

| wal ked back to the junction of alleys and | ooked both directions.
Not hi ng was visible for at |east a hundred paces. The rock in ny hand felt

cool and properly heavy, a cavenman's utensil. Red clay still clung to its
snooth surface. | raised the stone to ny cheek and | ooked again at the door
thirty feet up the overgrown wall. There was a pane of glass in the door but

it had been painted over |ong ago.

| closed my eyes a second and |l et ny breathing slow. Then | dropped the
stone into ny shirt pocket and clinbed the rotting staircase to neet whatever
wai ted there.

Chapter Twel ve

" . . . You bitch Calcutta_



_You piss yellow |l eprosy, like jaundiced urine, _
_Like a great artistic fresco . "
-- Tushar Roy

The roomwas very small and very dark. Atiny oil |anp, open flane
sputtering above a pool of rancid _ghee_, sat in the center of a square wooden
table but the little light it produced was swall owed by the tattered bl ack
curtai ns which hung on every side. The chanber was | ess a roomthan a
bl ack-shrouded crypt. Two chairs waited at the table. On the splintered
table's surface lay a book, its title not quite legible in the sick light.

did not have to read the cover to know what book it was. It was Wnter
Spirits_, the collection of nmy poetry.

The door had opened on a corridor so narrow and so black that | al nost
had snm | ed, remenbering the fun house at old Riverview Park. My shoul ders
brushed the flaking plaster on either side. The air was thick with the snell
of wood rot and nold, bringing nenories of tinmes as a child when I'd craw ed
under our latticed front porch to play in the moist soil and darkness there. |
woul d not have entered the narrow hall had not the faint glow of the oil Ianp
been vi si bl e.

The bl ack gauze curtain hanging just inside the roomstruck ny face as |
entered. It swept aside easily enough, crunbling at ny touch like a spider's
abandoned web.

If the copy of ny book was neant to intrigue me, it did. If it was neant
to put me at my ease, it failed.

| remained standing four feet fromthe table. The rock was in ny hand
again, but it seened a pitiful thing, a child' s response. | again renenbered
the fun house at Riverview Park, and this tinme grinned despite nyself. If
anyt hing | eaped out of the curtained darkness at me, it would damm well get a
face full of granite.

"Hey!" The bl ack curtains absorbed ny shout as effectively as they did
the Iight. The open flanme danced at the novenent of air. "Hey! Alie Oxen in
Free! Gane's over! Conme on in!" Part of me was close to giggling at the
absurdity of the situation. Part of me wanted to scream

"Al'l right, let's get this show on the road,” | said and stepped
forward, pulled the chair out, and sat at the table. | laid the rock on ny
book i ke a clunsy paperweight. Then | folded nmy hands and sat as still and

upright as a schoolchild on the first day of school. Several nonments passed.
No sound intruded. It was so hot that sweat dripped frommy chin and made
small circles in the dust on the table. | waited.

Then the flame bent to an unfelt novement of air.

Soneone was coming through the black curtains.

A tall form brushed back the netting, paused while still in shadow, and
then shuffled hesitantly into the |ight.

| saw the eyes first -- the moist, intelligent eyes tenpered by time and
too great a know edge of human suffering. There was no doubt. They were the
eyes of a poet. | was looking at M Das. He stepped closer, and | gripped the

edge of the table in a convul sive novenent.

| was looking at a thing fromthe grave.

The figure wore gray rags that mght have been the remmants of a shroud.
Teeth gleamed in an involuntary rictus grin -- the lips were rotted away
except for tattered polyps of pulpy flesh. The nose was al nbst gone, seemningly
ni bbl ed away to a noist, pulsating nenbrane of raw tissue that did not concea
the twin openings to the skull. The once inpressive forehead had been spared
the ravages of the |lower faces, but irregular scaly patches cut through the
scalp and left tufts of white hair standing out at odd angles. The left ear
was a shapel ess nass.

M Das pulled out the other chair to sit, and | noticed that two fingers
of his right hand were nissing at the mddle joint. A rag was w apped around
what was left of the hand, but it did not conceal patches of corruption at the



wrist which left muscle and tendons clearly visible.

He sat down heavily. The massive head bobbed as if the narrow neck could
not support it, and the rags over the bow of a chest rose and fell rapidly.
The roomwas filled with the sound of our ragged breat hing.

"Leprosy." | whispered the word but it seened as if |'d shouted it. The
small flanme flickered wildly and threatened to extinguish itself. Liquid brown
eyes stared across the oil lanp at me and | could see now that parts of the
eyelids thensel ves had been eaten away. "My God," | whispered." Oh, dear Cod.
Das, what have they done to you? Leprosy."

"Yesss . "

| cannot adequately explain the quality of that voice. The ruined lips
made sonme sounds inpossible, and others were acconplished only with a sibilant
lisp as the tongue batted agai nst exposed teeth. | do not know how he managed
to speak at all. Adding to the insanity of the nonent was the still-audible
O«ford accent and el egant syntax in the | abored, hissing phrases. Spittle
noi stened the bare teeth and flewin the lanplight, but the words were

intelligible. I could not nove and | could not | ook away.

"Yesss," said the poet M Das, "leprosy. But it is called Hansen's
Di sease these days, M. Luczak." _Desss dayss, M ssser Lussak .

"OfF course. I'msorry." | nodded, blinked, but still could not | ook
away. | realized that I was still clinging tightly to the edge of the table.
The splintery wood connected nme to reality sonmehow. "My God," | repeated

dully, "how did this happen? How can | hel p?"

"I have read your book, M. Luczak," hissed M Das. "You are a
sentinmental poet."

"How did you get a copy?" _ldiot. Get a grip on yourself_ . "I mean, why
do you think the verse is sentinental ?"

Das blinked slowy. The ruined eyelids cane down |ike frayed w ndow
shades and never conpletely covered the whites of his eyes. Wth the
intelligent gaze hidden, the apparition before ne was a thousand tines nore

horrible. |I resisted the inpulse to run, and held ny breath until he was
| ooki ng at ne again.

Das's voi ce managed to sound wistful. "Does it really snow that rmuch in
Vermont, M. Luczak?"

"What? Ch, you nean . . . yes. Yes. Not always, but some wnters.
Especially in the nmountains. They mark the roadsi des and mail boxes wi th batons
and little orange pennants." | was babbling, but it was either that or stuff

nmy knuckles in nmy nouth to stifle other sounds.
"Ahhh," sighed Das, and the sound was air escaping froma dying sea

creature. "I would have liked to have seen that. Yesss."
"I read your poem M. Das."
"Yesss?"
"The Kali poem | nean. O course, you know that. You sent it to ne."
"Yess."
" \Npy 2"

"Why what, M. Luczak?"

"Why are you sending it out of the country for publication? Wy did you
give it to ne?"

"It _must_ be published.” For the first time Das's odd voi ce conveyed
enotion. "You did not like it?"

"No, | did not like it," |I said. "I did not like it at all. But there
were parts that are very . . . menorable. Terrible and nenorable.”
"Yesss. "

"Way did you wite it?"

M Das closed his eyes again. The awful head bowed forward, and for a
second | thought that he had gone to sleep. The lesions on his scalp glowed a
gray-green in the lanplight. "It rmust be published,” he whispered hoarsely.
"You will help nme?"

| hesitated. | was not sure if the last thing he had said was a
question. "All right," | said at last. "Tell nme why you wote it. Wat you're



doi ng here."
Das returned his gaze to ne, and in the electric contact of it he

somehow comuni cated that we were not alone. | glanced to the side but there
was only bl ackness. Sweat dripped fromny cheeks in the terrible heat. "How
did you . . ." | hesitated. "How did you conme to be like this?"

"A |l eper."

"Yes."

"I had been one for many years, M. Luczak. | ignored the signs. The

scaly patches on ny hands. The pain foll owed by nunmbness. Even as | signed
aut ographs on tours and |l ed semnars at the University, the feeling fled ny

hands and cheeks. | knew the truth | ong before the open sores appeared, |ong
before the week | went east to ny father's funeral."
"But they have drugs now" | cried. "Surely you must have known .

nmedi ci nes! It can be cured now "

"No, M. Luczak, it cannot be cured. Even those who believe in such
nmedi cines claimonly that the synptonms can be controlled, sometines arrested.
But | was a follower of Gandhi's health phil osophy. Wen the rash and pain
cane | fasted, | followed diets, | administered enemas and purified ny body as
well as ny mind. For years | did this. It did not help. I knew it would not."

| took a deep breath and wi ped nmy palnms on ny trousers. "Well, if you
knew t hat --"

"Li sten, please," whispered the poet. "W do not have rmuch tine. | wll
tell you a story. It was the sumrer of 1969 -- a different century to me now,
a different world. My father had been cremated in the small village of ny
birth. The bl eeding sores had been visible for many weeks. | told nmy brothers
it was an allergy. | sought solitude. | did not know what to do.

"The long ride back to Calcutta gave ne tine to think. Have you ever
seen a leprosariumin our country, M. Luczak?"

"No. "

"You do not wish to. Yesss, | could have gone abroad. | had the noney.
Doctors in such enlightened nations as yours rarely see advanced cases of
Hansen's Disease, M. Luczak. Leprosy does not truly exist in nbst nodern
nati ons, you see. It is a disease of filth and nmuck and unhygi eni c conditions
forgotten by the West since the Mddle Ages. But it is not forgotten in India.
No, not in ny beloved India. Did you know, M. Luczak, that there are half a
mllion | epers in Bengal alone?"

“"No," | said.

"No. Nor did I|. But so | have been told. Mst die of other causes before
t he di sease progresses, you see. But where was | in our story? Ah, yes. | had
arrived in Howah Station in the evening. By then | had deci ded upon ny course
of action. | had considered going abroad for nedical help. | had considered
enduring the years of pain as the disease followed its sl ow encroachnent.
had considered submtting nyself to the humiliation and isolation such
treatment would demand. | considered it, M. Luczak, but |I rejected it. And
once | had made ny decision, | felt very calm | was very nmuch at peace with
nmysel f and the universe that evening as | watched the lights of Howah Station
t hrough the wi ndow of mny first-class coach

"Do you believe in God, M. Luczak? |I did not. Nor do | now
believe in any god of light, that is. There are other . . . but where was |?
Yes. | left the coach in a peaceful state of mnd. My decision allowed ne to
avoid not only the pain of being an invalid, but also the pain of parting. O
so | thought.

"I gave away ny luggage to a surprised beggar there in the railway
station. Ah, yes, you nust forgive me ny nethod of transferring the manuscri pt
to you yesterday, M. Luczak. Irony is one of the few pleasures left to nme. |

only wish that | could have seen it. Were were we? Yes, | left the station
and wal ked to the marvel ous structure we call the How ah Bridge. Have you seen
it? Yes, of course you have. How silly of ne. | have always considered it a

delightful piece of abstract scul pture, M. Luczak, quite unappreciated as the
work of art it truly is. The bridge that night was relatively enpty -- only a



few hundred people were crossing it.

"I stopped in the center. | did not hesitate for |ong, because |I did not
wi sh to have tinme to think. | nust confess that | conmposed a short sonnet, a
farewel | verse you might say. | too was once a sentinental poet.

"I jumped. Fromthe center span. It was well over a hundred feet to the
dark water of the Hooghly. The fall seened to go on forever. If | had known
the interm nable wait between execution and cul mnation of such a suicide,
woul d have planned differently, | assure you

"Water struck fromsuch a height has precisely the consistency of
concrete, M. Luczak. When | hit, the inpact was |like a flower blossomng in
my skull. Something in ny back and neck snapped. Loudly. Like a thick branch
br eaki ng.

"My body sank then. | say 'my body' because | died then, M. Luczak
There is no doubt of that. But a strange phenonmenon occurred. One's spirit
does not depart immediately after death, but, rather, watches the disposition
of events much as a disinterested spectator m ght. How el se can | describe the
sensation of seeing one's twi sted body sink to the mud at the bottom of the
Hooghl y? OF seeing fish preying on the eyes and soft parts of one's self? O
seeing all this _and of feeling no concern, no horror, only the mldest of
interest?_ Such is the experience, M. Luczak. Such is the dreaded act of
dying . . . as banal as all of the other necessary acts which rmake up our
pitiful existence.

"I do not know how long nmy body lay there, beconming one with the river
mud, before the tides or perhaps the wake of a ship brought ny discarded form
to shore. Children found ne. They poked at nme and they | aughed when their
sticks penetrated nmy flesh. Then the Kapalikas cane. They carried nme --
tenderly, although such distinctions nmeant nothing to me then -- to one of
their many tenples.

"I awoke within the enbrace of Kali. She is the only deity who defies
both death and time. She resurrected ne then, M. Luczak, but only for her own
purposes. Only for her own purposes. As you can see, the Dark Modther did not
see fit to renove the scourge of ny affliction when she restored the breath to

ny body."

"What were those purposes, M. Das?" | asked.

The poet's lipless grinace was a cruel imtation of a smle. "Wy, it
nmust be obvious to what end nmy poor powers have been spent," said Das. "I am
the poet of the goddess Kali. Unworthy as | am | serve her as poet, priest,

and avatar."

During this entire conversation, a portion of ne experienced the
det ached observation that Das had nentioned. It seemed as if a part of ny
consci ousness were hovering near the ceiling, watching the entire exchange
with a cool appraisal bordering on indifference. Another part of nme wanted to
| augh hysterically, to cry out, to turn the table over in raging disbelief and
to flee fromthat vile darkness.

"That is ny story," said Das. "Wat do you say, M. Luczak?"

"I say that your disease has driven you insane, M. Das."

"Yesss?"

"Or that you are quite sane but nust play a role for sonmeone.”

Das said nothing, but the bal eful eyes glanced quickly to the side.

"Anot her problemwi th the story,"” | said, amazed at the firmess of ny
own Vvoi ce.

"What is that?"

"I'f your . . . if the body was discovered only |ast year, | doubt if

there woul d be much to find. Not after al nbst seven years."

Das's head snapped up |ike a nightmare jack-in-the-box. There was a
scraping sound in the curtai ned darkness.

"Ch? Who said that the discovery occurred | ast year, M. Luczak?"

My throat constricted. Wthout thinking, | began talking. "According to



M. Miktanandaji, that was when the mythical resurrection took place."

A hot breeze stirred the flame and shadows danced across Das's ruined
face. Hs terrible grin remained fixed. There was another stirring in the
shadows.

"Ahhh," exhal ed Das. H s wapped and mangl ed hand scraped across the
table in an absent gesture. "Yesss, yesss. There are . . . fromtime to tinme .

certain reenactnents.”

| leaned forward and let ny hand fall next to the stone. My gaze
searched out the human being in the | eprous hulk across the table fromne. M
voi ce was earnest, urgent. "Wiy, Das? For Codssake, why? Wy the Kapalikas?
Why this epic obscenity about Kali returning to rule the world or whatever the
shit it's about? You used to be a great poet. You sang songs of truth and
i nnocence.” My words sounded insipid to ne but | knew no other way to say it.

Das | eaned back heavily. His breath rattled through his open nouth and
nostrils. _How long can soneone live in this condition_? Were the flesh was
not ravaged by the disease, the skin | ooked al nost transparent, fragile as
parchnent. How long had it been since this nman saw sunlight?

"There is a great beauty in the Goddess," he whi spered.

"Beauty in death and corruption? Beauty in violence? Das, since when has
a disciple of Tagore sung a hymm to viol ence?"

"Tagore was blind!" There was a new energy in the sibilant whisper
"Tagore could not see. Perhaps in his dying noments. Perhaps. |If he had been
able to then, he would have turned to _her_, M. Luczak. W all would turn to
_her_ when Death enters our night chanber and takes us by the hand."

"Fleeing to some sort of religion doesn't justify violence," | said. "It
woul dn't justify the evil you sang of it --"

" _Bvil _. Pahhh!" Das spat a gob of yellow phlegmon the floor. "You know
nothing. Evil. There is no evil. There is no violence. There is only _power _.

Power is the single, great organizing principle of the universe, M. Luczak
Power is the only _a priori_ reality. Al violence is an attenpt to exercise
power. Violence is power. Everything we fear, we fear because sone force
_exerts its power over us_. Al of us seek freedom from such fear. Al
religions are attenpts to achieve _power_ over forces which mght control us.
But _She_ is our only refuge, M. Luczak. Only the Devourer of Souls can grant
us the _abhaya nudras_ and renove all fear, for only She holds the ultimte
power. She is power incarnate, a force beyond tine or conprehension."

"That's obscene,"” | said. "It's a cheap excuse for cruelty."

"Cruel ty?" Das laughed. It was the rattling of stones in an enpty urn.
"Cruelty? Surely, even a sentinmental poet who prattles of eternal verities
nmust know that what you call cruelty is the only reality which the universe
recogni zes. Life subsists on violence."

"I don't accept that."

"Ch?" Das blinked twice. Slowy. "You have never tasted the w ne of
power ? You have never attenpted viol ence?"

| hesitated. | could not tell himthat nost of my |life had been one | ong
exerci se of control over ny temper. My God, what were we tal king about? Wat
was | doing there?

"No, " | said.

"Nonsense. "

"It's true, Das. Ch, I've been in a few fights, but I've always tried to
avoid violence." _|I was nine, ten years old. Sarah was seven or eight. In the

woods near the edge of the forest preserve. 'Take down your shorts. Now !’

"It is not true. Everyone has tasted the blood wine of Kali."

"No. You're wong." _Slapping her in the face. Once. Tw ce. The rush of
tears and the sl ow conpliance. My fingers leaving red marks on her thin arm.
"Only uninportant little incidents. Kid stuff."

"There are no uninportant cruelties," said Das.

"That's absurd." _The terrible, total excitenent of it. Not just at the
sight of her pal e nakedness and the strange, sexual intensity of it. No, not
just that. It was her total _hel pl essness_. Her subnmission. | could do



anything | wanted to_.
"W will see."
_Anything | wanted to._

Das rose |l aboriously. | pushed back ny own chair.

"You will publish the poen?" H's voice rasped and hissed |like enbers in
a cooling fire

"Perhaps not," | said. "Wiy don't you come with nme, Das? You don't have

to stay here. Cone with me. Publish it yourself."

Once, when | was seventeen, an idiot cousin dared ne to play Russian
roulette with his father's revol ver. The cousin put the single cartridge in.
He spun the chanber for ne. In a second of pure, nindless bravado | renenber
l[ifting the gun, putting the barrel to ny tenple, and squeezing the trigger
The hamrer had fallen on an enpty chanber then, but since that day | had
refused to go near guns. Now, in the Calcutta darkness, |I felt | had again
lifted a barrel to my head for no good reason. The sil ence stretched.

"No. You nmust publish it. It isss inmportant."”

"Why? Can't you | eave here? Wat can they do to you that they haven't
al ready done? Cone with ne, Das."

Das's eyes partially closed, and the thing before me no | onger | ooked
human. A stench of grave soil cane to me fromits rags. There were undeni abl e
sounds behind ne in the bl ackness.

"I choose to stay here. But it is inportant that you bring the Song of
Kali to your country."

"Why?" | said again.

Das's tongue was like a small, pink animal touching the slick teeth and
then withdrawing. "It is nore than ny final work. Consider it an announcenent.
A birth announcenent. _WIIl you publish the poem ?"

| let ten heartbeats of silence bring ne to the edge of some dark pit |
did not understand. Then |I bowed ny head slightly. "Yes," | said. "It will be
published. Not all of it, perhaps, but it will see print."

"Good," said the poet and turned to | eave. Then he hesitated and turned
back al nost shyly. For the first time | heard a note of human longing in his
voice. "There is . . . sonething else, M. Luczak."

"Yes?"

"I't would nean you would have to return here."

The t hought of reentering this crypt after once escaping it nade ny
knees al nost buckle. "Wat is it?"

He gestured vaguely at Wnter Spirits_ still lying on the table. "I
have little to read. They . . . the ones who care for my needs . . . are able
to get me books occasionally when | specify titles. But often they bring back
t he wrong books. And | know so few of the new poets. Wwuld you . . . could you
possibly . . . a few books of your choice?"

The old man lurched forward three steps, and for a horrifying noment |
t hought he was going to grasp ny hand in his two rotted ones. He stopped in
m d-motion, but the rai sed and bandaged hands seemed even nore touching in
their inploring hel pl essness.

"Yes, I'Il get sone books for you." _But not cone back here_, | thought.
_I'1l give sone books to your Kapalika friends, but to hell with that _return_
crap_. But before | could phrase the thoughts out |oud, Das spoke agai n.

"I would especially love to read the work of that new American poet,
Edwi n Arlington Robinson," he rushed on quickly. "I have read only one new
poem of his, 'Richard Cory,' but the ending is so beautiful, so perfectly
applicable to my own situation, to nmy own anbitions, that | dream about it
constantly. If you could bring such a work?"

| could only gape. _That new Anerican poet_ ! Finally, not know ng what
else to say, terrified of saying the wong thing, | nodded. "Yes," | managed
to get out. "I'IIl try."

The sad and twisted formturned and left the room A second later so did



I. The black curtains clung to me for a second as if restraining ne, refusing
to let me escape, but then | was free. Free!

Calcutta | ooked beautiful to nme. Wak sunlight filtering through the

cl ouds, crowds of people, the riot of afternoon traffic -- | |ooked at it al
with a joyous sense of relief that added a glow to the scene. Then
remenbered Das's final conment and doubts assailed nme. No, | would think about

that later. For now | was free_ .

The two Kapal i kas had been waiting at the bottom of the stairway. Their
services as guides were needed for only a few mnutes to | ead me through the
_chawl _ to a main street where | managed to wave down a taxi. Before |eaving
me, one of them handed me a soiled card with the note _In front of Kalighat _
-- _9:00_ scramed onit. "This is where I'mto bring the books?" | asked the
thinner man. His nod was both affirmation and farewel|.

Then the bl ack and yell ow cab was poking through barely nmoving traffic
and | spent ten minutes just reveling in ny release fromtension. _Wat a
goddamn experiencel _ Morrow woul d never believe it. Already | found it hard to
believe. Sitting there, probably surrounded by crazy Calcutta street thugs,
talking to what was left of one of the world's great poets. _Wat a goddam
experience_!

This kind of story would never work for _Harper's_. The _Nationa
Enquirer_, perhaps, but not Harper's_. | laughed out |oud, and the sweaty
little cabdriver turned in his seat to stare at the crazy American. | grinned
and spent several minutes witing potential |eads and weighting the story so
it woul d have the proper dried and cynical attitude for Morrow. Too |late
realized that | should have been noting ny | ocation, but by then we were niles
fromwhere 1'd hailed the cab

Finally I recognized the | arge buildings that neant we were near the
center of the city. About two blocks fromthe hotel, | had the driver let ne
put in front of a dilapidated storefront with a [arge sign proclaimng MANNY' S
BOOKSELLER. The interior was a maze of metal shelves and tall heaps of books,
old, new, sone thick with dust, nmost from English publishers.

It took ne about thirty mnutes to find eight books of good, recent
poetry. There was no col |l ection by Robinson, but a _Pocket Book of Mdern
Verse_ had "Richard Cory" as well as "The Dark Hills" and "Walt Whitnman."
turned the yell ow paperback over in ny hands and frowned at it. Could |I have
m sunder st ood Das's nessage? | thought not.

Deci di ng not hing then, | nonethel ess spent several m nutes choosing the
| ast two books just on the basis of their size. As the bookseller was counting
out ny change in odd-shaped coins, | asked himwhere | could find a drugstore.

He frowned and shook his head, but after several attenpts | explained ny
needs. "Ah, yes, yes," he said. "A chemst's." He gave me directions to a shop
bet ween the bookstore and the hotel

It was almost 6 PM when | got back to the Cberoi Grand. The Conmuni st
pi ckets were squatting along the curb, brewing tea over small over fires. |
waved at them al nost cheerily and reentered the air-conditioned security of
anot her worl d.

I lay half dozing while Calcutta noved into evening. The buoyant
excitement and relief had drained away to be replaced by a wei ght of
exhaustion and indecision. | kept replaying the afternoon's encounter, trying
in vain to |l essen the incredible horror of Das's disfigurement. The | onger
denied the inmages that flickered behind nmy cl osed eyelids, the nore terrible
their reality becane.

" so beautiful, so perfectly applicable to ny own situation, to ny
own anmbitions, that | dream about it constantly."

| did not have to open the newly purchased paperback to know t he poem of
whi ch Das had spoken



"And Richard Cory, one cal m sumrer night,
Went home and put a bullet through his head.”

Si mon and Garfunkel had made that particul ar i mage accessible to
everyone in their song of the previous decade.
| dream about it constantly.

It was al nost seven P.M | changed ny trousers, washed up, and went
downstairs for a light dinner of curried rice and fried dough that Anrita had
al ways called _poori_ but that the menu referred to as _|loochi_. Wth the neal

| drank two cold quart bottles of Bombay beer and felt |ess depressed by the
time | went back up to the rooman hour later. As | cane down the hall

t hought | heard the room phone ringing, but by the tinme I'd funbled out ny key
t he sound had stopped.

The brown sack was where | had tossed it on the closet shelf. The
.25-caliber automatic was snaller than | had renmenbered. Perhaps the very
_toyness_ of the little pistol helped me to determ ne what to do next.

I removed the package of razor blades and the bottle of glue fromthe
chem st's sack. Then | tested three of the |larger books for size, but only the
har dback of Lawrence Durrell's poetry seened right. | flinched before
begi nning; all of ny life I've hated the thought of damagi ng a book

It took ne forty mnutes of hacking away, always worried that | was
going to slice a finger off, before I could say I was finished. The
wast ebasket was half filled with shredded paper. The interior of the book
| ooked as if rats had chewed at it for years, but the little automatic fit
perfectly in the space | had holl owed out.

Just seeing it there made my pul se pound. | continued to tell nyself
that | could always change ny mind and throw the thing in an alley sonmewhere.
Actual Iy, the book would be a clever way to get it out of the hotel so | could
toss it. O so | told mnyself.

But | took the pistol out of its nest and gingerly pressed the | oaded
clipuntil it clicked and I ocked. | searched but could find no safety. Then I
set the pistol back in the book and carefully glued the pages together at
several points

| dream about it constantly.

| shook ny head and packed the books in the brown bag |ettered MANNY' S
BOOKSELLER. The Durrell went third fromthe bottom

It was 8:50. | closed up the room and noved quickly down the hall. That
was when the el evator doors opened and Anrita stepped out carrying Victoria in
her arns.

Chapter Thirteen

" _And mdnight, bestial cries

_Who is eneny to whom who --_

_In the ferocity of this false city?_ "
-- Siddheswar Sen



"Bobby it was _dreadful _. The one o'clock flight was del ayed unti
three. W sat there and sat there, and the air conditioning wasn't worKking
much of the time. The stewardess said that it was a mechanical problem but a
Bormbay busi nessman next to ne said the pilot and the flight engineer were
havi ng some sort of feud. He said this had happened several tinmes in the past
few weeks. Then they brought the plane back to the termnal and we all had to
get off. Victoria had spit up all over ne and | didn't have time to change
into the other blouse |I'd packed in the carry-on bag. On, It was _dreadful _,
Bobby. "

"Uh-huh,"” 1 said and glanced at my watch. It was just 9:00. Anrita was
sitting on the bed, but | still stood by the open door. | could not believe
that she and the baby were actually there. _Dam, damm, damm_. | had the urge
to grab Anrita and shake her fiercely. | was dizzy with fatigue and confusion

"Then they told us to board another flight to Del hi that stopped in
Benares and Khaj uraho. | woul d have just been able to nake the Pan Am
connection if it had left on tine."

"But it didn't," | said tonel essly.

"OfF _course_ not. And our luggage was never transferred. Still, | was

pl anning to take the seven-thirty flight to Bonbay and fly BA to London, but
the incoming flight from Bonmbay had to go to Madras because of a problemwith
the landing lights at the Calcutta airport. They reschedul ed the flight for

el even but, Bobby, | was so _tired_, and Victoria had been crying for _hours_.

"I understand," | said.

"Ch, Bobby, | called and called but you weren't in. The manager promn sed
to give you ny nessage."

"He didn't," | said. "I saw himwhen | canme in, but he didn't say
anyt hi ng. "

"That _matyeryebyets ," nmuttered Anrita. "_He promised_." Anrita never
i ndul ged in cursing unless she could do so in the anonymity of another
| anguage. She knew that | didn't speak Russian. \Wat she did not know was t hat
this particular obscenity had been nmy Polish grandfather's favorite Russian
word to describe all Russians.

"It doesn't matter," | said. _This changes everything_.

"I"'msorry, but all I could think about was taking a cold shower, being
able to feed Victoria, and |l eaving with you tonorrow "

"Sure," | said. I went over and kissed her on the forehead. | could not
renenber seeing Anrita so upset before. "It's all right. W'Ill |eave tonorrow
norning." | |ooked at my watch again. It was 9:08. "I'Il be right back."

"You have to | eave?"

"Yeah, for a few mnutes. | have to give these books to soneone. |'l]
only be alittle while, kiddo." | stood in the doorway. "Listen, make sure

this is locked and put the chain bolt on, okay? Don't open the door for anyone
but me. If the phone rings, let it ring. Don't answer it. Al right?"
"But why? \What --"

"Just do what | say, damm it. |I'Il be back in thirty mnutes or so.
Pl ease, Anrita, just do what | ask. 1'll explain later."

| turned to go then but stopped when | saw Victoria waving her arns and
| egs fromthe bl anket where Anrita had been changing her. | crossed the room

swept the baby up in the air, and bl ew noi ses on her bare stomach. She was
naked, soft, wiggling with joy. She grinned widely at me and reached for ny
nose wi th both pudgy hands. She snelled of Johnson & Johnson Baby Shanpoo, and
her skin was soft beyond inmagining. | laid her back down and bicycl ed her |egs
with ny hands. "Take care of your momuntil | get back, okay, Little One?"

Victoria stopped her wiggling and stared at ne solemmly.

| kissed her stonmach again, touched Amrita on the cheek, and hurried
out .

| never got to the Kalighat. | had just conme out the front door of the



hotel and was thinking about howto get rid of the Durrell book when the bl ack
Premi ere pulled up next to ne. The heavy man in khaki was driving. A stranger
opened t he backdoor.

"CGet in, please, M. Luczak."

| stepped back and clutched the bag of books to ny chest. "I . . . | was
supposed to go . . .to neet soneone at the Kalighat," | said stupidly.

"CGet in, please."

| stood frozen for several seconds. Then | | ooked up and down the
street. The hotel entrance was only twenty paces away. An affl uent-1ooking
young | ndi an coupl e | aughed t oget her under the awning while porters carried
their luggage froma gray Mercedes.

"Here," | said. "This is what | promised him" | fold the top of the
sack over and handed it to the nman in the backseat.

He nade no effort to take the books, "Please get in, M. Luczak."

n W]y?ll
The man sighed and rubbed at his nose. "The poet wi shes to see you. It
will be brief. He says you agreed to this."

The heavyset driver frowned and turned sideways in his seat as if to say
somet hing. The man in the back put a hand lightly on the other's wist and
spoke. "The poet has sonething he wi shes to give you. Please get in, M.
Luczak. "

I was amazed to find nyself bending to enter the vehicle. The door
slammed and we accelerated into traffic. Into the Cal cutta night.

Rain and fl ames. H ghways, side streets, alleys, and nuddy ruts past
overgrown ruins. The glow of lanterns and reflected city lights. And through
it all, I waited for the Kapalika to turn to ne, to demand to inspect the
books. | waited for the shouts and fists to foll ow.

W rode in silence. | held the sack of books on ny lap and kept ny face
to the wi ndow, although | renenber seeing little detail except ny own pale
reflection staring back. Eventually we stopped before a high iron gate.
Somewhere nearby, two tall brick chimeys poured flane into the night. This
was not the way | had cone before. A man in black came out of the drizzle and
opened the gate to |l et us pass.

The headl i ghts reveal ed enpty brick buildings, railroad sidings, and a
smal |l nountain of dirt on which an abandoned truck lay half-buried in the
weeds. When we finally stopped it was in front of a wide door illumnated by a
yel low bul b. Insects threw thenselves at the light.

"Cet out, please.”

There were doors and corridors. Two nen in black carrying flashlights
joined us. From sonewhere there cane the nmuted strum and crash of sitar and
drums. At the top of a narrow staircase we stopped and the nmen in black spoke
sharply to the driver. Then cane the search

One of the nmen took the sack of books. | stook passively while rough
hands patted ny sides, poked along ny inner thighs, and ran quickly up and
down my | egs. The driver opened the package and took out the first three
paper backs. He flipped the pages al nbst angrily, tossed them back in, and
renoved a | arger, hardback book. He showed it to the other three. It was not
the Durrell anthology. The man in khaki tossed it back in, folded the sack
and handed the package to ne w thout speaking.

| stood there and began to breat he again.

The Kapalika in black gestured with his flashlight and I followed himup
anot her short staircase and then to the right down a narrow hallway. He held a
door open, and | entered.

The roomwas no larger than the first one we had net in, but there were
no curtains here. A kerosene |lantern sat on a wooden shelf next to a porcelain
cup, sone wooden bow s, a few books, and a tiny bronze statue of the Buddha.
Strange that the avatar of Kali should keep an i mage of Buddha near

Das sat hunched and cross-1egged on the floor near a |l ow table. He was



studying a slimbook, but he | ooked up as | entered. The brighter |ight nmade
his affliction all the nore evident.

"Ah, M. Luczak."

"M. Das."

"You were kind to return.”

| |1 ooked around the tiny room An open doorway in the back led to
dar kness. From sonewhere cane the snmell of incense. | could faintly hear the
di scordant strumming of a sitar.

"Those are the books?" asked Das and gestured clumsily with his heavily
wr apped hands.

"Yes." | knelt on the wooden floor and set the package on the |ow table.
An offering. The lantern hissed. The greenish-yellow light illumnate circles
of flaking corruption on the poet's right cheek. Deep fissures in his scalp
showed whitely agai nst the darker skin. Micus clogged Das's torn nostrils, and
his breath whistled audi bly over the hiss of the lantern

"Ahh," sighed Das. He laid his hand al nost reverently on the winkl ed

paper. "Manny's Booksellers. Yes, | used to know himwell, M. Luczak. Once,
during the war, | sold Manny my collection of romantic poets when rent noney
was scarce. He set themaside until | could buy them back some years later."
Das's large, liquid eyes turned up to look at ne. Again | was all but

overwhel med by the know edge of pain visible there. "You brought the Edw n
Arlington Robi nson?"

"Yes," | said. My voice trenbled and | roughly cleared ny throat. "I'm
not sure that | think as rmuch of himas you do. You mght reconsider. Hs
"Richard Cory' really is not worthy of a poet. It holds out no hope."

"Sonetines there is no hope," whispered Das.

"There's al ways sone hope, M. Das."

"No, M. Luczak, there is not. Sonmetines there is only pain. And
acqui escence to pain. And, perhaps, defiance at the world which demands such
pain."

"Defiance is a formof hope, is it not, sir?"

Das | ooked at ne for a long mnute. Then he glanced quickly toward the
dar kened back roomand lifted the volume he had been reading. "This is for
you, M. Luczak." He laid it on the table so that | would not have to take it
from hi s hands.

It was an ol d book, thin, beautifully bound, with thick, heavy parchment
pages. | ran ny hand over the enbossed fabric cover and opened it. The heavy
pages had not yellowed or grown brittle with age. The spine had not stiffened.
Everyt hi ng about the thin vol une spoke of craftsmanship and care.

Sone of the poens were in Bengali, some in English. Those in English |
recogni zed i medi ately. The flyleaf held a long inscription in Bengali, but
t he sane hand had penned a final note in English: _For young Das, the nost
prom sing of ny 'Chosen Eight.' Affectionately_-- The signature would have
been indeci pherable had | not seen it very recently, behind glass, hastily
scrawl ed beneath a Nobel Prize acceptance speech. _Rabi ndranath Tagore, March
1939 .

"I can't accept this, sir."

Das only stared at ne. The eyes were anci ent beyond age, sad, yet lit
with a purpose | had not seen before. He stared at ne and | did not argue

agai n.

A trenor went through the poet's body, and | realized what exertion it
must take for himto speak, to concentrate. | rose to |eave.

"No," whi spered Das. "d oser."

| dropped to one knee. There was a snell that rose fromthe poor man's
disintegrating flesh. My own skin crawled as | |eaned over to hear better

"Today," he rasped, "I spoke of power. Al violence is power. _She_ is
such power. She knows no limts. Time neans nothing to Her. Pain carries the
sweet smell of sacrifice to Her. This is Her tine. Her song knows no endi ng.
Her time has come round once again, you see." He slipped into Bengali, then a
smattering of French, then a torrent of Hindi. He was raving. Hi s eyes were



focused el sewhere, and the pained, sibilant rush of words went nowhere.

"Yes," | said sadly.
"Violence is power. Painis power. It is Her tine. Do you see? Do you
see?" Hs voice rose to a shout. | wanted to hush himbefore the Kapalikas

rushed in, but | could only stay there on one knee and listen. The | antern
sputtered in rhythmto his agitated hissing. "The centre cannot hold. Mere
anarchy is | oosed upon the world! Her song has just begun . "

The old man | eaned forward, dry breath wheezing up out of his damaged
l ungs. He seened to come back to hinself then. The wild, distracted | ook |eft
his eyes to be replaced by a terrible weariness. The | eprous hand stroked the
stack of books on the table as if it were a cat. Wen he spoke, his voice was
calm al nost conversational. "Know this, M. Luczak. This is the age of the
unspeakabl e. But there are acts beyond the unspeakable."

| stared, but Das was not |ooking at me. He was not |ooking at anything
in the room
_We_ have al ways been capable of committing the unspeakable,” he
whi spered. "_She_ can conmit the unthinkable. Now we are free to follow "

Das stopped. Saliva noistened his chin. I knew now that his mnd had
been damaged. The silence stretched out to several nminutes. Finally he brought
hi nsel f back by a great effort and focused his gaze on me. A rotting stunp of
a hand, wapped in filthy, reeking rags, raised itself in a gentle
benedi cti on

"Go. Go now. Co."

| was shaking violently when | stunbled out into the corridor
Fl ashl i ghts bobbed through the darkness toward me. A rough hand took the

Tagore volune, turned it over, handed it back. | clutched it in both hands and
followed the circle of Iight down the maze of halls and stairways.
W were at the open door; | could see the car and snell the rain, when

suddenly the shots rang out. Two sharp sounds, al nost simultaneous, soundi ng
flat and final in the dark.

The four nen stopped, shouted back and forth in Bengali, and ran back up
the stairs. For several seconds | was |eft alone at the open door. | stared
bl ankly out into the dark and rain. | was nunb, disbelieving, afraid to act,

barely able to think. Then the heavy man in khaki ran back down the stairs,
seized me by the shirtfront, and dragged ne upstairs with the other running
nen.

The lantern still spilled its cold white light. Flashlight beans bobbed
and converged. | was pushed forward, scraping through shoul ders, past the
circle of noise into a center of silence.

Das seenmed to be resting his head on the table. The small chroned pisto
-- gripped firmy in his left hand -- was thrust obscenely into the bul ging
mout h. One eye was al nost cl osed, while the other showed only the white and
seened to balloon out as if sone great pressure were still building within the
shattered skull. Already a pool of dark bl ood had accumul ated in the steady
flow fromnouth, ears, and nostrils. The air was redolent with i ncense and
cordite.

There were shouts. At |east eight or nine men were in the room nore in
the dark hall. One man was scream ng. Another accidentally jabbed nme in the
chest as he swung his arms around. The man in khaki reached down and jerked
the pistol fromDas's clenched jaws, breaking a front tooth off as he did so.
He waved the bloodied pistol and let out a high, thin wailing that m ght have
been a prayer or a curse. Mre nmen shoved into the room

_This is not real . | felt alnobst nothing. There was a |loud humrming in
my ears. The buffeting all around ne was a distant, unrelated thing.

Anot her man entered. He was ol der, bald, and wearing a sinple peasant's
_dhoti _. The plai nness of his appearance, however, was belied by the deference
with which the crowmd parted for him He | ooked down on Das's body for a noment
and then touched the | eprous head gently, alnost reverently, the way the poet
had touched ny gift of books. Then the man turned bl ack eyes ny direction and
sai d sonmething softly to the crowd.



Hands cl osed on ny shirt and arms, and they took ne away into the dark

| sat in an enpty roomfor an unknown time. There were sounds beyond the
door. A small oil lanp gave ne light. | sat on the floor and tried to think
about Anrita and the baby but could not. | could concentrate on nothing. M
head ached. After a while |I picked up the book they had left ne with and read
some of Tagore's English poens.

Sonetime later three men entered. One held out a small cup and saucer to

me. | saw the steamrising formthe dark tea

"No, thank you," | said and returned to ny reading.

The heavy man said, "Drink."

"No. "

The man in khaki took ny left hand and broke my little finger with an
upward twi st of his wist. | screaned. The book dropped to the floor. |

grabbed the injured hand and rocked back and forth in agony. The tea was
of fered agai n.

“Drink."
| took the cup and drank. The bitter tea scal ded ny tongue. | coughed
and spluttered sonme out, but the three watched until | swallowed the rest. My

little finger jutted backward al nost comically, and there was a nerve of fire
running up my wist and armto a point at the base of my neck

Soneone took the enpty cup and two of themleft. The heavy man smirked
and patted nme on the shoul der as one would a child. Then they left nme al one
with the bitter taste of tea and cowardice in ny nouth.

| tried to tug the finger back into place, but even the act of touching
it made nme cry out and conme close to fainting. Sweat poured fromme and ny
skin turned cold and clamy. | picked up the book with ny right hand, flipped
to the page | had been reading, and tried to concentrate on a poem about a
chance encounter on a train. | was still rocking slightly and crooning soft
syl | abl es of pain.

My throat burned from whatever had been in the tea. A few minutes |ater
the words on the page slid crazily to the left and ran together

| tried to stand then, but the oil lanp chose that second to flare into
blinding brilliance and then to fade to bl ackness.

Bl ackness. Pain and bl ackness.

The pain brought ne out of nmy own conforting darkness into a | ess benign
but no |l ess absolute lack of light. | was lying on what felt |like a cold stone
floor. There was not the faintest gleamof light. | sat up and cried al oud as
the pain coursed up ny left arm The ache throbbed nore fiercely with each
heart beat .

| felt around with ny right hand. Nothing. Cool stone and hot, npi st
air. My eyes did not adapt to the dark. The only tinme | had ever experienced
darkness this total was one time spelunking in Mssouri with friends when we
had turned off all our carbide lanps. It was a claustrophobic, inward-pressing
dar kness. | noaned as a thought struck. _What if they have blinded nme?_

But my eyelids felt normal enough to nmy hasty touch. There was no pain
in my face, only the sickening dizziness that the tea had brought. _No, thank

you_, | had said. | giggled, but stifled the ragged sounds while | coul d.
| began crawling, cradling ny throbbing left hand to ny chest. My
fingers encountered a wall -- smooth masonry or stone. Was | underground?
When | stood up, the dizziness grew worse. | |eaned against the wall,
pressing ny cheek to the cool surface. A quick touch told me that they had
left nme dressed in my own clothes. | thought to search through ny pockets.

Shirt pockets held an airline receipt, the smaller of nmy two notebooks, a
felt-tip pen, and flakes of clay fromthe stone |I'd carried there earlier
Trouser pockets held nmy roomkey, wallet, coins, a slip of paper, and the book
of matches Amrita had given ne.



_Matches! _

| forced myself to hold the matchbook in ny throbbing | eft hand while
struck a match, shielded it, lifted it.

The room was actually an al cove, three solid walls and a bl ack curtain.
_Déja vu_rose up inne. | had tine to lift back the edge of the curtain and
to sense a | arger darkness beyond before the match burned to my fingertips.

| waited, listening. Currents of air noved against ny face. | dared not
[ight another match in case someone was waiting in the larger room Over the
ragged sound of ny own breathing |I could hear a soft, susurrant undertone. The
breathing of a giant. O of a river.

Testing with ny foot, | slid past the heavy cloth and into an inmense,
open space. | could see nothing, but it _felt_ imrense. The air seened
slightly cooler and noved to random currents, bringing to me the scent of
i ncense and of something heavier, as rich and heavy as the snell of week-old
gar bage.

| took short steps, moved ny right hand in front of me cautiously, and

tried not to remenber the imges -- filtered through the nenory of sing-song
English -- which nonethel ess rose to mind. Twenty-five steps brought me in
contact with nothing. The Kapalikas could be back at any second. They could be
there now . | began to run. | ran heedlessly in the dark, opennouthed,
clutching ny left hand to ne.

Sonething struck me in the head. | saw pin wheel colors and fell
striking stone, falling again. | landed on ny left hand and yelled in pain and
shock. The mat chbook slipped frommy fingers. | kneeled and felt around wildly

for it, ignoring the pain, expecting a second blow to descend at any second.
My right hand found the cardboard square. | was shaking so hard that it
took three strikes to light the first match. My gaze followed the Iight
upwar d.
I was kneeling at the base of the Kali idol. My head had struck her

| ower, outstretched hand. | blinked as blood trickled fromny browinto ny
ri ght eye.

| stood up despite the terrible dizziness. | would not kneel in front of
t hat thing.

"Do you hear that, bitch?" | said loudly to the dark stone face four
feet above ne. "I'mnot kneeling in front of you. Do you hear that?" The bl ank

eyes were not even |ooking nmy way. The teeth and tongue were a child's comc
book terror.

"Bitch," | said, and the match burned out. | stumbled off the |ow dais,
away fromthe idol and into the black enptiness. Ten steps, and | stopped.
There was no reason to feel around in the dark now There was little tine. |

it a match and held it until | could funble out the airline receipt. My tiny
torch threw a fifteen-foot circle of light when | held it aloft and | ooked
around for a door, a window. | froze until the flani ng paper scorched ny hand.

The idol was gone.

The pedestal and dais where it had stood a second before were enpty.
Sonet hi ng scraped and scrabbl ed beyond the fading |ight. There was
nmoverrent to ny left, and then | had to drop the burning paper and the darkness

ret ur ned.

| struck another match. Its puny glow barely illuninated ne. | pulled
the spiral notebook fromny safari shirt pocket, tore pages out with ny teeth,
and sw tched hands. The match di ed. Something made a sound not ten feet from
me in the dark

Anot her match. | spat out the crinkled pages, kneeled, and set the flane
to them before the blue glow died. Light flared up fromthe tiny pyre.

The thing froze in md-nmovenent. It crouched on six linbs |ike sone huge
and hairl ess spider, but fingers groped and twitched at the end of sone of its
linbs. The neck arched, jutting the gaunt face toward me. Breasts hung down
like eggs froman insect's belly.

~You're not real.

Kal i opened her nouth and hissed at nme. Her jaw gaped wi de. The crinmson



tongue slid out, five inches, ten inches; it unrolled like crimson, nelting
wax, until it touched the floor where it curled at the tip |like a questing
serpent and slid quickly across the cold stone toward ne.

| screanmed then. | screaned again and put the rest of ny notebook to the
flame, then | lifted the burning cardboard and stepped _toward_ the hissing
ni ght mar e

The tongue whi pped si deways, barely nissing ny foot, and the apparition
scrabbl ed backward on six bent linbs until it disappeared in the darkness
beyond ny flickering light. The notebook was al ready burning ny fingers.
flung the dying brand in the direction of the scraping sounds and turned and
ran the other way.

I ran full speed, seeing nothing, sensing nothing, arnms pulled in, and
if I hadn't struck another match while | ran | would have run headfirst into
the waiting wall. | hit it anyway and screamed as the flane expired. | spun
around while striking another match. Eyes gleaned coldly to nmy right. There
was a sound a cat mmkes when voniting.

| backed up against the wooden wall. |If there had been a curtain of any
sort, anything conbustible, I would have torched it then. Better to die in the
flam ng brilliance of a burning building than to be alone in the dark with

it_.

| slid along the wall to ny left, lighting match after match until only
a few remai ned. The eyes were no longer visible. |I felt boards, splinters, and
nails against my injured hand but no door. No wi ndow. The scrabbling sounds
were everywhere, cartilage scraping on stone and wood. The di zzi ness was nuch
worse now and threatened to throw ne to the floor

_There has to be an exit._

| stopped, lifted my curling match, took a breath, and ignited the rest
of my matchbook. There, in the brief, bright flare, on the wall three feet
above ny head, were visible the outlines of a window. The panes were intact
but painted black. The light faded as the dying flanmes nipped at ny fingers.

Dr oppi ng the burni ng mat chbook, | crouched and | eaped. The wi ndow frane
was inset, and ny fingers found a grip. My |l egs battered agai nst the snooth
wal |, trying to find | everage. Somehow | pulled nyself to one el bow on the
narrow sill, ny cheek touching the bl acked-out squares of glass. | bal anced

there, my arnms shaki ng uncontrollably, preparing to break the painted gl ass
with my forearm

Sonet hi ng grabbed at ny | egs.

My forearm cane down full weight on my broken finger, and in a second's
instinctive arching | teetered backward, |ost the precarious bal ance, and slid
down the wall to sprawl on the hard fl oor

The darkness was absol ute.

| had risen to ny knees when | felt the presence near ne.

Four hands cl osed on ne.

Four arms roughly lifted ne and carried ne.

_One's spirit does not depart i mediately after death, but, rather
wat ches the disposition of events nmuch as a disinterested spectator mght. _

There were distant voices. A light shone through ny eyelids and then was
gone. Cool rain fell on nmy face and ny arns.

_Rain?_

More voices, raised in argunent now. Somewhere a tinny car engine
started up, exhaust rattling. Gavel crunched under tires. My forehead ached,
nmy |l eft hand pul sed intol erably, and nmy nose itched.

_This can't be what dead is._

The noi se of a four-cylinder engine was very loud. | tried to | ook
around, and di scovered that ny right eye would not open. It was caked shut
with drying blood fromthe cut on my brow.

_The idol's hand. _

Through the slit of ny left eye, | saw that | was being supported --



hal f dragged -- by the heavy man in khaki and another Kapalika. Several other
nmen, including the bald one in white, were talking animatedly in the rain.

_You can go back to sleep_. Nol

The rain, my aching hand, and an intolerable itch kept ne fromsliding
down the dark chute into unconsci ousness again. One of the men supporting ne
turned his face ny way, and | quickly shut nmy eye -- but not before |I caught a
glinpse of a green van, the driver's door dented, wi ndowl ess in the back. A
sick sense of recognition washed through ne.

The nmen continued to argue, voices rising shrilly. | listened, and it
was as if | suddenly had becone proficient in Bengali. | knew w thout any
doubt that they were discussing what to do with my body once they carried out
the bald nman's orders concerning ne.

Finally, the man in khaki grunted, and he and anot her Kapalika carried
me to the back of the van. The tops of ny feet dragged across gravel. They |et
me fall forward into the airless interior. My head struck the side of the
truck and struck again on the netal floorboards. | risked opening ny eye |ong
enough to see the heavy man and the other Kapalika clinmb in the back with ne
whi | e another junped into the front |eft passenger seat. The driver turned and
asked somet hing. The heavy man ki cked me sharply in the side. The air rushed
out of nme but | did not stir. The Kapalika |aughed and sai d sonething that
began with "Nay."

_That's two | owe you, you fat notherfucker. _

The anger hel ped. The hot fire of it served to clear my mind and to
quell the fog of terror that filled ne. Still, as the van began to nove and
t he sound of crunching gravel came to ne through the nmetal against ny ear,
could think of absolutely nothing to do. This was the point in a thousand
nmovi es |'d watched where the character overpowers his captors after a vicious
fight.

| could not fight them

| doubted if | could sit up without help. And not all of ny weakness was
because of whatever drug they had put in the tea. | hurt already. | didn't
want themto hurt me anynore. My only possible weapon was to continue feigning
unconsci ousness and to pray that this would give nme another few m nutes before
they hurt me again.

_He broke ny finger . | had never had a broken bone before. Not even as
a child. It was sonething | had been vaguely proud of, |ike having a perfect
attendance record in school. Now this sweaty son of a bitch had broken ny
finger with no nore thought or effort than | would take to turn the dial on a
TV. It was this matter-of-fact callousness that convinced nme that these nen
woul d not just dunp me off somewhere to let me find my way back to the hotel

_All violence is an exercise in power, M. Luczak. _

| woul d have begged themto let nme go then if a greater fear had not
held ne in check. | was paral yzed by the dark uncertainty of what they would
do next; but sonewhere, just beneath the panicked scurry of ny thoughts, was
the realization that as long as they focused their anger on _me_, Anrita and
Victoria would be left alone. So | said nothing, did nothing. Nothing except
lie there in the hot darkness, snelling the dried shit and old vomt stink of
the van's interior, listening to the banter and nostril-clearing sounds of the
four Kapalikas, and praising each precious second that passed without further
pain being inflicted.

The van shifted up through gears and noved at speed onto a paved section
of street. Several times the high sound of the exhaust echoed back to us as if
we were between buildings. Cccasionally |I could hear the blare of trucks, and
once | sneaked a glance that showed refl ected rectangles of headlights
flitting along the van's inner wall. A second |ater the Kapalika in khaki said
something to me in soft, sneering Bengali. My heart began to pound.

W stopped then. The brakes squeal ed, and the other Kapalika in the back
with us shouted angrily as he was thrown forward. Qur driver shouted a curse
and pal ned several sharp blasts on the horn. | could hear a shouted reply from
out side. There was the crack of a whip followed by the angry bell ow of an ox.



Qur driver screaned obscenities and | eaned on the horn

A mnute later | heard the front van doors open as both the driver and
the other Kapalika in front junped out to continue shouting at whatever
obstacle was in our way. The curses continued. The third Kapalika squeezed
forward, junped out, and joined the unseen argunment. That left only the man in
khaki in the van with ne.

_This is my chance. _

Knowi ng that | had to act was not enough to make ne act. | knew that |
shoul d make a dash for the open doors, strike out at the squatting man next to
me. _Do sonething . But although |I sonehow was convinced that this would be ny
| ast chance at surprise, ny last chance to escape, | could not translate ny
t houghts into actions. Only lying there seemed to offer the guarantee of a few
nmore mnutes without confrontation. Wthout new pain. Wthout being killed.

Suddenly the rear doors expl oded open. The heavy man, shoved violently
fromthe side, fell clunmsily to the floorboards. A hand gripped ny arm and
roughly pulled nme to a sitting position. My legs flopped outside and | blinked
in pain, ny right eye twitching open against a crust of bl ood.

"Conme! Stand! Hurry." It was Krishna's voice. It was Krishna's face
| oomi ng over ne, hair flying, sharp teeth exposed in a gleeful, nmaniacal grin.
It was Krishna's thin right armthat braced me upright and supported nme firmy
when | alnost fell forward onto ny face.

" Nahin_!" shouted the Kapalika and vaulted out of the back of the
truck. He was twi ce as broad as Krishna and his face was distorted with fury.
"_Miteée_ !

Krishna's |l eft hand shot up, straight-arnmed, a crossing guard stopping
traffic. The heel of his palm rigid as a brick, went forward into the
advancing man's face. The Kapalika's nose flattened |ike a pul ped pi ece of
fruit. He screamed then and arched backward, banging his head agai nst the
van's rear door, dropping to his knees, pitching forward. Still holding ne
upright with his right arm Krishna brought his left leg up rapidly in a stiff
arc that ended when his shin slamred into the heavy man's throat just under
the hol I ow of the jaw.

There was a sound like thin plastic breaking, and the Kapalika's scream
cut off abruptly.

"Come! Hurry!" Krishna pulled me along, tugging me upright as | teetered
to one side. | shuffled as fast as | could, trying to find nmy bal ance on | egs
that felt as if they were full of Novocaine. | |ooked over ny shoul der at the
fallen man, at the van with all of its doors open |ike broken w ngs, and at
the bull ock cart beyond, blocking the intersection and the narrow street. The
t hree Kapalikas stood frozen next to the cart. For several seconds they stared
at us with stupefied expressions and then began runni ng our way, shouting,
wavi ng their arms. One man al ready had what | ooked to be a long knife in his
hand. The bull ock cart creaked off into the darkness.

"Run!" shouted Krishna. My shirt ripped as he pulled ne along. | al nost
fell then, waving my arnms as | pitched forward, but he grabbed the back of ny
torn shirt and pulled me up.

W ran left into a pitch-black alley, left again into a courtyard bat hed
inlantern light. An old woman | ooked up in surprise as we cane in through an
open door. Krishna swept aside a curtain of beads and we | eaped across
sleeping fornms on the floor of a dark roomto go out a back way.

Shout s and screanms rose behind us as we enmerged into yet another
courtyard. The three Kapalikas exploded fromthe dark doorway just as we
ducked into another, narrower gap between buil di ngs. Garbage was ankl e-deep
t here, and we bounced and splashed through it. Even there were the sheeted,
silent figures, squatting, huddling fromthe water that still dripped from
eaves and filled the | ow spots. Krishna actually junped over the bony knees of
one squatting formthat | ooked to be nore corpse than man.

I could not keep up with Krishna, and when we had to run up two flights
of wooden stairs, | finally collapsed to ny knees on a dark | andi ng, gasping
for breath. The Kapali kas shouted to one another in the courtyard bel ow.



Kri shna shoved ne through an open door. There were a dozen people in the
room squatting near an open fire or huddl ed back agai nst cracked wal | boards.
Part of the ceiling had collapsed into the center of the room and broken
masonry and plaster had nade a snmall nound upon which they had built their
fire. Smoke streaked the walls and saggi ng ceiling.

Krishna hissed a rapid sentence in which | thought |I heard the word
_Kali_. No one | ooked up at us. Deadened eyes continued to watch the | ow
fl anes.

There were footsteps on the stairs. A man shouted. Krishna grabbed ny
el bow tightly and led me into a tiny roomenpty except for several bronze pots
and a small statue of Ganesha. An open wi ndow gave out onto a narrow alley
bet ween t he buil di ngs.

Krishna stepped to the wi ndow and junped. | stepped to the low sill and
hesitated. The alley could not have been nore that five feet wide. It was at
| east a twenty-foot drop to nothing but darkness. | could hear a squel ching
sound where Krishna had junped but nothing else. I knew |l couldn't leap into

that lightless pit.
Suddenly | could hear the Kapalikas shouting at the entrance to the

outer room A woman screaned. | cradled nmy |left hand and junped

The garbage nust have been seven or eight feet deep where | | anded.
went into it up to ny thighs and fell sideways into sonething soft and vile.
Rats squeal ed and scurried away along the walls. | could see nothing. My | egs

made soft, gasping sounds as | tried to wade forward in the narrow space.
began thrashi ng about in panic when | continued to sink above my waist in the
yi el ding, putrid nass.

"Shhh." Krishna grabbed my shoul ders and held me still. Above us, the
faint rectangle of |light was obscured as a man | eaned out. He di sappeared back
into the room

"Quickly!" Krishna seized ny arm and we began wadi ng down the reeking
trench. | pressed off froma wall and tried to swimforward through the soft
refuse. Qur arms flailed at each other to gain leverage, but it was |like
wadi ng t hrough wai st-deep nud.

Suddenl y, behi nd us, soneone held a flanm ng board out the wi ndow from
whi ch we'd junped. The man deliberately dropped the brand into the nuck of the
alley. It bounced once and set sone greasy rags to snoldering where it came to
a stop. Krishna and | froze. W could not have been nore than shadows anid the
heaps of garbage all around us, but one of the Kapalikas pointed our way and
shouted to the other two.

| don't know whether the man with the knife junped or was pushed, but he
screanmed as he fell into the alley with us. The torch was beginning to sputter
out in the dampness and human waste, but it and the burning rags gave enough
light to show hundreds of furry, squirmng forms -- some as large as cats --
hunchi ng over the heaps of waste toward us as they fled the snoke.

My skin actually rippled in revulsion. | had not known that such a
reacti on was physically possible. Krishna | eaped back the way we had cone. The
Kapal i ka rose like a diver coming to the surface of a pool. H's arns flailed
and steel glinted in his right hand. The fire was all but extinguished now,
and Krishna was | ess than a shadow as he closed with the other man. Their
grunts were barely audi ble over the rising screech of the fleeing rats. Fat,
wet bodi es touched ny bare arms, and | vonmited then, retching helplessly into
piles of foul-snelling darkness.

The two Kapal i kas above us | eaned and strained to see, but the alley was
in alnpbst total darkness once again. | _thought_that | could see Krishna and
the other man pivoting in awkward jerks, two clunmsy dancers in slow notion
Sparks flew as the Kapalika's knife hand was sl amred repeatedly into the brick

wal | . Then | _thought_ | saw Krishna behind the other, pulling back Iong hair,
forcing himface first into the yielding pit. | squinted in the darkness and

t hought | saw Krishna's knee in the Kapalikas arching back, forcing him
deeper, deeper . . . but then Krishna was next to ne, tugging nme with him

wading with me away fromthe w ndow.



The two Kapal i kas di sappeared fromthe dimrectangl e above us. Qur own
nmoverrent was ni ghtmarishly slow. One of us woul d becone stuck and use the
other's body as | everage to free hinself.

| had waded nost of the length of the alley when a sudden thought made
me want to retch again. There was no |ight ahead of us. _Wsat if we're going
the wong way, toward a brick wall, a dead end_?

W were not. Five nore waded steps, and the alley turned sharply to the
right and the level of trash dimnished. Fifteen nore steps and we were out.

W stunbled out onto a wet and enpty street. Rats brushed by our ankles,
hopping in their panic, and splashed off through rain-filled gutters. | |ooked
left and right but could see no sign of the last two Kapalikas.

"Quickly, M. Luczak," hissed Krishna; and we ran across the street,
nmoved qui ckly over tilted sl abs of sidewal k, and bl ended into the dark shadows
under sagging nmetal awnings. W ran from shop to shop. Cccasionally there
woul d be sleeping forns in the wet doorways, but no one called out; no one
tried to stop us.

W turned down another street and then dodged through a short alley onto
an even w der street where a truck was just disappearing fromsight. There
were streetlights here, and an electric glow canme from nunerous w ndows. Above
us, ared flag flapped in the breeze. | could hear the sound of traffic on
near by streets.

W stopped for a minute in the dark doorway of a caged and shuttered
store. W were both gasping, bent over fromthe pain of exertion, but
Krishna's narrow face showed the gl eeful, blood-sport nask of joy | had seen
there that first night on the bus. He started to speak, took another breath,
and strai ght ened up.

"I will leave you now, M. Luczak," he said.

| stared at him He steepled his fingers, bowed slightly, and turned to
wal k away. H s sandal s made soft sounds in the puddles.

"Wait!" | cried. He did not stop. "Just a nminute. Hey!" He was al nost
| ost to the shadows now

| took a step forward into the pale circle of the streetlight. "Stop
_Sanjay_, stop!"

He stopped. Then he turned and took two slow steps in ny direction. H's
long fingers seened to twitch. "Wat did you say, M. Luczak?"

"Sanjay," | repeated, but it was nore of a whisper this tine. "I'm
right, aren't |?"

He stood there, a basilisk with a wild corona of dark hair fram ng his
terrible gaze. The snile appeared then and wi dened into sonething far worse
than a shark's grimace. It was the grin of a hungry ghoul

"I"'mright, aren't |, _Sanjay _?" | paused to take a breath. | had no
i dea what to say next. But | had to say sonething -- anything -- to keep him
at bay. "What's your gane, Sanjay? What the fuck is going on?"

He did not nove for several seconds; and | half expected a silent rush,
long fingers reaching for ny throat. Instead, he threw back his head an
| aughed. "Yes, yes, yes," he said. "There are many ganes, M. Luczak. _This_
gane is not yet over. Good-bye, M. Luczak."

He turned and trotted into the darkness.

Chapter 14



_Calcutta is a terrible stone in ny heart _
-- Sunil Gangopadhyay

If I had found a taxi sooner .

If | had gone straight to the hote

It took ne the better part of an hour to get back to the hotel. At first
| staggered fromstreet to street, staying in the shadows, freezing when | saw
anyone wal king ny direction. Once | jogged through an enpty courtyard to get
to a wider avenue from which cane the sound of traffic.

A man lurched out of a shadowed doorway at ne. | yelled, junped back,
and threw up nmy fists in an instinctive gesture. | screanmed agai n when ny
little finger tried to bend with the rest of ny left hand. The man -- an old
man in rags with a red bandana around his forehead -- stumbled back in the act

of saying "Baba" and let out his own scream of fear. The two of us left the
courtyard in different directions.

| came out onto the avenue to see trucks passing, private cars swerving
around cyclists, and, nost wel come of all, a public bus moving slowy down the
street. | banged on the side of the noving vehicle in ny eagerness to board
it. The driver stared as | dunped a pocketful of coins at him Along with the
requi red _paisas_ there nust have been several days' worth of his salary in
the American nmoney | dunped there.

The bus was crowded, and | squeezed through the standi ng passengers to
find a position less visible fromthe street. There were no straps. | grabbed
a netal bar and hung on to it as the swayi ng bus ground through gears and
lurched fromstop to stop.

For a while | fell into a half-dream state. The overl oad of the past few
hours had |l eft ne drained of everything except the desire to stand there and
_be safe_. Many bl ocks had passed before | realized that a wi de space had been
opened around nme and that the other passengers were staring.

_Haven't you ever seen an American before_? | thought at them Then I
| ooked down at nyself. My clothes were soaked and reeking fromthe
unnentionable filth | had waded through. My shirt was ripped in at |east two
pl aces and no one coul d have guessed that it had once been white. My bare armns
were caked with scumand ny right forearmwas still redolent fromm own
vomt. The little finger on my left hand protruded at an inpossible angle.
Fromthe way ny brow and forehead felt, | had the begi nning of a spectacul ar
brui se there, and caked bl ood still adorned nmy brow, eyelid, and cheek. No
doubt my hair and expression | ooked wilder than Krishna at his wildest.

"Hi," | said and gave a |linp wave at the group. Wnen raised their saris
over their faces, and the entire huddl e pressed back until the driver shouted
at themnot to crowd him

A thought occurred to ne then. Wiere the hell was 1? For all | knew,
this mght have been the nightly express to New Delhi. At the very least, the
odds were great that | was going the wong way.

"Does anyone here speak English?" | asked. The staring passengers
pressed even farther away fromme. | bent and peered out the barred w ndows. A
few bl ocks passed before | saw the neon-lit facade of some sort of hotel or
caf é. Several black and yellow cabs were parked out front.

"Hold it!" | called. "I'Il get out here." | pressed through the quickly
parting throng. The driver screeched to a halt in the mddle of the street.
There was no door to be opened. The crowd made way to |l et nme pass.

| argued with the drivers for several mnutes before | renenbered that |
still had my wallet. The three drivers had taken one | ook at me and deci ded
that I was not worth their time. Then | remenbered to take out ny wallet and
hold up a twenty-dollar bill. Suddenly the three were smling, bow ng, and
opening their car doors for ne. | settled into the first cab, said "Oberoi
Grand," and cl osed ny eyes. W roared away through rain-slick streets.



Several minutes later | realized that | was still wearing ny watch. The
dial was difficult to read, but when we passed a lighted intersection | could

make it out. It said 11:28 . . . that was inpossible! Only two hours since the
car had brought me to Das? A lifetime had passed since then. | tapped the
crystal, but the second hand continued pul sing steadily.

"Hurry!" | said to the driver

" Atcha_!" he called back happily. Neither of us had understood the
ot her.

The assi stant nanager saw me enter the | obby and watched ne with an
expression of horror. He raised his hand. "M. Luczak!"

I waved at himand enterd the elevator. | did not want to talk to him
The adrenalin and mi ndl ess euphoria were wearing away to be replaced by
nausea, fatigue, and pain. | |eaned against the wall of the elevator and held
nmy |left hand steady. What would | tell Anrita? My thoughts stirred sluggishly
and | settled on a sinple tale of being nmugged. | would tell her the rest of
the story soneday. Perhaps.

It was midnight, but there were people in the hall. Qur room door was

open and it looked as if a party were going on. Then | saw the Sam Browne
belts on the two policeman and the fam liar beard and turban of Inspector
Singh. _Amrita called the police. | said |I'd be back in thirty mntutes_.

Several people turned to watch ne approach, and | nspector Singh stepped
toward me. | began inventing details of the nugging -- nothing serious enough
to keep us in Calcutta an extra day! -- and waved al nbst jauntily at the
police. "lnspector! Who says there's never a policeman around when you need
one?"

Si ngh sai d nothing. Then the scene registered on nmy exhausted m nd
O her hotel guests were milling around, staring at the open door of our room
_The open door _.

| pushed past the Inspector and ran into the hotel room | do not know
what | expected to find, but nmy racing heart slowed as | saw Anrita sitting on
t he bed, speaking to an officer taking notes.

The relief made me sag back agai nst the door. Everything was all right.
Then Anrita | ooked at ne; and in the pale, controlled cal mof her absolutely
expressionless face, | could see that everything was not all right after all
It m ght never be all right again.

"They' ve taken Victoria," she said. "They've stolen our baby."

"Way did you let her in? | _told_ you not to let anyone in. Wiy did you
et her in?" | had asked the same thing three tines before. Anrita had
answered three tines. | sat with ny back against the wall where | was sl unped
to the floor. My forearns rested on ny raised knees and ny broken finger
jutted whitely. Anrita sat very straight on the edge of the bed, one hand
lying primy atop the other. Inspector Singh sat nearby in a straight-backed
chair, scrutinizing the both of us. The door to the hall was cl osed.

"She said she had brought the material back," said Anrita. "She wanted
to exchange it. You and | were leaving in the norning."

"But . . . aw, Christ, kiddo --" | stopped and | owered ny face.

"You didn't say not to talk to _her_, Bobby. | knew Kamakhya."

I nspector Singh cleared his throat. "Yet it was very late, Ms. Luczak
Did this cause you any concern?"

"Yes," said Anrita and turned toward Singh. "I kept the chain hooked and
asked her why she had come so late. She explained . . . she seened
enbarrassed, Inspector . . . she explained that she had not been able to | eave

the house until her father was asleep. She said that she had called tw ce
earlier.”

"And had she, Ms. Luczak?"

"The phone did ring twice, |Inspector. Bobby had told ne not to answer



it. I didn't."

They both | ooked at ne. | met Singh's gaze. | could not nmeet Amrita's.

"You are sure that you do not require nedical assistance, M. Luczak?
There is a doctor on call with this establishnent."”

"No. I'msure." After the first few m nutes, when Singh had asked what
had happened _to nme_, | had blurted out the entire story. It could not have
been very coherent, but | omtted nothing but the fact that | had been the one
who gave the pistol to Das. Inspector Singh had nodded and taken notes as if
he heard such stories every evening.

It did not matter.

He turned back to Anrita. "I'msorry to make you go back over this
again, Ms. Luczak, but can you estimte how | ong you were out of the roon®"

Anrita trenbled a bit through her icy control, and | could see the pit

of hysteria and grief that lay under the surface. | wanted to go to her and
take her in ny arnms. | did nothing.

"A mnute, Inspector. Perhaps not that long. | was speaking to Kamakhya
when suddenly | felt very dizzy. | excused nyself, went into the bathroomto

spl ash cold water on ny face, and returned. Perhaps forty-five seconds."

"And the chil d?"

"Victoria . . . Victoria was asleep there. On the bed near the w ndows.
W use . . . we use the pillows and cushion as a kind of . . . she likes to
nestle, Inspector. She |likes her head to be agai nst something. And she won't
roll off with the cushion there."

"Yes."

| pushed myself to ny feet and wal ked to the foot of Anrita's bed.
Anywhere as long as | didn't have to |l ook at the other bed with it's enpty

circle of pillows and Victoria's blue and white blanket, still crunpled and
noi st where she had pulled it against her face in her sleep

"You' ve heard all of this before, Inspector,”" | said. "When are you
going to quit asking questions and get busy hunting for . . . for the person
who has our baby?"

Singh | ooked at me with dark eyes. | renenbered the pain in Das's gaze,

and | understood a little better now that there might be no limt to hurting.

"W are searching, M. Luczak. The entire Metropolitan Police Force has
been notified. No one in the hotel saw this woman | eave. People on the street
do not renenber seeing such a person carrying a child or a bundle. | have sent
a car to the address which Ms. Luczak renenbers fromthe sari shop. As you
see, we have extended extra phone lines fromthe adjoining rooms so that we
can receive comunications while your line remains open."

"Remai ns open? Why?"

Si ngh gl anced down, ran a thunmb al ong the sharp crease of his trousers,
and | ooked back. "For a ransom demand, M. Luczak. We nust assune that there

will be a ransomelenent to this kidnapping."
"Ah," | said and sat down heavily on the bed. The words had cut through
me |ike sharp nmetal tabs that had to be swallowed. "I see. Al right." | took

Anrita's hand in mne. It was cold and linp. "But what about the Kapalikas?"
asked. "What if they're involved?"

Si ngh nodded. "W are checking into that, M. Luczak. You nust remenber
that it is very late."

"But | gave you the description of the factory area where | nmet Das."

"Yes, and that may prove to be very hel pful. But you shoul d understand
that there are scores of such places near the Hooghly in A d Calcutta.
Hundreds, if you count warehouses and dock areas to the north. And all of them
are private property. Many are owned by foreign interests. Are you sure, M.
Luczak, that this place was near the river?"

"No. Not positive."

"And you remenber no | andmarks? No street nanes? No easily identifiable
references?"

"No. Just the two chimeys. There was a slum--"

"WAs there any sign that this was a pernmanent |ocation for these nmen?



Any sign of |ong-term habitation?"

| frowned. Gther than Das's meager shelf of bel ongi ngs, there had been
no such sign. "There was the idol," | said at last. "They used the place as a
tenmple. That idol couldn't be too easy to cart around."

"The idol that wal ked?" asked Singh. If there had been the slightest

hint of sarcasmin his voice, | would have gone for himthen, broken finger
and everyt hi ng.
"Yeah. "

"And we do not _know_that they are involved, do we, M. Luczak?"

| cradled ny hand and glared at him "She's M Das's niece, |nspector
She's bound to be invol ved sonehow. "

"No. "

"What do you nean, 'no'?"

Singh took out a gold cigarette case. It was the first time that | had

even seen anyone in real life tap a cigarette against a cigarette case before
lighting up. "I nmean, no, she is not M Das's niece," he said
Anrita gasped as if soneone had sl apped her. | stared.

"You said, Ms. Luczak, that M ss Kamakhya Bahrati was the niece of the
poet M Das. The daughter of Das's younger sister, according to her own
account. |s that correct?"

"Yes."

"M Das had no sisters, Ms. Luczak. At |east, none who survived
i nfancy. He had four living brothers, all farners, all citizens of the sane
village in Bangl adesh. You see, | have been case officer on the disappearance
of M. M Das for eight years. | amwell acquainted with his circunstances. |f
you had nentioned being contacted by this woman when we spoke, M. Luczak, |
could have informed you of this fact." Singh exhal ed snmoke and renmoved a shred
of tobacco from his tongue.

The phone rang.

W all stared. It was one of the extra phones. Singh answered it. "Ha?"
There was a long silence. "Shukriya," he said at last, and added, "Very good,
sergeant."

"What is it?" | demanded.

I nspect or Singh stubbed out his cigarette and stood. "There is little
el se we can do tonight, | amafraid. I will return in the norning. My men will
be in the adjoining rooms through the night. Any call to your roomw || be
nmoni tored by an officer at the switchboard downstairs. That was ny sergeant on
t he phone. The address Kanakhya Bahrati gave the shop was a fal se one, of
course. She had returned to the shop to pick up the fabric in person. It took
some time for ny nen to locate the street nunber she had given the store,
since the address is in a |location where there are few buildings." He
hesitated then and | ooked at ne. "The address she gave is a public |aundry
park," he said. "A laundry park and cremati on grounds."

Anrita was by far the braver and the smarter of the two of us during the
hours and days that followed. | mght have remained sitting on the bed for
hours after Singh left if Anrita had not taken charge, gotten ne out of ny
reeki ng clothes, and set the broken finger as best she could using a small
t oot hbrush holder as a splint. | threw up again when she tugged the finger
into place, but there was nothing left to vonit and the dry heaves woul d have
soon turned to sobs of fury and frustration if Anrita hadn't thrust ne under
the shower. The water was tepid and under-pressured, but wonderful. | stood
there for half an hour, actually falling asleep for a while, allowi ng the flow
of water to pound away nenories and terrors. Only a fierce core of sorrow and
confusion continued to burn through ny fatigue as | dressed in clean cotton
and joined Antita for a silent vigil.

Tuesday nmorning arrived as we sat together watching the Cal cutta sunrise
throw a wan, gray light through the open curtains. Tenple bells, trolley
bells, vendors' cries, and random street sounds cane to us with the first



light. "She'll be all right," | would say at intervals. "I know she will, Kkid.
She'll be all right."

Anrita said nothing.

At exactly 5:35 A.M, the tel ephone rang. It was the room phone.
| unged across the roomat it.

"Hell 0?" | thought | could hear an extra hollowness to the line. It was
as if | were talking into a cave in the earth.

"Hell 0? Hell o? M. Luczak, hello?"

"Yes. Who is this?"

"Hell 0? This is Mchael Leonard Chatterjee, M. Luczak."

"Yes?" _Are you the go-between? Are you invol ved, you bastard_?

"M . Luczak, the police cane to my home during the night. They told ne
about the di sappearance of your child."

"Yes?" If this was going to be just a synmpathy call, | would hang up
But it was not a synpathy call.

"The police awoke nme, M. Luczak. They awakened my fanmily. They cane to
my _home_. They seemto think that | am sonehow involved in this event. They
interviewne in the mddle of the _night_, M. Luczak."

"Yeah? So?"

"I amcalling to strongly protest this aspersion on ny character and
i nvasion of nmy privacy," said Chatterjee. H s voice becane higher and shriller
as he began to shout. "You should not have given them nmy name, M. Luczak.
am a person of sonme stature in this comunity. | will not have such aspersions
cast on my character, sir. You have no right."

"What?" It was all | could do to get the single syllable out.

"You have no _right_, sir. | warn you, any accusations you mi ght make,
any nention of ny nane, any involvenment of the Witers' Union in your persona
problems, M. Luczak, will result in legal action fromny barrister. | am
war ni ng you, sir."

There was a holl ow clunk as Chatterjee hung up. The line continued to
hi ss and crackle for several seconds, and then a second crash canme as the
policeman at the swi tchboard hung up. Amrita was standing next to ne, but for
a second | could not speak. | remmined standing there, squeezing the receiver
as if it were Chatterjee's neck, ny rage reaching the point where bl ood
vessel s burst or tendons snap

"What!" demanded Anrita, shaking my arm | told her

She nodded. Sonehow the phone call vitalized her into action. First,
usi ng one of the extra lines, she called her aunt in New Del hi. Her aunt knew
no one in Bengal, but she had friends who had friends in the _Lok Sabha_, one
of the houses of governnent. Anmrita sinply told of the kidnappi ng and asked
for help. | could not fathomwhat formthat help could take, but the nmere fact
of Anrita's _acting_ nade ne feel better

Next she phoned her father's brother in Bonbay. Her uncle al so owned a
construction conpany and was a nman of some influence on the west coast of the
subcontinent. Al though he had been awakened from a sound sl eep by a niece he
had not heard fromfor a decade, he promi sed to get on the next plane to
Calcutta. Amrita told himnot to -- not yet -- but did ask himto contact any
Bengal authorities who mght help. He pronmised to do so and to keep in touch

| sat listening to the el egant Hi ndi phrases and watched ny wife as |
woul d a stranger. \Wen she later told ne the substance of the calls, | felt
t he reassurance that a child knows when hearing adults confer with other
adults over inportant matters.

Before I nspector Singh arrived at eight-thirty that norning, Anrita had
called Calcutta's three main hospitals. No, no American children or
ight-skinned children fitting that description had been adnmitted overnight.

Then she cal |l ed the norgue.

| could never have made that call. | could not have stood there as she
di d, back straight, voice steady, and inquired of sone sleepy stranger as to
whet her the body of my child had been brought in during the dark Cal cutta
ni ght .



The answer was no.

Only after she thanked himand hung up did | see the trembling begin in
her | egs and nove up her body until her hands shook and she had to cover her
face with them | went to her then and took her in nmy arnms. She did not
rel ease her tense control, not yet, but she bowed her head into the holl ow of
nmy neck and we rocked back and forth together, saying nothing, rocking
together in the shared pain and ache of it.

I nspector Singh brought no news.

He sat and drank coffee with us around the small table in the room Men
in hel mets cane and went, delivering papers, receiving instructions.

Singh told us that security officials at the airport and train stations
had been notified. Did we have a photograph of the child? I did. It was two
nont hs out of date. Victoria had nuch less hair then. Her face was |ess
di stinct. Beneath her dinpled legs | could see the orange blanket, a forgotten
artifact of that distantly carefree Menorial Day picnic. | hated to give up
t he phot ogr aph.

Si ngh asked nore questions, gave reassurances, and left us. A thin
police sergeant poked his head in and reni nded us in broken English that he
woul d be next door. W nodded.

The day passed. Anrita had |unch brought up. Neither of us ate. Twice
took |l ong showers, the door left open so that | could hear Anrita or the
phone. My flesh still snelled of the previous night's foulness. | was so tired
that | felt disconnected fromny body. My thoughts circled around and around
like a | oop tape.

_If I had not gone. _

_If I hadn't got in the car._

_If I had returned sooner. _

| turned off the water and slamred ny fist into the tile.

By three P.M Singh had returned with two other officers fromthe
Met ropolitan Force. One spoke no English. The other had sonmehow acquired a
cockney accent. Their report was not hel pful

No one named M T. Krishna was teaching at the University. Five
i nstructors named Krishna had taught there during the past decade. Two had
retired. Two were now in their nmid or late fifties. One was a wonan.

There was no record of any Krishna affiliated with the United States
Educati on Foundation in India. |Indeed, there was no USEFlI office in Calcutta.
The nearest branch was in Madras. Phone calls had been placed, but no one in
Madras had any information about a Krishna or Sanjay. No one had been sent to
meet us at the Calcutta airport. USEFI had no idea | was in the country.

There had been many students nanmed Sanjay at Calcutta University. None
contacted so far fit the description that | had given the police. Oficers
were working on it, but it mght be several weeks before all of the currently
regi stered Sanjays were contacted. It was, after all, a m dterm holiday.

It _had_ been confirmed that a Jayaprakesh Miktanandaji had been a
student there, but he had not registered during the previous term A waiter at
the University Coffee House, however, had seen Muktanandaji there only two
days ago.

"That's after | net himthere," | said.

So it seened. Miktanandaji had shown his waiter friend a rail ticket he
had purchased. He said that he was going home to his village of Anguda. The
wai ter had not seen the young man since. Singh had tel ephoned the Conmi ssioner
i n Janshedpur, who woul d tel egraph the provincial constable in Durgal apur. The
constable would go to Anguda to find Miktanandaji and bring himback to
Dur gal apur for questioning. They should be hearing fromhimby | ate Wdnesday.

"Tonorrow '

"Yes, M. Luczak. It is a renote village."



There were many Bahrati famlies in the Cal cutta phone book. None
contacted had a daughter in her twenties with the nane of Kanakhya. The nane,

after all, was quite unusual
"How is that?" | asked
"I will explain later," said Singh

There had been contacts made with inforners in the _goondas_
underground. No useful information had been forthconm ng, but overtures
continued. Al so, the police would be questioning menbers of the Beggars
Uni on.

My stomach turned over at those words. "What about the Kapalikas?"
asked.

"'OwW s that?" asked the other inspector

Singh said sonmething in Bengali and turned back to me. "You mnust
understand, M. Luczak, that the Kapalika Society remains -- technically -- a
myth."

"Bullshit," |I said. "It was no nyth that sonmeone was going to kill rme
last night. It's no nyth that our little girl is mssing."

"No," said Singh. "But we have no hard evi dence yet that the _thugees_,
_goondas_, or the so-called Kapalikas are involved. It is also conplicated by
the fact that various crimnal elements often call upon a corrupt, Tantric

formof nysticism frequently invoking | ocal deities -- in this case, Kali --
in order to inpress their initiates or to frighten the common people.”
"Uh-huh," | said.

Anrita crossed her arns and | ooked at the three nen. "So you have no
real news for us?" she asked.

Singh gl anced at the other two. "No progress, no."

Anrita nodded and picked up the phone. "Yes, hello, this is Room
six-twel ve. Wul d you pl ease put through a call for ne to the American Embassy
in New Del hi? Yes. It is very inportant. Thank you."

The three men blinked. | saw themto the door while Anrita waited by the

phone. In the hall, the other two officials noved away while | detained Singh
for a noment. "Wiy is Kamakhya Bahrati's name so unusual ?"

Si ngh stroked his nustache. "Kanmakhya is . . . not a comon name in
Bengal . "

"Why is that?"

"It is areligious nane. An aspect of . . . of Parvati."

"OfF Kali, you nean."

"Yes."

"So why isn't it common, |nspector? There are enough Ramas and Krishnas
around. "

"Yes," said Singh and flicked lint fromhis cuff. The steel bracelet on
his wist caught the light. "Yes, but the nanme Kamakhya, or its variant,
Kamaksi, is associated with a particularly unattractive aspect of Kali once
worshiped in the great tenple at Assam Sone of their cerenonies were very
unwhol esorme. The cult was outl awed sone years ago. The tenple is abandoned. "

| nodded. | did not react to the news. | went back to the room and
calmy waited for Anrita's call to be completed. And all the while the nmad
| aughter built inside me and the screans of rage rattled their cage to be
freed.

Around five P.M on that endl ess day | went down to the | obby. A sense
of cl austrophobia had grown in ne until | found it hard to breathe. But the
| obby was no better. | bought a cigar in the gift shop; but the clerk kept
glancing at ne, and the synpathetic stare of the assistant manager approached
resentment. | imagined that a Muslimcouple in the | obby were whi spering about
me, and it was not ny imagi nati on when several waiters stepped out of the
Garden Café to point and crane ny way.

| hastily retreated to the sixth floor, jogging up the stairs to rel ease
energy. The English customof calling the second floor the first gave nme an



extra flight of exercise. | was panting and sweating freely when | emnerged
into the hallway of our floor. Anrita was hurrying toward ne.

" Somet hi ng?" | asked.

"I just renmenbered sonething inportant,’

"What's that?"

"Abe Bronstein! Krishna nentioned Abe Bronstein to us when we were
| eaving the airport that first night. Krishna _nust_ have some association
wi th USEFlI or _sonebody_."

Anrita went to talk to the police sergeant in 614 while | had a call put
through to the States. Even with the policeman expediting things at the
swi tchboard, it was thirty mnutes before they got an overseas |ine. Sonething
in me cane close to pulling apart when | heard the fam liar grow from New
Yor k. "Bobby, good norning! Were the hell are you calling fron? It sounds
like you're calling fromthe noon on a cheap CB."

"Abe, listen. Listen, please." As quickly as | could, | told himabout
Victoria' s di sappearance.

"Aww, shit," mpaned Abe. "Shit, shit, shit." Even through ten thousand
m | es of bad connection | could hear the deep pain in his voice.

"Li sten, Abe, can you hear nme? One of the suspects in this thing is a

she said in a rush of breath.

guy named Krishna . . . M T. Krishna . . . but we think his real nane is
Sanj ay sonething. He nmet us at the airport |last Thursday. Can you hear ne?
Good. This Krishna said that he worked for USEFI . . . that's the American
Educati on Foundation . . . yeah . . . and that he picked us up as a favor for

his boss. Neither Anrita nor | can renenber what he said his boss's nane was.
But he al so mentioned _your_ name, Abe. He specifically nmentioned your nane.
Hel | o?"

"Shah," said Abe through the holl ow echoes.

"What ?"

"Shah. A. B. Shah. | cabled himright after you left for London and
asked himto give you a hand if you needed it."

"Shah," | repeated, witing quickly. "Geat. Wiere can we get hold of
him Abe? Is he in the Calcutta directory?"

"No, Bobby, he's not in Calcutta. Shah's an editor of the _Tines of
India , but he also works as a cultural advisor for USEFI in New Del hi. | knew
hi m several years ago when he taught at Colunmbia. | never heard of this
Kri shna son of a bitch."

"Thanks, Abe, you' ve been a lot of help."

"Dam, Bobby, I'mso _sorry_ . How s Anrita hol di ng up?"

"Beautifully. She's a rock, Abe."

"Ahhh. 1t'Il be all right, Bobby. You gotta believe that. They'll get
Victoria back for you. She'll be okay."

"Yeah. "
"Let me know when things work out. 1'Il be at nmy nother's. You' ve got
t he nunber, right? Let me know if | can help. Amy, _dam_. It'll be all right,

Bobby. "
"Good- bye, Abe. Thanks."

Anrita had not only informed Singh, but was on the phone to the third of
Calcutta's three | arge newspapers. She snapped out instructions in perenptory
H ndi

"We shoul d have done this earlier," she said when she got off the phone.
"Now they won't appear until tonorrow s editions.” Anrita had taken out a
hal f - page ad in each of the papers. Runners would pick up copies of the
phot ograph we had | oaned the police. There would be a $10,000 reward for any
hel pful information regarding the case; $50,000 for the safe return of
Victoria or any information |eading to her safe return, no questions asked.

"Jesus," | said stupidly, "where will we get fifty thousand doll ars?"

Anrita | ooked out the wi ndow at the evening chaos on the street. "I
woul d have offered twi ce as nuch," she said. "But that would have been al nost



a mllion rupees. This amount is nore believable somehow, nore exciting to the
greedy. "

| shook ny head. | hadn't seemed able to think of anything. | quickly
call ed Singh and gave himthe information about Shah. He prom sed to foll ow up
on it immediately.

| dozed for an hour or so. | hadn't nmeant to. One minute | was sitting
in the chair near the wi ndow, watching the Iast of the gray eveing |light fade,
and the next mnute ny head snapped up and it was ni ght outside w th heavy
rain banging at the glass. One of the police lines was ringing. Anrita came in
fromthe hall, but |I beat her to it.

"M . Luczak?" It was Inspector Singh. "I was able to get through to M.
A. B. Shah at his honme in New Del hi."
" And?"

"Indeed it was he who received your M. Bronstein's cable. M. Shah has
great respect for your friend and i medi ately dispatched a Foundati on
subordinate of his, a young man named R L. Dhavan, to travel here to offer
his services to you as a guide and interpreter.”

"Di spatched? From Del hi to Calcutta, you mean?"

"Exactly."

"So where is he?"

"That is what M. Shah was beginning to wonder. That is what we
wondered. W took a very careful description of the gentleman's appearance and
cl ot hi ng when | ast seen.”

" And?"

"And, M. Luczak, it seens that M. R L. Dhavan has been with us al
along. H's body was found stuffed in a trunk at Howah Station | ast Thursday
afternoon. "

There was a power failure shortly after ten P.M The nmonsoon storm
out side had entered sonme real mof ferocity beyond ny experience. Lightning
sl ashed the night every few seconds and did a better job of illumnating the
roomthan did the two candl es a porter had brought. The streets were fl ooded
within minutes of the initial deluge, and the frightening downpour grew worse
by the hour. No lights were visible up Chowinghee. | wondered how t he
squatting mllions in their burlap huts and the hutl ess street people survived
nights like this.

_Victoria is out there sonmewhere.

| mpaned out |oud and paced the room | picked up one phone and then the
other to call Singh. The phone |ines were dead.

The assi stant nanager came up to explain to the sleepy policeman next
door and to apol ogi ze to us. Thousands of phones in the area were out of
order. He had sent a runner to the tel ephone conpany, but the offices were
cl osed. No one knew when service mght be resunmed. Sonetinmes it took days.

When the clerk left, I renoved our clothes fromthe cl oset and hung t hem
on a shower rod in the bat hroom

"What are you doi ng?" asked Anrita. Her voice was slightly slurred. She
had not slept in over forty hours. Her eyes were dark and weary.

| said nothing, but pulled out the heavy round wooden dowel that had
served as a rod for hangers. It was alnost four feet |ong and felt agreeably
solid in ny hands. | propped it behind a chair near the door. Cutside,

[ ightning crashed nearby and caught the fl ooded scene in a second's
stroboscopic clarity.

At ten minutes after eleven, there was a heavy knock. Anrita startled
awake in her chair while | stood and hefted the dowel. "Who is it?"

"I nspector Singh."

The Sikh wore a pith helmet and a dripping black raincoat. Two soaked
policemen stood in the hall. "M. Luczak, we would like you to come with us on
an inportant matter."

"Come where, |nspector?"



Si ngh shook water fromhis helnmet. "To the Sassoon Morgue." At Anrita's
i nvol untary intake of breath, he hurried on, "There has been a murder. A man."

"A man? Does this relate to whatshi sname? Dhavan?"

Si ngh shrugged. Water fell to the carpet. "W do not know. The
style of the nmurder has connotations of the _goondas_. The Kapalikas, if you
will. We would like your help in identifying the body."

"Who do you think it is?"

Again the shrug. "WIIl you come, M. Luczak? My car is waiting."

"No," | said. "Absolutely not. I"'mnot |leaving Anrita. Forget it."

"But for identification to be nmade . "

"Take a phot ograph, Inspector. Your departnment has a canera, doesn't it?
If not 1'Il wait for close-ups in the norning paper. Cal cuttans seemto enjoy
vi ewi ng corpse photos the way we get a kick out of comic strips back in the
States."”

"Bobby!" said Anrita. Her voice was raw. W were both exhausted. "The
I nspector is only trying to help."

"Yeah," | said. "Tough. |I'mnot |eaving you again."

Anrita picked up her purse and unbrella. "I'Il go too."

Both Singh and | | ooked at her.

"The phones are out," she said. "No one can call us. It's been
twenty-four hours, and there has been no ransom demand. No contact of any
kind. If this can help, let us do it _now_."

Lightning illuninated the boarded wi ndows and the two rain-pelted stone
lions left over fromsonme earlier, nore innocent era. The norgue entrance was
reached by a rear drive that curved between dark, dripping buildings and heaps
of garbage which were nelting in the downpour. A crunpling overhang sheltered
t he broad doors to the Sassoon Mrgue.

A man in a runpled suit net us in an outer office. Even there, the air
was thick with the high-school -bi ol ogy scent of fornmal dehyde. Kerosene
| anterns threw shadows behind filing cabinets and tall stacks of folders on
every desk. The man steepled his fingers at ne, bowed perfunctorily, and
rel eased a veritable tirade of Bengali at the dripping | nspector

"He says that Ms. Luczak can remain here," translated Singh. "W will
be in the next room"

Anrita nodded and said, "He also said that the norgue needs an energency
generator, lInspector. He invited the politicians at Gty Hall to get off their
asses and cone down here to sniff the roses. Is that right? It was an idiom"

"That is correct," said Singh and surrendered a grimsmnile. He said
something to the norgue official, and the little nan blushed and | ed Singh and
me t hrough sw ngi ng doors and down a short, tiled hallway.

A hangi ng |l antern showed an area which nmight have been Jack the Ri pper's
i dea of an operating room It was filthy. Papers, cups, and various detritus
| ay everywhere. Knives, scal pels, and bone saws were scattered across stained
trays and tabl etops. A huge dish of a light -- inoperative now -- and the
gl eami ng steel table with open drains confirned the purpose of the room That
and the body which |ay exposed on the table.

"Ah," said the Inspector and stepped closer. He beckoned inpatiently for
me to join him The norgue official lifted the lantern fromits peg on the
wal | and hung it fromthe bar of the curved operating-roomlight. The sw ngi ng
light threw swirls of patterns on the slick steel

When | was a child ny parents had invested in a set of _Conpton's
Pi ctured Encyclopedias_. My favorite section was the chapter on the human
body. There were pages there of translucent overlays. You started with the
whol e body, skin and all, and as you flipped the delicate pages you descended
farther into the nysteries of the body's crowded interior. Everything was
neat, color-coded, and | abeled for reference.

The body before nme now was the second page -- MJSCLES & TENDONS. From
t he neck down the skin had been flayed open and pulled back. It lay bunched



under the corpse like a noist and winkled cape. But there was no neat

| abel i ng of ruscles here, only a human being | ooking |like raw neat, greasy
fluids catching the Iight; thick, white fibers disappearing into raw, pink
striations; and yellow sh tendons stretched |ike bl oody thongs.

Singh and the other man were | ooking at nme. If they expected nme to cry
out or be sick they were to be disappointed. | cleared ny throat. "You' ve
al ready begun the aut opsy?"

Singh translated the other's brief sentence. "No, M. Luczak. This was
the way he came in two hours ago."

| reacted then. "Jesus! Wiy woul d anyone kill and then skin a human
bei ng?"

Si ngh shook his head. "He was not deceased when he was first seen. He
was on Sudder Street. Scream ng. Running, according to witnesses. He fell.
Sonetime |later the scream ng stopped. Eventually someone sent for a police
wagon. "

| took two involuntary steps back. | could hear nmy nother's voice
echoing fromthe third-floor |anding on Pulaski Street. _Robert Luczak, you
cone in here this mnute before | skin you alive_. It was possible.

"Do you know hi n?" Singh asked inmnpatiently. He gestured for nore light.
The corpse's head was thrown back, frozen in final agony by the grip of early
_rigor nortis_.

"No," | said through gritted teeth. "Wait." | forced nyself to step into
the tight circle of Iight. The face was untouched except for the distorted
features. Recognition hit ne like a fist.

"You _do_ know him" said Singh.

"Yes." _| had said his name. Dear God, | had said his name when tal king
to Das_.

"It is M. Krishna?"

"No," | said and turned away fromthe bright table. _| had said his
nane_. "It's the glasses that are m ssing. He wears glasses. H's nane is

Jayapr akesh Mikt anandaji."

Anrita and | slept until nine AM W did not dream The roar of rain
t hrough the open wi ndow obliterated dreans. Sometinme around dawn, the
electricity and air conditioning nust have conme on, but we were not aware of
it.

At 11:00 Singh sent a car to bring us to police headquarters. Any phone
call to the hotel would be transferred to us there. The police center was
anot her dark and cavernous roomin another dark and | abyrinthine building.
Great mounds of file folders and yell owi ng docunents obscured the desks and
al nrost hid the facel ess men hunched over typewiters that | ooked to have been
used in Queen Victoria's day. Amrita and | spent several hours going through
huge books of photographs. After hundreds of wonen's faces, | began to wonder
if I would recogni ze Kamakhya Bahrati if | saw her. _Yes, | would_.

There was only one discovery. After scrutinizing a dark and faded
phot ograph of a heavy man in prison gray, | tentatively identified himas the
Kapal i ka i n khaki who had broken ny finger.

"But you are not sure?" asked Singh

"No. He was ol der, heavier, longer hair."

Singh grunted and gave the photograph and instructions to soneone. He
never told me what the man's name was or why he had once been jailed. _The
sound of brittle plastic breaking .

By early afternoon we returned to the hotel and were anmazed to find that
t here had been over a hundred calls to the police-line nunber we had given in
t he newspaper ads. None of the calls had yielded hard informati on. The few
that reported seeing the child here or there were being followed up, but the
sergeant was pessimstic. Most of the calls were frommen or wonen willing to
sell us an infant for the price of the reward.

| slamed the door and we lay on the bed together and waited.



The | ate hours of that Wednesday are largely lost to me. | renmenber
i mges clearly, but they seemunrelated to one another. Sonme | cannot separate
fromthe dreans that have haunted ne since those days.

Sonetime around eight P.M | got up, kissed Anrita goodbye as she dozed,
and left the hotel. The solution to everything had becone quite clear to ne
suddenly. | would go out into Calcutta, find the Kapalikas, tell themthat I
was sorry, that | would do whatever they wanted, and then they would give our
baby back. It was sinple.

Failing that, | would find the goddess Kali and kill the bitch

I remenber wal king for many bl ocks, but at some point | was riding in a
cab, watching faces on the sidewal k, sure that the next one woul d be Kanakhya.
O Krishna. O Das.

Then the cab was parked under a banyan tree, waiting, waiting while
clinmbed a sharp iron gate and | oped, half crouching, up a flower-lined drive.
The house was dark. | rattled shutters. | pounded on doors. "Chatterjee!"
screanmed. The house was dark

At another tinme | was wal king on the river's edge. The Howr ah Bridge
| oomed above ne in that last twilight before true darkness. Paved streets gave
way to rmuddy | anes and dark slums. Children danced around me. | threw t hem al
of my change. | renenber | ooking back once and no | onger seeing the nob of
children but several men follow ng nme. Their nouths noved, but | heard
not hi ng. They made a hal f-circle and began approachi ng me cautiously, arns
hal f raised

"Kapal i kas?" | said hopefully. |I think I said it. "Are you Kapalikas?
Kal i ? Kapal i kas?"

They hesitated and gl anced at one another for courage. | |ooked at their
rags and their |ean-hungry bodies -- nuscles wound tight with anticipation --
and | knew they were not Kapalikas. Or _thugees_. O _goondas_. Only poor,
hungry men ready to kill for a foreigner's noney.

"All right!" | cried then. | was grinning. | could not stop grinning,
although | felt that sonething sharp was cutting a hole in me while | grinned.
The past few days, the night, Victoria -- everything was contracting into a
tight knot of pure joy at this.

"Al'l right!" | shouted. "Come on. Cone on. Please." My arnms opened w de.
| woul d have enbraced them | would have hugged themclose in a sweaty,
| ocker-room enbrace while |I joyously ripped their taut throats out with ny
teet h.

| think I would have. | do not know. The nmen | ooked at one anot her
backed away, and di sappeared in the shadowed | anes. | al nbst cried when they
had gone.

| don't know whether it was before or after my encounter with the nen
that | was in a small, storefront tenple. There was a clunsy statue of a
kneeling black cowwith a red and white necklace. A d men squatted and spat
into the snoky di mess and stared in horror at me. An ancient scarecrow

repeatedly pointed at my feet and gabbled at ne. | think he wanted ne to
renove ny shoes.

"Fuck that," | said in a reasonable tone. "That doesn't matter. Just
tell themthat they win, okay? Tell themthat I'll do whatever they want. Al
right? | promise. | really promise. | swear to God. Scout's honor." | think I

began crying then. At least | watched through a prismof tears as an old man
with nost of his front teeth m ssing grinned vacuously at me, patting ne on
t he shoul der as he rocked back and forth on his skinny haunches.

There was a great wastel and of shacks and old tires lying in the rain,
and | waded through the mud for mles toward the tall chimeys and open flames
that cast a red hue over everything and which receded fromne no matter how I
struggled to close the distance. | believe that this was a real place. | do
not know. It has been the | andscape of ny dreams for so | ong now.



It was in the first false light of dawn that | found the little girl.
She was lying in the street -- in the nud path that passed for a street there.
She was no nore than five. Her long black hair was tangl ed, and she was curl ed
under a thin tan quilt still wet fromthe night's showers. Sonething in her
unsel f-consci ous commitnment to sleep drew ne to her. | dropped to one knee on
t he muddy path. People and bicycles were al ready begi nning to nove, swerving
to avoid us in the narrow | ane.

The girl's eyes were closed tightly, as though in concentration, and her
mouth was slightly open. Her small fist was curl ed agai nst her cheek. Soon she
woul d have to wake, tend the fire, serve the men, care for the younger
chidren, and face the end of a chil dhood she had barely known. Soon she woul d
become the property of a man other than her father, and on that day she woul d
receive the traditional Hi ndu blessing -- "May you have eight sons." But for
now she had only to sleep, her fist curled, her brown cheek against the soil,
her eyes closed tightly against the nmorning |ight.

| shook ny head then and | ooked around ne. It was al nrost dawn. The air
had been swept al nost clean by the rain, and there was the painfully perfect
snel | of fresh bl ossons and noist earth.

| clearly remenber the rickshaw ride back to the hotel. Sounds and
colors were so clear that they assaulted ny senses. My mind was also clear. If
anyt hi ng had happened while I was gone . . . if Amita had needed ne .

It was just dawn, but Anrita met me in the hall. She was wringing her
hands with joy, and there were tears in her eyes for the first time since it
had al |l begun

"Bobby, oh Bobby," she said. "lInspector Singh just called. He's coning
to get us. He'll be here in a mnute. They're taking us to the airport.
They' ve found her, Bobby. They've found her."

W sped along the al nost enpty VIP Hi ghway. Rich streans of horizontal
light threw everything into bold relief, and the shadow of our car kept pace
in the noist fields.

"You're sure she's all right?" | asked.

"Yes, yes," said Singh without turning around in the front seat. "W
only received the call twenty-five mnutes ago."

"You're sure it's Victoria?" asked Anrita. W were both | eaning forward
and resting our arnms on the back of the front seat. Anrita's hands woul d
unconsciously fold and refold the Kleenex she was hol di ng.

"The security guard believes so," said Singh. "That is why he detained
t he coupl e going through with the baby. They do not know that they are being
det ai ned. The chief security officer told themthat there was a slight
irregularity in their travel visa. They believe they are waiting for an
official to arrive to stanp their visas."

"Why not just arrest then?" | asked.

"For what crime?" asked Singh. "Until the child is positively
identified, they are guilty of nothing except attenpting to fly to London."

"Who spotted Victoria?" asked Amita.

"The security guard | nentioned," said Singh and yawned. "He saw your
advertisenent in the newspaper." There was a faint hint of disapproval in
Si ngh' s deep voi ce.

| took Anrita's hand, and we watched the now famliar countryside rol
by. Both of us were nmentally trying to make the little car go faster. \Wen a
herdsman bl ocked the wet pavenent with his sheep for a |l ong nonment, we both
shouted at our driver to honk, to drive through. Then we were shifting up
t hrough gears, passing a runbling cart piled high with cane, and al one in our
left |ane again. Gaudy trucks sped by to our right, headed into town,
white-shirted nen waving brown arns at us.

I forced myself to sit back and take several deep breaths. The richness
of the sunrise would have been wondrous at any other tine. Even the enpty,



scarred high-rises and lean-tos in the nuddy fields seened cl eansed by the
sun's benediction. Wnen carrying tall bronze pots threw ten-foot shadows in
the verdant ditches.

"You're sure she's all right?" | asked again.

"We are alnost there," said Singh

W swept up the curved drive past black and yellow taxis with their
rooft ops di anonded by raindrops, their drivers sprawl ed sl eeping across front
seats. Qur own car had not quite stopped when we flung open the doors.

"Whi ch way?"

Si ngh came around the car pointing. W noved quickly into the termnal
Caught up in our inpatient rush, Singh jogged around the sprawl ed and sheet ed
forms sleeping on the filthy tiled floor. "Here," he said, opening a scuffed
door marked AUTHORI ZED PERSONS ONLY in English as well as Bengali. An
Unt ouchabl e woman squatted in the corridor, sweeping dirt and paper into a
smal | dustpan. Fifteen steps took us to a |large room broken up by partitions

and counters. | could hear tel etypes and typewiters clacking.
| saw themimedi ately, the Indian couple, huddled in a far corner; the
young wonan hol ding the baby to her chest. They were strangers, little nore

than children thensel ves. The man was short and shifty-eyed. Every few seconds
he woul d raise his right hand to brush at his unsuccessful attenpt at a

nmust ache. The girl was even younger than the nan and plain to the point of
honel i ness. The scarf she wore did not hide stringy hair nor the snmudged
crinmson dot which marked the center of her forehead.

But as we stopped twenty feet fromthem Anrita and | had eyes only for
the heavily wrapped bundl e the wonan was rapidly rocking. The child' s face was
not visible. W could see only a pale hint of cheek

W wal ked cl oser. A great ache began in ny diaphragm and rose to ny
chest. | ignored it. Inspector Singh nmotioned to the uniformed security guard
who had snapped to attention. The guard brusquely said sonething to the young
man, who inmredi ately rose fromthe bench and wal ked nervously to the counter
As he stood, the girl shifted to | et himpass and we caught a glinpse of the
baby's face in the thick folds of the shaw .

It was Victoria. Sleeping, pale alnost to the point her skin glowed, but
beyond any doubt it was Victoria.

Anrita let out a cry then, and everyone noved at once. The young nan
nmust have tried to bolt, because the security guard and another man from
behi nd the counter rapidly pinned his arns back. The girl slid across the
bench into the corner and clutched the baby to her breast while she began
rocki ng qui ckly and babbling something that sounded |ike a nursery rhyne.
Anrita, the Inspector, and | advanced quickly together as if to cut off any
escape route the girl mght consider, but she only turned her face to the
green wall and began wailing nore |oudly.

Singh tried to restrain Anmrita then, but she took three quick steps
forward, pulled the woman's head back sharply by her hair, and renoved
Victoria fromher grasp with a sweep of her left arm

Everyone was shouting. For some reason | took several steps back as
Anrita lifted our daughter high and began unwrapping her fromthe filthy
purpl e shaw .

Anrita's first cry cut through the rest of the noise and reduced the

roomto silence. | continued backing up until | struck a counter. As Anrita's
screans started, | turned away in slow nmotion and | owered my face and cl enched
fists to the cool countertop

"Amwy, " |1 said. It was a soft noise and it canme up out of ny earliest
chil dhood. "Awmwy, " | said. "Amv, no, please.” | pressed nmy cheek tight against

the countertop and struck my fists again ny ears, but | could plainly hear
when Anrita's cries turned to sobs.

| still have the report somewhere -- the copy of the one Singh sent to
Del hi. Like everything else in India, the paper is cheap and inferior. The



type is so faint as to be alnpbst transparent, a dull child' s idea of a secret
message. It doesn't matter. | do not need to see the report to recall its
exact wordi ng.

22.7.77 CMP.D./D.D.A. S.S. 2671067
SECURI TY GUARD JAGVOAN ( YASHPAL,

D.D.A SEC. SERV. 1113) PROCESSED THE
COUPLE | DENTI FI ED BY PAPERS AS CHOW
DURY, SUGATA AND DEVI, TRAVELI NG W TH

| NFANT TO LONDON, U.K., FOR PLEASURE,

AT 04:28/21.7.77. SECURI TY GUARD JAG
MOAN DETAI NED THE COUPLE AT CUSTOVS
SECTI ON B- 11 BECAUSE OF PCSS| BLE RE-
COGNI TI ON OF SAI D | NFANT AS M SSI NG
AVERI CAN LUCZAK | NFANT, REPORTED

KI DNAPPED ON 18.7.77 [RE: C.M P.D. CASE
NO. 117, dt, 18.7.77(S.R SQ) SINGH.]

| NSPECTOR YASHWAN SINGH (C. M PD. 26774) AND
LUCZAKS ( ROBERT C. AND AMRI TA D.)

ARRI VED TO CONFI RM | NFANT' S | DENTI TY AT
05:41/21.7.77. | NFANT WAS POSI Tl VELY

| DENTI FI ED AS VI CTORI A CAROLYN LUCZAK b.
22.1.77. UPON FURTHER | NSPECTI ON BY

CH LD S MOTHER, | T WAS DI SCOVERED

THAT | NFANT VI CTORI A C. LUCZAK HAD

BEEN DECEASED FOR SEVERAL HOURS.

COUPLE | DENTI FI ED AS SUGATA AND DEVI
CHOWDURY SUBSEQUENTLY WERE PLACED

UNDER ARREST AND TRANSPORTED TO
C.MP.D.H Q CHOARI NGHEE: SUSPI Cl ON OF
CONSPI RACY TO KI DNAP, CONSPI RACY TO
MURDER, AND ATTEMPTI NG TO TRANSPORT
STOLEN GOODS ACROSS | NTERNATI ONAL
BOUNDARI ES. AUTOPSY REPORT [ RE: LUCZAK - -
C.MP.D./ME. 2671067/ 21.7.77] CONFI RVED
THAT THE LUCZAK | NFANT HAD BEEN
DECEASED FOR A PERI OD OF NO MORE

THAN FI VE (5) HOURS AND NO LESS

THAN TWD (2) HOURS AND THAT SAID | NFANT' S
BODY HAD BEEN USED AS A DEPGS| TORY

TO TRANSPORT STOLEN MERCHANDI SE: LI ST
AND VALUE ESTI MATES APPENDED:

RUBI ES (6) RS. 1,115, 000
SAPPHI RE (4) RS. 762, 000
OPALS (4) RS. 136, 000
AVETHYST (2) RS. 742,000

TOURNMALI NE (5) RS. 380, 000
FURTHER DETAI LS CONTACT SI NGH ( YASH
WAN C. M P. D. 26774). END REPCRT.

Chapter Fifteen



" Calcutta Has Murdered Me_"
-- Kabita Sinha

Calcutta would not let us go. For two nore days the city held us inits
fetid grasp.

Anrita and | would not |leave Victoria alone with them Even during the
police autopsy and the undertaker's preparations, we waited in nearby roons.

Singh told us that we would have to remain in Calcutta for several
weeks, at least until the hearings were conpleted. |I told himwe would not.
Each of us gave a deposition to a bored-|ooking stenographic clerk.

The man fromthe American Enbassy in New Del hi arrived. He was an
officious little rabbit of a man named Don Warden. Hi s idea of dealing with
t he unhel pful Indian bureaucrats was to apol ogi ze to them and explain to us
how compl i cated we had made things by insisting on taking our child s body
hone so quickly.

On Saturday we rode to the airport for the final time. Warden, Anrita
and | were crowded into the backseat of a rented old Chevrolet. It was raining
very hard, and the inside of the closed vehicle was hot and very humd. | did
not notice. | had eyes only for the small white hospital van we were
following. It did not use its enmergency lights in the heavy traffic. There was
no rush.

At the airport there was a final delay. An airport official cane out
wi th Warden. Both were shaking their heads.

"What's the matter?" | said

The Indian official brushed at his soiled white shirt and snapped out
several Hi ndustani phrases in an irritated tone.

"What ?" | said.

Antrita transl ated. She was so exhausted that she did not raise her head
and her voice was al nost inaudible. "He says that the coffin we paid for
cannot be | oaded on the aircraft,” she said wearily. "The netal airline coffin
is here, but the necessary papers for the transfer of . . . of the body .
were not signed by the proper authorities. He says that we can go to the city
hall on Monday to get the necessary papers."”

| stood up. "Warden?" | said.

The enbassy man shrugged. "W have to respect their laws and cultura
val ues," he said. "I've thought all along that it would be nuch easier if you
woul d agree to having the body cremated here in India."

_Kali is the goddess of all cremation grounds. _

"Come here," | said. | led the two nmen back through the doors into the
office next to the roomwhere Victoria's body lay. The Indian official |ooked
bored and inpatient. | took Warden by the armand |led himto one corner of the
room

"M. Warden," | said quietly, "I amgoing to go into the next room and
transfer ny daughter's body to the required coffin. If you come into the room
or interfere with nme in any way, | will kill you. Do you understand?"

Warden blinked several tinmes and nodded. | wal ked over to the official
and explained things to him | did so quietly, ny fingers gently touching his
chest as | tal ked, but he | ooked into ny eyes and sonethi ng he saw t here kept
himsilent and i nmobile when | finished speaking and wal ked t hrough the
swi nging doors into the dimy lit roomwhere Victoria waited.

The room was | ong and al nost enpty except for some stacks of boxes and
uncl ai med | uggage. At one end of the room already opened on a counter next to
a conveyor belt of nmetal rollers, was the steel airline coffin. At the far end
of the room on a bench next to the |oading platform was the gray casket we
had purchased in Calcutta. | wal ked over to it and, w thout hesitating,
unseal ed the casket.

On the night Victoria was born, there was one part of the prepared



ritual that | had been nervous about for weeks. | had known that the Exeter
Hospi tal encouraged the new fathers to carry the newborn infants fromthe
delivery roomto the nursery next door for the obligatory weighing and
measuring prior to returning the baby to the nother in the recovery room |
had worried about this for sone tine. | was afraid | mght drop her. It was a
silly reaction, but even after the excitenent and exhilaration of the birth, I
found ny heart pounding with nervousness when the doctor lifted Victoria off
Anrita's stomach and asked if | would like to carry my little girl down the
hall. | renenber nodding, smling, and feeling terrified. | remenber cupping
her tiny head, lifting the still-danmp-frombirth little form against ny chest
and shoul der and making the thirty-step trip fromthe delivery roomto the
nursery with a growi ng confidence and joy. It was as if Victoria was hel pi ng

me. | renmenber grinning stupidly at the sudden and total realization that _I
was carrying ny child_. It remains the happiest nenmory of ny life.
This time | felt no nervousness. | gently raised ny daughter, cupped her

head, held her against ny chest and shoulder as | had so many tines before,
and nade the thirty-step walk to the steel airline coffin with its small bed
of white silk.

The pl ane was del ayed several tinmes before takeoff. Anrita and | sat
hol di ng hands during the ninety-mnute wait, and when the big 747 did finally
begin its take-off roll, we did not |ook toward the w ndows. Qur thoughts were
on the small transport coffin we had watched being | oaded earlier. W did not
talk as the plane clinbed toward cruising altitude. W did not |ook out as
cl ouds obscured the | ast view of Calcutta. W took our baby and we went hone.

Chapter 16

_Surely sone revelation is at hand; _
-- WIlliamButler Yeats

Victoria's funeral was on Tuesday, July 26, 1977. She was buried in the

smal |l Catholic cenetery on the hill overl ooki ng Exeter
The tiny white casket seened radiant in the bright sunlight. | did not
ook at it. During the brief graveside service, | stared at a patch of blue

sky just above Father Darcy's head. Through a break in the trees |I could see a
brick tower on one of the Acadeny's old buildings. Once a group of pigeons
circled and wheel ed through the shield of sumrer sky. Just before the end of
the service there cane a chorus of children's shouts and | aughter, suddenly
mut ed as they saw our group, and Anrita and | turned together to watch a pack
of youngsters pedaling furiously as they approached the |Iong, effortless grade
down to the town.

Anrita planned to return to teaching at the university in the fall.
did nothing. Three days after we returned, she cleaned out Victoria's room and
eventually turned it into a sewing room She never worked in there and | never
went in at all.

When | finally threw out sonme of the clothes that 1'd brought back from



Calcutta, | thought to go through the pockets of the torn and stained safari
shirt I'd worn the night 1'd brought the book to Das. The book of matches was
not in any of the pockets. | nodded then, satisfied, but a second later |
found ny small notebook in another pocket. Perhaps | had both notebooks wth
me that night.

Abe Bronstein cane up for a day in |late Cctober. He had been at the
funeral, but we had not spoken beyond the necessary rituals of condol ence.
had spoken to himone other time -- a late, incoherent phonecall after 1'd
been drinking. Abe had listened for the better part of an hour and then said
softly, "Go to bed, Bobby. Go to sleep.”

On this Sunday in October we sat in the living roomover white w ne and
di scussed the problens of keeping _Other Voices_ going and the chances of
Carter's new energy program solving the gas shortages. Anrita nodded politely,
smi | ed occasionally, and was a thousand miles away the entire tine.

Abe suggested that we go for a walk in the woods behi nd the house.
bl i nked. Abe hated exercise of any kind. On this beautiful autum day he was
wearing the same gray, runpled suit, thin tie, and bl ack w ngti pped shoes t hat
he al ways wore.

"Sure," | said without any enthusiasm and he and | set off down the
trail toward the pond.

The forest was in full glory. The trail was cushioned with chrone-yell ow
el m| eaves, and every turn confronted us with the flanm ng reds of nmaple and
sumac. A row of hawt horn offered us both thorns and tiny, autum apples. A
paper birch lunged white agai nst a perfect blue sky. Abe took a hal f-snoked
stogi e out of his coat pocket and sl ogged al ong, head down, chew ng
absent m ndedl y.

W had made two-thirds of the mile-and-a-half circuit and were
approaching the crest of the small hill that overl ooked the road when Abe sat
down on a fallen birch and began nethodically enptying his shoes of dirt and
twigs. | sat nearby and | ooked back toward the pond we had circled near the
inlet.

"You still have the Das manuscript?" he asked suddenly.

"Yes." If he asked next to use it in _Qther Voices_ -- agreenent or no
agreement -- our friendship would be at an end.

"Hmm " Abe cleared his throat and spat.
about not doing the article?"

"No." | heard a woodpecker poundi ng sonmewhere beyond the road. "I
returned the advance. They insisted on still picking up the travel expenses.
Morrow s not with them anynore, you know "

"Yeah." Abe lit the cigar. The smell fit perfectly with the autumm
crispness. "Decide yet what you' re gonna do with the fucking poen??"

_Harper's_ give you any shit

"No. "
"Don't publish it, Bobby. Anywhere. Anytinme." He threw the still snoking
match into a pile of leaves. | retrieved it and squeezed it between ny
fingers.
"No," | said. W were silent for awhile. A cool breeze came up and noved

brittle | eaves against each other. Far off to the north a squirrel was |oudly
scol ding a trespasser.

"Did you know | lost nost of ny family in the Hol ocaust, Bobby?" Abe
asked suddenly, not |ooking at ne.

"No. | didn't know that."

"Yeah. Momma got out because she and Jan were in London on their way to
visit nme. Jan went back to try to get Moshe, Mitti, and the rest out. Never
saw t hem again."

| said nothing. Abe exhal ed ci gar snoke agai nst the blue sky. "I nention
this, Bobby, because afterwards everything seens so _inevitable_ , you know
what | mean? You keep thinking you could have changed it but you didn't --
like you forgot to do sonething, then everything happened |ike cl ockwork. You



know what | nean?"

"Yes."

"Well, it _isn't_ inevitable, Bobby. It's just plain fucking bad | uck
isall. It's no one's fault. No one's except the nmean bastards that feed off
that shit."

| sat without speaking for a long tinme. Leaves spiralled down around us,
adding their sad beauty to the carpet already there. "I don't know, Abe," |
said at last. My throat hurt alnmpst too nmuch to go on. "I did _everything_
wrong. Taking themthere. Not |eaving when | saw how crazy things were. Not
maki ng sure their plane got off okay. And I don't understand any of it. Wo
was responsi bl e? Who _were_ they? Krishna? What did the Kamakhya woman have to
gain . . . How does she fit in? Mdst of all, why did | nake the goddammed
stupid m stake of taking Das that gun when --"

"Two shots," said Abe.

n \N]at ?II
"You told ne that night you called that you heard two shots."
"Yeah, well, it was an autonatic."

"So what ? You thi nk maybe when you bl ow your brains out you shoot again
just to nmake sure? Eh?"

"What are you driving at, Abe?"

" You_ didn't kill Das, Bobby. Das_didn't kill Das. One of the
friendly Kapalika fell ows maybe had a reason to set things up that way, eh?
Your buddy Krishna . . . Sanjay . . . whatever the fuck his name was -- maybe
he wanted to be Poet Laureate for a little while."

"Why --" | stopped and watched a seagull pivot on a thermal severa
hundred feet above us. "But what did _Victoria_ have to do with any of it? Ch,
God, Abe . . . how could hurting her hel p anyone? | don't understand any of
it."

Abe rose and spat again. Chips of bark clung to his suit. "Let's go,
huh, Bobby? | got to get the bus back to Boston to get the damm train."

| started to lead the way down the hill, but Abe grabbed ny arm He was
| ooki ng hard at nme. "Bobby, you've got to know one thing. You don't have to
understand. You _won't_ understand. You won't forget, either. Don't think you
will . . . you won't. But you got to keep going. You hear ne? Day by day,
maybe, but you got to keep going. OQtherwi se the fuckers win. W can't let them
do that, Bobby. You understand ne?"

| nodded and turned quickly to follow the faint trail

On Novenber 2 | received a short letter fromlnspector Singh. It
i nfornmed me that the nal e suspect, Sugata Chowdury, would not be standing
trial. During his detention in Hooghly Prison Chowdury had "net with foul

play." Specifically, someone had stuffed a towel down his throat while he
slept. The worman identified as Devi Chowdury was expected to cone to trial
within the nonth. Singh prom sed to keep nme infornmed. | never heard from him
agai n.

In m d-Novenber, shortly after the first heavy snowfall of that bitter
winter, | reread Das's manuscript, including the final hundred pages that |
had not finished in Calcutta. Das has been correct in his succinct summary: it
was a birth announcenment. To get the gist of it |I would recomrend Yeats' "The
Second Coming." Yeats was a better poet.

It occurred to me then that my problemw th deciding what to do with
Das's manuscript was oddly simlar to the problemthe Parsees have in
di sposing of their dead. The Parsees, a dwindling mnority in India, hold
earth, air, fire, and water all as sacred and do not wish to pollute themwth
t he bodies of their dead. Their solution is ingenious. Years ago Anrita had
described to me the Tower of Silence in a Bonbay park, above which circle the
vultures in patient spirals.



| refused to burn the manuscript because | did not want the snoke rising
like a sacrificial offering to that dark thing I sensed waiting just beyond
the fragile walls of my sanity.

In the end, my solution was nmore prosaic than the Tower of Silence. |

shredded the several hundred pages by hand -- snelling the stink of Calcutta
rising fromthe paper -- and then stuffed the shredded strips in a dad Bag to
which | added sone rotting vegetables to di scourage scroungers. | drove

several mles to a large dunmp and watched as the bl ack bag bounced down a
steep ravine of garbage to settle out of sight in a pool of foul nuck.

Driving back, | knew that ridding nyself of the manuscript had not
stopped the Song of Kali fromechoing in nmy mnd.

Antita and | continued to inhabit the same house. W suffered advice and
continued synpathy fromour friends, but we saw other people less and | ess as
the harsh winter progressed. W al so saw | ess and | ess of each other

Anrita had decided to finish up her Ph.D. work, and she set into her

schedul e of early rising, teaching, library work, grading papers in the

eveni ng, nore research, and early to bed. | rose very late and was often gone
for dinner and much of the evening. When Anrita gave up the study about ten
P.M , | would take possession of it and read until the early hours of the
nmorning. | read everything during those sunless nonths -- Spengler, Ross
McDonal d, Mal col m Lowy, Hegel, Stanley El kin, Bruce Catton, lan Flening, and
Sinclair Lewis. | read classics |I'd had on ny shel ves unread for decades, and
| brought home best-sellers from Saf eway. | read everything.

In February a friend offered me a temporary teaching position at a small
coll ege north of Boston, and | took it. At first | commuted each day, but soon
| took a small furnished apartnent near the canpus and went back to Exeter
only on weekends. Frequently | did not return even then

Antita and | never tal ked about Calcutta. We did not nmention Victoria's
nane. Anrita was retreating into a world of number theory and Bool ean Al gebra.
It seemed to be a confortable world for her: a world in which rules were
abi ded by and truth tables could be logically determned. | was |left outside
wi th nothing but my unwi el dy tool s of |anguage and the unfixabl e, nonsensi cal
machi ne of reality.

| was at the college for four nonths and might not have returned to
Exeter if a friend had not called to tell ne that Anrita had been
hospitalized. Doctors di agnosed her problem as acute pneunonia conplicated by
exhaustion. She was hospitalized for eight days and too weak to get out of bed
at home for a week after that. | stayed hone during that time, and in the
smal |l acts of nursing | was beginning to feel echoes of our earlier
tender ness; but then she announced that she felt better, she returned to her
conputer work in md-June, and | went back to nmy apartment. | felt irresolute
and lost, as if some huge, dark hole was opening wider in ne, sucking nme down.

| bought the Luger that June.

Roy Bennet, a taciturn little biology professor I'd net at the college,
had invited me to his gun club in April. For years | had supported gun-contro
| aws and hated the idea of handguns, but by the end of that school year | was
spendi ng nost Saturdays on the firing range with Bennet. Even the children
there seened proficient at the two-handed, wi de-legged firing stance that |
knew only fromthe novies. When soneone had to retrieve a target, everyone
politely broke their weapons open and stepped back fromthe firing line with a
snmle. Many of the targets were in the shape of human bodi es.

When | suggested that | would like to buy my own gun, Roy smiled with
the quiet joy of a successful m ssionary and suggested that a .22-caliber
target pistol would be good to start with. | nodded agreenent, and the next
day spent a small fortune for a vintage 7.65nmm Luger. The wonman who sold it
said that the automati c had been her |ate husband's pride and joy. She



i ncl uded a handsome carrying case in the price.

I never nastered the preferred two-handed stance, but became reasonably
proficient at putting holes in the target at twenty yards. | had no i dea what
the others were thinking or feeling as they plinked away on those
| ong- shadowed eveni ngs, but each time | raised that oil ed and bal anced
instrument | felt the power of its pent-up energy course through nme like a
shot of strong whiskey. The slow, careful squeezing, the deafening report, and
the blow of the recoil along ny stiffened armcreated sonmething akin to
ecstasy in ne.

| brought the Luger back to Exeter with me one weekend after Anrita's
recovery. She canme downstairs |ate one night and found me turning the freshly
oi l ed and | oaded weapon over and over in nmy hands. She said nothing, but
| ooked at ne for a | ong nonent before going back upstairs. Neither of us
mentioned it in the norning.

"There's a new book out in India. Quite the rage. An epic poem |

believe. Al about Kali, one of their tutelary goddesses,"” said the book
sal esman.

| had cone down to New York for a party at Doubl eday, attracted nore by
the offer of free drinks than by anything else. | was on the bal cony and
debati ng whether to get my fourth Scotch when | heard the salesman talking to
two distributors. I went over and took himby the arm led himto a far corner
of the bal cony. The nman had just returned froma trade fair in New Del hi. He
did not know who | was. | explained that | was a poet interested in
contenporary Indian witing.

"Yes, well, I'"'mafraid | can't tell you much about this book," he said.
"I mentioned it because it seemed such a damed unlikely thing to be selling
so well over there. Just a long poem really. | guess it's taken the Indian

intellectuals by storm W wouldn't be interested, of course. Poetry never
sells here, nuch less if it's --"

"What's the title?" | asked.

"It's funny, but | did remenber that," he said. "_Kalisanbv-ha_ or
_Kalisavba_ or sonmething like that. | renmenbered it because | used to work
with a girl naned Kelly Sumers and | noticed the --"

"Who' s the author?"

"Author? I"msorry, | don't recall that. | only renenber the book
because the publisher had this huge display but no real graphics, you know?
Just this big pile of books there. | kept seeing the blue cover in all the
bookstores in the Del hi hotels. Have you ever been to India?"

" Das?"

"What ?"

"Was the author's nane Das?" | said.

"No, it wasn't Das," he said. "At least | don't think so. Something
I ndi an and hard to pronounce, | think."

"Was his first name Sanjay?" | asked.

"Sorry, | have no idea," said the sal esnan. He was becoming irritated.
"Look, does it nmake that nuch difference?"

"No," | said, "it doesn't nmake any difference." | left himand went to
| ean on the balcony railing. | was still there two hours |ater when the noon

rose over the serrated teeth of the city.

| received the photograph in md-July.

Even before | saw the postmark | knew the letter was fromlndia. The
snell of the country rose fromthe flinmsy envel ope. It was postnarked
Calcutta. | stood at the end of our drive under the |eaves of the big birch
tree and opened the envel ope.

| saw the note on the back of the photograph first. It said _Das is
alive_, nothing nore. The photo was in black and white, grainy; the people in



t he foreground were al nost washed out by a poorly used flash while the people
in the near background were mere sil houettes. Das, however, was i mediately
recogni zable. Hs face was scabbed and the nose was distorted, but the |eprosy
was not nearly so obvious as when | had net him He was wearing a white shirt,
and his hand was extended as if he were making a point to students.

The eight men in the photo were all seated on cushions around a | ow
table. The flash showed paint peeling froma wall behind Das and a fewdirty
cups on the table. Two other men's faces were clearly illuninated, but | did
not know them M eyes went to a silhouette of a man seated on Das's right. It
was too dark to nake out facial features, but there was enough profile for ne
to see the predatory beak of a nose and the hair standing out like a black
ni mbus.

There was nothing in the envel ope except the photograph

_Das is alive_. Wat was | supposed to make of that? That M Das had
been resurrected yet another tinme by his bitch goddess? | | ooked at the photo
again and stood tapping it against my fingers. There was no way of telling
when the picture had been taken. Was the figure in the shadows Krishna? There
was sonet hi ng about the hunched-forward aggressi veness of the head and body
that made nme want to say it was.

_Das is alive.

| turned away fromthe driveway and wal ked into the woods. Underbrush
grabbed at ny ankles. There was a tilting, spinning enptiness inside ne that
threatened to open into a black chasm | knew that once the darkness opened,
there woul d be no hope of ny escaping it.

A quarter of a mle fromthe house, near where the streamw dened into a
marshy area, | knelt and tore the photograph into tiny pieces. Then | rolled a
| arge rock over and sprinkled the pieces onto the matted, faded ground there
before rolling the rock back in place.

Whil e wal king home | retained the i mage of noist white things burrow ng
frantically to avoid the light.

Anrita came into the roomthat night while I was packing. "W need to
talk," she said.

"When | get back," | said.
"Where are you goi ng, Bobby?"
"New York," | said. "Just for a couple of days." | put another shirt

over the place where | had packed away the Luger and 64 cartridges.

"It's inportant that we talk," said Anrita. Her hand touched ny arm

| pulled away and zi pped cl osed ny black suitcase. "Wen | get back," |
sai d.

| left my car at hone, took a train to Boston, caught a cab to Logan
International, and boarded a ten P.M TWA flight to Frankfurt with connections
to Calcutta.

Chapt er Sevent een

"_And what rough beast, its hour conme round at |ast, _
Sl ouches toward Bethl ehemto be born! "
-- WIlliamButler Yeats



The sun rose as we were approaching the English coast, but even with the
sunlight falling across nmy legs | felt trapped in a night that would not end.
| was shivering violently, acutely aware that | was strapped into a fragile,
pressurized tube suspended thousands of feet above the sea. Wrse that that
was a growing inward pressure that | first attributed to a cl austrophobic
reaction but then realized was somet hing el se altogether. There was a
vertiginous tilting within ne, like the first solid stirrings of sone powerful
honuncul us.

| sat gripping the armrests and watching the silent nouthings of
characters on a nmovie screen whil e Europe passed beneath us. | thought of
Tagore's last nonments. Meals arrived and were dutifully eaten. Late in the day
| tried to sleep. And all the while the holl owness and di zzi ness grew stronger
and there was the constant sound of insect wings in ny ears. Repeatedly |
woul d be on the verge of sleep, only to snap awake to the sound of distant,
nocki ng | aughter. Eventually | gave up the attenpt to sleep

| forced myself to join the other passengers during the refueling stop
in Tehran. The pil ot had announced the tenperature outside as being 33
degrees, and only when the terrible heat and hunmidity struck me did | realize
that it had been given in degrees Cel sius.

It was late, sonetine before mdnight, but the hot air stank of waiting
vi ol ence. Pictures of the Shah were everywhere in the echoing, brightly lit
barn of a termi nal, and security men and soldiers roaned around with their
sidearns drawn for no apparent reason. Mislimwonen cl oaked in black _chadors_
glided like waiths through the green fluorescent enptiness. Od nen slept on
the floor or knelt on their dark prayer rugs amd cigarette butts and
cel | ophane w appers while nearby an Anerican boy of about six -- blond hair
and red-striped shirt incongruous anong dark hues, crouched behind a chair and
raked the custons counter with automatic fire fromhis toy M 16.

The PA system announced that our flight would be re-boarding in fifteen
m nutes. | stumbled past an old nman in a red scarf and found nyself in the
public restrooms. It was very dark in there, the only light reflected froma
single bulb outside the entrance. Dark shapes noved through the gloom For a
second | wondered if | had inadvertently entered the wonen's side and was
seeing _chadors_ in the darkness, but then | heard deep voices speaking in
guttural syllables. There was al so the sound of water dripping. At that second
the di zziness struck me worse than before, and |I crouched over one of the
Asian toilets and vomted, continuing to spasmlong after | had rid nyself of
the last of the airline neals.

| coll apsed sideways and lay full-length on the cool tile floor. The
enptiness inside ne was al nost conplete now | trenbled as sweat poured from
me and mixed with the salt of my tears. The incessant insect noise had risen
to a crescendo so that | could hear distinct voices. The Song of Kali was very
loud. | realized that already | had crossed the borders into her new domain.

In a fewmnutes | rose in the darkness, cleaned nyself as well as |
could at the only sink, and wal ked quickly into the green light to joint the
others lining up for the flight to Calcutta.

We cane out of the clouds, circled once, and | anded at Calcutta's
Dum Dum Airport at 3:10 A°M | joined the line descending the staircase to the
wet tarmac. The city seened to be on fire. The orange |ight turned back by the
| ow monsoon cl ouds, the red beacons reflected in countless puddl es, and the
bl aze of spotlights frombeyond the term nal added to the illusionr | could
hear no sound but the chanting chorus of shrill voices as | stunbled al ong
with the others toward the custons shed.

A year before, Anrita, Victoria, and | had spent nore than an hour going
t hrough custons in Bonbay. This time | was through in |l ess than five mnutes.
I had not the slightest anxiety that they would open ny |luggage. The little
man in soiled khaki chal ked an X on ny suitcase directly over the outside



conpartnent where | had hidden the Luger and amunition, and then | was in the
mai n ternminal, wal king toward the outside doors.

_Someone will be here to nmeet me. Probably Krishna-Sanjay. He will tell
me where to find the Kamakhya bitch before he dies. _

It was alnmost three-thirty in the norning but the cromd was no | ess
i ntense than the other tinmes I had been in the airport. People shouted and
shoved in the sick light fromsputtering fluorescent strips, but |I could
barely hear the noise as | stepped over Kipling' s "sheeted dead" while maki ng
little effort to avoid treading on the sleeping forms. | let the crowmd nove
me. My arnms and legs felt anesthetized, jerking along as if | had becone a
poorly handl ed marionette. | closed nmy eyes to listen to the Song and to fee
the energy fromthe weapon only inches fromny right hand.

_Chatterjee and Gupta also will have to die. However small their
conplicity, they will have to die._

| stunbled along with the crowd |like a man caught in a terrible
wi ndstorm The noise and snell and pressure fromthe jostling nob joined
perfectly with the growing enptiness within nme to forma dark flower unfolding
in my mnd. The laughter was very |oud now. Behind nmy closed eyelids |I could
see Her visage rising above the gray towers of the dying city, hear Her voice
| eading the rising chant, see Her arnms noving to the beat of the terrible
dance.

_When you open you eyes you will see sonmeone you know. You do not have
to wait. Let it begin here._

| forced my eyes to stay shut, but gripping the suitcase with both hands

| raised it to ny chest. | could feel the crowd noving me forward with them
toward the open doors. Screans of porters and the sewer-sweet snells of
Calcutta canme in clearly now. | felt my right hand begi n unzi pping the outside

conpartnent of the suitcase where | had packed the | oaded gun

_Let it begin here._

Wth nmy eyes still closed | saw the next few m nutes opening before ne
like the waiting doors, like the maw of the great beast that was the city, and
I could sense the dark flower opening wide inside nme and then the lifting of
the oiled perfection of the Luger and then the sacranent will comence, and
then the power will flow up ny armand into nme and through ne and out of ne in
coughs of flame in the night, and the running forms will fall and | will
reload with the satisfying _snick_of the new magazine sliding into place and
the pain and the power will flow fromne and the running forns will fall and
flesh will fly fromflesh fromthe inpact and the flames of chimeys wll
light the sky and by their red hue I will find nmy way through the streets and
| anes and alleys and | will find Victoria, intinme this time, find Victoria in
time, and I will kill those who took her fromnme and kill those who get in ny
way and kill everyone who --

_Let it begin now. _

"No!" | screamed and opened ny eyes. My scream quelled the Song for only
a second or two but in that time | pulled ny hand out of the open suitcase
conpartnent and shoved violently to ny left. The doors were only ten paces in
front of ne and the crowd surged relentlessly toward them the current of
their progress faster now, nore concentrated. Through the doors | caught a
glinpse of a man in a white shirt standing by a small blue-and-white bus. The
man's hair rose |ike spikes of dark electricity.

"No!" | used the suitcase as a battering ramto fight my way to the
wall. Atall man in the crowd shoved me and | struck himin the chest until he
let me pass. | was only three steps fromthe open doors now, and the novenent

of the crowd pulled ne along as surely as an explosion of air into a vacuum

_Let it begin now. _

"No!" | do not knowif | shouted aloud. | threw myself forward, shoved
against the crowd Iike a man wadi ng chest-deep in a river, and with ny left
hand grasped the bar of an unnarked side door leading into the off-limts
section of the term nal. Sonmehow | managed to hold onto the suitcase while
human fornms battered against ne, fingers and arns accidentally striking ny



face in the nel ee.

| pushed through the door and ran, ny suitcase bangi ng agai nst mny right
| eg, surprised airport workers stepping aside as | passed. The Song roared
| ouder than ever before, bringing enough pain to make nme squeeze my eyes shut.

_Let it begin here. Lei it begin now. _

| stopped in md-stride, struck the wall, and stunbl ed backward with the
force of the compulsion. My arns and legs twitched and thrashed as if | was in
the mdst of an epileptic seizure. | took two steps back toward the term nal

"Fuck you!" | screanmed -- | think | screanmed -- and nmanaged to stunble
si deways against a wall that was a door, and then |I was on ny hands and knees
in a long, dark room

The door closed and there was silence. True silence. | was alone. The
roomwas long and dimy lit, enpty except for a few unclai med stacks of
| uggage, some boxes, and trunks. | sat down on the cenent floor and | ooked
around with a rising shock of recognition. | |ooked to ny right and saw t he
battered counter where the airline casket had waited.

The Song had st opped.

For several minutes | sat on the floor and panted. The enptiness in ne

was al nbost a pleasant thing now -- an absence of sonething bl ack and
poi sonous.
| closed nmy eyes. | renenbered holding Victoria the night she was born

the other tinmes, the mlk and baby snell of her, and the thirty-step walk from
the delivery roomto the nursery.

Wt hout opening nmy eyes | gripped the handl e of ny suitcase and --
rising now-- flung it as far as | could across the long room It bounced off
a dusty shelf and crashed out of sight into a heap of boxes.

| left the room wal ked twenty steps down an enpty corridor, energed
into the terminal ten paces fromthe only occupied ticket counter, and bought
a ticket for the next flight out.

There were no del ays. The Lufthansa flight to Minich held only ten other
passengers when it lifted off the runway twenty nminutes later. | did not even
t hi nk about | ooking out to catch a last glinpse of Calcutta. I was asleep
before the | andi ng gear retracted.

I landed in New York the next afternoon and caught a Delta 727 to Logan
International in Boston. There the |ast of ny nervous energy left me and
could not keep ny voice fromcracking as | called Anrita and asked her for a
ride.

By the time she got there in the red Pinto, I was shaking all over and
not completely aware of ny surroundi ngs. She wanted to take me to a hospital
but | slunped deep into the black vinyl seat and said, "Drive. Please drive."

W headed north on 1-95 with the evening sun throw ng | ong shadows
across the nmedian. The fields were wet froma recent rainstorm M/ teeth were
chattering al most uncontrollably, but | insisted on talking. Amrita drove in
silence, occasionally glancing at me with those deep, sad eyes. She did not
interrupt ne even when | began to babbl e.

"I realized that it was exactly what they wanted me to do. What _She
wanted me to do," | said as we approached the state line. "I don't know why.
Maybe She wanted me to take his place the way he took Das's. O maybe Krishna
saved ne because he knew they woul d bring nme back soneday for some ot her
insanity. | don't know | don't _care_. Do you see what's really inportant?"

Anrita | ooked at me and said nothing. Evening light turned her tan skin

gol d.

"I"ve been bl am ng nyself every day, knowing that I'll go on blaning
nmysel f until | die. | thought it was ny fault. It _was_ny fault. Now I know
you' ve been bl am ng yourself."

"I'f I hadn't let her in --" began Anrita.

"Yes!" | said. It was alnost a shout. "I know. But we have to stop that.

If we don't go beyond that, we'll not only destroy each other and oursel ves,



we'll destroy what the three of us _meant_. We'll be part of the darkness."
Anrita pulled into a rest stop near the Salisbury Plains exit. She took
her hands off the wheel. W sat in silence for several mnutes.

"I mss Victoria," |I said. It was the first tinme | had said our child's
nane to her since Calcutta. "I miss our baby. | nmiss Victoria."
Her head cane over against ny chest. | could barely understand her

t hrough the nmuffling of nmy shirt and the begi nning of her own tears. Then it
was cl ear.

"So do |, Bobby," she said. "I mss Victoria too."

W held each other as the trucks noved by in a rush of wind and noise
and the last of the rush-hour traffic filled the [anes with sunbaked col ors
and the sound of tires on pavenent.

Chapter 18

_Considering that, all hatred driven hence, _
_The soul recovers radical innocence_

_And learns at last that it is self-delighting, _
_Sel f-appeasing, self-affrighting, _

_And that its own sweet will is Heaven's will; _
_She can, though every face should scow _
_And every wi ndy quarter how _

_O every bellows burst, be happy still _.
-- WIlliamButler Yeats

A PRAYER FOR MY DAUGHTER

W live in Colorado now. In the spring of 1982 | was invited out to do a
nodest workshop at a nountain college here and | went back East only |ong
enough to get Anrita. Qur subsequent visit has turned into a reasonably
per manent residence. W' ve | eased the house in Exeter, furnishings and all
but the eight paintings are hangi ng here agai nst the rough wood of the cabin
and the little Jamie Weth oil sketch we purchased in 1973 cones cl osest to
catching the rich play of Iight we see out the wi ndow. That quality of I|ight
obsessed us our first few nonths here, and both Anrita and | have --
sheepishly at first -- tried oil painting.

The college facilities here are primtive by Boston standards, our
salaries are low, but the house we're living in was once a ranger's cabin, and
fromour |arge wi ndow we can see snowy peaks over a hundred niles to the
north. The light is so sharp and clear that it borders on being pai nful

W wear jeans nost of the tinme, and Anrita has | earned how to handl e the
f our - wheel -drive Bronco in nud and snow. We niss the ocean. Even nore, we mss
sone of our friends and the benefits of coastal civilization. Qur nearest town
now is eight nmles down the mountain fromthe canpus and its boasts only 7,000
peopl e at the height of the summer influx. The fanciest restaurant is called
_la Cocina_, and our other dining choices are the Pizza Hut, Nora's Breakfast
Nook, Gary's Gill, and the 24-hour truck stop on the Interstate. In the
sumer Anmrita and | give a lot of our business to the Tastee Freez. The town
library is operating out of an AirStreamtrailer until the new Gvic Center is
built. Denver is alnpbst three hours away, and both npuntain passes are cl osed
for days at a time in winter.



But the air seens espcially clean here, and we feel sonehow lighter in
the nmorning, as if the altitude includes a dispensation fromsone of the
gravity that inflicts its inperative on the rest of the world. And the quality
of daylight here is nore than a pl easant phenonenon, it is a formof clarity
to us. Aclarity which heals.

Abe Bronstein died | ast autum. He had just finished work on the Wnter
| ssue, the one that included a short piece by Ann Beattie, when he suffered a
massi ve coronary while wal king to the subway.

Antita and | flew back for his funeral. Afterwards, over coffee with
other mourners in the snmall townhouse he had shared with his nother, the old
worman beckoned for Anrita and ne to join her in Abe's room

The smal |l bedroom was made even snaller by the floor-to-ceiling
bookshel ves that filled the better part of three walls. Ms. Bronstein was
ei ghty-six and seened too frail to hold herself erect as she sat there on the
edge of the bed. The room snelled of Abe's brand of cigars and of | eather
bookbi ndi ngs.

"Here, please," said the old wonan. Her hand was surprisingly steady as
she handed ne the small envel ope. "Abrahamleft instructions for you to have
this, Robert." Her throaty voice nust once have been beautifully exciting.
Now, as it neasured out the words in the precise diction of an acquired

| anguage, it was nerely beautiful. "Abrahamsaid that | was to deliver this to
you personally -- even, as he put it, if | had to walk to Col orado to find
you. "

At any other time, the inmage of this frail old woman hitchhi king across
the prairie would have brought a smle fromne. Now | nodded and opened the
letter.

"Bobby - - April 9, 1983
If you're reading this letter, then neither one of us is terribly
thrilled about recent events. |'ve just come frommy doctor. Wile he didn't

tell me not to buy any | ong-playing records, he didn't try to sell me any
long-termcertificates either

| hope that you (and Anrita?) didn't have to drop anything inportant.
That is, if there _could_ be anything inportant going on out there in that
godf or saken wi | derness you're calling home as of this witing.

| recently revised ny will. Right nowl'msitting in the park near ny
old friend the Mad Hatter, enjoying a panatela, and watching sone girls in
halter tops and shorts tyring to convince thenselves that it's really spring.
It's a warm day but not so warmthat it keeps their goosebunps from show ng.

If Momma hasn't told you all yet, nmy newwll |eaves everything to her
Everything, that is, except the original Proust editions; the authors
correspondence files in my safety-deposit box; and the rights, titles, nodest
bank account, and executive editorship of _Oher Voices_. These go to you,
Bobby.

Now wait a minute. | don't want to be accused of hanging an al batross
around your carefree Polish neck. Feel free to dispose of the nmagazi ne as you
see fit. If you' d prefer that some other responsible party continue it --

fine. I've given you full power of attorney for any such arrangenent.
Bobby, just renmenber what we wanted the nagazine to be. Don't unload it
on some fucking conglonmerate that wants a tax wite-off and who'll hire sone

schmuck who can't tell good prose fromday-old piss. If you have to put the
magazine to sleep rather than lower its standards, that's all right by ne.

If, on the other hand, you decide to keep it going -- _good_. You'll be
surprised how portable a nagazine |ike _Voices_ can be. Take it out to
wherever the hell it is that you live. (MIller was going to raise the rent on

us anyway.) If you do give it a go, don't spend tine worrying about continuing
"Abe's old editorial policy." Abe didn't have any editorial policy! Just print



t he good stuff, Roberto. Follow your instincts.
One thing, though. Not all of the best witing has to be _Naked Lunch

Regurgitated . Alot of the stuff coming in will depress the hell out of you.
If it's good, it deserves to be printed, but there's still roomfor witing
t hat hol ds out sone hope for humanity. At least | think there is. You know
better than |, Bobby. You've been closer to the flames and managed to return

Got to go. There's a cop been eyeing nme here and | think he's appraised
me correctly as a Dirty dd Man.

You can read this to Monma -- she won't rest until you do -- but |eave
out the "day-old piss" and the "fucking" before "conglonerate,"” Ckay? Your
first editing chore.

My love to Antita.

-- Abe"

Abe was right. The nagazine was quite portable. The college was thrilled
to have _Qther Voices_ originating fromits PO box, and they obligingly cut
back ny teaching tinme to two sections with no cut in pay. | suspect that they
woul d pay me for _no_ teaching if nmy presence would keep Anrita in their math
department. For her part, Anrita is pleased by the easy access to the college
conputer termnal that shares time with sone nonster Cray conputer in Denver
She recently made the comment -- "This place is pretty up to date."” VWile on
her way to the math buil di ng, she obviously has not noticed the quonset - hut
dormitories, cinderblock buildings, and m nuscule library.

| find it reasonably easy to edit an Eastern literary journal fromthe
top of a Col orado nountain, although | do have to make five or six trips a
year to confer with printers and to visit with sone of the witers and
sponsors. Anrita has becone involved with the publication and has shown
surprising strength as a reader. She says that her training in | anguage and
mat hemati cs has given her a sense of synbolic bal ance -- whatever the hel
that means. But it has been at Amrita' s urging that |1've tried to include nore
Western witers including Joanne G eenberg and the Cowboy Poet of Creed.

The results have been encouragi ng. Subscriptions have gone up recently,
we' ve established several shelf sale outlets, and our old readership appears
to be remaining loyal. W shall see

| have witten no poetry. Not since Calcutta.

The Song of Kali never quite goes away. It is a background sound to ne
i ke di scordant nusic froma poorly tuned radio station

| still dream of crossing muddy wastes with gray-w apped bodies
underfoot while distant chimeys send up flanmes to lick at |ow cl ouds.

Sone nights the wind cones up and | rise and go to the front w ndow of
the cabin and | ook into the blackness and hear the scrabbling of six Iinbs on

the rocks outside. | wait, then, but the gaunt face with its hungry nouth and
its thirsting eyes stays just back in the darkness, held away by . . . by
what ? | do not know.

But the Song of Kali still is sung.

Recently, not far fromus here, an ol der wonan and her grown daughter
both sel f-described "good Christians," baked her grandson in the oven to drive
out the denons that made himcry in the evening.

One of ny students here is distantly related to the California high
school student who recently raped and nurdered his girlfriend and then brought
fourteen of his friends to view the body over a three-day period. One boy
dropped a brick on the corpse to make sure she was dead. None of the kids
t hought to mention it to the authorities.

One of the new printers | net at Adansons in New York |last nmonth was
Siem Ry, a 42-year-old refugee from Phnom Penh. He had owned his own printing



conpany there and was able to bribe his way into Thailand and to the U S. a
few years ago. He worked his way up in Adanmsons after starting over as a
printer's devil. Over a few drinks, Ry told nme about the forced evacuation of
the city and the eight-day forced march which killed his parents. He quietly
told me about the |abor canmp that clained his wife, and about the norning he
awoke to find that his three children had been taken to an "educati on-1| abor
canp” in a distant part of the country. Ry described a field he stunbled into
whi | e escaping. He said that human skulls were piled three-and four-feet deep
across half an acre in one place.

_The Age of Kali has begun. _

I went down to the nobile-home library |last week and read up on the
so-cal l ed Black Hole of Calcutta. It had been only a phrase to ne until then
The historical details were not relevent to nmuch of anything. Essentially, the
Bl ack Hol e was just an airless roomcramed full of too many people during one
of the sporadic rebellions in the 1800's.

But the phrase still haunts me. |'ve devel oped a theory about Calcutta,
al t hough theory is too dignified a word for such an intuitive opinion

I think that there are black holes in reality. Black holes in the human
spirit. And actual places where, because of density or nisery or sheer human
perversity, the fabric of things just cones apart and that black core in us
swal lows all the rest.

| read the papers, | look around, and | have a sinking feeling that
t hese bl ack holes are growi ng | arger, nore common, feeding on their own vile
appetite. They are not restricted to strange cities in distant countries.

Wthout telling Anrita any of this, | asked her recently about
astronomi cal bl ack hol es. She gave a | ong expl anation, nuch of it based on the
wor k of a man naned Stephen Hawki ng, rmuch of it technical, nost of it
i ndeci pherable to ne. But a couple of things she mentioned interested ne.
First, she said that it _did_look as if light and other captured energies
m ght be able to escape astronom cal black holes after all. | forget the
details of her explanation, but the inpression | got was that although it was
i npossible to clinb out of a black hole, energy might "tunnel out" into
anot her place and tine. Second, she said that even if all the matter and
energy in the universe were gobbled up by black holes, it would only ensure
that the nass canme together into another Big Bang that would start what she
called a Fresh New Universe with new | aws, new forns, and bl azi ng new gal axi es
of light.

Maybe. | sit on a nountai ntop and weave weak metaphors, all the while
renenbering a pale hint of cheek in a dirty shawl. Sonetimes | touch the palm
of my hand in an attenpt to recall the sensation the last tine |I cupped

Victoria's head in ny hand. _Take care of your momuntil | get back, okay,
Little One?_
And the wind rises outside and the stars shake in the chill of night.

Anrita is pregnant. She hasn't told nme yet, but | know that she
confirmed it with her doctor two days ago. | think she's worried about what ny
reaction will be. She needn't be.

A month ago, just before school started again in Septenber, Anrita and
took the Bronco up to the end of an old mning road and then backpacked about
three mles along the ridgeline. There was no sound except for the breeze
t hrough the pines below us. The valleys there were either never inhabited or
abandoned when the old mnes played out. W explored a few of the ol d diggings
and then crossed another ridge to where we could see snowtopped peaks
extending away in all directions, to and beyond the curve of the planet. W
paused to watch a hawk circle silently on high thermals half a mile above us.

That ni ght we canped near a high | ake, a small, perfect circle of
painfully cold snowrelt. The hal f-nmoon rose about m dni ght and cast a pale



brilliance on the surroundi ng peaks. Patches of snow caught the noonlight on
t he rocky sl ope near us.

Anrita and | made love that night. It was not the first tinme since
Calcutta, but it was the first time we were able to forget everything except
each another. Afterward, Anrita fell asleep with her head on ny chest while
lay there and watched the Perseid neteors cut their way across the August

ni ght sky. | counted twenty-eight before | fell asleep

Anrita is thirty-eight, alnmost thirty-nine. 1'msure that her doctor
wi Il recomrend ammi ocentesis. |'mgoing to urge her not to go through that.
Ammi ocentesis is hel pful primarily if the parents are willing to abort the
fetus if there are genetic problens. | don't think we are. | also feel -- fee
very strongly -- that there will be no problens.

It might be best if we were to have a boy this tine, but it will be fine
either way. There will be painful recollections with a baby in the house, but
it will be Iess painful than the hurt we've shared so | ong now.

| still believe that some places are too w cked to be suffered.
Cccasionally, | dream of nucl ear mushroom cl ouds rising above a city and human

figures dancing against the flam ng pyre that once was Cal cutta.

Sonmewhere there are dark choruses ready to proclaimthe Age of Kali. |
amsure of this. As sure as | amthat there will always be servants to do Her
bi ddi ng.

_All violence is power, M. Luczak._

Qur child will be born in the spring. | want himor her to know all of
t he pl easures of hillsides under clear skies, of hot chocolate on a winter's
nmorni ng, and of |aughter on a grassy Saturday afternoon in sunmer. | want our
child to hear the friendly voices of good books and the even-friendlier
silences in the conmpany of good peopl e.

| have not written any poetry in years, but recently | bought a |arge,
wel | - bound book of blank pages and |'ve witten in it every day. It is not
poetry. It is not for publication. It is a story -- a series of stories,
actually -- about the adventures of a group of unlikely friends. There is a
tal king cat, a fearless and precoci ous nmouse, a gallant but |onely centaur
and a vainglorious eagle who is afraid to fly. It is a story about courage and
friendship and small quests to interesting places. It is a bedtinme storybook

The Song of Kali is with us. It has been with us for a very long tine.
Its chorus grows and grows and grows.

But there are other voices to be heard. There are other songs to be
sung.



