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who first told me about Kalki




INTRODUCTION

The fate of books is incalculable, to overdo understatement; “Classics” of not so long ago have vanished without trace while even the agreed-upon classics of our traditional literature undergo so many sea-changes in the age of the cathode tube that many – most? – have drowned entirely and now lie full fathom five. If they do not lend themselves to the ruthless Good Taste of Merchant-Ivory, they gather dust on library shelves, attracting only dry rot and the odd scholar in desperate search of a subject for dissertation.

My own books have had many lives and deaths. Recently, I asked the British libraries to give me a breakdown of how often the forty or so books of mine were lent out in a year. Since one’s latest book is usually in most demand, I expected Lincoln to head the list. But, no Lincoln ranked third or fourth. Number one proved to be Duluth, a book that enjoyed not only a small sale in the UK, but so outraged most of its reviewers that many confessed that they had, like the first London listeners of Wagner, become depraved and immoral as a result of exposure to so unsettling a work where neither time nor sex followed the usual formulas. Later, the critics did come to the book’s rescue but by then a book is usually lost to the university syllabus and so lies four fathom deep. But Duluth goes on and on, appealing not only to lovers of the film Airplane, but also to the professors at the University of Bologna who regard it as perfect “neo-baroque.” The heroine, Darlene Ecks, now lives for what seems forever – or is it just one Duluthian day? – in the Duluth Police Department, strip-searching Mexican aliens while in lustful pursuit of black Big John, drug dealer and master criminal. Meanwhile, the Sapphic sister of the mayor of Duluth, having died in the early pages of the book, has moved on, not to Heaven but to a TV serial called “Duluth,” quite different from the real thing. While her late friend, Beryl, crops up in a popular magazine fiction, Rogue Duke, where she is a spy as well as a lover of the six-foot-tall Viking world-conqueror, Napoleon Bonaparte, the Scourge of Europe. Then as the space ship in the Duluth swamp opens . . . There are many surprises.

For those who only want to read books of great social significance, let me say that I recently met a British journalist who said, out of the cerulean blue: “The Spanish translation of Duluth is the most popular book in the women’s penitentiary of Lima, Peru.” That is truly significant. For those who prefer to go upmarket, let us cut now to the Royal Lodge at Windsor late one night. The Sister of the Sovereign reads Duluth aloud to a small group. Then, laughter at last under control, she turns to the Author and says, “What is there in me so base that loves this book?”

Messiah, the first of my . . . what shall I call them? Satiric inventions? Masterpieces of bad taste? as Brigid Brophy observed of Myra Breckinridge. Well, I won’t categorize. Messiah suffered the initial fate of Duluth. Later, critics rescued it but by then it hardly needed rescue. Tagged as science fiction, the book has been read by millions in paperback, among them “Alice Cooper,” the rock singer, as well as the makers of the musical Hair who tried for years to transform it into a film.

The story was somewhat in advance of its day: a charismatic undertaker, John Cave, goes on television – this is back in the fifties – and starts a world religion that swiftly replaces Christianity and most of Islam. His message? Death is nothing; hence no thing. Since no thing, by definition, is neither good nor bad, death can be seen as a positive good and people are invited to remove themselves from life in pleasant establishments. Incidentally, this was long before anyone spoke of over-population. Happily, film makers have always felt free to quarry my inventions. In the movie Soylent Green, in an overcrowded world, one checks into a charming room and, nicely drugged while watching beautiful images of the pre-BladeRunner natural world, checks out by taking “Cavesway.”

Over the years a great deal has been written about Messiah (I am now cribbing from the Preface to a Gregg Press series of science fiction classics). “Messiah,” writes Elizabeth A. Lynn, “is terrifyingly convincing. Vidal turns the Christian mythology inside out to create a religion based on death, and the frightening thing about it is that he makes us believe that western culture, American culture, could accept it, and worse, create it.” Needless to say, preface and book were written long before the Reverend Jim Jones, of Jonestown, made it all come true by killing off himself and about 1,000 willing followers. John Cave’s own end, and that of the narrator, are ironic, to say the least. Lynn quotes from Damon Knight’s In Search of Wonder: “Messiah has a quality so uniformly absent from science fiction novels that it comes here as a shock: conviction, the feeling that the story is in some deep sense true.”

With Kalki I again, it would seem, am mixing religion and the media, specifically television, in a world that is less far-out than Duluth, less here-and-now than Messiah (although there is a character in Messiah who is 2,000 years old, a woman who has learned nothing in two millennia but the true meaning of monetary exchange rates). The premise of Kalki is that one man, in order to save our species from over-population and pollution – plainly, a super-Green before his time – declares that he is the last incarnation of the god Vishnu and that this cycle of creation is finished. Then, with him as progenitor, the human race can start again on a clean planet, empty of the current five billion hungry, restive folk. Again there was outrage in book-chat land. Any alternative world to the one that our masters let us live and die in is considered dangerous even if it is wildly comedic and, in the case of Kalki, rather worse than theirs. Mick Jagger promptly bought the screen rights. Of all my books, Kalki is the one that nice boys and girls in England – the ones with pink and green hair and attractive safety pins through ears and noses – most want me to autograph. I think they like the idea of starting the human race all over again.

Myra Breckinridge and the sequel Myron were, of course, a source of outrage (“Has literary decency fallen so low?” keened Time magazine) but Myra proved to be a world bestseller, and Myra became the Hollywood mega-star she was born to be. This time a film was made. Although I have never seen it, I do know that despite the iconic presences of Raquel Welch and Mae West, the film was so bad that the book stopped selling for a decade. Only now does Myra return to her rightful place as queen of every heart. Literary critics enjoy writing about Myra and her wild attempts to bring the movies back to Hollywood’s Golden Age of the Thirties and Forties when stars were well-groomed. In the course of the first book she changes her sex: first out of conviction; then again out of love. Under that hard-boiled exterior is the heart of a tender man/woman.

In the second book, Myra is now Myron and happily married. But a vengeful Myra still lives inside Myron. Late one night, while he is watching an MGM turkey called Siren of Babylon with Maria Montez, Myra pushes Myron through the television set and into not only the movie – but the glorious year 1948 as well. For Thom Gunn, “These two books [are] the twentieth-century equivalents of Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass.”

Myra’s looking-glass adventure makes it possible for her to turn Siren of Babylon into a hit. As one of many visitors from the future who have got caught in the movie while watching it on late night television (they are drawn into the TV set as if it were a black hole in space), she is visible to the “locals” who live back of the studio lot but when she goes into the actual movie, she is invisible to the actors. Slyly, she undoes metal breast plates, revealing breasts, slips loin cloths to one side, revealing what she calls “American rosebuds.”

Meanwhile, she decides to save the human race through the creation of a new race of fun-loving Amazon studs whom she personally changes from male to female, often with disturbing results. But her best quality, altruistic megalomania aside, is her great good humour, except when Myron surfaces to take over the controls of their common body. They alternate for dominance. He wants to get back home to the present and his wife. She wants to stay in Hollywood to dominate 1948 movies. As Professor Catherine R. Stimpson writes in My Oh My Oh Myra, “The agony of Myron is the struggle between Myron and Myra, two mutually loathing souls imprisoned in a single body . . . they embody the spectrum of genital possibilities in the late twentieth century: heterosexual biological male who has become a medically created but ardent female, who in turn becomes prosthetic male (the dildo), medically created male. Like the Satyricon, Myra/Myron blithely accepts polymorphous sexual experiences . . .” It is good to have Myra back. After all, this is her/his/their age.



 

I sometimes think the day will come when all the modern nations will adore a sort of American god, a god who will have been a man that lived on earth and about whom much will have been written in the popular press; and images of this god will be set up in the churches, not floating on a Veronica Kerchief, but established, fixed once and for all by photography. Yes, I foresee a photographed god, wearing spectacles.

On that day civilization will have reached its peak and there will be steam-propelled gondolas in Venice.

November, 1861: The Goncourt Journals
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1

Where to begin?

A week has passed since I wrote that first sentence.

I am sitting at the big table in the Cabinet room of the White House. I have been asked to give my version of what happened. I have also been requested to avoid the historian’s best and closest friend hindsight. This is not going to be easy.

For some minutes I have been staring out of the window It is late autumn. Brown leaves are falling. A year ago I was in Los Angeles, dead broke. Now I am at work in the White House. Is this a success story?

Try again.

Beside my typewriter is a log-book. I have taken it with me on every flight that I have made since I won the International Harmon Trophy for my contributions to world aviation. Before me, the first and the next to last woman to be so honored was Jacqueline Cochran, back in the fifties. She was married to a millionaire who indulged her love of flying. I had no money behind me.

In the back of the log-book I write down phrases, sentences that appeal to me. Although I was an engineering major at the University of Southern California, class of ’64, I was very much into what used to be called the humanities as opposed to the inhumanities of science, machinery. A year ago September I wanted to start my life over again. To go back to school. To get my doctorate – in Pascal. A lot of women of my age were going through the same sort of crisis. Operation Last Chance. One afternoon I went down to U.S.C. and stood for a while in a long registration line. Although I look younger than thirty-four, I don’t look seventeen. Within a yard or two of the registration desk, I fled. I had developed a nose bleed.

I have always wanted to know everything. To be everything. Master of not only the one but the other of the two cultures. At home with Ronsard. At home with Heisenberg. Yet when I “wrote” my book, it was ghost-written by Herman V. Weiss, hack. According to the publisher, I was not at home with the muse. I am still not at home.

Here is a quotation from Horace: “Born under the malignant influence of change.”

I like that. I don’t know who or what – whom or what Horace was referring to but that phrase certainly describes the state of the world as of last year.

Another quotation. This is from Diderot. I prefer him to Voltaire. “The first step towards philosophy is incredulity.” Under this sentence I wrote ‘last words.’ Whose? Diderot’s? I’ve forgotten. But those words, first or last, describe my own state of mind all last year. In fact, if incredulity can be measured in steps, I was wearing seven-league boots that February afternoon when I met Morgan Davies beside the pool of the Beverly Hills Hotel.

There! I’ve done it. I’ve found a place to begin.

But, first, who is Morgan Davies? And, second, who am I? “You must put the reader right there, Teddy,” as that cliché master and structuralist H. V. Weiss used to say to me. “Put him in your shoes.”

To be in my shoes or seven-league boots last year, you would have to have been Theodora Hecht Ottinger, known as Teddy, aged thirty-four, test pilot, native of San Diego, graduate of the University of Southern California (degree in engineering), winner of the International Harmon Trophy, breaker of records and men’s self esteem (if you happened to have talked to an envious male colleague) and author, with H.V.W., of the best-seller Beyond Motherhood (lousy title), a candid look at my life and hard times as a flyer, woman, mother, and would-be know-it-all. In spite of H.V.W.”s overexcited style, the book made a big impact. A lot of women admired the way in which I had deliberately removed myself from the bio-reproductive track or trap that nature had created for me and which I had loyally served by giving birth to two children. In perfect health and with maximum publicity at the Marie Stopes Clinic in Daly City, I underwent a bilateral partial salpingectomy by laparoscopy, better known as “Band-Aid Surgery.” Two tiny incisions were made in the pelvic area. My tubes were cauterized and I was, literally, Beyond Motherhood. The occupant of a new category. For me, at least. Unfortunately, I was still a woman in a man’s world, and the battle went on.

For two years I was a celebrity. I appeared on every important television and radio show in the U.S. and Canada. I never discussed fashions, menus or Ms. Onassis. I talked about over-population. The defense budget. Flying. The magic of flying. (I had wanted to call the book Gravity Defied, but my editor Morgan Davies said no.) I am only alive at the controls of a plane. But I enjoy designing, engineering. In ’68 I tested the Lockheed 1011. I persuaded Boeing to drop the variable geometry (or swing-wing) aircraft in favor of the fixed delta-shaped wing and tail plane. Then came the Harmon Trophy. Feminists hate the word aviatrix. I love it.

Eighteen months ago the curtain fell, as H.V.W. would say, on my act. I appeared on The Merv Griffith Show. Someone mentioned Indira Gandhi. I said that I thought she was the greatest woman of our time. I received a lot of hate mail. Beyond Motherhood was remaindered. I was no longer asked to go on television or even radio. But I was not sorry. I thought Ms. Gandhi’s campaign to sterilize the Indian male was the bravest and most extraordinary act of any political figure up to the appearance on the scene of the person that I am now working for here in the White House.

Am I coming through on the page? Can the reader see and hear Teddy Ottinger? I hope so. Because I cannot for the life of me see the reader. For reasons which will soon be obvious.

One more line from the log-book. “Qui veut faire l’ange fait la bête” Pascal. Is it apt? I hope not. After all, I did not set out to make an angel of myself or anyone else, much less a beast. I only wanted to exist. To function. To be accepted in the way that a man with my ability is accepted. From the look of my log-book, I read a lot of Pascal in the sixties. I suppose reading him was a prophylactic against the counterculture. It is strange, come to think of it, that the daughter of two practicing Christian Scientists should have been so drawn to a Christian mystic.

I am considered beautiful. Although dark-haired and dark-eyed, I resemble my idol Amelia Earhart. My father was at U.S.C. with Amelia. He was in love with her. He followed her to Boston when she was doing social work at Denison House. She told him, no, nicely. She became world famous. She vanished over the Pacific in 1937, seven years before I was born. I always wanted to be like her. She wore men’s clothes. So do I. After I won the Harmon Trophy (my third mention of that prize – am I unusually vain? like a man?), aviation circles began to buzz with rumors that I was a dyke. Beyond Motherhood was my answer to that rumor. In a dozen furious pages, I took the bisexual route, along with Joan Baez, Kate Millet, Susan Sontag and other worthies of the day. In a discreet way, I told all. As a result my husband Earl Ottinger, Junior, not only divorced me but got custody of the children as well. I discovered that a lot of men hated me. Most women were admiring but kept a distance.

Why am I creating a false impression?

The truth is that I made up my mind in high school that I was going to be the world’s greatest flyer. I was fascinated by Amelia Earhart. Collected pictures of her. Read everything that I could find about her. After a lot of hard work in what was very much a man’s world, I got my wish. I was the best pilot in the world. I was also tough as nails. But I was an anachronism. In an age of near-total automation a pilot like Amelia, like me (even one like the wealthy Mrs. Odlum) is irrelevant. And yet because there was something so archaic about being a flyer in the sixties and seventies, a lot of people found me interesting, particularly the men who admired me but kept a distance and the women who hated me.

As I write this, I am wearing a belt that Amelia gave my father forty years ago. It is narrow, with blue and white checks. I could have loved her. But fate played us a dirty trick. By the time I was born, she was dead. In a funny way I believe that Amelia crashed her plane for both of us. I suppose that is why I have never feared death in a plane.

Change is not, necessarily, maleficent. Even so, as I made my way to the pool of the Beverly Hills Hotel, I was aware that things appeared to be changing for me, and for the worst. I was broke. I owed two months’ alimony. Yes, I was the one who paid the alimony. Nobly, I had insisted on that proud right. As a result, I was a national heroine for more than a week – to the men. Women wrote me ugly letters. I was not, apparently, a pussycat.

Who was Morgan Davies? Morgan used to work for Clay Felker. Who was Clay Felker? He published some magazines in New York and Los Angeles. Several excerpts from Beyond Motherhood appeared in one of those magazines. Morgan was also the one who brought H. V. Weiss into my life. When Clay Felker lost control of his papers to an Australian (a subject of endless interest to the press and to no one else), Morgan Davies became managing editor of The National Sun, a lurid newspaper dedicated to corrupting the morals of the lower I.Q.’s. I dated Morgan a couple of times, but we never made it. He was too fat. He also had difficulty breathing. Asthma, he said, but it was plainly emphysema from too many cigarettes. I dislike being around people who smoke. During the period when Morgan and I needed each other, we got on well. Now it looked as if Morgan needed me again. He had asked me to meet him “Right away!”

Beggars cannot, I thought to myself in the style of H.V.W., be choosers. I found myself resenting the sunbathers beside the Beverly Hills Hotel pool. Everyone looked so pleased to be there. Merv Griffin was in one of the cabanas. He said, “Hi, Teddy!” I thought his politeness was very sporting. After all, the ruckus over Indira Gandhi could not have delighted his various sponsors.

I sat in a deck chair beside Morgan who was wearing trunks with a flower motif. He was talking into a telephone. Something he did well. The blond Swede or Norwegian who is in charge of the pool area said, “Hello, Ms. Ottinger! We haven’t seen you in a long time.”

“I’ve been testing planes,” I said. It was always necessary around Hollywood to remind people that you were still in demand at whatever it was that you were celebrated for. No one was allowed to fail within a one-mile radius of the pool of the Beverly Hills Hotel. If anybody had, the resulting tidal wave would have drowned the guests.

“California’s so boring,” said Morgan. Then he gave me an approving nod. I was wearing my test pilot’s jacket with “Teddy Ottinger” in Day-Glo on the back. Tacky, but effective in establishing a readily recognized logo. I was a commodity. I was for sale. I was also on the shelf.

Morgan took the Sunday New York Times off his lap. That means it was a Sunday when we met. Must try to establish the exact date of what turned out to be, literally, an historic meeting. He let the newspaper fall in sections to the cement pavement – plop, plop, plop.

“So what’ve you been up to, Teddy?” Then he stopped and – an old annoying habit – played back what he had heard me say to the pool attendant. “You’ve been testing planes, you said.”

“Yes, Morgan.” It was hot in the sun and I took off the old windbreaker. I was pleased that he was not able not to stare at my blouse. The Ottinger breasts were – are – celebrated. After three years of yoga, I re-made my body. In the image of . . .? Who knows? Each of us is so many people all rolled into – none?

“I guess,” said Morgan, “testing planes is still a good business. Those new appropriations for the military . . .”

“You guessed wrong.” I told the truth, not wanting to. “As far as Defense goes everything’s unmanned or unwomanned. We have the M.I.R.V.s. We have the M.A.R.V.s. We have the M.-X., and now the Cruise missile. We had but we lost the B.-1. There’s nothing new that requires flesh, a brain, me. So all I can do is check out planes for all the airlines that are going bust.” Wanting to say nothing, I had said too much.

Just past the tall sick palms at the edge of the pool, the exhaust of a half dozen jets was making a kind of tick-tack-toe in the dusty brown sky over Los Angeles. I realized that the jets were burning up the ozone at the top of the sky. Even so, I loved them.

“Tough,” said Morgan, obviously pleased that I was not doing well. I watched the sweat trickle between his pendulous breasts. They were covered with wispy grey hairs. The nipples were coyly inverted. He began to wheeze. Homeopathically, he inhaled a cloud of cigarette smoke, coughed, and said, “What’s happened to that movie you were going to star in, about what’s her name?”

“Amelia Earhart. It’s been postponed. There’s a problem with the script.” The problem with the script was Shirley MacLaine. She had said that she was going to make her own film of Amelia’s life. My friend and producer Arlene Wagstaff wanted to buy her out. But Shirley had said no.

“You were quite a writer.” Morgan covered his chest and stomach with the Travel Section of the N.Y. Times.

“I wasn’t any writer.” I said. “It was all ‘as-told-to’ that shit Herman V. Weiss you found for me.”

“Wasn’t Herman Clay’s idea originally? Anyway, old Herman did a good job. But if you don’t want to work with him again, you don’t have to.”

A message chimed loud and clear. “You want me to write a new book? Beyond Beyond Motherhood?”

“I love it!” Morgan patted my arm. His hand was sticky with baby–oil. “And you can tell the world all about those chicks that you ball.”

Men are obsessed by women who do not need them. Before I could respond in elegant kind, the telephone rang and Morgan talked for what seemed hours on the riveting subject of whether or not the President would drop the Vice-President in the coming election. Or was it the other way around? The so-called power brokers of that day never knew what was important.

Anyway I had got part of the message. Morgan was not interested in a sequel. I started to feel gloomy. With good reason. I was, after all, an out-of-work pilot with debts in the vicinity of one hundred and eleven thousand dollars, with two kids aged nine and eleven, with alimony to shell out at the rate of one G. per month, not to mention the various extras for the children, including plastic surgery for Tessa’s hare-lip, an operation that was not covered by medical insurance though I had been told by the company that it would be. In real life I was never allowed to get more than a yard or two beyond motherhood.

The one bright spot in my life was Arlene Wagstaff, aged forty-two plus. Plus only God knew how many years. But Arlene wore most of those years well, and in public. As of last February, she was the highest paid salesperson on television. She was also a household name, and image. Arlene’s masterpiece was the Jedda Coffee commercial where she is first discovered as a typical listless housewife, complete with neurotic frown. She tries to vacuum the floor. She fails. As she crumples into a chair, a kindly neighbor brings her a cup of Jedda Coffee. Arlene drinks the coffee, with astonishing results. No longer catatonic, she is full of energy and pilots her vacuum cleaner like a jet. The income from that one commercial kept us both in comfort.

No, Arlene and I were not making it. We were more like sisters. Like sisters who really need each other. She was the breadwinner. She was also an alcoholic. I am not. I monitored the margaritas. Nursed the hangovers. Hid the pills at midnight.

“What do you know about Hinduism?” Morgan gave me his shrewd managing-editor-cum-power-broker stare. He once said that the greatest moment of his life was when he had been able to elect as governor of New York someone named Carey or Curry. At least Clay Felker thought big. Well, bigger. I never really liked any of them.

“The gods all have a lot of arms. And heads. Cows are not eaten. Souls transmigrate. I hate curry.”

Morgan pressed the Travel Section close to his stomach. People kept looking at us. Some recognized him. Some recognized me. As there were no bona fide movie stars beside that pool, we had no competition. Merv Griffin had left.

“Then there are those kids with the shaved heads,” I said. “You see them on Hollywood Boulevard. They chant Hare Krishna. They wear yellow dresses. Sandals. Or sneakers without socks.”

Morgan nodded. “Yeah. Those are Hindus. One kind, anyway. It seems there are a lot of kinds.”

“Like our own Christians. Once, twice, thrice-born . . . and even un-born.”

“I don’t think that remark is in good taste, Teddy,” said the editor of The National Sun. Morgan liked the President. I thought him a creeping Jesus. The President, that is. Morgan was Judas in anyone’s book.

“There’s an American guy living in Nepal. In Katmandu. He’s a Hindu. In fact, he says he’s the Hindu messiah. He goes by the name of Kalki. Maybe you’ve seen some of his disciples. They’re all over the place, handing out leaflets. And white paper flowers. Free!” Morgan gave me a pamphlet that he had been sitting on. Across the top of the cover was the word “Kalki.” Under “Kalki” was the not entirely encouraging message: “The World is Ending.” The pamphlet’s general appearance and texture had not been improved by the pressure and the humidity of Morgan’s huge buttocks.

“I’ve seen them,” I said. “And I remember wondering why they didn’t ask for money. Most religions are rackets.”

“That’s what got me curious, too. That and the fact nobody knows much of anything about Kalki. So far, there’s been only one skimpy A.P. story. Some of the local disciples have been interviewed but they don’t seem to know much about him. They just repeat the party line. How the end of the world is on its way, so get your space together. Which is not what we call hard news. So far, Kalki’s never granted an interview to anybody. He just preaches the word in his ash . . . what do you call it?”

“Ashram, a monastery.” I suddenly recalled that I had seen the Kalki ashram on Santa Monica Boulevard. The building had once been a radio station. Somehow I had taken for granted that the huge “KALKI” on top of the building were the call-letters of some new F.M. outfit.

Morgan looked at me keenly, steadily, as befitted an admirer of H. V. Weiss. “Three weeks from now Mike Wallace is going to interview Kalki for C.B.S. 60 Minutes. Kalki has only just agreed to do the interview. So here’s my proposition. I want to beat C.B.S.. I want you to get to Kalki first. I want you to interview him for the Sun.”

Morgan took the Travel Section of the Times off his stomach and there, as I knew it would be, was the front page of the section printed backwards on his belly from the sweat.

As the sun dipped behind the striped canopy of the pool-side bar, I thought longingly of a bull-shot. “I am not,” I said, “exactly the first person you would think of to do a piece on Kalki, or anyone else. I’m a pilot not a journalist.”

“Kalki’s real name is Kelly.” Morgan covered himself with a towel. I was glad. Ill-arranged flesh depresses me. “Jim. John. Jack. Something or other Kelly. I’ll give you our file on him. I’m afraid it’s pretty thin. He was in the army. Served in Vietnam. I mean Nam. Then he settled out there.” Morgan pointed west, towards Malibu, Catalina, Asia. “He went native. Then, last year, out of the blue he said he was Kalki.”

Something sparked in my head. I had read about him. I opened the pamphlet. On the first page there was a picture of a good-looking young man, wearing Hindu clothes. Kalki. “He’s supposed to be god, isn’t he?”

Morgan nodded. “Yes. He’s on record as being the final incarnation of the god . . . somebody or other. His mission is . . .”

“Eschatological,” I said, made happy by each syllable of that useful word. Before Morgan could ask what the word meant, I set out to impress him with the width and the breadth and the depth of my newspaper reading. “He’s got an ashram in Katmandu. He’s surrounded by hippies. They all take drugs. Kalki’s real name is James J. Kelly. With his appearance on earth, the human race will end. You see? I have total recall.” I do. Once I have read something, it is forever on file. Thank God, most of the files are securely locked. You can go mad from too much remembering, particularly of the endless flow of mindless images on television, of the dark caravans of words that cross the pages of newspapers to invade and ravish the delicate house of memory like killer ants.

“Good girl! So how would you like to write about him?”

“I’m a test pilot, Morgan.”

“You’re the best-selling author of Beyond Motherhood.”

“ ‘As-told-to’ Herman V. Weiss. Get him. He’s teaching structuralism and semiology at San Fernando State.”

“I want you.”

“Why?”

“Because, Teddy,” and the voice was grave, urgent, sincere, “ he wants you.”

“Who does?”

“Kalki. He himself said, last Monday, by telex to the Los Angeles bureau of The National Sun, that there was only one writer in the world, at this time, that he would allow to interview him, and that writer – personally – aviatrix – and gorgeous gal was the one and only Theodora Hecht Ottinger, and I am an absolute fool for telling you this because now you can really hold me up. But I don’t care. I need you, Teddy. It’s as simple as that. After Mike Wallace, this guy is going to be all over the media. That’s why I’ve got to get to him first. And the only way I can do that is with you.”

“Does he know I can’t write?” I cannot think why I thought this detail worth mentioning. No one else could either. I was able to read the odd page of Joan Didion, the even page of Renata Adler. But no more. I did read Michel Foucault. But then I have never stopped studying French. As of last February, all the arts were running down, and negative entropy was sovereign.

“I’ll buy you a writer,” said Davies or “snapped Davies,” as H.V.W. would have written.

“I don’t know . . .” I began, or rather ended. I knew perfectly well that I was, again, in luck.

“Teddy, honey, this can be really big. I’ve also got a tie-in with Doubleday. They’ll give you an advance for a book. It couldn’t be simpler. All you have to do is turn on your trusty tape-recorder and let him talk. You’ll make history.”

“Why?”

Davies narrowed (H.V.W.) his small eyes. I noticed that they were red from smog. Last February you could hardly breathe in L.A.

“Because,” said Morgan, “Mr. Kelly says he’s god. Because there are some big money people financing him who think he’s god or say they do. If they’ve got other reasons, find them out.” Morgan’s nose for who’s getting money for what was almost as sharp as Clay Felker’s. “In the last year, he’s picked up an enormous following in India, which is pretty remarkable when you consider that he’s an American. You’d think that they’d resent an ex-G.I. claiming to be a Hindu god. But they don’t. Quite the opposite. Millions of them are busy purifying themselves, getting ready for the end of the world.”

“Maybe he really is god.” I thought this funny.

Exhaust from the jets made a trapezoid over the palms. “But if he’s god,” Morgan was reasonable, “what does he want? He’d have everything anyway.”

“So had Nelson Rockefeller but he still wanted to be president. Gods are always up to something. They want you to live by the Golden Rule which, being all-powerful, they don’t let you do because it spoils their game.” This was particularly true of the original god of my parents, that testy old curmudgeon Jehovah. Some years before I was born, mother and father Hecht gave up Jehovah for Mary Baker Eddy, a bungalow outside San Diego, and a social club that catered only to the goyim. At least we kept our noses. My father died, confident that death did not exist. It’s my theory that Mary Baker Eddy did not exist because death does. That is for sure.

“Anyway,” Morgan was back on his usual track, “the main thing is the money. Where is it coming from? How can he afford to send those kids out on the streets, giving away pamphlets, flowers, and refusing money?”

“O.K., Morgan. I’m hooked. I’ll be Theodora Ottinger, news-hen. The Oriana Falliacci of West Hollywood. But why? Why, with all the professional journalists buzzing around, does he want to talk to me?”

“Well, he says he read Beyond Motherhood.”

“Then maybe you should send him Herman V. Weiss.”

“No. It’s you. And only you.” Morgan replaced his professionally keen look with a genuinely puzzled one. “Look, kid, I’m as surprised as you are. I even sent him a telex. Will you accept Norman Mailer? Mailer writes everything, you know. But the answer was Ottinger or nobody.”

“So it’s Ottinger. O.K.” We shook hands, greasily. I rubbed the baby oil off my hand with a corner of Morgan’s towel. He said he would deal with my agents at the William Morris office. He said he would get me all the information that he could find on Kalki.

Across Morgan’s chest was printed “Your Caribbean Holiday” in reverse.
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“Hi, Ma!” Tessa gave me a big hug. Then I shook hands with my ex-mate Earl Ottinger, Junior. “Where’s Eric?” I asked.

“Over at the doctor’s. He’s having allergy tests.”

“That’s the third set.”

“He needs them, Teddy. He’s high strung. He’s been through a lot. We all have.”

I reminded myself not to make a scene about money in front of Tessa, an attractive child. There was almost no trace of the hare-lip; and I was glad that some of my vanished money had been well-spent. Then Tessa left Earl, Junior and me to what H.V.W. would have called our own devices.

“Martini?”

I said yes, as they were already made.

I looked around the room, hardly able to believe that I had spent eight years, the better (that is, worse) part of my married life in this house overlooking the side of a dusty hill behind which was the Pacific Ocean and residential Santa Monica.

I am not a heavy drinker but I polished off one whole martini in about two swigs. Earl, Junior had that effect on me.

“How are things at the office?” I asked, as I used to ask every day at the witching hour when he would come home tired from – he said – the realtor firm where he worked but actually drained of what little basic energy he possessed by one or other of the employees of a certain massage parlor on Melrose whose regular client he had been since ’68. I know. The proprietress was a former Rockette from New York and friend of Arlene’s. She told us how the girls thought Earl, Junior was a joke; told us how sorry they felt for me. They were good girls. I am not at all sure that I ever really liked men.

“Lousy,” said Earl, Junior, from habit. He looked puffy but, thank God, he was no longer wearing beads, and his hair was cut short. Last February we were well into the counter-counter culture en route to the counter-Carter-counter culture, or a lot of Evangelical Christian nothing. I will note for future historians of our culture what I heard a year and a half ago at a party in Long Beach. A girl came up to the man I was talking to and announced: “Hi! I’m Bettina. I’m Pisces. I’m into health food, water sports and bondage.” I knew then – in a blinding flash – that the Great Anarch in the sky was all set to let fall the curtain. Johnson? No. Pope, Alexander. As it turned out, universal darkness did not by any means bury all. But now I must withdraw from the verge of forbidden hindsight.

“You always say it’s lousy. But real estate is having a boom. I know. I read the papers.”

Earl, Junior just stared at me, full of hate. Of course, I couldn’t blame him. One day I was Mrs. Earl Ottinger, Junior, wife, mother and home-maker (and only part-time test pilot and trophy winner). Then willy-nilly, the operation, the book, the divorce. Overnight I was the new Amelia Earhart. I had left behind me husband, children, tubes. In that anno mirabilis I was the ninth most admired woman in the world, according to the Gallup Poll.

Earl, Junior never really accepted any of this. But then I never really accepted any of him. My one-time shrink Dr. Mengers is positive that I became a test pilot as a means of escape from the earth, from my own fecundity, from Earl, Junior, from the children I never wanted. Yet I must have felt something for him once, I thought, staring through the martini’s first comforting haze at my ex-husband’s pale double chin.

Tears came to my eyes. There were tears in his eyes, too. Love? Tenderness? Regret? No. It was the red-alert smog, creeping up the Santa Monica Canyon from the Pacific Freeway. Carbon monoxide from the tens of thousands of cars as they crept from south to north, from north to south, bumper to bumper.

We wiped our eyes and blew our noses with the paper cocktail napkins that I had bought at a sale three years earlier; and cursed the smog.

“So how’s Arlene?” Earl, Junior hated Arlene and suspected the worst.

“Still trying to produce the Amelia Earhart story.”

Earl, Junior sneered if a sneer is pursing the mouth as though something has got caught between two teeth. “Don’t,” he said, “hold your breath.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t.”

“I see where you’re supposed to be lecturing at U.S.C. on zero-population growth.” This was meant to be the beginning of a quarrel. We always disagreed about over-population and the maintenance of a proper balance within the biosphere. Earl, Junior thought that there was plenty of everything. I knew that there was plenty of nothing. Except people. Since there were four or five billion too many of us last February, whenever I got the chance, I gave my pitch which, basically, is the sub-text of Beyond Motherhood. Dr. Paul Ehrlich, Dr. Barry Commoner and Teddy Ottinger, Test Pilot were the chief prophets of that day. We spoke to the deaf. But we spoke.

“I’m canceling,” I said. “I’ve got a new job.”

“So when are you going to settle down?” Earl, Junior did his best to make me feel guilty. Occasionally he succeeded. After all, he was the father of my children and a lot better father than I had ever been a mother. Even in the old days, I was always on the go, studying engineering, aeronautics, testing planes, leaving Earl, Junior to see the kids through their chicken-pox, and so on. But then they were his children, too. He had wanted them. I didn’t. I suppose that that was what made me the permanently guilty party in my own eyes. Out of conventionality, I had gone against my own nature. But you have only the one life. If you can find it, live it. I did. Do.

“No wedding bells for me, baby. Ever. I’ve gone that route.” Having hurt his feelings, I quickly added, “Not that being married to you wasn’t wonderful. It was. Really. And truly. But you have to be yourself no matter what.”

“Well, nobody can say you haven’t been a success in that department.” Earl, Junior was bitter. I was pleased. We had begun a familiar quarrel. There is something soothing about hearing old reproaches. Constants in a world of change.

But then I let go my end of the familiar quarrel. I had other things on my mind. “I’m not so sure about the success part. At the moment . . .”

“You’re two months behind on the alimony, Teddy.”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, Earl. I’m broke . . .”

“But not too broke to be having a high old time up there on Sunset Plaza with Arlene and her dyke friends.”

“Women without husbands are not always dykes.” In the old days the dyke-line used to really lay me out. No longer. In the land of the vibrator, the bisexual woman is queen; and the heterosexual man on the ropes.

“You know,” said Earl, Junior, “that both kids need psychiatric care, and that costs money.”

“No shrinks!” I was firm. “For one thing, I can’t afford it . . .

“So you won’t be making the February payment on time?”

“Sue her!” When I heard that voice, I spilled half a martini on to my new denim trousers. Mrs. Earl Ottinger, Senior, my ex-mother-in-law, entered the room like a rabid terrier, yapping and moving about dangerously. She was quite capable of taking a bite out of my leg. I believe that she was one-fourth Negro or black. But even after Roots on television, I never had the nerve to mention the unmentionable. She came from Baltimore. She despised “the coloreds.” Earl Ottinger, Senior was deceased. He, too, had been a realtor, after a career as a warrant officer (junior grade) in the Air Force. Why am I writing all this down? The Ottingers no longer matter to me. To anyone. Am I sentimental?

“Well, hi, Lenore,” I said.

“Go to hell!” Mrs. Earl Ottinger, Senior had been beside herself when I divorced Earl, Junior. “The cauterizing of the tubes, yes. Why not?” That had been her line at the time. “If you want to stop having babies and the curse, fine. But never forget that you will always be the mother of my grandchildren and Earl, Junior’s wife! No Ottinger has ever been divorced in history.” When I made history, Lenore never forgave me.

Over the martini shaker we had one of our three-way battles. As always, I made up my mind that I was never going to see either of them again. They were deeply awful. Each in his own dread way.

“You should come back home.” Although the second martini usually had a soothing effect on Lenore’s nerves, the terrier-bite was as sharp as ever. “The children need you. In the worst way.”

“They’ve turned out very well, Lenore,” I spoke with a raised temperature (what H. V. Weiss would have described as “warmly’). “Thanks to you. Thanks to Earl, Junior.”

I let drop a bucket or two into the deep well of my insincerity, and poured the contents of that far from lonely well over the enemy. They lapped it up. Feigned or not, flattery is sure-fire. I praised them into silence.

We looked at one another fondly. Then Earl, Junior broke the magic spell. “Teddy’s unemployed,” he said.

“‘ . . . wild blue yonder, flying high into the sky . . . ’” Lenore sang the Air Force song. Those had been happy days for her, following her husband from air base to air base during World War II.

“I’m going to India,” I said. “Next week.”

That stopped Lenore’s singing. Earl, Junior blinked his eyes.

I told them about my meeting with Morgan Davies. Neither of them had heard of Kelly or Kalki but then neither of them had heard of Horace, Alexander Pope, Pascal. Diderot, Heisenberg’s Law, or entropy. Their lives were spent, successfully, repelling information. They were perfect “clears’, to use Scientologist jargon.

When I was finished, Earl, Junior struck. “Lenore,” he always calls his mother by her first name, something I could never get used to, “has the big C.”

The awfulness of that statement shadowed the room.

“That’s right.” Lenore looked very pleased with herself. For a lot of people cancer was a sort of status symbol. Not for me. If I find so much as pimple anywhere, I go into shock.

“Actually, we don’t know if it’s the big C. yet,” said Lenore, settling into a third martini, full of pickled onions. “They operate at Cedars-Sinai next Tuesday. At 7 a.m. on the button. Then they’ll know. After the biopsy, they’ll know.”

“But that’s just terrible,” was the best I could do.

“I know.” Lenore was now wearing a strange half-smile, as though she knew something we did not know. Perhaps she did. “I think it’s diet,” said Lenore, “the way this thing is going around. Not enough roughage in what we eat. Mrs. Hendon – you remember Mrs. Hendon? From Sherman Oaks? She had her mastectomy in August and she is positive . . .”

I told Earl, Junior that the first penny received from Morgan Davies and The National Sun would go straight to the kids. On the other hand, I didn’t want either of them to go to a shrink because “They are not disturbed,” I said. “But they will be by the time one of your primal screamers gets through shouting at them.”

Earl, Junior just pursed his lips and said, “Considering what you did to them, I don’t see how they can very well avoid not being disturbed.”

In waltz-time, the two of us did a few steps of that familiar number while Lenore withdrew to the kitchen. I could hear her talking on the telephone to Mrs. Hendon in the Terminal Ward.

I was able to get away before she came back to the living room.

I have never really been into death. Or water sports. Or bondage. I am not Pisces but Libra.
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My last days
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