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This day relenting God
Hath placed within my hand


A wondrous thing; and God
Be praised. At his Command,


Seeking His secret deeds
With tears and toiling breath,


I find thy cunning seeds,
O million-murdering Death.


Sir Ronald Ross


(Nobel Prize for Medicine, 1902)





August 20
Mosquito Day






One



If the system hadn’t stalled Antar would never have guessed that the scrap of paper on his screen was the remnant of an ID card. It looked as though it had been rescued from a fire: its plastic laminate had warped and melted along the edges. The lettering was mostly illegible and the photograph had vanished under a smudge of soot. But a four-inch metal chain had somehow stayed attached: it hung down in a rusty loop from a perforation in the top left-hand corner, like a drooping tail. It was the chain that tripped the system, not the card.


The card turned up in one of those routine inventories that went flashing around the globe with metronomic regularity, for no reason that Antar could understand, except that it was what the system did best. Once it got started it would keep them coming, hour after hour, an endless succession of documents and objects, stopping only when it stumbled on something it couldn’t file: the most trivial things usually.


Once it was a glass paperweight, of the kind that rain snowflakes if you turn them upside down; another time it was a bottle of correcting fluid, from an irrigation overseer’s office just south of the Aral Sea. Both times the machine went into a controlled frenzy, firing off questions, one after another.


Antar had met children who were like that: why? what? when? where? how? But children asked because they were curious; with these AVA/IIe systems it was something else – something that he could only think of as a simulated urge for self-improvement. He’d been using his Ava for a couple of years now and he was still awed by her eagerness to better herself. Anything she didn’t recognize she’d take apart on screen, producing microscopic structural analyses, spinning the images around and around, tumbling them over, resting them on their side, producing ever greater refinements of detail.


She wouldn’t stop until Antar had told her everything he knew about whatever it was that she was playing with on her screen. He’d tried routing her to her own encyclopedias, but that wasn’t good enough. Somewhere along the line she had been programmed to hunt out real-time information, and that was what she was determined to get. Once she’d wrung the last, meaningless detail out of him, she’d give the object on her screen a final spin, with a bizarrely human smugness, before propelling it into the horizonless limbo of her memory.


That time with the paperweight it had taken him a full minute to notice what was going on. He was reading: he had been lent a gadget that could project pages from a magazine or a book on the far wall of the room. So long as he didn’t move his head too much and hit the right key in a steady rhythm, Ava couldn’t tell that she didn’t exactly have his full attention. The device was illegal of course, precisely because it was meant for people like him, who worked alone, at home.


Ava didn’t notice the first time but it happened again with the correcting fluid: he was reading, staring at the wall when she went deadly quiet. Then suddenly warnings began to flash on his screen. He whisked the book away but she already knew something was up. At the end of the week, he received a notice from his employer, the International Water Council, telling him that his pay had been docked because of ‘declining productivity’, warning him that a further decline could entail a reduction in his retirement benefits.


He didn’t dare take any more chances after that. He took the gadget with him that evening, when he went on his hour-long daily walk to Penn Station. He carried it to the franchise doughnut shop where he was a regular, down by the Long Island Railroad ticket counters, and handed it back to the Sudanese bank-teller who had lent it to him. Antar’s retirement was only a year away and if his pension rates went down now he knew he wouldn’t be able to work them up again. For years he’d been dreaming of leaving New York and going back to Egypt: of getting out of this musty apartment where all he could see when he looked down the street were boarded-up windows stretching across the fronts of buildings that were almost as empty as his own.


He stopped trying to get the better of Ava after that. He went back to his job, staring patiently at those endless inventories, wondering what it was all for.


Years ago, when Antar was a boy, in Egypt, an archaeologist had turned up at the little hamlet where his family lived – on a strip of land reclaimed from the desert, on the western edge of the Nile Delta. The archaeologist was a woman, a very old Hungarian émigré with skin that was as brittle and closely veined as a dried eucalyptus leaf. No one could pronounce her name so the village children named her al-Magari, the Hungarian.


The Hungarian visited the village several times over a period of a few months. On the first few occasions she brought along a small team of assistants and workers. She’d sit in a canvas-backed chair, under an enormous hat, and direct the excavations with a silver-tipped cane. Sometimes she would pay Antar and his cousins to help, after school, or when their fathers let them off from the fields. Afterwards the boys would sit around in a circle and watch as she sifted through the sand and earth with brushes and tweezers, examining the dirt with magnifying glasses.


‘What is she doing?’ they’d ask each other. ‘What’s it all for?’ The questions were usually directed at Antar, for he was the one who always had the answers at school. The truth was that Antar didn’t know; he was just as puzzled as they were. But he had a reputation to live up to, so one day he took a deep breath and announced: ‘I know what they’re doing: they’re counting the dust; they’re dust-counters.’


‘What?’ said the others, mystified, so he explained that the Hungarian was counting the dirt in the same way that old men count prayer beads. They believed him because he was the brightest boy in the village.


The memory stole up on Antar one afternoon, a brilliantly sunlit vision of sand and mud-brick and creaking waterwheels. He’d been struggling to keep himself awake while a particularly long inventory went flashing by. It was from an administrative building that had been commandeered by the International Water Council – some wretched little Agricultural Extension Office in Ovamboland or Barotseland. The Investigation Officers had run everything they could find through Ava, all the endless detritus of twentieth-century officialdom – paper-clips, file-covers, diskettes. They appeared to believe that everything they found in places like those had a bearing on the depletion of the world’s water supplies.


Antar had never quite understood why they went to so much trouble, but that morning, thinking of the archaeologist, he suddenly knew. They saw themselves making History with their vast water-control experiments: they wanted to record every minute detail of what they had done, what they would do. Instead of having a historian sift through their dirt, looking for meanings, they wanted to do it themselves: they wanted to load their dirt with their own meanings.


He sat up with a start and said, in Arabic: ‘That’s what you are Ava, a Dust-Counter, ‘Addaad al-Turaab.’


He said it under his breath, but Ava heard him anyway. He could have sworn that she was actually startled: her ‘eye’, a laser-guided surveillance camera, swiveled on him while the screen misted over with standby graphics. Then Ava began to spit out translations of the Arabic phrase, going through the world’s languages in declining order of population: Mandarin, Spanish, English, Hindi, Arabic, Bengali … It was funny at first, but when it got to the dialects of the Upper Amazon Antar couldn’t bear it any longer. ‘Stop showing off,’ he shouted. ‘You don’t have to show me you know everything there is to know. Iskuti; shut up.’


But it was Ava who silenced him instead, serenely spitting the phrases back at him. Antar listened awestruck as ‘shut up’ took on the foliage of the Upper Amazon.





Two



Antar was waiting to sign off when the card and chain showed up on Ava’s screen. His eyes kept straying to the timeline; he’d been hoping to get off a few minutes early. His neighbor, a young woman who had moved in next door a few months earlier, had invited herself over that evening. She was going to bring dinner. Antar wanted some time to himself before she came: he’d been planning to get a shower and go for his usual evening walk to Penn Station. There was still half an hour to go before he got off, at six.


Restive as he was, Antar probably wouldn’t have given the card a second glance; left to himself, he’d have dispatched it with a keystroke, sent it tumbling into the unbounded darkness of Ava’s heart. It was only because Ava went into one of her trances of unrecognition over the metal chain that he took a closer look.


The chain was made up of very small interlocking metal spheres. It was scuffed and rusted with all the nickel-plating gone, but Antar knew what it was the moment he saw it. He’d worn one himself, for years, while he was working at LifeWatch.


LifeWatch was a small but respected non-profit organization that served as a global public health consultancy and epidemiological data bank. Antar had worked there much of his life, as a programmer and systems analyst. In a sense he worked there still except that LifeWatch had long since been absorbed, along with many other such independent agencies, into the mammoth public health wing of the newly formed International Water Council. Like most of his colleagues, Antar had been assigned to an inconsequential ‘At Home’ job to see him through to retirement. He was still technically on the Council’s payrolls, but he had never set foot in its New York offices. He had not had reason to: they communicated with him through Ava whenever they wanted, which wasn’t often.


Antar could remember a time when those little chains had been standard issue at LifeWatch, along with barcoded identity cards. Some people preferred to wear their cards on clips; he’d always liked the chains himself. He liked the feel of the metal balls, running through his fingernails; they were like miniature worry-beads.


He lingered over the chain for a moment. They hadn’t been around for years now and he couldn’t quite recall when they were first introduced: probably sometime in the 1980s. He had been at LifeWatch for well over ten years by that time.


He had joined immediately after graduating from Patrice Lumumba University in Moscow: this was in the days when the Russians were still handing out scholarships to students from poor countries; when Moscow was the best place in the world to study linear programming. LifeWatch had advertised internationally for a programmer and analyst, to bring their accounts online. It was a number-crunching job, not what he had been trained for. But, on the other hand, it was safe, secure, settled, and it offered an American salary and a guaranteed visa. He’d responded immediately, without really expecting to get the job: he knew the competition would be fierce. As it turned out, he was third on the shortlist but the two people who were ahead of him got other offers.


Antar rubbed his fingertips, overcome by a tactile nostalgia, recalling the feel of those chains and those laminated plastic ID cards. The chains came in two sizes, he remembered: you could wear them around your neck or thread them through a buttonhole. He’d always preferred the shorter chains.


He took his time, keying in answers to Ava’s questions. In the meanwhile Ava was toying with the card, flipping it over, blowing up segments in random order.


Suddenly a symbol flashed across the monitor, shooting off at an angle, rotating and diminishing as it went. It caught Antar’s eye just before it spun off the edge of the screen. He lunged at the keyboard, and tracked slowly back. When he had the symbol centered he froze the frame.


It was years since he’d seen the once-familiar logo of LifeWatch, a neatly stylized image of two intertwined laurel wreaths. And here it was now, in front of him, plucked out of the bottom of a lost ID card. Antar turned the card over, on Ava’s screen, intrigued at the sight of the symbol, so well known and so long forgotten. He brought the card back on screen, life size, and blew it up, slowly. There couldn’t be any doubt about it: it was a LifeWatch ID.


He guessed the card was from the mid-eighties or early nineties or thereabouts – a time when he had spent so many hours with spreadsheets that he’d got to know every name that ever appeared on LifeWatch’s payroll. Looking at that grubby old card suspended in front of him he began to wonder whom it had belonged to. He was sure he’d know the name – that at the very least. He might even recognize the face in the picture.


Without thinking, he tapped in a sequence of commands. Ava’s screen went momentarily blank as she began reconstructing the card, restoring the original. Almost immediately Antar regretted the command. The process could take a while, and sign-off time was just twenty-five minutes away now. He gave his chair a kick, annoyed with himself. As the chair spun around, he noticed that a word had appeared on the screen, under a line that said ‘Point of Origin’. Jamming his foot on the floor, he brought the chair to a halt.


He didn’t usually bother to check where the inventories originated: they came through in such quantities it didn’t seem to matter much. But he was curious now, especially when ‘Lhasa’ appeared on his screen. He tried to think back to the eighties and nineties and whether LifeWatch had had an office there at the time. Then he noticed that the word ‘Lhasa’ was prefixed by a symbol which indicated that the item had merely joined the information flow there. It had been found somewhere else.


He looked over his shoulder and discovered that the pale outline of an enormous white triangle had begun to materialize in his living room, a few feet away. Ava had started to create a holographic projection of the reconstructed card: the cloudy triangle represented the top left-hand corner, hugely magnified. He began to drum his fingers on the arms of his chair, wondering whether he had the energy or the inclination to ask Ava where the card had been found. It was always hard to tell when something came through Lhasa.


Lhasa was the International Water Council’s continental command center for Asia. The Council’s officers called it the de facto capital of Asia because it had the unique distinction of being the only command center in the world that was in charge of not one but several major Hydraulic Regions: the Ganges-Brahmaputra, the Mekong, the trans-Yangtze, the Hwang-Ho. The Council’s information streams for the eastern half of the continent were all routed through Lhasa. This meant that the card could have entered the system anywhere between Karachi and Vladivostok.


He looked over his shoulder again. Ava was taking longer than he’d thought: she was just getting started on the photograph, at the top right-hand corner of the card. He glanced at the timeline. He really didn’t have much time if he was going to walk down to Penn Station before his neighbor, Tara, came over.


Idly, waiting for Ava to put the photograph together, he typed in another command, asking for a follow-up narrative on the card’s chain of provenances. Ava took an instant longer than usual, but it was still no more than a couple of seconds before she produced the name of the city where the card had been found.


It was Calcutta.





Three



Waiting for Ava to get on with the card, Antar pushed his chair back, on its castors, until he could look into his kitchen, through the door of his living room. There was a window above the sink, and by craning his neck he could just about see the back of Tara’s apartment, on the far side of the building’s air-shaft. He was relieved to see that she wasn’t home yet; the apartment was still dark.


He slumped back in his chair, yawning. His eyes began to glaze over at the thought of the steaming cup of sweet, dark tea that was waiting for him at the neon-lit doughnut shop in Penn Station; of the other regulars who occasionally dropped by to sit around the plastic-topped table – the Sudanese bankteller, the well-dressed Guyanese woman who worked in a Chelsea used-clothes store, the young Bangladeshi man from the subway newsstand. Often they just sat in companionable silence around a circular plastic-topped table at the back of the shop, sipping tea or coffee out of paper cups while watching tapes of Arabic and Hindi films on a small portable monitor. But every once in a while, there would be a discussion, or they would exchange tips – about a gadget that was on sale somewhere, or some new scam for saving on subway tokens.


Antar had started going to the doughnut place because the owner of the franchise was an Egyptian, like himself. Not that he missed speaking Arabic: far from it. He got plenty of that all day long, from Ava. Ever since she was programmed to simulate ‘localization’ Ava had been speaking to him in the appropriate rural dialect of the Nile Delta. Her voice-reproduction capabilities had been upgraded so that she could even switch intonations depending on what was being said – from young to old, male to female. Antar had grown rusty in the dialect; he was just fourteen when he left his village for Cairo and had never been back. At times he had trouble following Ava. And then there were times when he would recognize the authorship of a long-forgotten relative in an unusual expression or characteristic turn of phrase.


It was a relief to escape from those voices in the evenings; to step out of that bleak, cold building, encaged in its scaffolding of rusty steel fire escapes; to get away from the metallic echo of its stairways and corridors. There was something enlivening, magical almost, about walking from that wind-blown street into the brilliantly lit passageways of Penn Station, about the surging crowds around the ticket counters, the rumble of trains under one’s feet, the deep, bass hum of a busker’s didgeridoo throbbing in the concrete like an amplified heartbeat.


And of course there was the tea. The owner brewed it specially, for himself and Antar, in a chipped enamel pot, thick and syrupy, with a touch of mint – just like Antar remembered from his boyhood.


He ran a finger around his damp collar. It was clammy inside today: too hot if he shut the window and too damp if he left it open. Downstairs, the building’s front door was opening and closing in a steady rhythm: he could feel the impact through the floor, every time it slammed shut. The people who worked in the warehouses and storage spaces on the first three floors were on their way home now, a little early because of the long weekend ahead. He could hear them on the street, shouting to each other as they walked toward the subway station on 7th Avenue. He was always relieved when the banging stopped and the building fell silent again.


There was a time when there were nothing but apartments in the building, all rented to families: large, noisy Middle Eastern and Central Asian families – Kurds, Afghans, Tajiks and even a few Egyptians. He had often had to knock on his neighbors’ doors, asking them to keep it down. Tayseer, his wife, had become very sensitive to noise after she was confined to bed in the last trimester of her pregnancy. In the past she had never noticed when the neighbors made a racket shouting across the air-shaft, or when their kids skateboarded in the corridors. She had grown up within earshot of the canopied souks around the Bab Zuwayla in Cairo: she liked the bazaarish feel of the building, with everyone dropping in on each other and sitting out on the stoop on summer evenings, while children played around the fire hydrant. She liked the building, even though the neighborhood scared her, especially the heavy traffic on either side of it – the West Side Highway at one end and the approaches to the Lincoln Tunnel at the other. But she’d wanted to move there anyway: she thought it would be easier having a baby there, with so many women and children around.


In the end it didn’t matter: an amniotic embolism killed her and the baby in the thirty-fifth week of her pregnancy.


They were all gone now, all those noisy, festive families that had so attracted Tayseer. They had been syphoned slowly away into small towns and suburbs by the demands of their expanding businesses and their ever-growing families. Antar had sometimes thought of moving too, but never with much conviction.


At first he had expected that the building would fill up around him after his old neighbors left – just as it had in earlier generations, with one wave of migrants moving out and another moving in. But somewhere down the line the pattern had changed: an alteration in the zoning regulations had prompted the building’s owners to start converting empty apartments into commercial properties.


Soon the only residents left were aging holdovers like himself: people who couldn’t afford to move out of their rent-controlled apartments. Every year the building grew emptier of people, while the storage spaces expanded.


The man in the next apartment had been there since before Antar moved in. He was a keen chess player and claimed to be related to Tigran Petrosian. Antar played with him occasionally, losing badly every time.


Then one summer – was it fifteen or twenty years ago? – the chess player began to waste away. He couldn’t play chess anymore; he barely had the strength to move the pieces. His nephews drove up from North Carolina, where the rest of his family had settled. They cleared out his apartment and loaded everything into a yellow moving truck. Before they left they gave Antar a gunmetal chess set, as a memento; he still had it somewhere. Antar had watched from his living room window as they carried the chess player away in the truck.


Next it was the woman in the apartment below. She had been in the building since the sixties, when she first came to America from Azerbaijan. She had grown old in that apartment, brought up two children there; she had nowhere to go, especially after her eyesight began to fail. In that familiar space she could still manage on her own; she would have been at a loss anywhere else. Her children had let her stay, giving in to her entreaties against their better judgment. They’d fly in to visit, every other month, from the small Midwestern town where they lived. They arranged to have food delivered to her twice a week, from an uptown grocery.


And one day the delivery boy killed her, battering her head in with a cast-iron skillet. It was Antar who found the body. He had grown accustomed to the rhythm of her movements, and when he didn’t hear the familiar tapping of her cane for a whole day, he knew something was wrong.


He’d lived alone on the fourth floor for four years. Then, a few months ago Maria, the Guyanese woman from the doughnut shop, brought Tara to Penn Station and introduced her to the other regulars. Tara was small and birdlike, with a fine-boned beak of a nose. She was youngish – in her thirties, Antar reckoned – a good deal younger than Maria. He guessed at once that she was from India: the connection was obvious really, because Maria was a Guyanese of Indian origin and he knew she still had relatives there.


The two women made an interesting contrast, although they seemed very easy with each other. Maria was tall, stately and unfailingly well dressed although she barely made minimum wage. Tara on the other hand seemed so uncomfortable in Western clothes that it was clear she’d just arrived: the first time she came to Penn Station she was wearing a loose white shirt that hung halfway down to her knees and a pair of dark trousers that flapped limply above her ankles.


But there was nothing awkward or freshly arrived about her manner. She gave Antar a smile and a crisp nod when they were introduced and slipped into the chair next to his.


‘What’s that you’re drinking?’ she said, tapping his cup.


Mint tea, he explained, the owner of the shop brewed it especially for him, Egyptian-style.


‘Splendid!’ she said. ‘Exactly the kind of thing I had in mind. Would you be good enough to ask him if I might have some too?’


Antar was taken aback by her voice: the plummy accent and the unexpected turn of phrase.


On the way out, walking toward the Broadway exit, Maria took him aside to say that Tara was looking for an apartment; that she had just found a job and needed a place to stay, in Manhattan.


‘What does she do?’ Antar asked.


‘She’s in child-care,’ said Maria.


‘You mean she’s a babysitter?’ Antar was surprised: somehow Tara didn’t strike him as someone who would choose to look after children for a living.


‘Yes,’ said Maria. She went on to explain that Tara had been brought into the country by a Kuwaiti diplomat and his family, to care for their children. The arrangement hadn’t worked out so she’d found another babysitting job, in Greenwich Village. But the family she was working for now couldn’t give her a place to stay.


Antar nodded. Although Maria didn’t say so, he guessed that the change of jobs had made Tara’s status illegal and that she needed to find a place where she could pay cash without having to deal with a lot of questions.


He shrugged. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing I can do.’


Maria raised her eyebrows. ‘But I’ve heard there’s lots of empty space in your building,’ she said. ‘Isn’t there a vacant apartment on your floor?’


Antar was taken aback. ‘How do you know where I live?’ he said. One of the unwritten rules of the doughnut shop was that they never inquired too closely into the details of each other’s lives.


Maria made a bemused gesture. ‘Oh, I just heard from someone …’ she said. Her voice trailed away.


Antar had grown accustomed to having the fourth floor entirely to himself: he balked at the thought of having a neighbor again. ‘It wouldn’t be right for her,’ he said. ‘The building’s in terrible shape, and so’s the apartment.’


But he gave in when Maria begged him to show Tara the building: the neighborhood would scare her off anyway, he decided.


He was proved wrong: Tara took an instant liking to the apartment and moved in within the month. It still took him by surprise when he went into his kitchen and saw lights blazing across the air-shaft. For years he had kept the kitchen window curtained because all there was in the air-shaft were dead rats and pigeons. Now he frequently found himself lingering there longer than he needed to.


Antar’s eyes strayed to the timeline once again. ‘Is it a quarter to six already?’ he said out loud, inadvertently.


Instantly Ava bellowed confirmation, calling out the hour in the style of a village watchman in Egypt, perfect in every detail, down to the tapping of a wooden staff.





Four



The photograph on the ID card had begun to take shape in the center of the living room, top downward. The first detail to appear was a patch of hair, carefully trimmed, but rather thin and discolored: definitely a man’s hair. Then came a pair of bright black eyes. It occurred to Antar to wonder whether he might be Egyptian, whoever he was: he could have been – but he could just as well be Pakistani or Indian or Latin American.


But once the cheeks and nose and mouth appeared, Antar had no doubts left. He’d always been good at placing people, he prided himself on it, it was a talent you developed when you spent a lifetime working for a global agency. The man was Indian, he was sure of that.


The image was huge now, and it was shaking a little, like a banner in the wind. The face was full, moonlike, the cheeks as puffed as a trumpeter’s, the aggressively jutting chin ending in a carefully trimmed goatee. It was the nose that gave Antar pause – a boxer’s nose, sunken at the bridge. It looked out of place in that well-fed, rounded face. And it also looked somehow familiar.


Antar got up from his chair and stepped back: it was oddly disconcerting to look at a flat, two-dimensional image in a three-dimensional projection. He stepped to one side and then to the other, keeping his eyes on the image’s mouth. He noticed that the lips were slightly parted as though in midsentence. The beginnings of a memory began to take shape in his mind – of someone glimpsed in elevators and corridors, a tubby little man with a pot belly, always immaculately dressed – pinstriped suits, razor-edged trousers, starched shirts, always buttoned at the wrist, even on the hottest of summer days. And a hat – he’d always had a hat. That was why it had taken Antar so long to recognize him. He had never seen the man’s hair; his head was usually covered – no wonder, really, with hair like that.


The image grew clearer in Antar’s mind: he remembered seeing the man strutting busily down corridors, shoes clicking on marble, with files tucked under his arm; he had a recollection of an unplaceable accent, neither American nor Indian nor anything else, and a loud, screeching, self-satisfied voice; a voice that would fill crowded elevators and echo through the Trust’s polished lobby, leaving behind a trail of amused glances and whispered questions: ‘Who the hell is that?’ and ‘Oh, don’t you know? That’s our own Mr …’


He recalled a meeting, a conversation somewhere, years ago, sitting across a table. But just as the memory was beginning to take on an outline, it dissolved.


The name: that was the key. What was his name?


It began to appear, a few seconds later, slowly, letter by letter, and then suddenly Antar knew. Already, when there were no more than four letters in front of him, he had darted over to Ava’s keyboard and fed it in, along with a search command.


The name was L. Murugan.


The first search drew a blank, so then Antar took Ava hurrying into the Council’s vast archives where the records of all the old global organizations were kept. It took a full ten minutes before the doorkeeper systems allowed him into the stacks, but once he was in, it was a matter of moments.


He smiled when the old-fashioned file turned up in front of him: a tiny little character, the Arabic letter ‘ain, blinked at him from the top of the screen, above the heading ‘L. Murugan’. He knew that symbol: he had put it there himself. Someone in the office had started a pool, taking in bets to see who used Spellcheck most often. They’d all devised symbols for themselves, to mark their work. He’d chosen the ‘ain because it was the first letter in his name, ‘Antar.


But the file surprised him: he had expected something longer, bulkier; he had a recollection of feeding in a lot of material. He flipped quickly through it, going straight to the end.


On reaching the last line, he sat back, rubbing his chin. He remembered it now – he had typed it in himself, just a few years ago.


Subject missing since August 21, 1995, it said, last seen Calcutta, India.





Five



Walking past St Paul’s Cathedral, on his first day in Calcutta, August 20, 1995, Murugan was caught unawares by a monsoon downpour. He was on his way to the Presidency General Hospital, on Lower Circular Road, to look for the memorial to the British scientist Ronald Ross.


He had seen pictures of it and knew exactly what to look for. It was an arch, built into the hospital’s perimeter wall, near the site of Ross’s old laboratory. It had a medallion with a portrait and an inscription that said: In the small laboratory seventy yards to the southeast of this gate Surgeon-Major Ronald Ross I.M.S. in 1898 discovered the manner in which malaria is conveyed by mosquitoes.


He hadn’t far to go when the rain caught up with him. He felt the first drops on his green baseball cap and turned to see an opaque wall of rain moving toward him, across the green expanse of the Maidan. He quickened his pace, swearing at himself for having left his umbrella behind at the guest house. The snack vendors at the Fine Arts gallery, racing to cover their baskets with tarpaulin, stopped to stare as he trotted past, in his khaki suit and green baseball cap.


He had packed an umbrella of course, a Cadillac of an umbrella, which opened at the touch of a button: he knew perfectly well what Calcutta was like at this time of year. But the umbrella was still in his suitcase, in the guest house on Robinson Street. He had been so eager to make his pilgrimage to Ross’s memorial that he had forgotten to unpack it.


The rain was hard on his heels now. He spotted the gates of the Rabindra Sadan auditorium standing open, a short distance away, and began to run. A honking minibus sent a jet of water shooting up from a puddle as it roared past, drenching his khaki Prado trousers. Still running, Murugan made a forefinger gesture at the conductor, who was hanging out of the door of the bus, watching him. There was a shout of laughter and the bus sped away, spitting parasols of gray-green exhaust.


Murugan turned into Rabindra Sadan just ahead of the rain, and went leaping up the stairs. The outer gallery of the auditorium was brightly lit and hung with posters: he could hear a microphone scratching and humming inside. He could tell that a big event was under way: people were pressing in around the door of the auditorium, trying to push through. A television crew went rushing past, as he watched, carrying cables and cameras. Then the lights dimmed and he was alone in the gallery.


Turning away, he looked out through a window, at the walls of P. G. Hospital, in the distance, hoping to catch a glimpse of the memorial to Ross. But just then the auditorium’s loudspeakers came alive and a thin, rasping voice began to declaim. It forced itself on his attention, insistent in its amplified gravity.


‘Every city has its secrets,’ the voice began, ‘but Calcutta, whose vocation is excess, has so many that it is more secret than any other. Elsewhere, by the workings of paradox, secrets live in the telling: they whisper life into humdrum street corners and dreary alleyways; into the rubbish-strewn rears of windowless tenements and the blackened floors of oil-bathed workshops. But here in our city where all law, natural and human, is held in capricious suspension, that which is hidden has no need of words to give it life; like any creature that lives in a perverse element, it mutates to discover sustenance precisely where it appears to be most starkly withheld – in this case, in silence.’


Taken by surprise, Murugan looked up and down the glass-fronted hall. It was still empty. Then he noticed two women running up the stairs. They came pelting into the hall and stood by the door, wiping the rain from their hair and shaking it off their saris. One of them was in her mid-twenties, a thin aquiline woman with a fine-boned face, dressed in a limp, rather bedraggled sari. The other was taller and older, in the beginnings of a youthful middle age, darkly handsome and quietly elegant, in a black cotton sari. She had a broad streak of white running all the way down her shoulder-length hair.


As he made his way across the hall, Murugan noticed that both women had press tags pinned to their shoulders, over their saris. When he was a few paces away he recognized a familiar logo: both their tags bore the name of Calcutta magazine.


It gave Murugan a twinge to see the magazine’s Gothic masthead again: his parents had been faithful Calcutta subscribers. The sight of that familiar lettering, reproduced in miniature, created an instant sense of connection with the two women.


Craning his neck he saw that the younger woman was called Urmila Roy; the tall, elegant one was Sonali Das.


Murugan stepped up and cleared his throat.





Six



Urmila was just about to ask Sonali a question when she was interrupted. She spun around, in annoyance, and discovered a short, odd-looking man standing at her elbow, clearing his throat. Her eyes widened as she took in his green cap, his little goatee and his mud-spattered khaki trousers. Then he said something, very fast. It took her a while to work out that he was speaking English: the accent was like none she had ever heard before.


She cast a quizzical, raised-eyebrow glance at her friend, Sonali, but failed to catch her eye. Sonali did not seem in the least bit put out by the man. In fact she was smiling at him. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I didn’t follow.’


The man flipped his thumb over his shoulder, in the direction of the auditorium. ‘What the hell is going on in there?’ he said, a little slower this time.


Urmila answered before Sonali could, in the hope that he would go away. ‘It is an award ceremony,’ she said. ‘For Phulboni, the writer – to mark his eighty-fifth birthday.’


Instead of going away, the man now started to introduce himself – muttering a name that sounded like Morgan. Sonali gave him a smile that could easily be mistaken for a sign of encouragement. You could hardly blame him for lingering.


‘Phulboni?’ said Murugan, scratching his beard. ‘The writer?’


‘Yes,’ Sonali said softly. ‘Our greatest living writer.’


Urmila gave Sonali a nudge. ‘Sonali-di,’ she said. ‘There’s something I wanted to ask you …’


The man went on, without missing a breath, as though he hadn’t heard her. ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘I think I’ve heard of him.’


Sonali reached into her handbag, took out a cigarette and began to fumble with a lighter. Urmila was mildly shocked: she knew Sonali smoked of course, she had seen her light up in her office. But here, in public?


‘Sonali-di!’ she said in an undertone. ‘Everyone in Calcutta is here; what if someone sees … ?’


‘It’s all right, Urmila,’ Sonali said wearily, gesturing at the empty hallway. ‘No one’s looking this way.’ She lit the cigarette and blew the smoke into the air, throwing her head back.


‘I remember,’ Murugan said suddenly. ‘“Phulboni” is the guy’s pen-name, right?’


‘That is right,’ Sonali nodded. ‘His real name is Saiyad Murad Husain. He began writing under a pen-name because his father threatened to disown him if he became a writer.’


‘That’s just a legend,’ said Urmila.


‘Phulboni would be the first to tell you,’ Sonali said with a laugh, ‘that legends aren’t always untrue.’


Suddenly the writer’s voice rose, booming out of a loudspeaker. ‘Mistaken are those who imagine that silence is without life; that it is inanimate, without either spirit or voice. It is not: indeed the Word is to this silence what the shadow is to the foreshadowed, what the veil is to the eyes, what the mind is to truth, what language is to life.’


Sonali blew out a cloud of smoke. ‘Just listen to him!’ she said, cocking her head to catch his voice. ‘He’s really worked himself up today. He often gets like this nowadays, especially when he’s speaking English. You should have heard him the other day at the Alliance Française.’


Urmila noticed, to her dismay, that Sonali was smiling at Murugan again, almost as if she were egging him on. Her heart sank. Sonali was always doing things like this – stopping to talk to strangers, getting into conversations in the lift and missing her floor and so on. As a rule Urmila didn’t mind: if anything she thought it endearing that someone as celebrated as Sonali Das should take such evident pleasure in talking to people she didn’t know. But today Urmila was in a hurry: she had an assignment to finish and she needed to talk to Sonali.


Earlier in the day she’d dropped in on Sonali, at her fifth-floor office, to suggest that they go over to the ceremony together, hoping to talk to her on the way. But inevitably, they ended up in one of those taxis whose drivers seemed incapable of finding their way from one end of Chowringhee to the other. She and Sonali had spent the entire twenty minutes of the drive from the magazine’s Dharmatola office to Rabindra Sadan hanging over the front seat and issuing minute by minute instructions: ‘Turn right here … look out … bus ahead … dog there … ditch in front.’


And now, just when she had finally got her alone, here was this odd-looking man in the cap and the goatee.


Urmila considered making a more forceful interruption and then decided against it. She was still a little unsure of herself with Sonali: in fact it hadn’t been at all easy to go up to her office today, without an invitation.


Urmila had been working at Calcutta since college, three years ago. She prided herself on dealing with hard news, on being the only woman on the reporting desk. She no longer thought anything of storming into the Home Secretary’s office in Writer’s Building, or of asking pointed questions at the Chief Minister’s press conferences. But when it came to Sonali Das she found herself becoming unaccustomedly shy and tongue-tied. Sonali was such a presence in the city; the kind of person you read about in film magazines and newspaper gossip columns; whose name you grew used to hearing on the lips of your aunts and cousins, pronounced with equal measures of censoriousness and admiration, envy and outrage. She was one of those people whom everyone talked about without quite knowing why.


In part, her fame was due to her late mother, a famous stage actress from the forties and fifties. But Sonali had acted in a couple of Bombay films herself while still in her teens. The first one created a sensation, because it wasn’t the usual song-and-dance affair. But then, just when she looked set for a big career, she left Bombay and came back to Calcutta. A few years later, she published a wonderful little memoir, funny, but also wistful, even sad. It was mainly about her mother, but also partly about her own childhood – about her mother’s friends in the literary world, about the old studios in Tollygunge and Bombay, about accompanying her mother when she acted with jatra companies that traveled the countryside staging vast historical melodramas. A radical young director turned the book into a play; the play, in turn, was filmed, to much acclaim from critics and film societies. From then on, Sonali Das was permanently famous, even though she never did anything else – or at least not until she agreed to join Calcutta, at the owner’s special request, to look after the women’s supplement.


Urmila was intrigued to hear of Sonali’s appointment at the magazine, but she hadn’t for a moment imagined that they would become friends. And then one day she found herself standing beside Sonali in the lift. She recognized her instantly, even though she’d only set eyes on her once before, years ago. She was much changed, but Urmila decided at once that the changes were all for the better: that white streak in her hair, for instance – she was right to let it show. It suited her, marked her out.
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