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‘One of the most terrifying books ever written. Song of Kali transcends any cheap thrills you get from a Stephen King novel, Dan Simmons’ vision of horror set in the claustrophobic heat of India is fierce and unrelenting’


Aberdeen Evening Express


 

‘The best novel in the genre I can remember. Dan Simmons is brilliant!’ Dean R. Koontz


‘Song of Kali is as harrowing and ghoulish as anyone could wish. Simmons makes the stuff of nightmares very real indeed’ Locus


 

‘One of the most brilliant first novels I’ve read’


Harlan Ellison


‘Dan Simmons understands terror and what it does to readers. Where Stephen King flinches, Simmons doesn’t’


Edward Bryant, Mile High Futures


‘Feverishly imagined horrors . . . stay in the mind long after the book is closed’ Paperback Inferno
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‘. . . there is a darkness. It is for everyone . . . Only some Greeks and admirers of theirs, in their liquid noon, where the friendship of beauty to human things was perfect, thought they were clearly divided from this darkness. And these Greeks too were in it. But still they are the admiration of the rest of the mud-sprung, famine-knifed, street-pounding, war-rattled, difficult, painstaking, kicked in the belly, grief and cartilage mankind, the multitude, some under a coal-sucking Vesuvius of chaos smoke, some inside a heaving Calcutta midnight, who very well know where they are.’


Saul Bellow


 

‘Why, this is Hell; nor am I out of it.’


Christopher Marlowe







Some places are too evil to be allowed to exist. Some cities are too wicked to be suffered. Calcutta is such a place. Before Calcutta I would have laughed at such an idea. Before Calcutta I did not believe in evil - certainly not as a force separate from the actions of men. Before Calcutta I was a fool.


After the Romans had conquered the city of Carthage, they killed the men, sold the women and children into slavery, pulled down the great buildings, broke up the stones, burned the rubble, and salted the earth so that nothing would ever grow there again. That is not enough for Calcutta. Calcutta should be expunged.



Before Calcutta I took part in marches against nuclear weapons. Now I dream of nuclear mushroom clouds rising above a city. I see buildings melting into lakes of glass. I see paved streets flowing like rivers of lava and real rivers boiling away in great gouts of steam. I see human figures dancing like burning insects, like obscene praying mantises sputtering and bursting against a fiery red background of total destruction.


The city is Calcutta. The dreams are not unpleasant.


Some places are too evil to be allowed to exist.
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‘Today everything happens in Calcutta . . . Who should I blame?’


—Sankha Ghosh


 

‘Don’t go, Bobby,’ said my friend. ‘It’s not worth it.’


It was June of 1977, and I had come down to New York from New Hampshire in order to finalize the details of the Calcutta trip with my editor at Harper’s. Afterward I decided to drop in to see my friend Abe Bronstein. The modest uptown office building that housed our little literary magazine, Other Voices, looked less than impressive after several hours of looking down on Madison Avenue from the rarefied heights of the suites at Harper’s.


Abe was in his cluttered office, alone, working on the autumn issue of Voices. The windows were open, but the air in the room was as stale and moist 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,’ I said. ‘We’re leaving next week.’ I hesitated a moment. ‘They’re paying very well and covering all expenses,’ I 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. From looking at this sweaty, disheveled little man - more the picture of an overworked bookie than anything else - one would never have guessed that he edited one of the  more respected ‘little magazines’ in the country. In 1977, Other Voices hadn’t eclipsed the old Kenyon Review or caused The Hudson Review 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 anthologies; and Joyce Carol Oates had donated a story to our tenth-anniversary issue. At various times I had been Other Voices assistant editor, poetry editor, and unpaid proofreader. Now, after a year off to think and write in the New Hampshire hills and with a newly issued book of verse to my credit, I was merely a valued contributor. But I still thought of Voices as our magazine. And I still thought of Abe Bronstein as a close friend.


‘Why the hell are they sending you, Bobby?’ asked Abe. ‘Why doesn’t Harper’s send one of its big guns if this is so important 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 Winter Spirits had received half a column of review in the Times. Still, I hoped that what people - especially the few hundred people who counted - had heard was promising. ‘Harper’s thought of me because of that piece I did in Voices last year,’ I said. ‘You know, the one on Bengali poetry. You said I spent too much time on Rabindranath Tagore.’


‘Yeah, I remember,’ said Abe. ‘I’m surprised that those clowns at Harper’s knew who Tagore was.’


‘Chet Morrow called me,’ I said. ‘He said that he had been impressed with the piece.’ I neglected to tell Abe that Morrow had forgotten Tagore’s name.


‘Chet Morrow?’ grunted Abe. ‘Isn’t he busy doing novelizations of TV series?’


‘He’s filling in as temporary assistant editor at Harper’s,’ I said. ‘He wants the Calcutta article in by the October issue.’


Abe shook his head. ‘What about Amrita and little Elizabeth Regina . . .’


‘Victoria,’ I said. Abe knew the baby’s name. When I had first told him the name we’d chosen for our daughter, Abe had suggested that it was a pretty damn Waspy title for the offspring of an Indian princess and a Chicago Polack. The man was the epitome of sensitivity. Abe, although well over fifty, still lived with his mother in Bronxville. He was totally absorbed in putting out Voices and seemed 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. Most of Abe’s interactions with people these days tended to be over the phone or through letters, but that didn’t make the tone of his comments any less acerbic. I began to see why no one had taken my place as either assistant editor or poetry editor. ‘Her name’s Victoria,’ I said again.


‘Whatever. How does Amrita feel about you going off and deserting her and the kid? How old’s the baby, anyway? Couple months?’


‘Five months old,’ I said.


‘Lousy time to go off to India and leave them,’ said Abe.


‘Amrita’s going too,’ I said. ‘And Victoria. I convinced Morrow that Amrita could translate the Bengali for me.’ This was not quite the truth. It had been Morrow who suggested that Amrita go with me. In fact, it was probably Amrita’s name that had gotten me the assignment. Harper’s had contacted three authorities on Bengali literature, two of them Indian writers living in the States, before calling me. All three had turned down the assignment, but the last man they contacted had mentioned Amrita - despite her field being mathematics, not writing - and Morrow had followed up on it. ‘She does speak Bengali, doesn’t she?’ Morrow had asked over the phone. ‘Sure,’ I’d said. Actually, Amrita spoke Hindi, Marathi, Tamil, and a little Punjabi as well as German, Russian, and English, but not Bengali. Close enough, I’d thought.


‘Amrita wants to go?’ asked Abe.


‘She’s looking forward to it,’ I said. ‘She hasn’t been back to India since her father moved the family to England when she was seven. She’s also looking forward to our spending some time in London on the way to India so her parents can meet Victoria.’ This last part was true. Amrita had not wanted to go to Calcutta with the baby until I convinced her that it was important to my career. The stopover in London had been the deciding factor for her.


‘Okay,’ grunted Abe. ‘Go to Calcutta.’ His tone of voice let me know precisely what he thought of the idea.


‘Tell me why you don’t want me to,’ I said.


‘Later,’ said Abe. ‘Right now tell me about this Das thing Morrow’s talking about. And I’d like to know why you want me to save half of next spring’s issue of Voices for more Das stuff. I hate reprints, and there can’t be ten lines of his verse that hasn’t been printed and reprinted ad nauseum.’


‘Das, yes,’ I said. ‘But not reprints. New things.’


‘Tell me,’ said Abe.


I told him.


 

‘I’m going to Calcutta to find the poet M. Das,’ I said. ‘Find him, talk to him, and bring back some samples of his new work for publication.’


Abe stared at me. ‘Uh-uh,’ he said. ‘No way. M. Das is dead. He died six or seven years ago. In 1970, I think.’


‘July of 1969,’ I said. I could not keep a trace of smugness out of my voice. ‘He disappeared in July of 1969 while on his way back from his father’s funeral, cremation actually, in a village in East Pakistan - Bangladesh now - and everyone assumed he was murdered.’


‘Yeah, I remember,’ said Abe. ‘I stayed with you and Amrita for a couple of days in your Boston apartment when the New England Poets’ Alliance held that commemorative reading for him. You read some of Tagore’s stuff, and excerpts  from Das’s epic poems about what’shername, the nun - Mother Teresa.’


‘And two of my Chicago Cycle pieces were dedicated to him,’ I said. ‘But I guess we were all a bit premature. Das seems to have resurfaced in Calcutta, or at least some of his new poetry and correspondence has. Harper’s got some samples through an agency they work with there, and people who knew Das say that he definitely wrote these new things. But nobody’s seen the man himself. Harper’s wants me 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 I get rights to, but we can print the rest in Other Voices.’


‘Sloppy seconds,’ grumbled Abe and chewed on his cigar. This was the kind of enthusiastic gratitude I’d grown used to during my years with Bronstein. I said nothing, and eventually he spoke again. ‘So where the hell’s Das been for eight years, Bobby?’


I shrugged and tossed him a photocopied page that Morrow had given me. Abe inspected it, held it at arm’s 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 poem that Das is supposed to have written within the past couple of years.’


‘What’s it in, Hindi?’


‘No, Sanskrit and Bengali, mostly. Here’s the English translation.’ I handed over the other photocopy.


Abe’s sweaty brow furrowed as he read. ‘Sweet Christ, Bobby, is this what I’m holding the spring issue for? This is about some dame screwing doggie-style while drinking the blood of a headless man. Or did I miss something?’


‘Nope. That’s about it. Of course there are only a few stanzas in that fragment,’ I said. ‘And it’s a rough translation.’


‘I thought Das’s work was lyrical and sentimental. Sort of the way you described Tagore’s stuff in your article.’


‘He was. He is. Not sentimental but optimistic.’ It was the same phrase I’d used many times to defend Tagore. Hell, it was the same phrase I’d used to defend my own work.


‘Uh-huh,’ said Abe. ‘Optimistic. I like this optimistic 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,’ I said. ‘Notice how Das had embedded the rhythm of it in the general passage. He shifts from classical Vedic form to folk-Bengali and then back to Vedic. It’s a complicated stylistic treatment, even allowing for translation.’ I shut up. I was just repeating what Morrow had told me, and he had been repeating what one of his ‘experts’ had said. It was very hot in the little room. Through the open windows 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 almost impossible to believe that this is from the same man who wrote the Mother Teresa epic. My guess is that Das isn’t alive and that this is some sort of scam. I don’t know, Abe.’


Abe pushed back in his swivel chair, and I thought for a second that he actually was going to remove the cigar stub from his mouth. Instead he scowled, rotated the cigar left and then right, leaned back in his chair, and clasped his stubby fingers behind his neck. ‘Bobby, did I ever tell you about the time I was in Calcutta?’


‘No.’ I blinked in surprise. Abe had traveled widely as a wire-service reporter before he wrote his first novel, but he rarely talked about those days. After he had accepted my Tagore piece, he idly mentioned that he once had spent nine months with Lord Mountbatten in Burma. His stories about  his wire-service days were rare but invariably enjoyable. ‘Was it during the war?’ I asked.


‘No. Right after. During the Hindu-Muslim partition riots in ’47. Britain was pulling out, carving India into two countries and leaving the two religious groups to slaughter each other. That was all before your time, 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 more fighting right then. I went to Calcutta because Gandhi . . . Mohandas, not Indira . . . Gandhi was going there and we were covering him. Man of Peace, Saint in a Loincloth, the whole schtick. Anyway, I was in Calcutta for about three months.’ Abe paused and ran a hand through his thinning hair. He seemed at a loss for words. I’d never seen Abe hesitate a second in using language - written, spoken, or shouted. ‘Bobby,’ he said at last, ‘do you know what the word miasma means?’


‘A poisonous atmosphere,’ I said. It nettled me to be quizzed. ‘As from a swamp. Or any noxious influence. Probably comes from the Greek miainein, meaning ‘‘to pollute.’’


‘Yeah,’ said Abe and rotated his cigar again. He took no notice of my little performance. Abe Bronstein expected his former poetry editor to know his Greek. ‘Well, the only word that could describe Calcutta to me then . . . or now . . . was miasma. I can’t even hear one word without thinking of the other.’


‘It was built on a swamp,’ I said, still irritated. I wasn’t used to hearing this kind of garbage from Abe. It was like having your reliable old plumber suddenly break into a discourse on astrology. ‘And we’ll be going there during the monsoon season, which isn’t the most pleasant time of the year, I guess. But I don’t think—’


‘I wasn’t talking about the weather,’ said Abe. ‘Although it’s the hottest, most humid, most miserable goddamn hell-hole I’ve ever been in. Worse than Burma in ’43. Worse than  Singapore in typhoon weather. Jesus, it’s worse than Washington in August. No, Bobby, I’m talking about the place, goddammit. There was something . . . something miasmal about that city. I’ve never been in a place that seemed as mean or shitty, and I’ve spent time in some of the great sewer cities of the world. Calcutta scared me, Bobby.’


I nodded. The heat had caused a headache to start throbbing behind my eyes. ‘Abe, you’ve just spent time in the wrong cities,’ I said lightly. ‘Try spending a summer in North Philadelphia or on the Southside of Chicago where I grew up. That’ll make Calcutta look like Fun City.’


‘Yeah,’ said Abe. He wasn’t looking at me anymore. ‘Well, it wasn’t just the city. I wanted out of Calcutta so my bureau chief - a poor schmuck 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 Bengal somewhere. I mean, there wasn’t even a railroad line there yet, just this damn bridge connecting one patch of jungle to another across a river about two hundred yards wide and three inches deep. But the bridge had been built with some of the first postwar aid money sent from the States, so I had to go cover the dedication.’ Abe paused and looked out the window. From somewhere down the street came angry shouts in Spanish. Abe did not seem to hear them. ‘So anyway, it was pretty dull. The engineers and construction crew had already left, and the dedication was the usual mixture 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 I stayed in a little guest house on the edge of the village. It was probably left over from British inspection tours during the Raj. But it was so damn 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 mosquitoes were driving me crazy; so sometime after midnight I got up and walked down to the bridge. I  smoked a cigarette and headed back. If it hadn’t been for the moon I wouldn’t have seen it.’


Abe took the cigar out of his mouth. He grimaced as if it tasted as foul as it looked. ‘The kid couldn’t have been much more than ten, maybe younger,’ he said. ‘He’d been impaled on some iron reinforcement rods sticking up out of the cement abutment on the west side of the bridge. You could tell that he hadn’t died right away; that he’d struggled for some time after the rods went through him—’


‘He’d been climbing on the new bridge?’ I said.


‘Yeah, that’s what I thought,’ said Abe. ‘And that’s what the local authorities said at the inquest. But for the life of me I couldn’t figure out how he’d managed to hit those rods . . . He would’ve had to have jumped way out from the high girders. Then, a couple of weeks later, right before Gandhi broke his fast and the rioting stopped back in Calcutta, I went over to the British consulate there to dig out a copy of Kipling’s story ‘‘The Bridge Builders.’’ You’ve read it, haven’t you?’


‘No,’ I said. I couldn’t stand Kipling’s prose or poetry.


‘You should,’ said Abe. ‘Kipling’s short fiction is quite good.’


‘So what’s the story?’ I asked.


‘Well, the story hinges around the fact that at the end of every bridge-building, Bengalis used to have an elaborate religious ceremony.’


‘That’s not unusual, is it?’ I said, half guessing the punch line of all of this.


‘Not at all,’ said Abe. ‘Every event in India calls for some sort of religious ceremony. It’s just the way the Bengalis went about it that caused Kipling to write the story.’ Abe put the cigar back in his mouth and spoke through gritted teeth. ‘At the end of each bridge construction, they offered up a human sacrifice.’


‘Right,’ I said. ‘Great.’ I gathered up my photocopies, stuffed  them in my briefcase, and rose to leave. ‘If you remember any more Kipling tales, Abe, be sure to give us a call. Amrita’ll get a big kick out of them.’


Abe stood up and leaned on his desk. His blunt fingers pressed down on stacks of manuscripts. ‘Hell, Bobby, I’d just prefer that you weren’t going into that—’


‘Miasma,’ I said.


Abe nodded.


‘I’ll stay away from new bridges,’ I said while walking toward the door.


‘At least think again about taking Amrita and the baby.’


‘We’re going,’ I said. ‘The reservations have been made. We’ve had our shots. The only question now is whether you want to see Das’s stuff if it is Das and if I can secure publication rights. What do you say, Abe?’


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


‘I’ll send you a postcard from poolside at the Calcutta Oberoi Grand Hotel,’ I said, opening the door.


My last sight of Abe was of him standing there with his arm and hand extended, either in a half-wave or some mute gesture of tired resignation.
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‘Would you like to know Calcutta? Then be prepared to forget her.’


—Sushil Roy


 

On the night before we were to leave, I sat on the front porch with Amrita as she nursed Victoria. Fireflies winked their cryptic messages against the dark line of trees. Crickets, tree frogs, and a few night birds wove a tapestry of nocturnal background noise. Our house was only a few miles from Exeter, New Hampshire, but at times it was so quiet there that we could have been on another world. I had appreciated that solitude during my winter of writing, but I realized now that I was restless; that it was partly those very months of isolation that were making me itch to travel, to see strange places, faces. ‘You’re sure you want to go?’ I asked. My voice sounded too loud in the night.


Amrita looked up as the baby finished nursing. The dim light from the window illuminated Amrita’s strong cheekbones and soft brown skin. Her dark eyes seemed luminous. Sometimes she was so beautiful that I physically ached at the thought we might not have met, married, had our child together. She lifted Victoria slightly, and I caught a glimpse of a soft curve of breast and raised nipple before her blouse was back in place. ‘I don’t mind going,’ said Amrita. ‘It will be nice to see Mother and Father again.’


‘But India,’ I 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 diaper on my shoulder and handed Victoria to me. I rubbed the baby’s back, feeling her warmth, smelling the milk and baby smell of her.


‘You’re sure it won’t be a problem with your work?’ I asked. Victoria wiggled in my grasp, reaching a chubby hand toward my nose. I blew on her palm and she giggled and then burped.


‘It won’t be a problem,’ said Amrita, although I knew it would be. She was to start teaching a new graduate-level math course at Boston University after Labor Day, and I knew how much preparation lay ahead of her.


‘Are you looking forward to seeing India again?’ I asked. Victoria had moved her head closer to my cheek and was happily drooling on my collar.


‘I’m curious to see how it compares with what I remember, ’ said Amrita. Her voice was soft, modulated by her three years at Cambridge, but never clipped in the flat British manner. Listening to Amrita was like being stroked by a firm but well-oiled palm.


Amrita had been seven years old when her father moved his engineering firm from New Delhi to London. The memories of India that she had shared with me supported the stereotype of a culture rampant with noise, confusion, and caste discrimination. Nothing could have been more alien to Amrita’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 mind had been disciplined by the well-ordered rhythms of linguistics and mathematics.


Amrita had once described her home in Delhi and the apartment in Bombay where she and her sisters had spent summers with her uncle: bare walls encrusted with grime and ancient handprints, open windows, rough sheets, lizards scrabbling across the walls at night, the cluttered cheapness of everything. Our home near Exeter was as clean and open  as a Scandinavian designer’s dreams, all gleaming bare wood, comfortable modular seating, immaculately white walls, and works of art illuminated by recessed lighting.


It had been Amrita’s money that made both the house and our little art collection possible: her ‘dowry,’ she jokingly used to call it. I had protested at first. In 1969, the first year of our marriage, I declared an annual income of $5,732. I had quit my teaching job at Wellesley College and was writing and editing full-time. We lived in Boston, in an apartment where even the rats had to walk stoop-shouldered. I didn’t care. I was willing to suffer indefinitely for my art. Amrita was not. She never argued; she agreed with the principle behind my protests over the use of her trust fund; but in 1972 she made the down payment on the house and four acres and bought the first of our nine paintings, a small oil sketch by Jamie Wyeth.


‘She’s asleep,’ said Amrita. ‘You can quit rocking.’


I looked down and saw that she was right. Victoria was fast asleep, mouth open, fists half-clenched. Her breath came soft and quick against my neck. I continued rocking.


‘Shall we take her in?’ asked Amrita. ‘It’s getting cool.’


‘In a minute,’ I said. My handspan was broader than the baby’s back.


I was thirty-five when Victoria was born; Amrita was thirty-one. For years I had told anyone who wanted to listen - and a few who didn’t - all about my feelings concerning the foolishness of bringing children into the world. I spoke of overpopulation, of the unfairness of subjecting youngsters to the horrors of the Twentieth Century, and the folly of people having unwanted children. Again, Amrita never argued with me - although with her training in formal logic I suspect that she could have laid waste to all of my arguments in two minutes - but sometime in early 1976, about the time of our state’s primary, Amrita unilaterally went off the pill. It was on January 22, 1977, two days after Jimmy Carter walked back to  the White House from his Inauguration, that our daughter Victoria was born.


I never would have chosen the name ‘Victoria’ but was secretly delighted by it. Amrita first suggested it one hot day in July, and we treated it as a joke. It seemed that one of her earliest memories was of arriving by train at Victoria Station in Bombay. That huge edifice - one of the remnants of the British Raj, which evidently still defines India - had always filled Amrita with a sense of awe. Since that time, the name Victoria had evoked an echo of beauty, elegance, and mystery in her. So at first we joked about naming the baby Victoria, but by Christmas of 1976 we knew that no other name would fit our child if it was a girl.


Before Victoria was born, I used to grumble about couples we knew who had been lobotomized by the birth of their children. Perfectly intelligent people with whom we’d enjoyed countless 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. I swore that I would never fall prey to that.


But it was different with our child. Victoria’s development was worthy of serious study by anyone. I found myself totally fascinated by earliest noises and most awkward movements. Even the repellant act of changing diapers could be delightful when my child - my child - would wave her pudgy arms and look up at me in what I took to be loving appreciation at the thought of her father, a published poet, carrying out such mundane tasks for her. When, at seven weeks, she blessed us with her first real smile one morning, I immediately called Abe Bronstein to share the good news. Abe, who was as well known for never rising before ten-thirty in the morning as he was for his sense of good prose, congratulated me and gently pointed out that I had called at 5:45 A.M.


Now that Victoria was five months old, it was even  more obvious that she was a gifted child. She had learned to play ‘So big!’ almost a month earlier and had mastered ‘Peekaboo!’ weeks before that. She was creeping at six and a half months - a sure sign of high intelligence, despite Amrita’s comments to the contrary - and it didn’t bother me at all that Victoria’s attempts at locomotion invariably moved her backwards. Each day now her language abilities became stronger, and although I hadn’t been able to pick dada or mama out of the babble of syllables (even when I played back my tapes at half-speed), Amrita assured me, with only a slight smile, that she had heard several complete Russian or German words and once an entire sentence in Hindi. Meanwhile, I read to Victoria every evening, alternating Mother Goose with Wordsworth, Keats, and carefully chosen excerpts from Pound’s ‘Cantos.’ She showed a preference for Pound.


‘Shall we go to bed?’ asked Amrita. ‘We need to get an early start tomorrow.’


Something in Amrita’s voice caught my attention. There were times when she asked, ‘Shall we go to bed?’ and there were times when she said Shall we go to bed? This had been one of the latter.


I carried Victoria up to her crib and tucked her in. I stood and watched a minute as she lay there on her stomach under the tight quilt, surrounded by her stuffed animals, her head against the bumper pad. The moonlight lay across her like a benediction.


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


Later, in the last seconds of our lovemaking, I turned to look at her face as if seeking the answer to unasked questions there, but a cloud had crossed the moon and everything was lost in the sudden darkness.
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‘At midnight, this city is Disneyland.’


—Subrata Chakravarty


 

We flew into Calcutta at midnight, coming in from the south, over the Bay of Bengal.


‘My God,’ I whispered. Amrita leaned across me to peer out the window.


On the advice of her parents, we had flown BA into Bombay to go through customs there. That had worked fine, but the connecting Air India flight to Calcutta had been delayed for three hours due to mechanical problems. We finally were allowed to board, only to sit at the terminal for another hour with no lights or air conditioning because the external generators had been detached. A businessman in the row ahead of us said that the Bombay-Calcutta flight had been late 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 thunderstorms. Victoria had fussed much of the evening, but now she was sleeping in her mother’s arms.


‘My God,’ I said again. Calcutta was stretched out below, over 250 square miles of city, a galaxy of lights after the absolute blackness of cloud tops and the Bay of Bengal. I had flown into many cities at night, but none like this. Instead of the usual geometries of electric lights, Calcutta at midnight  was ablaze with countless lanterns, open fires, and a strange, soft glow - an almost fungal phosphorescence - that oozed from a thousand unseen sources. Instead of the predictable urban progression of straight lines - streets, highways, parking lots - Calcutta’s myriad of fires seemed scattered and chaotic, a jumbled constellation broken only by the dark curve of the river. I imagined that this was what London or Berlin must have looked like - burning - to awed bomber crews during the war.


Then the wheels touched down, the terrible humidity invaded the cool cabin, and we were out in and part of the shuffling crowd making its way toward Baggage Claims. The terminal was small and filthy. Despite the late hour, sweating mobs were jostling and shouting all around us.


‘Wasn’t someone supposed to meet us?’ asked Amrita.


‘Yeah.’ I had rescued the four bags from the broken conveyor belt, and we stood by them as the crowd ebbed and flowed against us. There was a sense of hysteria in the pulses of white-shirted, saried humanity in the little building. ‘Morrow had a contact with the Bengali Writers’ Union. Some fellow named Michael Leonard Chatterjee was supposed to give us a ride to the hotel, but we’re hours late. He probably went home. I’ll try to get a cab.’


One glance at the doorway jammed with shoving, shouting men made me stay standing by the bags.


‘Mr and Mrs Luczak. Robert Luczak?’


‘Loo-zack,’ I said, automatically correcting the pronunciation. ‘Yes, I’m Robert Luczak.’ I looked 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 looked gray and grimy in the green fluorescent lighting. His face was relatively young - late twenties, perhaps - and clean-shaven, but his black hair stood out in great electric tufts and his dark, piercing eyes gave an impression of such intensity that it bordered on a sense of restrained violence. His eyebrows  were dark brush strokes that almost met above a falcon’s predatory beak. I took half a step back and dropped a suitcase to free my right hand. ‘Mr Chatterjee?’


‘No, I have not seen Mr Chatterjee,’ he replied shrilly. ‘I am M. T. Krishna.’ At first, through the noise and heavy singsong dialect, I heard it as ‘empty Krishna.’


I extended my hand, but Krishna had turned and was leading the way outside. He used his right arm to shove people aside. ‘This way, please. Quickly, quickly.’


I nodded at Amrita and lifted three of the bags. Incredibly, Victoria had continued to sleep through the heat and bedlam. ‘Are you with the Writers’ Union?’ I asked.


‘No, no, no.’ Krishna did not turn his head as he spoke. ‘I am a part-time teacher, you see. I have contacts with the US Education Foundation in India. My supervisor, Mr Shah, was contacted by his very good and longtime friend, Mr Abraham Bronstein of New York City, who asked me to extend this kindness. Quickly.’


Outside, the air seemed even heavier and more moist than in the steaming terminal. Searchlights illuminated a silver sign above the terminal doors. ‘Dum-Dum Airport,’ I read aloud.


‘Yes, yes. It is here they made the bullets until they were outlawed after World War Number One,’ said Krishna. ‘This way, please.’


Suddenly we were surrounded by a dozen porters clamoring to carry our few bags. The men were reed-thin, bare-legged, draped in brown rags. One was missing an arm. Another looked as if he had been in a terrible fire: his chin was welded to his chest by great wattles of scar tissue. Evidently he could not speak, but urgent sounds gurgled up from his ruined throat.


‘Give them the luggage,’ snapped Krishna. He gestured imperiously as the porters scrambled over one another to get at the bags.


We had to walk only sixty feet or so along the curved  drive. The air was weighted with moisture, as dark and heavy as a soaked army blanket. For a dizzy second I thought it was snowing, as the air appeared to be swirling with white flecks; then I realized that there were a million insects dancing in the beams of the terminal spotlights. Krishna gestured to the porters, pointed to a vehicle, and I stopped in surprise. ‘A bus?’ I said, although the blue-and-white van was more of a jitney than a full-fledged bus. The legend USEFI was printed along its side.


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


One of the porters, agile as a monkey, clambered up the back of the bus to the roof. Our four bags were handed up and secured to the luggage rack. As they tied down a strip of black plastic over the luggage, I wondered idly why we couldn’t have taken them in the bus. Shrugging, I fumbled out two five-rupee notes to tip the porters. Krishna took them out of my hand, gave one back.


‘No. It is too much,’ he said. I shrugged again and helped 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. We nodded at the sleepy 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. Amrita did not understand all of the cascade of Bengali, but she picked up enough to tell me that the porters were upset because they could not divide five rupees three ways. They demanded another rupee. Krishna shouted something and went to close the door of the bus. The oldest porter, his face a maze of deep gullies forested with white stubble, stepped forward and blocked the folding door with his body. Other porters drifted over from their place near the terminal doors. Shouts turned to screams.


‘For Chrissake,’ I said to Krishna, ‘here, give them a few more rupees. Let’s get out of here.’


‘No!’ Krishna’s gaze swept my direction, and the violence there was no longer restrained. It held the gleeful look one sees on the faces of men at a blood sport. ‘It is too much,’ he said firmly.


There was a mob of porters at the door now. Suddenly hands began slapping against 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 lowest step as if to enter, but Krishna put three fingers against the bare chest and pushed firmly. The old man fell backward onto the sea of brown-garbed forms.


Gnarled fingers suddenly gripped the partially opened window next to Amrita, and the porter with the burned face pulled himself up as if he were on a chinning bar. Inches from us, his mouth worked frantically, and we could see that he had no tongue. Saliva spattered the dust-streaked window.


‘Goddammit, Krishna!’ I rose to give the porters the money. At that moment three policemen appeared out of the shadows. They wore white helmets, Sam Browne belts, and khaki shorts. Two of them carried lathi sticks - the Indian version of a cop’s nightstick - three feet of heavy wood with an iron core in the business end.


The mob of porters continued shouting, but melted back to let the police advance. The scarred face dropped away from Amrita’s window. The first cop banged his stick on the front of the bus, and the old porter turned to shout his complaints. The policeman raised his deadly club and screamed 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 move, accelerating quickly 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 swinging onto an empty four-lane road. ‘VIP Highway,’ called Krishna from where he still stood by the door. ‘Traveled only by very  important persons.’ A pale billboard flashed by to the right. The simple message - in Hindi, Bengali, and English - read WELCOME TO CALCUTTA.


We drove without headlights, but the interior lights of the bus stayed on. Amrita’s lovely eyes were set with circles of fatigue. Victoria - too exhausted to sleep, tired of crying - made mewling noises from her mother’s arms. Krishna sat down sideways on the seat in front of us, hawk nose in profile, his angry countenance illuminated by the overhead bulbs and an occasional street light.


‘I went to university in the States for almost three years,’ he said.


‘Really?’ I said. ‘That’s very interesting.’ I felt like smashing the stupid son of a bitch’s face in for creating such a mess.


‘Yes, yes. I worked with blacks, Chicanos, red Indians. The oppressed people of your country.’


The marshy fields of darkness that had bordered the highway gave way suddenly to a jumble of shacks that came right up to the shoulder of the road. Lanterns glowed through burlap walls. In the distance a bonfire showed sharp silhouettes moving jerkily in front of yellow flames. Seemingly without transition we were out of the country and winding through narrow, rain-filled streets that twisted past blocks of derelict high-rises, miles of tin-roofed slums, and endless vistas of decaying, blackened storefronts.


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


‘Yes,’ I said. I 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 glimpse of open rooms, starkly lit courtyards, shadows moving within shadows. A frail man pulling a heavy cart had to leap aside  as our bus roared past, throwing a curtain of water across him and his load. He shook his fist, and his mouth shaped unheard obscenities.


The buildings seemed ancient beyond age, decayed remnants of some forgotten millennium - some pre-human age - for the shadows, angles, apertures, and emptinesses did not fit the architecture of man. Yet, on every second or third floor there were open-windowed glimpses of humanity inhabiting these druidic shambles: bare bulbs swinging, bobbing heads, peeled walls with plaster rotting off the white rib-bones of the building, garish illustrations of multi-armed deities clipped from magazines and taped crookedly to walls or window-panes, the cries of children playing, running, fleeing through the knife-blackened alleys, the wail of infants half heard - and everywhere the random movement 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 lying like corpses in the sidewalk shadows. A terrible feeling of déjà vu came over me.


‘I quit in disgust when a fool of a professor would not accept my paper on Walt Whitman’s debt to Zen Buddhism. An arrogant, parochial fool.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Do you think we could turn off these inside lights?’


We were approaching the center of the city. Rotting residential slums gave way to larger, even more decayed-looking buildings. There were few street lights. Vague flickers of heat lightning were reflected in the deep pools of black water that filled the intersections. Every darkened storefront seemed to hold the silent, sheeted forms lying like unclaimed bundles of laundry or propped up to watch us pass. The yellow lights inside the bus made the three of us look like waxen corpses. I knew now how prisoners of war must feel while being 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 I took to be a dead cat by its tail. He threw it as the bus approached, and it was not until the furry corpse bounced hollowly off the windshield that I realized it had been a rat. The driver cursed and swerved toward the child. The boy leaped away with a flash of brown legs, 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. I could feel the rage rising in me. Amrita touched my arm with her left hand.


Krishna snapped something in Bengali. The driver shrugged and grunted an answer.


‘The switch is broken,’ said Krishna.


We swung into an open square. What may have been a park cut a solid line of blackness through the maze of sagging buildings. Two streetcars sat abandoned in the center of a cluttered plaza while a dozen families huddled nearby under sagging canvas. It began to rain again. The sudden downpour beat at the metal of the bus like fists from the dark sky. Only the driver’s side of the windshield had a wiper, and it moved sluggishly against the curtain of water that soon put a veil between the city and us.


‘We must talk about Mr M. Das,’ said Krishna.


I blinked. ‘I would like the lights out,’ I said slowly and distinctly. The irrational fury had been building in me since the airport. In a second I knew I would be choking this smug, insensitive cretin; choking him until his froglike eyes popped out of his stupid head. I felt the anger flow down into me like the heat from a strong drink. Amrita must have sensed my second of insanity, for her restraining hand closed on my arm like a vise.


‘It is very important that I talk to you about Mr M. Das,’ said Krishna. The heat in the bus was almost overpowering. Sweat stood on our faces like burn blisters. Our breath seemed  to hang in the air like vapor while the world remained obliterated by the crashing downpour outside.


‘I’ll turn out the fucking lights,’ I said, and started to rise. Amrita would have held me back with both hands had it not been for Victoria.


Krishna’s heavy brows went up in surprise as I towered over him. I freed my right arm just as Amrita said, ‘It doesn’t matter, Bobby. We’re here. Look, there’s the hotel.’


I paused and then stooped to look out the window. The downpour had stopped as suddenly as it had begun, and only a light drizzle continued to fall. My anger diminished with the ebbing sound of rain on the roof.


‘We will perhaps speak later, Mr Luczak,’ said Krishna. ‘It is most important. Tomorrow, perhaps.’


‘Yeah.’ I lifted Victoria in my arms and led the way off the bus.


The front of the Oberoi Grand Hotel was as dark as a granite cliff, but a little light escaped from the double doorway. A tattered awning ran to the curb. On either side, standing silently under rain-slicked umbrellas, were a dozen or so shadowy figures. Some were holding soggy placards. I could make out a hammer and sickle, and the English word UNFAIR on one. ‘Strikers,’ said Krishna as he snapped his fingers at a sleepy, red-vested porter. I shrugged. A picket line outside a pitch-black hotel at one-thirty A.M. in monsoon-drenched Calcutta did not surprise me. Sometime in the previous half-hour, my sense of reality had slipped its tether. A roaring filled my ears like the rasp of countless insect legs. Jet lag, I thought.


‘Thank you for picking us up,’ said Amrita as Krishna hopped back aboard the bus.


He flashed his baby shark’s grimace. ‘Yes, yes. I talk to you tomorrow. Good night. Good night.’


The entrance to the hotel seemed to include several dark hallways that separated the lobby from the street like a  protective labyrinth. The lobby itself was bright enough. The clerk was wide awake, smartly dressed, and pleased to see us. Yes, the reservations were right here for Mr and Mrs Luczak. Yes, they had received our Telex 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 him ten rupees as he left us.


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


‘Oh, no!’ It was Amrita’s voice from the bathroom. I was there in three strides with my heart pounding.


‘There are no towels,’ said Amrita. ‘Only washcloths.’ We both began to laugh then. One of us would stop, only to have the other start it up again.
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