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Preface

Allow me to inquire how can

man control his own affairs

when he is not only incapable

of compiling a plan for some

laughably short term, such as,

say, a thousand years, but cannot

even predict what will happen

to him tomorrow?

 — Bulgakov, The Master and Margerita






1
THE FIRST VOW


Completely unsuspecting that he had been chosen for great things in the world he had forsworn as a humble Buddhist monk, William Kaspar was sound asleep under two threadbare blankets (purchased at a Salvation Army depot) when a woman’s voice shook him into wakefulness.

No woman had ever set foot in the top floor flat Kaspar shared with three other Buddhist monks who like himself had sworn the sacred, ancient vows of Celibacy, Inoffensiveness and Poverty. Yet the tenement where they lived was wide open to any intruder. The lock on the vestibule door downstairs had been vandalized and never repaired. Any derelict looking for an overnight flop could walk right in and bed down on a few newspapers.

There was no reason to climb the stairs.

Reason, Kaspar wondered fearfully as he looked about him. He could see no one in the hall bedroom he shared with his brother in Buddha, Pat Morrisey; the only sound was Morrisey’s deep breathing. Everything seemed as usual but the sensation of danger wouldn’t let go of him. He glanced at Morrisey’s night-wrapped shape and felt that a third person, a wino or a junkie with maybe a knife in her pocket was watching him.

It was possible. The door to the flat, the Monastery as the four monks called it, was never locked. Lock their door? Not when they believed that evil had to be met with good, and that death, even violent death, was a blessing: a release from life and suffering, a passage to the eternal peace of Nirvana, to Nothingness.

Kaspar shuddered as he thought of the neighborhood where he lived with his brothers. A no-man’s-land at night (Hell’s Kitchen on the West Side of Manhattan): the side streets empty alleys, the avenues a speedway, the headlights of the cars a glittering inhuman lightning.

He propped himself up on one elbow. “There’s no one — ” he muttered.

“No one?” the unseen woman murmured, and suddenly the cot creaked under her weight.

Kaspar’s heart had turned into a pair of clapping hands, the clapping hands changed into a racing motor hurling the trembling monk down the long endless and horrifying highways of imagination.

Someone was sitting at the foot of his cot. Someone! He choked as an eerie light, reddish in color, floated up before him. In it he saw no predawn mugger, no beat-up tramp in a torn skirt. He saw a beautiful woman. The reddish light like the light of a firefly was radiating outward from her body which was a dusky red in color. She was naked except for a crown of skulls on her head.

The terrified monk needed no introduction. He had seen the skull-crowned image of the goddess Shakti on many a tanka: the religious (and erotic) paintings of the Tantrist Buddhists, a sect that the celibate Kaspar had always loathed. He screamed or rather tried to scream, but no sound lifted from his throat. The apparition had darted out a lizard-like tongue, red as fire, snatching the words out of his mouth as if they were so many flies.

“Mankind can only be saved if you forget your vows,” she whispered and as she spoke she began to crawl over the monk’s legs. Her breasts shone like two red reflectors. Her eyes (the triple eyes painted so sensually by the Tantrist artists) gleamed in her fiery red, beautiful face.

Unable to stir a muscle, Kaspar watched her slithering toward him. When she reached his waist she raised herself up one arm. “For the good of mankind you must make sacrifices, dear Kaspar. And the first sacrifice is your vow of Celibacy.” And while he lay there helpless she slipped a red hand under the blankets. He no longer heard what she was saying. All he was aware of was the strong and yet silken pressure on his private parts.

His hips heaved, his chest arched, his eyes rolled in his head.

When he recovered his senses Shakti was gone; the room again dark and lightless. A dream, Kaspar castigated himself, a vile dirty dream. To sin with Shakti of all women in the world!

After a while he stopped tormenting himself. He thought that he was only twenty-three and hadn’t been a celibate all his life. His body (Kaspar sadly acknowledged its biological reality) could be expected to fight like a demon against sexual purity. As his heart slowed down he remembered some of the things she had said.

Predictions of war … catastrophe … San Francisco and Los Angeles sliding into the sea … He concentrated and remembered some incomprehensible phrases. Babbling week … Or was it petals seek …? What did they mean? Even more puzzling was her appeal to save mankind. It was so out of character; Kaspar considered, for a Being who throughout recorded time had always served the Devil, Kama Mara the Lord of Things — to oppose the Lord Buddha.

Yawning, Kaspar decided it was crazy to expect logic in a dream. His yawns deepened and he fell asleep.

He awoke when the first light of day tinted the window on the shaft into a gray sheet. He tossed his blankets aside and hurried towards the bathroom.

It was like stepping into a refrigerator. The only heat in the flat came from the kitchen stove where the banked-up coals had long crumbled into ash. Shivering, he prayed, offering homage to the Buddha Amitabha. The potency of this prayer increased with repetition, and as he passed the second hall bedroom with its two sleeping monks he heaped homage onto homage.

Kaspar had intended to take a bath — there was no shower — but the tub was full of the week’s laundry. Bed sheets and pillow cases lay tangled with the T-shirts and the orange robes of the four monks. The sink, too, although it held no things to be washed was filled with soapy water. He frowned at the erring brother who had forgotten to drain the sink. Then, full of remorse he prayed for forgiveness. Who was perfect in an imperfect world?

He reached out to pull the plug, stopped and stared at a cockroach swimming feebly in the white bowl like a lone survivor in a soapy sea. He lowered his head (shaven clean in the ancient, prescribed way) and prayed for the sinful human being who in some former existence had been judged, condemned and reincarnated as a common roach. “I’ll save you,” he promised.

All living beings were sacred to a Buddhist monk. So with the little mesh net kept for that purpose, hanging on a hook underneath their four toothbrushes, he scooped up the insect. He wondered if he should dry its wet body but fearing he might injure it, he released it on the floor. Feeling much better, he drained the bowl, took off his pajamas and washed them clean of his nocturnal emissions before flinging them into the tub.

Five or six minutes later after toweling himself dry he inspected his reflection in the mirror above the sink. Two or three soapy bubbles were still pasted to his scalp. He thought (not for the first time) that they resembled white ringlets.

This sick wish to be a white man.

The startled monk whirled around. He was alone in the bathroom. The voice he’d heard, he thought guiltily, could only be the voice of his own conscience Sinner that he was he’d reverted to the man he had been: the Kaspar who secretly wished he hadn’t been born a black. True, he’d forsworn the stupidity and vanity of the world and yet … He cast an accusing look at the brown-skinned face in the mirror as if to disown the thin lips, the narrow nose and the blue eyes he had inherited from some white ancestor.

Whiteness, concentrated in those blue eyes, stared back at him.

You really are as white as you are black, aren’t you, dearest Kaspar?

He grabbed at the sink to steady himself. The voice, a woman’s voice, seemed to come from a spot on the wall to the left of mirror. The spot moved and he looked at the cockroach he had rescued. Kaspar was positive it was the same! But who had ever heard of a talking cockroach?

No one these days, darling, but the gift of human speech in other times was shared by many lesser beings in the Round of Existence.

Kaspar staggered backward and as he did the dark, brown insect, glossy as polished leather, changed its color and its form. On the wall if greatly reduced in size, no longer than an inch, the dusky red Shakti seemed as if she were reclining on a bed, her tiny red hands clasped under her neck. A tiny smile no larger than a speck of toothpaste glistened between her parted red lips.

He rubbed his eyes, but the miniature red beauty remained where she was.

I don’t care if you are white or black, dearest

Her shoulders quivered like tiny red leaves in a breeze.

If war breaks out what will happen to us, dearest?

Positive that he’d gone insane, the stricken monk shut his eyes. Hearing no voices he peeked out warily. The creature on the wall was a real cockroach. Its antennae, finer than the finest of needles, vibrated delicately as it descended toward the floor. The insect, Kaspar guessed, confused by its all night swim had traveled ceilingward on an expedition whose purpose could only be known to cockroaches.

• • •

At breakfast that morning, Kaspar told his brother monks about Shakti’s double appearance. When he was done his roommate Morrisey suggested that there might be a rational explanation. How long was it seven or eight days, he asked, since William’d been clubbed unconscious by that street gang? A mistake not to have seen a doctor and have the bump on his head X-rayed. Morrisey hesitated and then like the brokerage house man he had been before converting to Buddhism, he spoke of what was on all their minds. A concussion of the brain, a delayed concussion! That would account for the things Kaspar had been seeing and hearing. In his agitation Morrisey picked up a banana from the plate alongside the bowl of steaming rice, peeled it and putting down the fruit bit into the yellow skin. “Agh!” he exclaimed and bawled out the street gang who had nothing better to do than pick on them. “Those rats! This city’s full of rats, and if I had my way I’d — ”

“Brother,” Kaspar interrupted gently. “The Lord Buddha has instructed us to shun violence.” He fingered the bump on his head. It had been as big as a Ping-Pong ball, shrunken now to the size of a giant bee sting, and as he fingered it the faces of his three brothers faded and once again he was walking home late at night, once again surrounded by a howling gang … Nigger creep, they had shouted who were blacks themselves, what’s all this white man Buddy shit fuck him and fuck you … once again he was dragged into the hallway of a deserted tenement, his robe torn from his back and when he wouldn’t stop praying one of his attackers had struck him with a club.

The furious black faces drifted away like the steam rising out of the teakettle on the table. The faces of the three monks reappeared; Pat Morrisey’s as rugged as any professional football player; Millard Brandt’s so round and plump there seemed to be a plum cached away in each of his cheeks; Mark Clarkson’s thin and long with blond, almost whitish eyelashes. Three white faces, but all Kaspar saw was the single face of brotherly love.

“You must see a doctor and have that bump X-rayed!” Morrisey insisted.

“Not today. I’m sure I’m all right. It was just a dream.”

“You were wide awake when you saw the cockroach!”

“I could’ve been dreaming without knowing it.”

“Dreaming on your feet, William?”

“Who knows? As the Buddha has said, what is this life but a magic picture show of dancing shadows real to the eye but not to be taken as genuine.”

All three stared at him and when Kaspar said, “Let us pray,” they lowered their shaven heads and prayed for Enlightenment, for themselves, and for all human beings.






2
THE MYSTERIOUS SEAMAN


That day (destined to be a turning point in the life of the pious Kaspar) began like any other day in the Monastery. After breakfast, the “housekeepers” for that week, Brandt and Clarkson, stayed behind in the flat to do the laundry. Morrisey fetched a handbag into the kitchen and assisted by Kaspar packed it with the sutras, the wise sayings of the Lord Buddha. These were printed on little slips of paper not much larger than those inside Chinese fortune cookies. Their distribution at the Port Authority Bus Terminal, six blocks to the south of their tenement, was life itself to the four monks. Like fishermen they would cast the sutras out into the human shoal of commuters, hoping for nibbles of interest. The sutras were free. But contributions, if any, a dime usually, were accepted with gratitude.

Downstairs a thin rain was falling, the distant Jersey shore across the river no thicker than gray cardboard. “Flu weather,” Morrisey complained. “Did you ever see a rainier November?”

Kaspar, peering up at the sky, thought that Nirvana must also be gray in color. Gray and opaque and dense with the blessed who at last had escaped the curse of existence.

The two monks were wearing raincoats over their robes but no hats. In a few seconds their shaven heads, one white, the other brown, glistened like wet doorknobs. Shrouded in mist the traffic lights on Tenth Avenue glowed like suspended rubies. People hurrying to work skipped between the huge, black wheels of the trucks rolling north. Drivers cursed the jaywalkers and one angry pilot noticing the law-abiding monks waiting patiently on the sidewalk hollered: “Fuck you too!”

Morrisey couldn’t restrain himself: “Another rat!”

Kaspar sighed and urged his blasphemous brother to follow the example of the legendary Purna who so long ago was prepared to die at the hands of the barbarians. “ ‘Even if they were to kill me,’ ” he quoted the Buddhist apostle’s immortal words, “ ‘I would still think them good and gentle folk for they would have freed me from this rotten carcass of flesh in which I am not free.’ ”

“Are you for real?” Morrisey muttered and then immediately contrite he begged Kaspar to forgive him. “It’s the Irish in me,” he groaned.

“It’s the anger in all of us. Do you think I’m immune?”

He recalled those words when they neared the block where he’d been clubbed, shuddering as the obscene hands of that terrible night reached out to rip off his robe and pants … Human rats, he thought bitterly. Yes, he could forgive them with his tongue but not with his heart.

Ahead, was 42nd Street. Crosstown buses like squat, green water beetles crawled between the old-law tenements and the here-today, gone-tomorrow massage parlors. From the display posters pink-breasted masseuses smiled out of scarlet mouths at every passerby. Kaspar lowered his eyes but it was too late. The fiery phantom who had come to him in the night whispered in his ear. Kaspar shook his head, fixing his glance on the Terminal. Girdled with yellow cabs, it towered up into the gray sky, the sidewalks in front of it swarming with people who in their many-colored raincoats seemed like bees buzzing in and out of a huge hive.

The first sacrifice is your vow of Celibacy …

He shook his head but there was no dislodging the words of the red temptress.

The two monks pushed through the doors to enter a city within a city. Everything was in movement. Escalators like tilted conveyor belts, packed with faces of all sizes and shapes, carried the arriving commuters down to the main level. They hurried past the Terminal’s shops. Cowboy suits galloped in TEPEE TOWN; scissors and knives glittered murderously inside the plate-glass windows of HOFFRITZ CUTLERY.

Morrisey and Kaspar hastened toward a row of wooden tables outside the windows of WALGREEN DRUGS. Most of the tables were still unoccupied but in another hour they would be piled high with the liter ature of a dozen organizations: Black Muslims, So cialist Laborites, Eye-Bankers. The anti-Abortionists would be there displaying photos of mangled fetuses; and the Jews for Jesus brandishing Old Testament texts to prove that the Messiah was none other than the Babe of Bethlehem.

After stacking their sutras on the table assigned to them by the Terminal authorities, Kaspar volunteered to take the floor. Morrisey stationed himself behind the piled sutras like some street-corner vendor.

“Have you a minute?” Kaspar exhorted the commuters trooping toward the subways and crosstown buses. “Have you ever wondered why you aren’t at peace with yourself?”

These were the questions he always asked. After an hour he exchanged places with his brother in Buddha who ventured out on the floor, and once again he called out to the passing throng. “Have you a minute?” His eyes shone with proselytizing zeal, his soul filled with the inner joy of one who labored not for himself but for all humanity.

It was almost ten o’clock (Kaspar would never forget the hour) when a long-legged man in a peabody jacket, a navy blue stocking cap on his head, strode over to the table and in a coarse but not ill-natured voice demanded to know what he was selling. His eyes were hidden behind a pair of unusual sunglasses; one templet was white, the other black; the white templet hinged to a black eye-piece, the black to a white. Kaspar replied that the Lord Buddha wasn’t for sale. The seaman’s head jerked back and the short, braided pigtail dangling underneath his stocking cap flew out as he let loose with a loud and nasty laugh.

“Not for sale?” he jeered. “Then he’s the only one who isn’t!” And without asking for permission he snatched up a sutra from the table, read it quickly, grinned at the flustered monk. “Bilge, that’s what! Where’s this Nirvana of yours anyway, matey? On the moon?”

Kaspar had met many a rude and obnoxious skeptic at the Terminal, but this one, he guessed, would be the prize. It wasn’t only the high-pitched laugh or the piratical pigtail or the ruby Kaspar now noticed gleaming in one ear, an unusually long ear and a dead white in color as if bloodless, or the bizarre sunglasses. Far more disturbing were the two pigeons whose heads jutted out from the peabody, one in each pocket. At first, he had thought they were alive. Actually, as he realized after a sharp, second look, they were perfect specimens of the taxidermist’s art.

No living pigeon or for that matter no living creature had ever had such eyes. The snow-white pupils were circled by two rings, a narrow blue ring and a second and somewhat wider red. Whether the taxidermist had selected them or most likely the purchaser — Kaspar had read about the idiosyncrasies of seagoing men — those white-pupiled eyes made him feel a little queasy.

“Haven’t you ever seen a pigeon before?” the pig-tailed seaman challenged the staring monk. “Maybe you don’t like pigeons?”

Kaspar apologized but the pigeon lover refused to be placated. He glanced at his stuffed pigeons, whistled as if to attract their attention, and then with a fond smile held the sutra snatched from the table in front of the bird in his right-hand pocket.

“Bianca says it’s bilge! he announced triumphantly. “And Bianca knows!”

Two or three commuters had paused to take in the free show. The pig-tailed seaman shook his fist, and when they had gone he confided that Bianca hated nosybodies.

“So you call that pigeon Bianca?” Kaspar asked politely; he had determined not to be provoked.

“Don’t you like the name?”

“It’s a beautiful name.”

“The other one’s Bianco. He’s the male. They stick on an a or an o, the Italians, to show the difference in sex. Their white eyes gave me the idea. Better than calling them both Whitey, but don’t you get any wrong ideas, matey! We’re hundred percent Americans!”

The white pupils, the blue and red circles, undoubtedly duplicated the colors of Old Glory. But Kaspar was thinking that he’d seen enough of this crackpot and his two stuffed birds.

The eccentric seaman must have sensed what was going on in Kaspar’s mind. “We know when we’re not wanted!” he shouted, crumpling the sutra in his hand and tossing it on the table. “Damn you!” he cursed the spectators his antics had attracted. “Haul ass, you landlubbers! As for you, you bilge peddler, I’ve wasted my time, but don’t say I’m above doing you a favor.” He stooped, grabbed the handbag from under the table.

“Please! Please be reasonable!” Kaspar implored him. Not even the legendary Purna could have spoken so mildly, but it made no impression whatsoever on the foul-mouthed seaman. Cursing what he described as “prayer monkeys,” he advised Kaspar to call the police, and off he went.

A few yards from the table he paused, opened the handbag and tossed a handful of sutras up in the air. As they fluttered down to the floor he kicked at them. Kaspar groaned, tempted to shout for the police, but true to the vow of Inoffensiveness he had sworn he suppressed the impulse, pleading with the pig-tailed thief to return the bag. A second handful of sutras followed the first.

“They must be advertising something,” a knowledgeable commuter declared. “But what the gimmick is I couldn’t say.”

“Hair tonic!” a witty citizen replied, pointing at the shaven head of the frustrated monk.

“That’s enough!” Kaspar cried when a third handful of sutras flew up out of the hand of his tormentor.

The pig-tailed seaman laughed, darted into the crowd. Kaspar ran after him. He circled two men, bumped into a lady with an umbrella under one arm. The tip stabbed him in the ribs. The pain like a dose of smelling salts cleared his head, and he asked himself why he was chasing after a crackpot who should be pitied rather than persecuted.

It was sound advice worthy of the gentle Purna, but Kaspar, to his amazement, couldn’t stop his pursuit. His legs as if bewitched moved with a momentum of their own. When the thief dashed around a wall into a side entrance, the legs followed. Nimbly, they avoided colliding with the commuters. The blue-jacketed seaman heeled around a pillar but instead of running out to the street as Kaspar had expected, he stepped into a phone booth. Breathlessly, Kaspar rushed up to the glass-paneled door. Stopped. Rubbed his eyes, wondering if he’d gone crazy himself.

The booth was empty!

After a few seconds it occurred to him that he might’ve been mistaken about the booth. He peered into the booth on the left. Inside, a woman with smeary, brown lips sat gobbling on a chocolate bar. The booth on the right held a man in a green Tyrolese hat, swabbing at his face with a green, matching handkerchief as he shouted into the mouthpiece: “Nothing doing means nothing doing, Steve!”

Eyes bugging in his head, the stunned monk inspected the booth that should have held the pig-tailed thief. “It’s empty,” he muttered. “Impossible!”

He moaned pathetically, and then like a man who has misplaced his car keys and starts searching frantically through his pockets, he looked in turn into every booth in the row. None held the long-legged seaman or the stolen handbag of sutras. You’ve gone mad, Kaspar thought, fingering the bump on his head. The smart thing to do was find Pat Morrisey and see a doctor.

There’s nothing wrong with you, matey.

It was the sailor’s voice but without the sailor. Kaspar gasped as the glass-paneled door between the chocolate lady and the green Tyrolese opened. The voice, much louder now but still unattached to any corporal body, invited him to come inside:

I’m expecting a call for you, matey.

He had no intention of accepting that invitation, but his legs, independent of his will, marched him into the booth. He collapsed on the seat. His eyes dimmed with tears of self-pity as he massaged the bump on his head as if somehow or other he could dissolve the red and miniscule chamber of horrors that had sprung up inside the blood clot on his brain.

“If you’re through I’d like to make a call.”

A female voice, this one, coming from outside the booth. He turned and looked through the glass panel at a woman in a flowered raincap, dabbing at her nose with a damp Kleenex. She sneezed, glared. “You deaf or something? Don’t you hear me?”

She had a face that only a mother could have loved and that would’ve been at least forty years ago; her nose burnished red by the tissues she had used; her lips clamped tight. But to Kaspar she seemed beautiful: the living proof that he still retained some of his senses. He was about to surrender the booth when the voice he dreaded crackled out of the mouthpiece:

Pick up the receiver! Here’s your party.

Kaspar obeyed like a man under hypnosis. There was a party on the wire — a party he had heard innumerable times on television — addressing the nation in one of his talks modeled after the Fireside Chats of the late President Franklin D. Roosevelt.

The party on the wire was none other than the President of the United States!


“… let me state emphatically my fellow Americans that Pebbles Creek was not a first strike initiated by the Soviet Union or the People’s Republic of China whose leaders have assured me of their complete cooperation in tracking down the monstrous criminals who today sabotaged Pebbles Creek …”



Pebbles Creek, the stunned Kaspar thought. Where had he heard that name before? A cockroach flashed across his mind, red as fire, vanishing, to reappear, gigantic in size, its frightful head opening up like a visored helmet to reveal the demonic face of the skull-crowned Shakti. He realized now that he’d misunderstood what she had said. “Babbling week” and “petals seek” were in fact Pebbles Creek!


“… every available doctor and nurse have been flown to the scene. The poisonous atmosphere that has engulfed Nevada and California will be detoxified! We will avenge our dead! We will track down the inhuman criminals who deliberately chose this nuclear facility as the target of targets, knowing full well that the explosions of the weapons stored there would inevitably rupture the Andreas Fault. Not satisfied with slaughtering tens of millions of Americans, these cunning monsters recruited Nature herself. They knew that the earthquakes generated in the Nevada desert caused by the chain reaction of fissionable materials, would bury the great cities of Los Angeles and San Francisco. My heart breaks, but as your President I must be strong and resolute. We cannot raise Los Angeles and San Francisco from the sea, we cannot restore the dead to life …”



The receiver dropped from Kaspar’s inert hand. The flowered raincap watching him from outside the booth banged on the door: “You in there, if you’re finished, get out and let somebody else use that phone!”

Pick up the receiver, matey!

The numbed monk obeyed and was informed that he had been given a preview of the President’s speech which would be delivered to the nation at four o’clock, exactly eighteen minutes after the destruction of Pebbles Creek. Stupefied by all that he had been told, Kaspar nevertheless remembered that it was still morning. He glanced at his wristwatch, his forehead wrinkling as he struggled with some elementary arithmetic. How could he hear a speech due at four o’clock when it wasn’t quite eleven?

“I’ve gone mad,” he declared matter-of-factly. “Mad.”

The impatient lady overheard him. “Then give yourself up!” she advised, pushing at the glass-paneled door. It opened and then although Kaspar hadn’t stirred, it slammed shut. “There’s a crazy nut in that booth!” the outraged woman appealed to the passersby.

In no time at all a semicircle of sympathetic and curious citizens had formed, its center the flowered raincap. They listened to her objective report of the situation, nodded their heads and unanimously agreed that nuts, queers, cuckoos with nothing to do but raise hell, had taken over the city, and that something had to be done about it. Somebody in the crowd rushed off to find a cop as the flowered raincap called on the whole world to look at the nut: “Did you ever see the like?” she declaimed like a zookeeper exhibiting a savage beast.

Kaspar, oblivious to the excitement he had aroused, was intoning to himself: “Mad, mad.”

A fist banged against the paneled door. “Bellevue’s the place to rest your black ass!”

From inside the booth a voice roared: “Go to hell, you white bastard!”

The crowd retreated and the flowered raincap, quivering with honest indignation, shrilled: “Insults now!”

From the booth that same voice thundered: “Shut up, you cheap cunt!”

Poor Kaspar, as if restored to consciousness, flushed with shame, and opening the door a few inches, explained that it wasn’t him but the sailor. “He’s in here even if you can’t see him. If he isn’t, then I’m gone, gone for good!”

Heads nodded, tongues clacked, and again the verdict was unanimous. The black guy in the booth with the shaven dome was off his rocker. When an officer arrived eyewitnesses corroborated the statements of the flowered-hat lady. Psychiatrists without diplomas diagnosed the symptoms of the crazy man in the orange robe. The officer, stroking his mustache, listened calmly, glancing now and then at the sad-faced figure behind the glass-paneled door.

“Step outside,” he said finally. Kaspar emerged, his head sunken on his chest like a dog pulled out of a corner. The officer stroking his mustache, a full brown one and obviously a source of pride, examined the troublemaker from head to foot. “What’re you up to?” he asked.

Mournfully Kaspar replied: “I really don’t know.”

“Knows enough to hog the booth and insult the public!” the flowered hat shouted.

The officer ordered her to keep still and resumed his questioning. Kaspar confessed that he really didn’t know what was happening. As evidence he pointed to the bump on his head, mumbling about the possibility of a brain concussion.

“Who hit you?” the officer queried.

“The gang who hang out in the men’s room.”

“What men’s room?”

“The one behind Information.”

“Did you report it?”

“No.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“There’s enough suffering in the world.”

The officer permitted himself a little smile. A religious nut, some kind of a guru, he decided. Further questioning elicited that the attack had occurred more than a week ago, not in the men’s room, but in a deserted tenement. The guru had believed he was all right, completely normal, but that was before meeting the sailor. Said sailor had a pigtail, a ruby in one ear, and two pigeons Bianco and Bianca; he had stolen a handbag belonging to the guru whom he had led to this phone booth — as the guru claimed — before vanishing into thin air.

“Just like that he disappeared?” the officer smiled.

“Except for his voice.”

“You could hear him but not see him?”

“That’s right. When the President made a speech — ”

“So the President got into the act, too? What kind of speech?”

“About the explosion at Pebbles Creek that killed millions of people and sank San Francisco and Los Angeles into the sea.”

“Listen to me,” the officer said sternly. “You’ve been drinking nut juice!”

“I don’t drink,” the agitated monk replied.

“Maybe that’s what you need, a good stiff drink.” And smiling at his appreciative audience he ordered everybody to get moving. The crowd dispersed, the flowered raincap darted into the booth, the officer walked off.

The block-long floor loomed before Kaspar, broad as a highway. Every now and then he shook his head like some traveler arrived in a strange and terrifying city, and no telling whom or what he might encounter. Sailors visible one second and invisible the next; Presidents who spoke at four in the afternoon and were heard at eleven in the morning; pigeons with Italian names and talking cockroaches that changed into triple-eyed phantoms, big as life and naked as sin.

A hand touched the shoulder of the reeling monk. He pivoted to see the big, ruddy, wholesome face of his brother in Buddha, Pat Morrisey.

“I’ve been searching all over for you, William! What’s the matter?”

“Pat,” he whispered. “Do you see anyone behind me? A sailor?”

“A sailor?”

“With two stuffed pigeons in his pockets?”

“Two what? Speak louder. I can scarcely hear you. Two what?”

“Two pigeons with the strangest eyes. They look alive but — ” He never finished the sentence. His bladder suddenly filling, all he could think of was relieving himself. Fearful of wetting himself in public, he muttered: “Got to get to a men’s room! Be back!”

The nearest men’s room was on the main level but although his emergency was extreme, the sweating monk headed for the escalators. Ever since he had been beaten and shamed, he had avoided the men’s room on the main level.

Half-closing his eyes, praying to hold himself in, he ascended to the second level.
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