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			The novelist

			(Dora Frenhofer)

			Her husband is chatting, his comments interrupted by potato salad. Democracy is in crisis. Another bite. Someone’s friend said populism. Chewing. A woman on the radio worried.

			Dora – seated opposite at the kitchen table – responds only with ‘Mm’, a noise of such ambiguity that Barry worries he’s talking nonsense, so talks more, an abundance of words that might include something clever eventually.

			On the one hand, he says. 

			‘Mm.’

			On the other? 

			‘Mm.’

			‘What time did we say for them to get here?’ He knows, so the question can be understood as marital sonar, probing the mood of a spouse, registering what bounces back. 

			Dora, who is seventy-­three, spent most of her decades without a husband, intentionally so. But that preference changed when she plotted the last chapter of her life: once feeble, she’d end it. The plan presented a problem. Act too soon, and you annihilate a worthy part of your life. Act too late, and you never act at all. 

			So she found her solution: a younger husband (nine years her junior) to monitor her, and tell her when to act. Dora refers to Barry as her ‘ageing assistant’ – the kind of joke one repeats too often, which is how one knows it’s not quite a joke. Someday, he’ll hesitate in the next room, plucking up the courage, then will march in, declaring sorrowfully, ‘It’s now; probably now.’ But lately, it’s his physical changes that startle Dora: a stooped grey man joins her at every meal, whereas the tall craggy woman appears only in mirrors. 

			Barry swallows a last mouthful of lunch, and fetches his little tin of sugar-­dusted French candies. He flings a purple sweet into his mouth, cheeks caving as he sucks, the bags under his eyes rising effortfully, a melancholy man posing as a chipper one, still exuding the lonely English childhood, an engineer father who wept once, undergraduate studies hiding at a Cambridge library, followed by a series of enchantments with the charismatic, who mastered him.

			Barry began as research for one of Dora’s late-­career novels, a melodrama involving divorce. She sought authenticity, and someone provided the number of a family lawyer. Before their first meeting, Barry read several of her books, and worried that she might convert him into a character. When she arrived, he praised her memoir above all. Everyone prefers the memoir, so she likes it least. A novel is what you make; a memoir, what’s made of you. Put another way, novels are her inner life, even if her inner life rarely sells more than eighty-­six copies worldwide.

			Still, Dora has managed to keep barging her volumes into stores over the years, a succession of small novels about small men in small crises. As for Barry, he never did become a character in that book – he loses his temper too rarely for fiction. Instead, he morphed into an endearing companion at her elbow during classical concerts, such as those recent Bach cello suites at Wigmore Hall, when Dora enquired during the performance if he was alright, and he leaned to her ear, first clearing his throat, causing her to rear back, then: ‘Scientifically, men are more likely to be moved to tears by music,’ he mumbled. ‘According to studies.’ She pulled his arm closer, placing his hand on her thigh, causing him to look up shyly, meeting her green eyes.

			Dora checks her watch – they should be here. Who are they again? She clasps her hands, arthritis-­knobbled knuckles, blue veins under translucent skin. Barry leaps to his feet, and hammer-­punches the table, causing the candy tin to leap in fright. Irritated, Dora looks up. 

			He’s yanking his tweed-­jacket lapel, tongue sticking out. 

			‘What are you doing?!’ she asks.

			He jerks about, silent but for the squeak of his rubber soles on the kitchen tiles. 

			She realizes: he inhaled that purple candy. It’s lodged in his windpipe. 

			‘Barry?’ She stands. ‘What do you want me to do?’ She grasps the cuff of his sleeve but he pulls away, both hands to his throat, thumbs pushing either side of his Adam’s apple, to dislodge the blockage. He stares, wide-­eyed, desperate. 

			Dora almost speaks. But nothing. She stands motionless before him. Finally, she turns, and walks stiffly up the hall. 

			Dora passes the staircase, and finds herself in the living room before tall bookcases that run down the wall. When younger, Dora stole a volume from each man she slept with: ancient intercourse flashes on the shelves among scolding classics, her own novels loitering sheepishly at the margins. 

			From down the hall, she hears a thud – it’s Barry, lurching around in the kitchen, his shoe banging into a cupboard. A gasp follows, and loud coughs. 

			If coughing, he must be breathing.

			The back of Barry’s tweed jacket rises and sinks, his arms planted on either side of the kitchen sink, into which he spat out the candy. He twists on the cold-­water tap, hoisting the purple dot slowly toward him. 

			‘You’re okay now,’ she affirms.

			He sits at the kitchen table, a sheen of sweat on his face, shoulders shivering with each breath. ‘Well.’ Another long hacking cough. ‘I almost.’

			‘You almost what?’ When Dora worked as a young office typist, she once saw a German businessman suffer a stroke. Nobody did mouth-­to-­mouth because his beard was flecked with pumpkin soup, still warm from lunch. He ended up with brian damage. Not ‘brian’ damage. That looks wrong. How do you spell it? 

			‘Gate.’

			‘Pardon?’

			‘They just opened the gate,’ Barry says. He calls to the front door a strangled, ‘Coming!’

			Barry, who devoted his legal career to divorces, only found his true passion in recent years, after enrolling in a part-­time counselling course. On Dora’s encouragement, he abandoned law, and posted an ad in their North West London community magazine: ‘Couples Therapist.’ At first, his clients never returned more than twice. Barry didn’t help his cause by never insisting on payment – it gave an impression of amateurishness, which was the correct impression. Then, Dora crossed paths with an outgoing couple, and they lingered to gab, and the woman phoned back, asking if Barry’s wife might sit in on the next session ‘just to make it an even number of boys and girls’. Dora agreed: she needed fresh characters. 

			This afternoon’s clients are still outside the closed front door, whisper-­bickering before they knock. 

			On the inside, Barry tells Dora softly, ‘I could’ve died.’

			‘Look, cancel the session, if you want.’

			‘Coming!’ Barry repeats to the door, and opens it.

			The male client is a frosty-­sideburned Glaswegian ad exec who dresses like a hipster in his thirties, which he was twenty years ago. His wife – a plump pharmaceuticals rep of Lebanese origin in an overtight suit – wants to rekindle their romance. He prefers training for ultramarathons. 

			As it’s sunny, Barry set up chairs in the back garden. Even before his clients sit, they’ve resumed their dispute from the drive over: ‘You just proved my point.’ 

			‘You. Are seriously. Insane.’

			‘I am?!’

			As they summarize their past week to Dora, Barry leans over his yellow legal pad, writing nothing. Clients always address Dora, for the same reason that she has often attracted people: she takes an interest, but doesn’t mind if they leave. At an ill-­timed juncture, Barry points out that there’s a drizzle, and should they move to the living room? The ad exec is busy talking, and refuses to budge – he’s fine! So Barry steps inside for umbrellas, and Dora joins to help. In the front hall, Barry blocks her. ‘Do I even need to be here?’ he says. ‘I feel so expendable. You just walked out of the kitchen, Dora! And now we’re sitting there as if nothing happened, listening to these people’s sex life.’

			‘Or lack thereof.’

			‘Don’t miss my point.’

			‘Then don’t be absurd.’

			He heaps three umbrellas on her arms, and opens the front door. Raindrops slice inward. He steps out, closing the door after himself. The metal gate tinkles open. 

			Down residential streets, he strides, wavering after a few steps – then hurrying along, knowing this is out of character, which impels him to defy character. Barry wipes his forehead, an ironed handkerchief over thinning damp hair. Humiliated: that’s how he feels. 

			He reaches the park, formerly the grounds of an aristocrat’s palace. Whenever upset, Barry fast-­walks a loupe around it. But ‘loupe’ is wrong. Is it ‘loup’? Anyway, he tries to outpace his thoughts, which keep circling back to Dora as ever, a constancy of interpretation that exhausts him. 

			By the duck pond, a beagle strains toward brown water, held back by the commands of its barking owner: ‘No, Wally, I forgot the towel. Wally, no!’ Barry presses his palm to a chain-­link fence, and considers the criss-­cross imprint. As a boy, he played with toy soldiers, though never on war manoeuvres; they held talks. A sense of time overcomes him, and the face of his mother, and a plunging span from then to this. 

			‘I won’t charge them for today.’

			‘You were in the park?’ Dora asks.

			‘No, no – just around.’ 

			‘I pictured you by the duck pond.’

			‘You pictured wrong.’ Pause. ‘Are you going to ask where?’

			‘I’ll keep you at the pond,’ she says. ‘You could charge them – they had the full hour.’

			‘It’s reasonably strange, what happened.’ His voice tightens. 

			‘Exactly what, Barry?’ She’s suddenly ferocious, such that he’d take back everything if he could. ‘What was strange?’

			He looks around the kitchen as if for a dishtowel, instead opening the fridge simply for somewhere to direct his gaze. ‘Was there anything more from those two?’

			She presents her page of handwritten notes, the paper blistered where raindrops landed. Barry carries the sheet upstairs to the attic office, to deposit her latest contribution in a filing cabinet. He never reads Dora’s notes on his clients because he fears discovering insights more acute than his own. But he can’t ignore her views this time; he missed most of that session.

			He holds her page almost too far to view, giving a perfunctory scan. But his expression shifts, and the page nears his face. Barry hastens back to the filing cabinet, riffling in there for Dora’s notes on previous clients. Reading, he holds still, his stomach falling. 

			In all those sessions, he finds, Dora never once wrote of the clients. Each page tells of the same person: an ageing man in tweed, seated beside her, posing as a therapist. Her observations are all alike, with sentences that wander, words illegible, and spelling mistakes, as she never used to make.

			He slides all her notes back into the hanging file and locks the cabinet, needing those pages far from view. He sits at Dora’s writing desk, his gaze flitting around her attic office. She’s malfunctioning. He knows it.

			An image from the Bach concert comes to him. When the musicians were performing a piece that he knew Dora adored, Barry glanced over. She was just staring at the seatback before her. He touched her thigh, and she turned, looked up. He scarcely knew those dimmed eyes. 

			Before, Dora had instant opinions on everything. She knew what she thought, what you ought to think, what everyone else should. Yet lately, when overwhelmed, she just stalls, or walks from a room, returning later as if nothing happened, and indignant if Barry suggests otherwise. 

			She talks of writing another novel. There will be none.

			Barry tucks his chin down, breathes in and holds it, exhaling slowly. He glances at the ledge of photos behind Dora’s writing desk: her daughter long before the girl grew up and ran far from her mother to Los Angeles; a faded snapshot of Dora’s hippie brother in the mid-­1970s with a beer in hand; a black-­and-­white portrait of her parents in the Netherlands after the war. 

			Barry has met none of these faces, yet will eventually be left here with them, he the last resident of this home, only creaking floorboards and his mutters, imagining her retorts, which made him laugh or hurt him, or both, and he’d take either, just for her voice in the room. He blinks fast, a flutter of eyelashes; he swallows. He must talk to her this instant. 

			In the darkened hallway downstairs, Dora awaits his footfalls, which will be sturdy until Barry reaches one step from the bottom, where – avoiding eye contact – he’ll announce: ‘I’m your ageing assistant, Dora. I’ll tell you when. But it’s not now.’

			‘Something’s the matter,’ she’ll reply. ‘With my brian.’

			‘Your brian is fine!’

			Nobody comes downstairs. Nobody is upstairs, or anywhere else in this house. Only Dora, pondering a fictional character, this husband Barry, based on someone she met in passing once, and written into a story that isn’t quite working, as none of her stories quite work anymore. 

			When younger, Dora populated her novels with bumblers, and depicted them with affection. Yet this story regards an unsympathetic character, a failing novelist, based on herself. It’s a punishing self-­portrait. 

			Dora regrets much about herself: that, while she wrote kind characters, she was too impatient for kindness herself; that she always spoke with honesty, no matter whom it wounded; that she rummaged through everyone to extract literary characters, who had the advantage of behaving as she wished, the disadvantage of being unlike anyone she met. Either she was a poor writer, or humans were poor characters. 

			‘I need to finish this life of mine pretty soon. Don’t you think?’ she asks the staircase, as if interrupting Barry’s descent, as if pulling him down from that last step, pressing her cheek against his brow, and spying his wrinkled closed eyelids, thus finding an ending to her story: the fading woman no longer wants an ageing assistant, only to age with this man. She does long for such a companion. Yet she’d have struggled to endure a week with him in her house.

			Dora climbs the staircase toward her attic office, wincing at each impact on her sore knee. At the landing, she refuses to pause and catch her breath, proceeding straight to her desk, tense, wondering if she has anything more to do, knowing the answer. 

		

	
		
			Diary: December 2019

			 

			I’m jittery, this screen before me. What if the book I’m trying to write comes to nothing?

			I look out my office window at other narrow London houses, populated by families growing up and down over the years. A small child appears in a distant pane. This far away, my vision is blurred: just a momentary girl, under a roof pronged with obsolete aerials. 

			I revert to the correct view, my desk. A computer screen, keyboard, the cursor blinking aggressively at me.  

			These sentences are fact. I’m writing as myself, Dora Frenhofer, not pretending to be anyone else for a change. But every other chapter will describe a different character. And this presents a problem. Readers want a book to add up to something, not to some things. So I must tie these people together. Maybe the manuscript could be about writing itself? Or about writers?

			For a half-­century, I’ve survived as one of those. I consider myself both fortunate and a failure. At the start, I had a spell of luck, and mistook it for a career. 

			‘Maybe I need to retire,’ I remarked a few years ago, walking with an old man I was then seeing.

			‘Retire as a writer?’ he said, smirking. ‘Who do you tell?’

			He was right. You just stop. Nobody notices. But I panic to imagine that step. It feels dangerous even to mention. I should change the subject fast. So: 

			I needed glasses, and ended up with a black eye. Early for a work lunch, I was wandering down the covered arcades off Jermyn Street, puzzling over the idea of men, as depicted in displays of gents’ boutiques: handmade shoes for bankers; spotted silk neckties; the hatter’s yellow homburgs. 

			An optician’s storefront presented no nameplate, just a hanging sign of a metal nose with spectacles and a magnificent moustache. I checked my wrist, near, then far, bulging and shrinking numbers: I probably had time, even if I couldn’t quite see it. A clerk – unaware that I peeped through the window – removed his glasses, licked each lens in turn, and wiped them on his shirt. 

			‘How may I help you?’

			An optometrist could test me right now, though she was startled when the clerk opened the backroom door, causing her to toss aside a travel magazine as if it were smut. She trundled out a metal apparatus, half-­medieval, half-­futuristic, and pressed my forehead toward the battery of lenses. 

			‘Clearer now?’ she asked, as I studied the eye-­chart pyramid, topped with a triumphal ‘E’ and descending toward a fuzz that might’ve been ‘P H U N T D Z’. She flipped lenses. ‘Or clearer now?’

			I couldn’t say, but felt that I must, or I’d fail somehow. ‘The second one. Definitely.’ Pride, it seemed, would cause me to squint for the next few years. 

			For much of my life, I’d navigated without optical correction, excepting a pair of reading glasses that I own primarily to lose everywhere. But in recent years, objects beyond my reach have started dissolving. How much, I asked myself, did I really need to see everything? By now, I already know what most things look like.

			‘As I tell clients,’ the optometrist informed me, ‘bifocals are like wisdom: you’re finally of an age where you can see far away and near at once.’ 

			‘Isn’t the problem that I can’t see either?’

			In silence, she rendered judgement on my miscalculating eyeballs, inputting a prescription to her database while I considered the upside-­down headline of her discarded travel magazine: ‘MYSTERY ON THE HIPPIE TRAIL’, featuring a blurry (to me) photo of a young man among prayer flags in the Himalayas. I recall those days, when many of my friends trekked east with spiritual intent, returning with slides of Buddhist monasteries. This was when travel was still a form of disappearance, and nobody knew quite what had become of you till the handwritten letter fell through a mail slot back home, bearing a fragmentary report from your past. When my brother travelled overland to India in 1974, I gave him a copy of War and Peace for the trip. I still dreamed of becoming an important writer.

			When young, I pictured writers as an intellectual tribe, toiling in Parisian garrets, frowning around New York bookshops, engaging in fiery spats in St Petersburg. Perhaps they’d invite me inside someday. Here and there, they did – and I wanted to run. When they chose not to have me back, I wondered why.

			But before I get to all that, I must finish with my eye exam. For suddenly, I was late, hurrying from the optician’s to my lunch on Dean Street, sidestepping the clamour of midday Soho, thronged by hipsters darting hither and thither, like a dance number involving portable coffees. On the narrow pavement ahead, a google of media types jabbered in high-­volume glee. Politely, I asked to slip through. (I want to keep these sections truthful, so must amend that. I was not polite.) ‘It’s not your personal street here!’ I said. ‘Can I get by?!’ 

			A young woman laughed and I was ashamed, for I agreed with her. But I’d committed to indignation, so pushed by, only to misjudge the distance and stumble, my face bumping into the pole of a traffic sign. I heard gasps, and a few kind observers took half-­steps forward. I refused their help, scowling up the pole as if for an explanation, and reading: ‘SIGN NOT IN USE’. 

			One eye scrunched, I walked on, their chatter resuming behind me but not about me – I was dissolving from their consciousness, even if mine still throbbed with them. Humans everywhere, jammed together, demanding to speak. This included me. I had no case for myself over them. Why should they have moved? 

			Doubting yourself is no way to enter a restaurant. So I acted. Small talk followed. The menu moved back and forth. 

			‘What happened?’ my literary agent asked with concern, pointing to my eye.

			I looked up from the threat of drizzled sea bass. ‘A metal pole crept up on me.’

			‘Are you alright?’

			‘Actually,’ I said, ‘I wanted to ask your advice.’

			‘Get yourself a steak.’

			‘Oh. I’d been thinking fish.’

			‘For the eye, I mean.’ She took a photo of mine, and handed over her phone: a swollen purple bar down my wrinkly profile, a whisp of white hair intruding into the frame. 

			She folded her menu, smiling in anticipation. ‘Exciting: you have something new to tell me about?’

			‘No, the opposite. I just hoped for your thoughts.’

			‘Cool.’

			I didn’t want to say any more. But did. ‘I wonder, honestly, can I justify another book? Battling with a manuscript for the next several years, and knowing there’s every chance nobody will read it. At what point do I accept my situation?’ My voice was jagged, for I was exposing myself. 

			‘Wow.’ She looked faintly irritated. I hadn’t expected that. ‘I do hate to see you dispirited like this, Dora. But ploughing ahead is part of the job. Don’t you think? Unless you really can’t bear to. In which case.’

			‘No, you’re right. Fair enough.’ Embarrassed, I switched to safer matters: the ugliness of politics, the prettiness of desserts.

			We collected our coats. ‘Look,’ she said as we parted, ‘what you need is to get back to work. Start a new novel!’

			So I’m trying, fearful to begin, excited to: the emptiness of a page, the possibilities of a word. I could choose any of them. Come on then.

			Only, I can’t get the distance right, my face diminishing and growing in the screen reflection, recalling that metal nose hanging before the optician’s, that sign with its magnificent walrus moustache. 

			So far, I have only a character in search of a story, seated at a desk, trying to type. 

			 

			When the servant presented the newspaper and coffee at the door of his upstairs office, Mr Bhatt snarled her away.

			 

			Or

			 

			Everyone in the household leaves Mr Bhatt to steep in his rudeness. Meals have passed, but he is too proud to march downstairs to the kitchen.

			 

			Or

			 

			A grey cloud expands from Mr Bhatt’s nostrils over his magnificent walrus moustache, whose black bristles twitch with curiosity.

		

	
		
			2

			The novelist’s missing brother 

			(Theo Frenhofer)

			A grey cloud expands from Mr Bhatt’s nostrils over his magnificent walrus moustache, whose black bristles twitch with curiosity. The overhead fan chops to a halt, the lazy blades slapping defeatedly at his cigarette smoke. Must be another power outage: a Hindi love song jangling in the kitchen has stopped too. For once, the Delhi electrical grid comes to his aid. 

			Able to concentrate at last, Mr Bhatt pushes aside spread-­eagled library books and flicks empty packets of Panama cigarettes off his desk, exposing green baize where he pinions today’s Indian Express, raising and depositing his thighs to circulate the air, his seersucker-­suit trousers sighing. 

			Maddeningly, the newsprint has been defaced: pencil strokes under sentences, comments in the margins. Mr Bhatt propels his nose toward the page, but cannot decipher what his wife scrawled. If Meera, who rises long before he does, is going to read the newspaper first, she must leave all as it was. Or yesterday’s events appear according to what she happens to believe important, much as when they visit the cinema, and Mr Bhatt is churning with emotion, only for her to whisper a scathing comment, and suddenly he sees all through her vinegar.

			He removes his square-­framed glasses, and licks the lenses, wiping each across the breast pocket of his pyjama top. With a sip of tepid instant coffee, he orients himself to the Tarzan comic strip. Next, he attempts the crossword, which he cannot complete, so curses the idiots who designed these clues. He advances – rather, regresses – through the newspaper of 13 May 1974, back to front: cricket results, business stories, lastly news. While reading, he unscrews and re-­screws a jar of Brylcreem, taking distracted sniffs.

			The front page is overrun with 17 lakh railwaymen on strike. Perhaps Mrs Gandhi went too far, arresting so many trade-­union leaders. But she mustn’t surrender now, lest another gang of rowdies rises up. Where would it end? 

			Mr Bhatt steps onto the balcony over Jor Bagh – by his estimation, the second-­best neighbourhood in south Delhi. In the fenced park below, an ox stands with a plough fitted to its back. The caretaker – that peasant with paan-­red teeth – has just left the beast stranded. The radio warbles again down in the kitchen below, and Mr Bhatt returns inside his office, pyjama lapels fluttering from the overhead fan. 

			While running the bath, he completes his morning jumping jacks, then enters the water with a slosh, shaving while seated, as recommended in the newspaper, for it steams your pores. What they failed to mention is that the bathwater becomes dotted with stubble. Mr Bhatt spends minutes pondering how to extricate himself without coating his torso in black specks. 

			He dresses for lunch: seersucker suit and a navy school tie that curls like a quizzical elephant trunk, owing to Mr Bhatt’s habit of twisting it around a finger while considering his mission. He has much to tell Mrs Gandhi. Should he cram it into one letter? Or select a shocking fact, and place that before her? 

			First comes the problem of salutation. ‘Madam Prime Minister’? Or ‘Your Excellency’? Or just ‘Mrs Gandhi’? She won’t respect a man who kowtows. Madam Prime Minister, he thinks, we hurtle toward disaster! Are you aware of the work of Dr John B. Calhoun? This American scientist constructed a perfect habitat for mice, which mated and multiplied to their hearts’ content with no predators or diseases; a mouse paradise. But soon, they swarmed by the thousands. The excess males lacked mates, and withdrew. Cannibalism spread, as did mouse perversity. Societal collapse next. Then extinction. That, Madam Prime Minister, is our future. At independence, we were three hundred million. A quarter-­century later, we’ve nearly doubled. The density challenge will worsen this decade. By the 1980s, life will be bleak. As Delhi chapter leader of ZPG (Zero Population Growth Pvt Ltd), I propose the following simple, but firm, measures: a tax on new children; a surcharge on cribs; cash bonuses for the childless. Those who cannot resist mating should produce only one offspring, who shall be rewarded with reserved places in the better schools (provided such boys are bright). The national press must join the effort: no more news photographs of sweet babies, but denunciations of prolific parents with shaming pictures, along with a Worst Family of the Week. 

			Despite these cogitations, the typewriter page still contains only three words: ‘Madam Prime Minister’. For inspiration, he opens a much-­consulted copy of Dr Paul R. Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb, folded on page 152, where Mr Bhatt underlined: ‘The disease is so far advanced that only with radical surgery does the patient have a chance of survival.’

			How, Mr Bhatt asks himself, can people amble into the future when this – famished humans swarming like locusts (or cannibal mice) – awaits us? He turns to the balcony door, his pulse quickening as if a mob clattered onto it now, sniffing at the window, crashing through, feasting on him. He flicks his lighter sideways, dragging the flame away from the cigarette, as in stylish movies. Exhaling, Mr Bhatt pictures himself not as an independent scholar but as the child of his father and mother, as if they were still in this world, and aware of the duty weighing on their son, R. A. S. Bhatt: to save India. 

			Suddenly, someone is rampaging up the outside stairs. Mr Bhatt snatches a fountain pen, and dots the nib on his fingers, the blue constellation proving that he has not been idle this morning. The office door swings open, and Ajay bursts in, giggling because he’s not allowed here. The twelve-­year-­old bolts around and jumps, landing on his bottom, then back to his feet, attempting a cartwheel on the Persian rug, which slips, as does he. ‘You’ll break a bone, you fool,’ Mr Bhatt warns, repressing a half-­smile – until the boy grabs a book, and hurls it. This earns an angrier reproach: ‘Hey! That’s stupid now!’

			Ajay pretends to study a battered cricket ball. He’s got a runny nose.

			‘Where’s your hankie, meri jaan?’

			‘I already blew my nose.’

			‘You wiped it on your sleeve. That’s why they put buttons there, to stop backward boys wiping noses on sleeves. Did your mother not provide hankies? How hard can it be, no?’

			Ajay is back from his first year at boarding school. Mr Bhatt was a Dosco boarder himself, unhappily so. But he believes that a young man worth his salt must endure, and Mr Bhatt is no more likely to recant a belief than to shave his moustache: he’d look like a child. 

			The boy is peeking at the page hanging from the typewriter, so Mr Bhatt swats his son away, then points to the mailing address in the upper corner, Safdarjung Road, residence of Mrs Gandhi. ‘A correspondence we have going.’

			The boy is not as impressed as he should be, so Mr Bhatt runs his knuckle up and down Ajay’s ribs, which sends the boy twisting to the ground in laughter, and raises a smile on the man’s face. In this room, at this desk, a monumental idea is taking shape. People will die because of Mr Bhatt. More will survive. ‘Straight downstairs,’ he orders. ‘Enough of your nonsense.’

			Ajay’s wildness is a joy to Mr Bhatt but he never laughs, for it sets an example. He feels older than his years (thirty-­one), and he welcomes that. What troubles him is when his son joins in Meera’s condescension – the implication that a bumbling fool labours up here. 

			‘How many minutes to cook you?’ he asks Ajay. ‘I want tender meat only.’

			‘One hour?’

			‘We can tell your mother to cook naniji instead,’ he says, meaning Parvati, his mother-­in-­law, who is staying. ‘But old meat is chewy. You would taste better.’

			‘What about we eat you, Baba? But my question,’ Ajay adds, leaping topics as ever, ‘is how does a brain think, do you think?’

			Mr Bhatt takes off his glasses, licks the lenses, wiping them on his shirt, replacing them. ‘A brain has an idea. How? From a pulse of blood that sends, that goes through cells,’ he proceeds, with the gravity of a man who has no idea. ‘And cells, they send these ideas from the senses. This is a bit complicated for you.’ He escapes to the front balcony, spying a peasant in the park talking to friends – a bunch of layabouts, they are. ‘How does a brain think, Ajay? I’ll tell you.’ He turns back. The boy is gone. 

			 

			The English word ‘anchovy’ is new to Theo Frenhofer. Even deducing it from his native Dutch – ‘ansjovis’ – he struggles to visualize this fish, seeing only sea, silent on top, teeming beneath. In his imagination, the gull in this novel keeps swooping above a glossy surface, swooping and swooping, for Theo is stuck on the same sentence, distracted because the printed English words in his head are drowned out by English spoken at the adjacent table. 

			It’s ridiculous: the guest-­house courtyard is otherwise empty, but they took a table so close that he could touch that Swiss girl’s shoulder or the Canadian boy’s wrist. Should he move? Sun cuts between the overhead vines, roasting Theo – that could be his excuse. 

			The Swiss girl rests her legs on a rickety chair, bare feet inscribed with tan lines from her sandals, which lie unbuckled on the floor beneath. Her Canadian companion has a faint blond moustache and long blond hair, shirtless and fit, arms behind his head, hairy armpits on display and shoulders bulging, a belly-­button hair trail disappearing into faded-­denim shorts. On their table are two keys: not a couple.

			Pretending to read, Theo eavesdrops, learning that they happened to check in at the same time. The Canadian boy invited her to ‘take a weight off’ in the courtyard café, where he crash-­landed his giant yellow backpack, currently beached against Theo’s ankle. On her lap, the Swiss girl cradles a purple Rajasthani sack, her slender arm atop, a beedi cigarette between her fingers. 

			The shirtless Canadian is asserting his travel credentials with disaster-­bragging, though he has limited material – he only just arrived in India, so talks of flights, describing a con man at Delhi airport, and the drive here to Benares. The Swiss girl draws back her frizzy hair into a bun, jaw jutting, left cheek dotted with two small moles. She’s a hardened trekker, six months since she and her friends left Geneva in a converted army truck, overland via Iran, across the salt desert, into Herat, watching tourists play chess on the giant board at Sigi’s Hotel in Kabul, through the Khyber Pass to Pakistan, and onward. 

			Theo also reached India overland, though he saw little besides a bus window. His elder sister, Dora, prompted his voyage, deciding that he should leave behind his troubles in their Dutch hometown. She took the train from Munich, where she’d recently published a first novel, and she ordered her brother out of bed, telling him to come with her to Amsterdam. Theo feared contending with his sister, who suffered a common failing of the intelligent: able to dissect an animal, identify every organ, name its role – yet never wonder what the creature thought. In Amsterdam, she sought to stir her younger brother to action, assuring him that she knew what he must do. In a tour-­company office, she forked over 299 guilders to a hippie seated at the desk, then folded more bills into Theo’s breast pocket for spending money. ‘But, Theodoor, I demand stories when you come back. Understood?’ Her eyes shone as she slapped his hand affectionately. 

			When the bus pulled out, his fellow passengers roared with excitement. Theo only gripped his jeans, hands sweating. During the long ride, everyone else disembarked when possible, seeking hostels for the night and food and hashish. Theo slept in place on the bus, greasy hair over acne-­starred face, large lips, large teeth. Only when the bus was empty did he get up to stretch, for he suspected that his sockless white sneakers stank. Even with nobody there, he had a shy boy’s hunch.

			Arriving finally at the Delhi terminus, the other passengers whooped in jubilation, and set off in groups. Alone, Theo found his way to the train station, fighting down terror: people everywhere. He bought a third-­class ticket to the holy city of Benares, which Dora had mentioned, and he disembarked there, walking down shadowed lanes as bicycle bells tinkled around him, causing Theo to flatten himself against the nearest wall. The sunlight flickered on and off, causing him to look up: monkeys crossing electrical wires. He stepped on a vendor’s basket, and handed over rupees in apology, ending up with an onion. 

			Signs pointed to Dharma Guest House, and he hurried to its entrance, climbing the stairs to the first vacant space he’d seen in a day: a courtyard café, adorned with a pink-­yellow mural of the elephant god Ganesha before snow-­hatted mountains. Wooden doors lined the outer courtyard, numbered and each shut with a padlock. The manager had refashioned this place for Westerners, and kept his elderly parents at a distance, though a bony old gent shuffled around, vermilion tika on his forehead, waistcoat over dhoti and slippers. In Room 9, Theo tried his lumpy cotton-­stuffed mattress, and glanced around the single dwelling. 

			He remained there in Room 9, visiting the communal bathroom only during off-­hours, and never risked the streets. His sister had convinced him that hope awaited halfway around the world. Instead, he woke in dread – within weeks, he’d have no money left. And then? Flipping between cold panic and denial, he distracted himself with paperbacks that departing guests had left by the check-­in desk. Thrice daily, he was interrupted by room service: always jam toast, a metal pot of tea-­leaves boiled in sweet milk, cardamom, cloves bobbing. Once, a servant grinned at him, and Theo became self-­conscious, so paid his bill, and lugged his bag to the train station, intending to reach Calcutta, whence he’d venture into those holy mountains depicted in the guest-­house mural. He’d find an edge of the world to peek over, and maybe lean forward. 

			But nobody would sell him a train ticket. An educated man hovered, and finally explained: the railwaymen were on strike. Theo retraced his steps to Dharma Guest House, and closed the door of Room 9, resuming his residency on that lumpy mattress. The other guests were always just passing through, and vacated their rooms by midday to sightsee. That was when Theo emerged, sitting under the vines, talking to himself, reading to hold back the present. He tried always to get back into Room 9 before any guests returned, but today an ‘anchovy’ distracted him. 

			‘You’ll get raped.’

			She scoffs at this claim of the Canadian boy – already, the Swiss girl has hitchhiked around this country, and remains alive. She boasts of a plan to explore the Ganges tomorrow, taking photos at sunrise. 

			‘How much is that?’ the Canadian boy asks her.

			‘You find a man with a boat, and you pay him.’

			‘I’m up for that.’

			‘Good – this is cheaper with more. Maybe also this boy, who listens?’ She turns to Theo, who is still pretending to read Jonathan Livingston Seagull. ‘You?’ she asks him. ‘You will come?’

			 

			Mr Bhatt’s mother-­in-­law and his wife stop chatting when he enters the kitchen, and they turn off the radio. He mooches about, glancing in cupboards. ‘Why do you two sit at the servants’ table?’

			Parvati rises with difficulty, legs wide for stability, hands on hips, pushing herself upright. ‘What is this on your face?’ she asks Mr Bhatt, and reaches toward her son-­in-­law, causing him to flinch. 

			‘What is what?’ Walking into the hallway, he checks in the mirror: blue smears across his face. Before Ajay burst into his study, Mr Bhatt dotted pen ink on his hands, as proof of earnest endeavour. He must’ve touched his face after. Meera arrives with a wetted napkin, and cleans him. Between swipes across his face, he whispers to his wife: ‘When is your mother going?’ Parvati was to return to Bombay days before. Yet he already knows the answer, so gives it: ‘This bloody strike.’

			Whenever Mr Bhatt’s mother-­in-­law is visiting, he gripes. Yet he is fond of her, and touched by her closeness with Ajay, which reminds him of the aunties and grannies who adored him in childhood. ‘She does no good for that boy,’ he whispers, softly enough that Parvati – still in the kitchen – cannot hear. ‘Does that woman know algebra? Does she know chess?’ 

			‘She raised nine children, including all her brothers,’ Meera replies. ‘Of course she knows how to occupy a boy. But Ajay should be back at school – you cannot keep him here forever. Jandhu can drive him to Dehradun. We are saying this for days now.’

			‘How I’m going to the library with no car? And what does it matter if the boy is here another few days?’

			‘Just now, you were saying he’s a nuisance!’

			‘Leave me alone. And turn off the radio in daytime hours. And stop writing on my newspaper.’

			‘So many rules.’ 

			As he stomps up the outside stairs to his office, the radio in the kitchen switches back on, warbling ‘Chura Liya Hai Tumne Jo Dil Ko’. Mr Bhatt smiles, flushing with love for his wife – her defiance a flirt, like his grumpiness. 

			On the balcony, he watches faraway kites on faraway rooftops, each line swaying, leading down to another particular person. Everywhere, humans eating and sleeping and multiplying. Ajay is far below, batting a cricket ball around the front garden, nattering to himself, a test match for one. 

			That night, Mr Bhatt meets his wife in the hallway, she leaving the bathroom, ready for bed. He was lurking, impatient about whatever she was up to in there – then restoring the best version of himself, for he will seduce Meera tonight, the first time in months. ‘You and your mother were complaining about me?’

			‘Why is that your question?’ 

			‘It’s my question.’

			Abruptly, the flirt-­squabbles feel stale. They’ve been this way forever, but Mr Bhatt is weary of it; she is too. But if either speaks sincerely, the other mocks. At the beginning, spats led to the bedroom. Lately, they lead him upstairs alone. 

			Mr Bhatt transforms his wife’s lack of passion for being ambushed outside the bathroom into a rejection of his life’s mission. Indignantly, he consoles himself with the notion that there are upper-­class intellects and middle-­class ones. To fail at commonplace activities is evidence of a loftier purpose. As he once told her, ‘You imagine Albert Einstein driving badly, do you not?’ But even the English language, Meera employs with more facility than he. Once, she had a short story published in a British literary journal, an achievement he praised with a curling smile: to scribble tales was a girlish hobby, almost vile when mankind stood at the precipice. If she writes again, he told her, use a pen name. Also, never a character who is him. ‘Besides this, anything goes!’ he said, to sound liberal. 

			‘Even love scenes?’

			‘I already said, don’t write about me.’

			If she wanted, Meera could provide his breakthrough. She’d have words to address the prime minister, a declaration to propel this issue (and Mr Bhatt himself) to the upper echelons. But the propulsion wouldn’t be his. So all that he expects – and what his wife is so stingy with – is admiration. Her praise infuses him like nothing else, much as her derision empties Mr Bhatt, a plug yanked from the basin of him. She has only herself to blame. And he has only her to blame too.

			Mr Bhatt touches her shoulder, his hand sliding down her soft skin to the crook of her elbow. 

			‘What are you doing now?’ she asks.

			‘I have to explain?’ 

			But the plug has been yanked. He waves her away, telling her to go to her room. ‘Don’t let the boy bother me in the morning – I have work!’

			 

			In dawn darkness, Isabelle photographs a bony-­ribbed cow, its tail-­swat frozen by the flash. Dazzled, a passing little girl with a badminton racket blinks and sidesteps them, surveying these three young foreigners. 

			‘You know where is the Ganga?’ Isabelle asks.

			The girl wobbles her head ‘yes’ with an authority that contains the woman she’ll become. ‘Now with me,’ she says, and strides ahead like a teacher on a school outing. ‘Hallo hallo – with me now. With me.’ Finally, she turns down what appears to be a dead end with an open window in the far wall. When Isabelle reaches it, she steps through. The two young men follow.

			The horizon glows orange, rising into a navy haze above the Ganges, birds wheeling overhead, a whiff of sweet rot emanating from the sandstone steps that slope down to the ghat, where worshippers perform puja in the river. Isabelle widens her eyes at Theo, and squeezes the boy’s arm, which affects his chest strangely. This outing – to his two companions, just sightseeing – is Theo’s most important event in weeks.

			‘When we get on the boat,’ Steve tells her, ‘take pictures of the cremations.’

			‘It is not allowed, I think,’ she says.

			‘Act like you don’t know.’

			At the edge of the river, Isabelle turns the aperture dial on her 35mm Olympus, eye to the viewfinder, a slow shutter clacking twice, capturing blurred pandits sinking under the black with a slop, resurrected in a burst, inhaling and brushing their fingers across their teeth. A mother and daughter in saris stand waist-­deep and push out candles, then caress the river, stroking dripping fingers down their faces. A shirtless fat man – sacred white thread across his gut, palms together – clenches his eyes and bows pneumatically, splashing the water, garlands and debris bobbing. 

			A boatman leans on one oar, yessing distractedly to all that Isabelle asks. When she has exhausted her demands, he accepts a thin stack of rupees, and flattens his hand to the young men. 

			Over the next minutes, more passengers enter. The creaky wooden boat sinks lower with each person, water squashed down, then burping back, slapping Theo’s hands, which clutch the edge of the vessel. Strangers talk in languages he can’t understand, but he imagines their screams, as if the boat were to flip, everyone trapped, grabbing at him. He pivots about as if awaiting someone. He must get out. But standing could overturn the boat.

			The boatman dips his oars and pushes off, water twirling away, its surface winking under the low sun. The overloaded vessel glides past the stepped terraces topped by Mughal forts, gold-­roofed Hindu temples, ramparts holding back the caterwauling city. The opposite bank is a flood plain, empty compared with the architectural pandemonium on the near side. Theo looks from one bank to the other, picking at his blemished face, trying not to be sick. Is that mist? A log smoulders. Stray dogs pick at the pyre. 

			Isabelle rises to her feet, causing the boat to wobble and other passengers to gasp, though the boatman pays no mind. She’s seeking an angle on the cremation ghats. In passing, she pinches Theo’s shoulder. He tries to speak but no words come. She’s nodding toward the water, and her face disappears behind the camera. She photographs a floating log. Until it’s the floating limb of a goat. No, the arm of a creature. Rather, a dead child’s body, threads of hair fanned across the surface. 

			 

			The protesters are blocking Mr Bhatt’s chauffeur-­driven Ambassador. Two stray dogs stand on the roadside, surprised halfway through mating, still attached by the genitals. Mr Bhatt gives a violent tic of his head, his muttering amplified by the driver, Jandhu, who reaches out the window as far as possible, and thwacks a protester. 

			Mice warring for resources, Mr Bhatt thinks. 

			Jandhu holds down the klaxon, and lurches the Ambassador past the demonstrators, who are bumped aside. 

			‘The life of a man is of no greater importance to the universe than that of an oyster,’ Mr Bhatt remarks.

			Jandhu wobbles his head in agreement, though he understands little English. Looking through a train window from Oxford to London, a young boy surveyed fields under a drowning sky, the land seamed with hedgerows, empty of humans, the boy unsure of any single verbalized thought, just a reservoir of sentiment. Why does Mr Bhatt remember that sight? He lived in England briefly as a child, his father an Indian High Court judge on a half-­year fellowship.

			The car stops before the Delhi Public Library. 

			‘Is it locked?’ Mr Bhatt asks, reverting to Hindi. 

			Jandhu runs over to check, rattling the doors with no effect. He asks a passing student, then jogs back. ‘Railwaymen,’ he says.

			‘They run the library now? How did our country fall so low?’ Mr Bhatt talks as
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