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  Is pressed by unseen feet and ghosts return




  Gently at twilight, gently go at dawn,




  The sad intangible who grieve and yearn ...
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  The Séance




  On 15 January, 1934, my world came crashing about my ears.




  It was a Tuesday, I remember, a bright cold Tuesday, in the first wintry sliver of the year. A time to take stock of the year gone by, sit with friends and sip brandy into the late hours of the

  night; a time to count blessings, rest and be thankful for all that life had to offer.




  Instead, in a matter of a few moments – eight and a half minutes to be precise – all that was beautiful, secure and solid about my life came crumbling down like the proverbial pack

  of cards and shattered into countless fragments. And like thousands of others around me, I was left utterly devastated.




  The earthquake occurred at 10.15 hours, in the middle of the morning. An hour when most people in a small town settle down for a cup of tea or coffee to shake off inertia, and try to give shape

  to the day that stretches ahead; an hour when one could decide on different courses of actions, and hover deliciously between languor and labour.




  There had been nothing to indicate that this day would be unlike any other. The sun had risen over the sleepy old town of Monghyr in much the same way as it did on other days – the

  pinkish-gold sunshine of dawn had cast broad beams of light across the corridor that ran past my study and the other adjoining rooms. The light had lovingly bathed the tiled roofs of the houses in

  front of mine, granting those modest abodes with a certain kind of grace and beauty.




  The derelict buildings clustered around the majestic abode of the Chattopadhyays housed an assortment of people who hailed from nearly every known caste and religion. The building right across

  my study window was called Yadav Nivas, after the landlord, Navin Yadav. My son’s closest friends resided in Yadav Nivas, their mothers were friends with my wife, aunts, sisters-in-law and

  mother – a fact that made the immediate locality very precious to my entire family. The women from their house would send us platters of delicacies during festivals, and the women of my house

  would visit them with gifts during family celebrations. In fact, my youngest son, Montu, had chosen to practically take up permanent residence in his best friend Yogesh Yadav’s house and had

  to be coerced into returning home every night. ‘Their halwa is so much tastier,’ he would say. In summer, they slept shoulder to shoulder on cots in the open air. Their lavatories were

  situated at a distance from their living quarters and the simple act of answering nature’s call at night had become an act of bravery. There was darkness to be tackled, boasted Yogesh

  constantly, along with the possibility of encountering nocturnal insects, reptiles and other creatures. ‘Their lives are so much more interesting and adventurous than ours,’ ran

  Montu’s argument. It took all my mother’s inherent cunning to win back her favourite grandson into the Chattopadyay family fold. Why did I have to be born into a zamindar family and not

  in a carpenter’s home, was the little fellow’s perpetual nocturnal whine.




  Memories of that day take on a diamond-edged clarity whenever I look back. The corridors of Yadav Nivas were bustling with activity that morning. Daksha Yadav, Yogesh’s mother had perched

  herself on a tall stool. She was hanging out the clothes to dry on the first-floor balcony. Her father-in-law was shaving, his portable little mirror hung from a branch of the old mango tree that

  our two houses shared. The mirror was angled cleverly to reflect both his face and the happenings behind him. Nandini Shah, his rotund neighbour, was pouring water from a little brass pot into a

  tulsi plant chanting slokas all the while and the senior Yadav was ogling unabashedly at the reflection of her ample backside.




  I was sitting at my desk sipping from a cup of excellently brewed Darjeeling tea and wondering how to extricate the beautiful Princess Mrignayani from the clutches of the villainous minister

  without having to prematurely introduce the hero, when a twisted moan seemed to rise from the deepest bowels of the earth. I put my cup down in alarm wondering what the weird sound was, when, all

  of a sudden, the world around me started to shake. The pen-stand stacked with pens and pencils began to rattle loudly, sounding an ominous death knell. Before I could gather my wits together, my

  desk shuddered noisily and nearly overturned while the loose sheets of paper from my manuscript went flying off the table and scattered in every direction. The ancient wall clock came unhooked,

  clattered to the floor and smashed into pieces.




  I stood frozen at the window, unable to comprehend the sight that met my horrified eyes. Yogesh’s mother was falling off the stool and out of the balcony in a bizarre kind of slow motion

  and then, before my very eyes, the entire building belonging to my beloved neighbours crumbled and collapsed into a great mountain of dust.




  The earthquake measured 8.1 in magnitude. It took much more than eighteen years for those who experienced it to forget the day, time and repercussions of the disaster.




  [image: ]




  The immediate period following the calamity remains a blur in my mind. In the first rush of panic my only concern was whether the numerous members of my family were safe. Was

  Montu safe in his own home or was he at his best friend’s? A low desperate wail came from the ground floor, to my intense relief, I recognized it as Montu’s usual morning howl, only

  infinitely more desperate this morning.




  Montu cried for an entire week after the earthquake, so shaken was my little boy. It needed all my mother’s efforts to keep him from stepping outside the house and seeing the state of his

  beloved Yadav Nivas. Yogesh’s broken body was unearthed many days later.




  Our house was one of the few in Monghyr that remained standing unscathed. Not unscathed really. The earthquake had marked our building with a deep crack running down the west wall. This widened

  over time allowing us to glimpse the jackfruit tree in the garden from inside some of our bedrooms. A couple of years later, the entire wall was knocked down and rebuilt.




  Our lives, unfortunately, could never be rebuilt as easily; the earthquake would perennially cast a dark shadow of gloom. The only comforting fact was that, by a stroke of luck, the members of

  my huge joint family were all at home and safe during the catastrophe.




  What added to the chaos of destruction was the inhuman cold of the Bihar winter. The town was devastated, survivors had to be evicted but rescue operations proved to be a difficult task in the

  cruel, biting cold of January. Bodies were being pulled out of the debris on an hourly basis and mass cremations were the order of the day (and even the night). Local administrators came to survey

  the scene of tragedy and delivered grand speeches of condolence.
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  I lost almost all my friends and colleagues from the world of pharmaceuticals and writing. Every time one of their battered bodies emerged from piles of wreckage, I was

  informed. After a while, I lost the heart to even attend their last rites. It seemed like every single one of my peers, whom I had admired and befriended over the years, had left me. Something

  vital within me also died – the joie de vivre I carried with me wherever I went. Balai, the reckless, Balai, the argumentative one and Balai, the live wire of every social gathering –

  that man disappeared forever. In the wake of the earthquake, I had become Balai, the desolate.




  I waited to receive news of my best friend, Nirmal Choudhury, the founder-editor of the local newspaper The Monghyr Times. Nimaida, a reclusive bachelor, had no family members to grieve

  for him. Even though an entire fortnight had passed without any news of Nimaida, I found myself praying hard that he had somehow survived the disaster, though I knew full well that such a thing was

  nearly impossible. I battled the knots of paradoxes that were beginning to bind and stifle me; shreds of hope refused to desert me even in the face of this blatant tragedy. Every night, I dreamt

  the same desperate dream, that the excavators were unearthing a bruised, battered and unconscious Nirmal Choudhury, whose heart, incredibly, continued to beat with the sturdy determination that had

  always characterized him.




  I remembered that many years back, when I had decided to switch professions and give up pharmacy in favour of writing novels, it was on Nimaida’s insistence that I had begun contributing a

  weekly column on literary matters for The Monghyr Times. A short story penned by me appeared in the Sunday edition, and later, Nimaida took to publishing instalments of my longer works of

  fiction in the weekend editions. We worked in perfect tandem with mutual respect, each fully understanding the other’s requirements, and in the years that followed, Nirmal Choudhury and I

  became the best of friends.




  Nimaida and I came up with the delightful pact of meeting in my study every Saturday evening. We held long and lively discussions about every possible topic under the sun, over glasses of

  brandy. This had continued uninterrupted over the years of our association.




  Till that ill-fated morning.




  Memories of those happy occasions now came to haunt me. Ours was a quiet friendship based on a deep love of common subjects – Tagore, the forensic sciences, detective fiction, football and

  Dickensian London. Sometimes, our arguments turned quite noisy and my brothers had to step in and pacify us; Nimaida was a firebrand patriot while I, in many matters, ardently believed in Western

  supremacy. Our ideological differences, however, never made the slightest dent in the regard we nurtured for each other.
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  Nimaida’s body was never found. The landscape burned with many fires those days; the temperatures plunged alarmingly and cremation pyres alternated with bonfires to keep

  the rescue workers warm. The Doms arrived. Thickset, swarthy men, who dug out the dead with unnerving calm, and in the wee hours of the morning they cooked and ate bandicoot meat with locally

  brewed hooch.




  Around this time I also came to know that my homely, pint-sized wife Bonolata, whom I affectionately addressed as Bony, harboured a heart that was as vast and deep as the Bay of Bengal. Calling

  together the womenfolk of the household – there was always a mind-boggling number of widowed aunts, sisters, and cousins living under our roof at any moment – she sallied forth on

  weekly visits to the devastated sections of Monghyr, armed with blankets, hot food and basic medicines. Whenever she came upon abandoned children, and there were a huge number of them roaming the

  countryside, she scooped them up in her arms and promptly brought them home. Our twenty-four-room home was soon groaning with a brood of about a dozen weepy children, who were being looked after by

  an army of flustered servants. My brothers prayed for foster parents and homes to be found quickly so that the earlier calm could be restored to the Chattopadhyay mansion.




  Life limped back to routine with excruciating slowness but stubbornly refused to be labelled normal. I was stuck with not so much of a writer’s block as with a much deeper emotional block

  comprising frozen corpses, agonized cries of those buried alive and images of homely women falling through space, laundry still damp in their arms. I could not progress with my novel and my poor

  Princess Mrignayani was left stranded in a state of deep distress, at the mercy of an amorous minister.




  This phase lasted for about a year.




  I took to reading in an attempt to take my mind off the earthquake and its aftermath. My mother, a voracious reader, had an enormous private collection of books. I picked out a few timeless

  classics from there and read them in a desperate effort to refresh my mind and get the creative juices flowing. I read in the mornings, read after lunch (my zest for siestas having vanished), read

  late into the nights, read till I was utterly exhausted and could read no more. Literary inspiration having struck the most cringe-inducing nadir I had ever experienced, I took to reading in my

  study, and in my working hours too.
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  I was sitting at my desk one morning, trying hard to concentrate on the convoluted happenings in Anna Karenina’s life, when I heard the sound. A soft

  chik-chik-chik-chik-chik hovering on the edge of my consciousness. Ignoring it, I continued reading.




  The sound persisted. Was there a lizard somewhere?




  Bony hated wall lizards, I would have to shoo it away before she spotted it and became hysterical. I rose, put down my heavy book with a sigh of resignation, and started walking the length of

  the room, inspecting the walls for a trespassing reptile. There was no sign of a lizard on the sparsely furnished and completely exposed walls of the study. I leaned out of the window to see if

  there was some pestilent reptile or baby bird stranded on the walls of the building, but there was nothing. I sat down with my book and there it was again! Chik-chik-chik-chik-chik …




  More urgent now and closer.




  I shut my book and sat quietly, listening. The scratching sound was almost desperate now. And then, almost as suddenly as it had started, it fell silent.




  Though it seemed like a trivial matter, I could not understand why the incident left me feeling uneasy and disconcerted.




  [image: ]




  The same thing happened the next morning, and the morning after that.




  Always around morning – an hour defined by the terrible earthquake. After a week of this, I realized that I could take it no more. I sat still for a long while. Was it just a coincidence

  or did the recurring mid-morning disturbance have a more sinister explanation? Was something or someone trying to communicate with me? But who, what and why?




  When I finally stirred, it was almost as if I was at last waking out of the long, cold stupor that I had sunk into in the months following the earthquake. A ragged sigh escaped my lips, almost

  of relief. I rose and stretched, feeling an inexplicable sense of motivation and purpose. I suddenly knew exactly how I was going to proceed from this point on.




  I would begin by reviving the age-old passion of the Chattopadhyays. The passion for communicating with the dead through a planchette. Holding regular Saturday séances was one of our

  favourite pastimes.




  The sense of urgency conveyed by the sound stayed with me along with the hunch that someone was trying to tell me something. One name flashed in my mind’s eye: Nirmal Choudhury. The man

  whose body had never been found; the editor who had never been officially declared dead.




  Nirmal Choudhury. My best friend, my most ruthless literary critic and my closest confidant.




  At dinner, I announced rather grandly that we would hold a séance the coming weekend. An excited babble of voices met my announcement. The elders were immediately up in arms.




  ‘Again! You want to start with that nonsense again, Balai? I will not have it!’ thundered my mother.




  ‘One day the precious spirits you summon will invade this house and refuse to leave. What will happen to us then, have you thought of that, you inconsiderate boy?’ shrieked my

  widowed aunt.




  I reminded her that I was all of thirty-five and by no known standards eligible to be addressed as a ‘boy’.




  ‘Just because you’re an averagely successful writer does not mean you can dabble in whatever you please. These are dangerous kinds of addictions, Balai. I’ll have to summon

  your grandfather from Calcutta if such idiocy in the house does not stop immediately,’ screeched my nonagenarian grandmother.




  My brothers, two cousins and three teenaged nephews sat up, eyes shining. The favourite weekend hobby of the Chattopadhyay men was being officially reinstalled. And with so many dead men

  stalking the countryside after the recent disaster, there was a lot of ground to be covered.




  ‘I’ll set up the séance table,’ announced an excited Tutul.




  ‘I’ll ensure that everybody reports at nine sharp,’ promised Benu.




  The women, who were supervising dinner, fell into chairs with shrill wails and looked heavenwards. They knew they were defeated.
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  It was a windy, moonless Saturday when we settled down in the study – the perfect setting for a séance. There were nine of us, of varying age groups and

  supernatural affiliations. My eldest brother, an agnostic soul, had come in to watch the fun and my younger brother, an out-and-out sceptic, had stepped in merely to help the gathering reach an odd

  number. It was my personal belief that if the number of participants was three, five, seven or nine, it always worked better.




  Tutul, faithful to his earlier promise, had set the table to perfection. Sheets of blank paper and fountain pens had been neatly placed before every chair. The chairs had been set closely around

  my study table and a scented candle stood at the centre of the desk, ready to be lit. It was apt that we chose my study as the venue for our séance, I thought to myself. The study was quiet,

  detached from the rest of the house and farthest from the din of the kitchen. Also, Nimaida and I had spent countless pleasurable hours playing chess or discussing matters of the intellect in the

  study. And it was in this very room that I had first heard the disturbing chik-chik-chik sound. If he chose to obey our summons, this was one earthly place that Nimaida would be most comfortable

  visiting.




  Benu had also done his bit and every participant had filed into the study and taken his seat by nine o’clock. When everybody was seated, Tutul rose and lit the candle and taking that as a

  cue, Benu shut the glass windows that overlooked the backyard and snuffed out the light of the brass lamp. The room immediately plunged into near-darkness, inadequately lit by the golden glow of

  the candle. The tobacco-tainted air of the study was suddenly suffused with the exotic perfume of the candle.




  Initially, there was some nudging and whispering from the junior members of the group. But it soon died down and a thick velvety silence descended. A minute or so later, somebody cleared his

  throat nervously and it sounded deafeningly loud in the still room.




  ‘Quiet!’ I thundered.




  A hush fell on our gathering. By a tacit understanding based on past experience, each member lifted his hands to hold those of his immediate neighbours’, forming a human ring around the

  table. The candle flame at the centre of the table rose like a golden rapier in the still air – sharp, immobile and brilliant. Every gaze was fixed on it, hypnotized by its luminescence.




  ‘Everybody present here, visualize the face of Nirmal Choudhury and think of him as you as you saw him last,’ I muttered softly. ‘Call him from the depths of your heart, call

  him with your mind, voice and soul … call him deeply, urgently.’




  I cleared my throat, a wee bit nervously, raised my voice. ‘Nimaida, are you around? Please come Nimaida …’




  I glanced up fleetingly at the congregation. Shadows reflected from the lamplight flitted on each face; taut and tense, one could cut through the atmosphere in the study with a knife.




  ‘Nirmal Choudhury, we summon you on this night of the new moon in the month of January … come Nimaida … choose one of us as your medium and speak through him … allow

  your spirit to visit us and unburden itself.’




  The flame rose unwaveringly and there was complete silence in the room. I sighed. We waited a bit, still holding hands. There were no signs of any spirit showing enthusiasm about visiting

  us.




  ‘Nimaida, if you’re passing by our home this night, please visit us. There is so much to talk about … Nimaida?’




  Nothing happened.




  The company looked at each other uncertainly.




  ‘Let’s take a small break and then begin again.’




  A few sighs rippled the still air as we dropped hands and leaned back. Someone coughed dryly and one of the boys – Benu most probably – gave a nervous giggle. Mezda, ever the

  sceptic, said something in a low sarcastic voice which I chose to ignore. Benu, sitting next to him, let out a low chuckle.




  I was just about to reprimand the youngsters for their irreverent behaviour when the window flew open with such force that its frame hit the wall behind and a glass pane shattered to the ground.

  A cold gust of wind blew into the room sending the blank sheets of paper flying in every direction; the candle flame fluttered frantically and then went out altogether. Mezda rose from his chair

  with a sharp cry and his chair moved back of its own accord and fell with a crash. A vase fell next and there was the sound of water sloshing over a wooden surface in the darkness.




  Something or someone had entered the room; a malevolent force bent on destruction. It could not be my dignified, gentlemanly Nimaida, I thought in panic. ‘O Lord Shiva, please save

  us!’ I heard Benu moan in terror and with difficulty controlled the urge to burst into hysterical laughter. Almost as suddenly as it had come, the force of the elements departed, leaving the

  room deathly still.




  ‘Nimaida, was that you? Are you angry with us? Are you here with us?’




  The room was still; I knew there was no one around anymore. Our séance poised promisingly on the verge of taking off, had faced an unexpected abortion. There was something wrong somewhere

  but I could not put my finger on it. I walked to the side-table and lit one of the big kerosene lamps that were placed in every room at dusk. The room was immediately flooded with light. The study

  seemed ordinary and businesslike once more, not the kind of place that welcomed and was frequented by ghosts.
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  The next Saturday too, the séance failed. And the next. We sat holding hands while I, the spokesman, begged, cajoled and pleaded with Nirmal Choudhury to come. Nothing

  happened, not even the terrifying storm of the first session. The youngsters looked stricken and Mezda triumphant. He walked up to me the next day, rubbing his hands with glee.




  ‘Saw for yourself, Balai, what utter humbug this planchette, séance or whatever fancy name you give this spirit-summoning business of yours, is? Your precious Nimaida probably fled

  Monghyr, armed with all the money he could lay his hands on in the destroyed printing press … he surely made the most of the chaos following the earthquake. The proprietor of the newspaper,

  Mr Murlidhar Chaturvedi, died, didn’t he? Buried under his desk at the newspaper office? In all likelihood, your enterprising friend, the great executive-editor Mr Nirmal Choudhury, is very

  much alive right now, living it up in style in some other part of the country with the money he pilfered, courtesy the earthquake.’




  I turned away, trying to control the urge to slam my fist into Mezda’s jaw. He was two years older than me, I reminded myself with an effort. He had never liked Nimaida, for some strange

  reason, although Nimaida had always been unfailingly courteous towards him. I recalled with rising anger that Mezda had always resented our friendship and had been downright rude, even offensive,

  whenever he ran into the older man.




  I walked away trying to rein in my temper and prevent it from getting the better of me. I would have to get rid of Mezda during our next session, at any cost. I would have to do it if I wanted

  to hang on to my equanimity, a state of mind that was supremely vital for a séance. But wouldn’t that turn our group into an even numbered one?
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  I made my way upstairs and lay down in my darkened bedroom, watching the curtains flutter in a light breeze that was blowing in from the window. The scraping sound started

  suddenly, soft at first, building up the urgency gradually and then mounting to pure hysteria. Chik-chik-chik-chikkkk-chikkkkchikkchikkkk … I sat up in alarm. Earlier I had heard the same

  sound in my study. There was no way I could take a nap.




  I drew open the curtains letting the bright light of noon stream in and gazed out reflectively. Propping my elbows on the window sill so that I could cradle my chin in my palms, I tried to work

  out matters in a logical manner. I had been on the brink of making a breakthrough to another time, another place and yet … There was a niggling problem that I just could not put my finger

  on. Something was just not right at the séance sessions and the reason was eluding me. Were there secret sceptics in our little group, somebody who was far from receptive or probably

  over-analytical? Was that person blocking the easy flow of energy from the dead to the living?




  The more I thought about it, the more definite I was. There was someone or something that was stopping Nimaida from coming in, some warped negative energy field that was posing an obstacle and

  preventing my missing friend from reaching across to me. My dear departed friend, who in all probability, was waiting to speak to us on the other side of the firewall …




  And as before, the question was, who, what and why … ?




  [image: ]




  Everyone had settled down for their afternoon siestas and it was very quiet in my part of the house. I leaned forward, feeling oddly defeated, and let my torso stretch out of

  the window to catch the hot afternoon sunlight. I wanted to subject my lethargic body to extreme temperature conditions and for some strange reason I hoped that that would jolt my mind out of the

  sluggish state of inertia it had fallen into.




  Suddenly I saw someone downstairs. Bony was standing on the terrace, which was at a level lower than my window. I was about to call out to her when I noticed her expression. She was standing

  very still, her gaze vacant and far away. Her eyes were focused on a distant point and she seemed to inhabit some other time and place. That’s strange, I thought in perplexity, very strange

  … my little wife was generally the epitome of domestic practicality, perennially bustling about and never fey by any stretch of imagination.




  She had been feeding pigeons as she did every afternoon, and continued to hold on to the plate of grains, but her expression was remote. A couple of pigeons, fed up of waiting, had fluttered on

  to the plate and were pecking at the grains, brushing against her hands in the process but Bony seemed oblivious to their presence. She appeared to be watching or listening to someone very

  attentively. Only there was no one on the terrace as far as the eye could see.




  But of course! Bonolata, my Bony! It had to be her! Why hadn’t it struck me before? She would be the ninth participant in our next séance session! Nimaida had adored his petite Bony

  boudi who did not understand a thing about literature or politics but insisted on force-feeding him freshly fried malpuas every time he came visiting.




  Stories of Bony’s childhood recounted by her aunts came spilling out of the archives of my memory. How Bony, at six, had claimed that a pock-marked little boy followed her everywhere and

  sat on the garden swing singing songs in an alien language. She had even drawn a sketch of her imaginary friend and had recited the lines of his song. Since no one else had seen this figure,

  Bony’s family members had been very worried about the little girl’s mental health. A visit to the family physician had come to nothing. Long and detailed investigations had revealed

  that a little Nepali boy, the son of one of the elderly servants, had died of small-pox decades ago. Bony’s childish sketch matched his description, but more importantly, Bony had repeated

  the exact lyrics of the boy’s favourite Nepali song, a song that she had no way of knowing. As a child, if Bony had possessed the gift of easily establishing paranormal connections, who

  better than her to step in, in place of Mezda?




  Bonolata continued to stand immobile in the grip of some other-worldly consciousness. A sudden nameless fear spun up my spine and I gripped the window sill with icy hands. Premonitions of an

  uneasy kind wafted through my mind like the gossamer flight of summer butterflies and when they were gone, I was breathless and could hardly articulate my chaotic thoughts to myself.




  ‘Bony!’ I leaned forward and shouted urgently. ‘Come indoors immediately.’




  She was startled. Looking up and spotting me at the window, she stirred out of her stupor and gave me her usual half-smile, one corner of her mouth rising while the other stayed level and stern.

  The pigeons rose in a flurry of excited flight. Tracing a sharp curve and grazing past me, they flew high up. The afternoon air pulsed momentarily with the rapid and simultaneous flapping of their

  wings and then fell silent.
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  I decided with a feeling of grim determination that I would hold a séance session the very next day, a day which thankfully happened to be a Saturday … the day

  usually reserved for séances. And this Saturday Mezda would be taking his daughters out shopping.




  I made the announcement at dinner. Mezda would not be burdened further to play a role he had no enthusiasm for and therefore, was going to be excluded from the next session. Bonolata would

  replace him.




  There was the expected babble of high-pitched voices and I heard out the arguments and counterarguments with a cool detachment. Thank god for small mercies, muttered Mezda, in his usual

  sarcastic tone, while Dada, my quiet dignified Dada, gave me an astonished look across the table. My three sons Montu, Shontu and Ronny set up a terrible whining insisting that they be included in

  the séance along with their mother and my uncle turned to me with a look of fury on his face.




  ‘Balai! Have you gone mad? We’ve never allowed women in our séance sessions – why expose them to such unnecessary stress? There’s no saying how they’ll

  react. And besides, Bonolata has been home-schooled, she is comfortable only in Bangla.’




  It was true. Kaka was absolutely right. Visiting spirits in the past had exhibited a preference for English as the language of communication. The human medium chosen in the séances had

  always, till date, conveyed the spirit’s thoughts on paper in chaste English.




  But it did not matter.




  ‘We will start at nine sharp, tomorrow. Tutul and Benu, you will look after the arrangements as usual. Everyone, please report on time.’




  My tone, I knew, was unusually stern as I made my announcement but I wanted to seal all arguments. There was a strange restlessness within me that I could not describe in words; it would be

  quelled only after I established contact with the spirit of Nimaida.




  I rose and walked away from the dining table. The last thing I heard was my mother screaming angrily in the dining room about her wilful and reckless sons, who had no consideration for either

  the living or the dead, and my two little nieces, Mala and Mini, beginning to wail shrilly, demanding that they also be allowed to join the bhoot-hunt!
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  The study was set as before, only one member had changed. Bony coyly waited till her brothers-in-law and nephews were seated before taking the only empty seat.‘Relax

  Bonolata, think of this as a game,’ advised my elder brother Srikant. His eyes were worried though and he gave me a look that was blatantly angry. I quickly explained the rules of the

  séance to Bony who appeared to grasp them fast, nodding nervously.




  Tutul lit the candle and then rose to turn out the big lamp. Benu made his way to the window to shut out the warm night breeze of summer and prevent it from blowing out the candle. We let the

  gold-tinged darkness settle down on us and sat in complete silence for a whole minute. I held up my hands and the others followed suit. Dada’s hand on my left was cool and dry, just like his

  persona. Bony’s palm was cold and clammy and I gave it a reassuring little squeeze.




  I cleared my throat and began.




  ‘Nirmal Ranjan Choudhury … Nimaida, if you are anywhere around the abode of the Chattopadhyays and can hear me, please come.’




  The minutes ticked by silently.




  ‘Nimaida, we do not know what happened to you on the day of the earthquake … come please. Tell us everything.’




  Someone at the table took a long, shuddering breath.




  ‘Nimaida … we are waiting … waiting for you, anxiously.’




  The flame began to dance. Slowly at first, and then frantically – a mad golden fluttering little flag. The light emanating from it seemed to suddenly intensify a thousand fold, blinding us

  with its brilliance. Then suddenly it dwindled to an ember, and went out altogether.




  There was movement in the room, a diffused restless movement, though all of us were frozen stiff. A soft, hectic rustling sound emerged from the dark corners of my study, right behind our backs.

  I felt a chill creeping up my spine before the chik-chik-chik-chikchikchikkk started again, softly at first and then rising to a crescendo until it was almost a shrill, desperate scream.




  Bony suddenly yanked her hand out of mine, leaned forward and grabbed the pen before her. Shifting a sheet of paper to a convenient angle, she started writing in a frenzy, holding her hand at

  the stylish angle favoured by seasoned writers. I gawked at her in the dim light cast by the night outside and so did the others.




  Bony was writing with maniacal zeal! Bony, who was homeschooled and knew only Bengali was writing pages and pages of English in an elegant running hand! Her eyes, I noticed in the faint light

  cast by the candle embers, were hooded and devoid of any kind of expression. The stuffy air of the study had suddenly turned icy cold and I found that I was too scared to even glance over my

  shoulders.




  All at once Bony dropped her pen, let out a long sigh and fell back in her chair. Her body started to sag and she moaned softly. Suddenly, she slid sideways, pitched out of her chair and fell on

  the floor with a dull thud. Her tongue was lolling out of her mouth and we could see the whites of her eyes.




  Dada gave a horrified shout and jumped to his feet and then all hell seemed to break loose. Chairs came crashing on the floor as people scrambled to their feet, knocking against one another in

  the darkness. The chik-chik-chik sound suddenly became deafeningly loud and the window flew open on its own to reveal a large moon in the sky.




  A rush of cool wind from the window spiralled madly around the study and then suddenly, everything went very quiet. Benu staggered to the side-table nearly tripping over a chair in his hurry and

  the bright light of the lantern across the study had never felt so welcome.




  Bony lay on the floor in a dead faint. She was frothing at the mouth and one half of her face was twisted horribly. Dada went down on his knees with a sharp exclamation. He picked up her limp

  wrist, trying to feel her pulse. ‘Get my car out the garage,’ he barked, ‘we have to take her to the hospital.’ Tutul and Benu went scurrying out of the room even before he

  finished his terse command. I grabbed a jug, filled my cupped hand with water and splashed Bony’s face with it. Dada, still bending over Bony and fanning her with a sheaf of papers from our

  séance table, gave me a look that was part fury and part resignation.
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