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The point of departure had been chosen with care. Aaron Gunn, being something of a perfectionist, had waited fourteen years before launching himself on this adventure; had waited until his instinct told him that the moment was right.


The idea of it first came to him at the age of nineteen, while walking across the mountains, by accident, from Neapolis to Leonideon in the Peloponnese. It was the first summer that could be called his own, his head colonised with a muddle of philosophy from a year at university and his backside tanned from the island beaches. His rucksack was stolen in Kissimos, on Crete, leaving him with a passport, a Eurorail ticket and not quite enough money for the ferry to Piraeus. An optimist to the core, he wasted no more than a token five minutes in despair, before reasoning that he had lost nothing of any real value. Unburdened, he hitched a lift on a fishing boat to the nearest point on the mainland.


The road to Leonideon dissolved into a dirt track across the mountains, trafficless. The only person he encountered before Cosmos was a boy with a large flock of goats and sheep who, on seeing such a tall and peculiar person striding along in the dusk, ran screaming into the hills in a primitive terror. The words he shrieked impressed themselves on Aaron’s mind. Later when he arrived in Athens, he asked their meaning and was told that the boy had shouted, ‘It’s the devil! The devil!’


In Cosmos he drank coffee and watched the dawn, elevated by more than the altitude. When he came down, to Leonideon, and saw the cliffs dripping red over the town like a butcher’s apron, he felt himself to be a changed and happy person. The idea of travelling was sown.


The plan was to travel without any plan at all; to spend a year wandering through the world in the spirit of his walk across the Greek mountains, baggageless and bookless. To be such a stranger that anyone who encountered him might run into the hills at the sight of him. The only thing to be decided in advance was the moment of leaving. Years passed in waiting for this perfect time. Either there wasn’t enough money to spare, or his career was at one of its numerous critical points, or he would be involved with some person or another and the dream would be smothered by an illusion of love.


At the age of thirty-two he realised that he had achieved almost everything he had set his mind on. He was successful, as a writer of cookery books, happy, healthy, well-dressed, well-read, well-spoken, well-mannered and well-thought-of. He had the house he wanted to live in, furnished in the way he liked. His friends were devoted and his family loving but at a reasonable distance. There were two loose ends which remained to be tidied. One of them was the great journey and the other was finding the love of his life. It was logical that he should deal with the first while he was still a single man, before he was to be hit over the head with an inescapable emotion.


Despite having been in love, regularly, he had maintained his romantic faith by a theory of mistaken identity. With every disappointment, betrayal or plain fizzling-out he convinced himself that the real thing was still waiting for him. The perfect lover would have all the qualities which he had found attractive, separately, in each of the mistakes. Thus, every time he got it wrong he comforted himself with the thought that he knew a little more about the identity of the ideal, and was more likely to recognise this being on sight. He could never speak of this belief to anyone else, even though he might have been able to defend it by a twisted sort of Platonism. Love, as far as Aaron Gunn was concerned, was a matter too profound to be discussed with anyone but the beloved.


He gave power of attorney to his agent and the keys of his house to his sister, Susan, so that she could keep an eye on things while he was away. Susan also volunteered to foster his cat, which relieved him of the only conscientious objection he had to being away for so long. With the image of the dawn at Cosmos in mind, he set off in an easterly direction, going by train as much as possible. He carried the absolute minimum: a couple of changes of linen, a toothbrush and a diary. His luggage weighed less than a pound. Anything he bought along the way was posted home. In cold climates he bought extra clothing and in warm climates he discarded it. By December he was in southern India. On New Year’s Eve he checked out of the Metropole Hotel in Mysore and boarded the train for Goa. That journey, of twenty-four hours in a second-class sleeper, was particularly good. The train crossed the hills at not much more than walking pace and, in that meditative progress, he thought he had found the object of his travelling.


His first impression of Goa was that he would not be tempted to stay there long. His diary entry for New Year’s Day was a three-page condemnation of the tourist industry. The entry for the second of January, however, was the shortest so far. It read, ‘Baga. Met someone whose name is Lovely.’




 


 


 


 


The party should have been held the night before. The jungle was painted and the speakers stacked at the edge of the paddy. Chai ladies had carpeted the surrounding fields with their matting. The acid punch was brewed and the police had been given their baksheesh, or so everyone thought. But that was the year that the Goan Press decided to become more than usually hysterical with bourgeois indignation. It was time, the editor decreed, to put a stop to hippies and drug fiends, who corrupted the unsullied minds of Indian Youth and gave the state a bad reputation. That the more acceptable kind of tourists, with their golf courses and swimming pools, were wrecking the agricultural economy, was not a point which the editor, whose friends were hoteliers rather than farm labourers, was likely to raise. The result of the outburst was that the police who, by and large, had paid heavy bribes for Goan postings so that they could become rich by harrassing the hippies and drug fiends, took this unprecedented spate of indignation as their cue to demand even more money from the party organisers. So a thousand ravers spent the night sitting on the chai ladies’ mats, waiting for the music to begin, while acrimonious negotiations were being conducted elsewhere.


Some went home and some took their drugs anyway and wandered down to the beach where they stared, open-mouthed, at the stars. Some had taken so many drugs that they remained pinned to the paddy all night and were able to imagine the music. A deal was struck between the police and the organisers at noon on New Year’s Day, and the party became, effectively, a two-day event, and the best party that anyone who had not lost the faculty of memory could remember.


Nick and Cathy were among those who stayed for the duration. That was the party at which they found a little bag of goodies which some dealer must have dropped. They experimented recklessly with the contents, dragging those thirty-six hours out into a lifetime of holiday. Because of the disarrangement and confusion of time they couldn’t say exactly when it was that they first noticed the tall man, but it must have been during the second night. He was dancing near the speakers, like an otter, more cadence than rhythm, seeming incongruous with his height, and a precision to him among the sliding ravers in their cloven footwear. Nick and Cathy were themselves trying to dance, but were so far gone that they could only clutch at each other in fits of unwarranted laughter. They lost the plot just after that, and the next thing they could remember was coming away from the dancers and dropping, cross-legged, onto the matting of their chai lady. While Cathy closed her eyes, as a way of retreating into a world she could control more easily, Nick focussed on a raw corrugation of muscle that still twitched in his shoulder, keeping time with the sinuous high hat, which seemed to come separately from the rest of the music, threading through the mango trees. He was devastatingly amused. It was during that distraction that the light changed; night ended and the morning began.


It was while he was sitting like that, grinning like an idiot as he grappled with the last hours of the party, that Aaron first saw him, and began to be fascinated.


So many party rumours had been washing over Baga on New Year’s Day, and so many strangers had asked Aaron whether he had been to the party and whether he was going, and whether he knew what the truth was, that he had decided, in the cause of disinterested scholarship, to go and see what the fuss was about. Once there, he had swallowed a tab of something mild and dancy and enjoyed the spectacle while he waited for it to kick in.


Though he danced and exchanged mindless smiles with other dancers and gave himself all the evidence that he was having a good time, he became conscious of his isolation. He began to think of the end of his travels, when he would return home, alone, to the perfect universe he had created for himself. He had to remind himself that his life was a happy one, was the life he had chosen; but the acid in his brain would not allow the usual arguments for self-satisfaction. That word, alone, kept repeating in his mind. Like someone who has failed his driving test and is watching all the cars on a busy road, wondering what is wrong with him that he cannot accomplish such a simple and everyday skill, he saw couples everywhere he looked and felt himself to be a failure. It occurred to him that he was already in love, and that he had been in love all his life, but without finding the object of his love. If he didn’t find it soon he might become a selfish old bachelor, too fussy about his petty and ordered life to allow another to infringe upon it.


Having thought all this, in the syncopated meter of dancing, and having reached what had the semblance of a decision, he had been overtaken by a calmness and walked away from the music. That was when he saw Cathy and Nick.


The sky was paling indigo and the light at ground level was intense and greenish from the lamps of the chai ladies. Nick was minding his own business, tripping his tits off and smiling the width of an ache, with Cathy beside him in a lesser stupor. On seeing them, the first thing Aaron thought was that this couple were the perfect illustration of what he had just been wanting, that they had some knowledge which was denied to him. He had never seen a creature so evidently, unashamedly and completely happy as Nick. It was not Nick that first attracted him, but Nick’s happiness. From the way they sat together, it could be assumed that Nick and Cathy were lovers; that Nick was not available. Aaron watched the smiling man and something changed; something was signified. He could not tell what or how, but he knew that he would have to find out; that he would have to find a way of talking to this person. He had a feeling that his failure was about to be overturned.


The chai lady nearest to him was holding out a glass of coffee and asking, in an insistent voice, whether he wanted it. He folded his legs beneath him and took the glass. Through the dawn and the morning he watched the pair, making guesses as to who they were and what their relationship was. They seemed to know everyone who passed or, if they didn’t, to be ready to know anyone. Aaron couldn’t make out anything they said, but he could read their gestures. From the way that one of them would point out a good-looking man to the other, and the smutty look they would exchange in consequence, it soon became obvious that they were no more than friends. By this time Aaron was too involved in romantic fantasy to notice that this realisation had overturned the original motivation for his interest in them. It took a very small leap of the imagination for Aaron to think that he was falling in love.


Towards the end of the party the midday sun seemed devastating. There had been stretches of time when the morning had given the impression of running on for eternity. The dawn had been diverting, followed by the appearance of thick clouds of dust between the dancers and the light. Palm trees changed from kitsch silhouettes to vegetation. Then a trick of the drug would scatter time and hours would be lost to memory, as though the noon was grafted onto the night and nothing at all had happened in between, and all the debris on the paddy fields had come from nowhere.


As the hottest part of the day began and the light became searing on his dilated pupils, Nick began to worry. He had reached the stage where it seemed that the trip would never end, trapping him forever in this condition of helplessness. He wondered if he had overdone it this time. Goa was stuffed with acid casualties, those who had taken one trip too many and never come back. He tried to think of normality, and to remember how his mind had functioned before the party. The distance covered in the previous thirty hours seemed so preposterous that he laughed out loud. Then the question of whether he had permanently lost his mind was overtaken by a ringing in his teeth, and nothing mattered but a desperate search for chewing gum.


As Aaron watched and fell in love, every detail became clear in the harshness of the light. Nick, unconscious that anyone was taking so much notice, had his arms crossed, stroking his cleavage as though he were cold, his jaw working at a rhythmic speed and his gaping pupils focussing on one point and another in logicless succession. If it had been in his power to choose a state in which to be described, or seen, for the first time, almost any other condition might have been preferable. Sweat had run and dried on him, holding a fresco of red dust over his skin and clothing. Beneath these layers was the frame of a man who had been skinny in his youth, gone to the gym in his twenties, and suffered the creeping tide of flesh that had spread from his middle in the four years since he had turned thirty. His hair would have been a sort of blond colour had it not been cut down to an eighth of an inch to mitigate a receding line, his eyebrows were white and his lashes invisible. Supporting all these was a face of a standard handsomeness, of the kind that looks good in photographs and is otherwise dependent on the expression it bears. Smiling, as it was now, it was undeniably attractive. A large hand, holding a joint, was positioned delicately, as if that joint had an irreplaceable significance. Without it, the prospect of walking two hundred yards of jungle path to find a rickshaw was unthinkable.


The remains of the party were thinning by the minute. Soon there would be no music and it was important to get away before then. It was awful to leave a dead party, and not hear the thump of the speakers ebb as you got further away, never fading completely because your overworking imagination would dub sound into the silence, and your bones would twitch as though it were sound you had in your bloodstream and not acid.


Nick glanced at the spliff between his fingers, expelled all the air that was in him, and found himself standing on his feet, wishing that he had someone to talk to.


‘Are we going then?’


Cathy’s voice had come from somewhere near his knees. He remembered, first, that she had been there all the time and, second, that it was she who had skinned up and handed him the joint.


He began to laugh, not because it was hilarious to have momentarily forgotten Cathy’s existence, but as a result of another thing that was happening at the same time. For the previous ten minutes he’d been staring at a television set, amazed that there could be such a thing in the middle of the jungle. Then the television began to move towards him, which was even more astonishing. He was still trying to work out what programme was being shown when he realised that he had, in fact, been watching the design on a tall man’s T-shirt.


‘I’ve lost it, sweetie,’ he said. ‘I’m so off my face that I thought that man was a telly.’


Cathy looked in Aaron’s direction while Nick helped her to her feet.


‘Babysweets,’ he said.


She nailed him with a look so cynical that he wondered whether she had taken any drugs at all. ‘Stop that,’ she growled. ‘Any more slush like that and I’m going to bed with a valium when we get home. You can come down on your own for the day.’


While Nick tended to get sentimental on drugs Cathy remained so much herself that you wondered why she bothered. She knew that he was afraid of coming down and that he needed to be accompanied back to reality. The threat of her taking valium could prevent him from uttering sickening endearments for several minutes at a time. In practice though, they had known each other for so many years, and been on so many trips together, that there was no question of them not chilling out together.


Cathy was a woman whose proportions were all squares and cubes, like a diagram from one of those textbooks on how to draw the human figure. Her nose and her chin were boxes and her shoulders formed a straight line, as if they had been shaped with pegs and string. When she turned to look at you she swivelled like a Rubick’s Puzzle. Over the years, at various times, she and Nick had lived together and worked together and taken holidays together and seen each other through a frightening accumulation of disastrous relationships. If they had never had a serious fight it was owing, largely, to her fierceness. He would never have dared argue with her on a vital issue. She was the sort of person who liked or hated you on sight, and if you were liked you were made to stay liked. If you were hated you might as well shoot yourself in the head and call it an economy measure.


Nick asked, ‘Shouldn’t we be looking for Fergus and Andrew?’ He could remember that they had all arrived at the same time.


‘Fuckwit,’ she said. ‘They went home at three this morning. You spent an hour saying goodbye to them.’


‘I forgot. Sorry. Don’t be cross, it isn’t my fault.’ Then, in an ironic tone intended, but failing, to disguise the seriousness of his question, he said, ‘But you love me really, don’t you?’


‘No,’ she said, gathering up their possessions from the mats with a disturbing efficiency. ‘Only when you’re not so bloody irritating. And that’s hardly ever.’


He had the feeling that they had been standing for a long time, as though they had forgotten the reason for getting to their feet. Nick muttered something about vestibule paralysis, but Cathy either failed to understand or thought the expression unremarkable, and then Nick failed to see its relevance himself. Their eyes wandered the paddies, resting on each of the remaining chai ladies and their entourages of half-dressed and tattooed Europeans. There were jugglers here and there, in silly hats, but they were to be ignored, because there was something immodest about them and the way they practised their trivial craft so publicly. They claimed it was a form of meditation, but it looked more like showing-off.


Nick began to say goodbye to Anya, the chai lady they came back to at every party. She sat, placid and competent, amidst her web of kettles and basins of water, guarding the basket which contained her customers’ coats and bags, behind the plates of cakes and biscuits that no one, however hungry, would buy and which were alleged to be years old, kept in a rusty tin through the rainy season.


In an unlikely moment of clarity, Nick asked Cathy if they had paid yet.


‘Ages ago.’ Cathy was counting the bracelets on her wrist before setting off.


‘Did we give her loads?’


‘Masses. Tons. A hundred rupees more than she asked for.’


They liked to be extravagant with Anya. A hundred rupees might not seem like a lot but it would have been a fortune to her. Nick sometimes thought that she should show more gratitude, but she’d only smile slightly at the corner of her mouth. That, apparently, was the way things were done in India. Someone who’d been reading a guidebook had told someone else Nick knew that there was no word in Hindi for ‘thank you’. Cathy said that Anya, who was an astute businesswoman in other respects, might have done a bit more research into Western requirements, good manners costing nothing and all that.


As far as Anya was concerned, the finer feelings of her jelly-brained clients were the least of her worries. She was saving for a dowry. Having her sights set on the best sort of husband that money could buy, she had turned down three suitors already. She was gambling on a sliding scale of gold and fecundity and would go on selling oversweetened coffee to narco-tourists until the last possible moment of her eligibility, when she would pass her kettles and her cream horns on, to the next of her unmarried sisters. Privately, she had little sympathy for young people who would travel halfway round the world to spend their nights staring into blank space.


They seemed to be on the verge of moving. ‘Next time, no other lady,’ Anya warned, by way of leavetaking. At the same time she was scanning the field for potential new clients, calling out to them. There were fewer people now, and most of the other chai ladies were packing up to go home. Anya was usually the last to leave. When the right man came along she wanted to have the price of him in her choli.


Nick followed close behind Cathy and held her fingers loosely, as though he were in danger of losing her. He had a suspicion that he might be on the verge of thinking something important, but then he shook his head and tripped a little instead, watching a boy who was dancing alone on a mound behind the speakers. His arms were writhing, describing letters against the sky, or so it seemed, but Nick was never a great one for reading.


Cathy said, without turning or looking at him, ‘So where was Mr Right, then?’


He couldn’t tell, from the back of her head, whether she was joking or not.


‘Cathy?’ he said. ‘Are you happy?’


She made a noise like a horse whose face is half buried in feed.


He heard himself telling her that he was happy. He was glad to hear himself say that.


‘Cathy?’ he added. ‘Don’t take valium when we get back, please. I’m going to need you. You know what it’s like when you come down and have to face all that stuff littered around in your brain.’


‘I am blessed,’ she said, ‘with a tidy mind.’


‘And if we get desperate we could have a bhang lassi, or if we get the munchies we could go to the Two Sisters’ for muesli, and I’ll rub your back if you like.’


‘You are babbling now.’


He pulled on her hand. ‘Can we stop? I’m just having a bit of a moment.’


He bent his head to her and she put her arms about his waist. ‘Your hair,’ she said, ‘looks red. It must be the dust.’


‘So long as I’m not turning ginger.’


‘No,’ she said. ‘Can you walk now?’ She stood back a little and considered his legs as if she had doubts about their design.


Looking down it, the fifty yards of jungle path that remained seemed an impossible distance. The roar of motorbikes was louder now than the music. There was a bullock nearby, with painted horns, grazing on cigarette butts and roaches. Fear of the animal gave Nick the courage he needed to go on.


‘Do you think,’ he asked, ‘that I am the only European in Goa without a tattoo?’


‘Shall we just concentrate on walking?’


A tall man brushed past them as she spoke. Nick saw the back of his head.


At the end of the path there was only one auto-rickshaw left among the rows of hundreds of motorbikes, and the tall man was already standing beside that, in conversation with the driver. That was when Nick became conscious of the man’s face for the first time. He was the one whose T-shirt had been mistaken for a television; the one who had been dancing alone in the night. Apart from that, there was something strongly familiar about him, in the angle of his shoulder and the incline of his head, as though he were someone whom Nick had known a long time before, whose appearance had changed but whose essence had remained.


Aaron turned and looked at Nick directly. It may have been narcotic delusion, but he was under the impression that Aaron had been aware of his presence before turning. Caught in that line of vision, Nick stopped breathing, only realising that he had done so when he found himself gasping for air.


He seemed unforgivably tall, and he had a way of leaning back from his height as though he needed to view the world from even further away. His face was long and his eyes were long and he looked as though he had come from another dimension, to pass judgment. He made Nick feel naked and ashamed, made him think that here was a man he would never be able to hide anything from. Nick thought him beautiful – the most attractive man he had ever come across – but his looks were so unusual that he could just as easily have called him ugly. His mouth made you think of the word orifice.


His clothes were a little too clean for someone who had spent the night at a party. Nick assumed that he was one of those creatures who turn up at the edge of the dancefloor in the morning, shaven and pure and not there to dance but for the sake of superciliousness. Yet he knew, at the same time, that he had felt the presence of this man the whole night. There’s no accounting for the ideas that drugs will put in your mind.


Nick had his back to a wall, for which he was grateful, and he leaned against it. He had a sensation that he was being pushed into the stone by the way the man was looking at him. He closed his eyes as a method of evasion, and concerned himself with the problem of whether or not he should spit out the gum, which had turned to wet blanket but was, as far as he knew, the last piece. Under the darkness of his eyelids he began to trip in colours, smiling at the sight and worried, at the same time, that the man by the rickshaw might think the smile was for him.


Cathy was speaking, but he lost several seconds before working out that he would have to open his eyes to see who it was she was talking to.


Afterwards, he could only remember that he had said to her, ‘Sorry sweetie, but I’ve lost it completely.’ At the time it seemed important to supply her with that information, as if she couldn’t have guessed it for herself.


The ride home might have been dreamt. He could not, in retrospect, distinguish what had happened from what he had imagined. He knew that they took a track across a field, bouncing and speeding, and that he was slumped and wedged between Cathy and the strange man. Now and then he could open his eyes and focus on the driver’s rear-view mirror and see the eyes of Aaron Gunn. They were pale brown, with a rim of violet on the circumferences of the pupils, and they appeared to be always fixed on Nick. He heard conversation, but he could make no sound himself. He may have imagined the moment when he glanced into the man’s lap and saw the outline of an erection in the green cotton.




 


 


 


 


Nick was mistaken in thinking that Aaron had an erection, but it was a mistake easily made, since Aaron had a dick which was not only of respectable proportions, but also had a tendency towards the perpendicular at its most passive moments. Nick was right, on the other hand, to think that there was something familiar about the man. Aaron had occasionally appeared on daytime television, in the cookery slots. Neither was he mistaken when he thought that Aaron was staring at him in the rear-view mirror throughout the ride from Chapora to Baga. Aaron was fascinated by the fact that Nick, whether he was sleeping or not, never quit smiling the whole journey.


The smile was, in part, because Nick had decided to fall in love with the tall man. For the moment, this was no more than a fantasy. He had taken enough drugs in his time to know that he was in no position to make life-altering judgments. Too often, he’d gone home with the most beautiful man in the club, only to discover a changeling beside him in bed next morning. Nevertheless, he liked the idea of love at first sight, and so was not averse to an instant crush on a strange man met in exotic circumstances. Later, if his bluff was called and the stranger declared himself to be the man of Nick’s dreams, the fantasy could easily be exaggerated to fill the requirements of instant, fated passion. There would be no need to mention the fact that his heart used to stop in the same way every time he saw a handsome man on the top deck of a bus. That is the sort of unnecessary detail which spoils the story. The beloved, Nick knew, would need to feel unique in some respect.


Nick remembered little of this afterwards, apart from a vague sense of attraction. He had to piece it together from what he was told by the other two before he could give a convincing account of it himself.


Sometime between leaving Anya and arriving at the rickshaw, Cathy realised the extent to which he had lost it. She was one of those people who become responsible and efficient on acid. She knew that no matter how fried and refried her brain might be she could still concentrate on one thing and get it done. Her task, she decided, was to get Nick back to the Gregory Garden as quickly as possible. There was only one rickshaw and the fact that it was already spoken for was not a circumstance to thwart her.


Fortunately for Aaron he was also staying in Baga, just down the road from the other two, which made it logical to share the rickshaw, and saved Cathy from using the full power of her elbows to secure her interests. Afterwards, he maintained that had they been going in opposite directions he would have lied about his destination rather than let Nick out of his sight. This would also have fitted neatly into his theory about travelling by serendipity.


Cathy said that she had arranged the seating so that Nick came between her and Aaron because she was instinctively revolted by him. Aaron said that he had arranged the seating so that he could put his arm across Nick’s shoulders without it seeming contrived. They both said that Nick was semi-conscious by that time, making incoherent remarks about jungle television.


According to her, Aaron did most of the talking: speaking fluently on trivial subjects; monopolising the conversation as if he had no doubt but that he was the most interesting and entertaining person on the sub-continent. She said that he told her so much about himself that she began to wonder what his motives could be. If she couldn’t remember any of it afterwards she blamed the drugs and her lack of interest. He said that he was silent for most of the journey, feeling the length of Nick’s thigh alongside his own. All of the accounts were, in essence, true.


As they drew near Baga, Cathy’s instinct persuaded her that the interloper should be dropped off first, so that he wouldn’t know where they were staying.


‘We could all have a drink sometime,’ he said, as he stood in the road outside his hotel, which was one of those places with a swimming pool, a bar-b-que buffet and lavatories you could sit on.


‘Perfect,’ she muttered, unsmiling and unforthcoming, and she drew back into the gloom of the rickshaw, setting her sunglasses more squarely on her face.


He asked her where they were staying and she didn’t bother to reply. The rickshaw sputtered away from him and she pulled the flopping Nick in close to her, and ran her finger near the hairline down the right-hand side of his forehead.


‘Jammy bugger,’ she said.


‘What?’ He discovered that he could speak if he kept his eyes closed.


‘You always manage to be out of it when the worst things happen. You missed a right one there.’


Nick made a noise that was meaningless even to himself, and they crossed Baga Bridge, with his head lolling about like an overbred dahlia.




 


 


 


 


At the northern end of Baga beach, a river runs out into the sand. At low tide it can be crossed on foot, if you hitch your lungi about your waist. Otherwise there is the Baga Bridge, which is a kind of architectural wonder: a concrete tunnel elevated six feet higher than the road it was built to serve. Rickshaw drivers are prepared to charge at it full tilt, but a taxi will make a massive detour rather than risk the chassis; cyclists are forced to dismount and carry their machines into the gloom of the interior. The stones on either side are marked with the blood of motorcyclists.
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