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When I start to tell where I’ve been since Yale, the first question people ask is: “What were you doing in Bangladesh?” 1 asked myself the same—repeatedly. A Cook’s Tour itinerary of stops along the way would be an evasion. The closest I come to an answer is to remember sitting on the veranda at night’s end, waiting for some greying of the light. I needed reassurance, and sunrise was a reasonable bet. I’d been knocked flat for a couple days by scarlet fever, with temperatures in the hallucinatory range. Good drugs brought the fever down, but my inflamed joints ached against sleep. So, feeling like an arthritic centenarian, I hobbled out to sit in the night air and drench in the scent of Ranni Rattray (Queen of the Night).
I couldn’t see what rustled just beyond the veranda screen. There was no wind in the blossoms of the sisal plant. They call those cabbagy big aloes “century plants”—once in a hundred years (or so) they send up a five-foot spike. The blossoms turn to fruits that go to earth as plantlet progeny while the parent dies. “What’s this rustling?” I had to know.
The greying light seeped in, and I saw. The size of a furry crow, a fruit bat in the blossoms. Angel of Death, I thought. (That’s the Yale showing through.) These bats have the bad luck just to bridge the parallel lines strung on power poles around Dhaka. They light on the top one like a bird, but swing down to roost and make a terminal connection. The skeletons weather there, fall apart and drop. So the thought of death wasn’t a gratuitous conceit. The day before, my own death loomed. The blooming sisal was doomed. In Bangladesh, death is much more in your face.
“What am I doing here?” Perfumed Ranni Rattray, greying night, dying blossoms, bat. And an ivy-covered brain trying to make it all fit. 1 had the overwhelming sensation it all did fit. Even me, arthritic mess that I was, ludicrously pondering the great unknowables. And it wasn’t me making it fit. With me or without, it just did. A great burden was lifted from me! It was not my responsibility to make sense of all this. The rest of the world was asleep—not ringing me up for answers. If I was sitting there enrapt in the vision of this flying rodent nestled like furry death in pendulous blossoms...well, it loosened up my joints as much as the good drugs did, and I loved it for that.
Now that I’ve told you what I was doing in Bangladesh, you’ll probably be asking, “Well, what are you doing now in Washington?” I could tell you about my acting and my carpentry work—but that would be an evasion. Frankly, I still don’t know what I’m doing. But so long as I keep asking the question, I’m having fun.

