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            Though you are five months dead, I see

You in guilt’s iconography,

Dear Wife, lost beast, beleaguered child,

The stranded monster with the mild

Appearance, whom small waves tease.

            PETER PORTER, from ‘An Exequy’

            
                

            

            Death’s a sad Bone; bruised, you’d say,

and yet she waits for me, year after year,

to so delicately undo an old wound,

to empty my breath from its bad prison.

            ANNE SEXTON, from ‘Wanting to Die’

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

         

         From the window of the aircraft Dominic Ullis saw a gleaming slum of tin and tarpaulin, close enough to touch. Patchwork shacks crawled downhill, the blue roofs weighted with rocks. The shanty town came right up to the edge of the runway and the plane seemed to skim the houses as it landed.

         Too quickly, the wheels hit the tarmac and the woman to his left got up. Because they were in the front row within knee-touching distance of the flight attendants, she was told to sit down and refasten her seatbelt.

         She’d boarded late, without hurry, wearing a starched sari and heavy jewellery, hair so silver it might have been dyed.

         “I’m Payal,” she’d said, taking charge.

         “Ullis,” he’d replied, his voice rusty with disuse, his name sounding strange to his ears.

         “Ulysses,” she whispered, pointing at the window, “I think that’s my seat.” He got up to let her in.

         The Ambien bloomed soon after take-off, all twenty milligrams at once. His eyes had closed for a few minutes and for a few minutes he enjoyed his first hit of unconsciousness in days, interrupted only once, by a voice asking if he preferred coffee or tea. Wine, he replied truthfully, wondering where he was (from the window a glimpse of a bright unfamiliar highway dotted with clouds, washed blue prairies without cars or houses). Then his eyes had closed again. He woke to a cleared tray and Payal putting his cutlery into her enormous handbag. She also took her own cutlery and both their headphones and the in-flight magazine.

         “You don’t mind, do you,” she said, seeing he was awake.

         “Not at all,” he’d managed to mumble. “Be my guest.”

         The mysterious quality of in-flight air. The low whine of tinnitus, a charged anxious ringing that kept adjusting its volume. The sense of something about to happen, something decisive. Then the lights dimmed as the aircraft dropped through the clouds and prepared to land. It taxied and turned, taxied and stopped.

         Payal sprang up again, grabbed her wheeled case from the overhead bin, and went to the front exit, resplendent in her sari. Ullis stayed where he was until the other passengers had left. Then he put half an Ambien under his tongue and took the white plastic box from the overhead bin and floated towards the lovely slum city.

         He’d left Delhi on a whim, carrying only the box from the crematorium. If not for the box what would he do with his hands? He would wring them. Repeatedly. Aki was dead and he didn’t know what to do from one moment to the next. The vast abstraction of time reduced to this: stupefaction with the hands. For now it was okay. For now his hands were cradling the box that contained her ashes.

         
            *

         

         The events of the week had passed through him without resistance from the moment he came home to find Aki dead in the study. He’d panicked and called her mother. Then he drove to her house, breathless and shouting in the suffocating car. Aki’s mother had come back with him to the apartment in Defence Colony and they’d taken his wife’s body to the hospital. A quartet of stone-faced orderlies had moved her from the emergency room to the morgue. All night the panic sat like a heavy bear on his chest. The bear stayed for many days and nights, until it gave way to exhaustion and blessed amnesia. His mind disengaged from his surroundings. He felt separated from his body, but only partially, as if he’d been insufficiently anaesthetised.

         Later, the only thing he remembered clearly was the crematorium, the priests in their white dhotis and saffron forehead smears, their oily faces peering at him from clouds of smoke, the cold young eyes devoid of all earthly emotion except boredom. He’d been shaken by their indifference and dazed by all that was expected of him.

         Her mother had dressed Aki in a spectacularly inappropriate multi-coloured silk sari, and she’d made Ullis don a black suit and white shirt. He’d added a pair of chocolate loafers for urgent private reasons and foregone a tie as a concession to the April heat. This was how husband and dead wife had arrived at the crematorium: dressed for a wedding, in clothes neither had worn in their life together.

         The suit and sari had been unnecessary. There were no mourners, no witnesses other than a handful of crematorium employees and Ullis and his dry-eyed mother-in-law. She had organised the cremation in such haste that there had been no time to call those who had known Aki and loved her. There was no time for anything other than the observance of rituals, each more pointless than the next. The bored priests had mouthed their inane mantras. They had sifted uncooked rice and read from ancient leather-bound tomes and stared with their oily eyes. They rang tiny brass bells in a sequence to which only they were privy. (The bells are an omen, and they ring more than once in this story.) When they demanded of him some minor role in the general pagan tumult, he had obliged with the acquiescence required of the husband of the bride. After all, this was what she had been made to resemble, a young bride in silks and flowers. Except that the marigolds were uniformly wilted. Were they leftovers from a previous funeral?

         When the priests told him to push the button that would slide her into the electric furnace, he had worried that the absurd sari would burst into flame. He’d taken a last look at her slight figure dwarfed by piles of flowers and sundry low-priced objects, her face obscured by the sari’s pallu, artfully obscured so no viewer would remark at the blood vessels that had burst on her cheeks and forehead and neck like scarlet-brown buds that would never bloom. “Kar do,” the priest had said. Obediently Ullis slid her in, and some time later his mother-in-law divided his wife’s ashes into two boxes: “One for you and one for me.”

         From the crematorium, clutching the box and dressed in his mourning suit, he walked into the dust of an enclosed courtyard surrounded by dead trees and broken concrete columns. From there he walked into the dust of the street.

         “Dominic,” his mother-in-law had said. “You will be all right.”

         “No,” he said. Was she now his former mother-in-law?

         “Of course you will,” she said. “You’ll be just fine.”

         “Okay.”

         “Shall I ask Jeevan to drop you home?”

         “No thank you,” he said. “I’ll take a taxi.”

         “Arré, why? I have car and driver. He can drop.”

         “I’ll take a cab. But thanks.”

         As soon as he took a seat in the back of the battered white Honda that smelled of garam masala and hand sanitiser, Ullis decided not to return to the empty apartment in Defence Colony where each room reminded him of his dead wife and his abject failure as a husband and a man. What was the point of going home? It was the last place he wished to go. No, he could do better. He’d travel to a city by the sea. After all, was he not carrying his wife’s ashes and did they not need to be immersed?

         “Can you take me to the airport?”

         The driver was young and easily shocked. He seemed unreasonably upset by the change of plans.

         “Sir, I cannot,” he said.

         “But why not?”

         “First, you must change destination on phone.”

         Ullis opened the app. He deleted ‘Defence Colony’ from the drop location and typed in ‘Delhi Indira Gandhi International Airport’.

         In half an hour he was at a reservation desk where he bought himself a ticket to the city he knew best, where oblivion was purchased cheaply and without consequence.

         
            *

         

         On arrival at the airport in Bombay, Dominic Ullis bought bottled water and took the other half of the Ambien. He swam dreamily through scenes of underwater retail, discount bullion, special offer shipwrecks, select garments for the life aquatic, water-resistant electronics for the discerning pirate, gift shop seashell key-chains and conch paperweights, endless counters of victuals from the ocean featuring sample plates of octopus and oyster and urchin. The water was clean but above him a floating island of garbage had flickered into view. The water was unclean and warming, getting warmer by the minute, so hot his skin was beginning to pucker.

         He surfaced from the dream in a taxi. They were nearing a dwarf skyscraper on which had been painted the distorted features of a Bollywood actor, a giant face that flickered and melted and remade itself across a dozen floors as a bloated blond visage, the goofily grinning President of the United States. He was making a speech of some sort, a long, perfectly timed monologue. Not a word of it was true. He was goofily laughing at everyone, most of all the people who took him seriously. He was enjoying himself so much, telling cruel jokes and inventing nicknames. Everything he did was a satire of itself, a satire of presidential gravitas, a satire of compassion and grievance, a satire of civility, masculinity and patriotism. This is why the president was a comfort and an inspiration. It was thrilling to know that nothing was true and therefore everything was true. Everything was true and everything was permitted. The president was living proof that you could say anything and it didn’t matter. Communication was concealment. Any kind of unusual behaviour was acceptable as long as you did it often enough. But Ullis couldn’t understand why the American president’s face was plastered across a low-rise building in Bandra. Was it a workaday Ambien-induced hallucination or the latest advance in digital advertising? Or grief made plain as the inability to trust one’s eyes? And while he was taking questions: Where was his luggage? Had he left it on the carousel at the airport?

         “Stop, stop,” he told the driver. Chewing on gutka, his eyes wild, the driver braked hard and the car skewed to the side of the highway. Ullis got out and found his phone. Then he remembered: he had no luggage. He had no possessions except the cuboid box filled with textured whitish ash. He returned to the taxi’s collapsed back seat.

         “Aap theek hai, boss?” said the driver as he put the car into gear.

         “Hah, theek hai,” said Ullis, “sorry.”

         They bounced towards the smudged horizon. He saw the tollbooths leading to the Sea Link and its quick run to South Bombay. There was a smell of salt and mangrove and deep-sea mud, as if the underwater world he had imagined had begun to seep in through the windows.

         “Dekh,” said the driver, indicating the sea that had come into view. Seen from a distance it was clean, blue-green, untouched by the city’s chemical overflow. “Over there? Statue of Shivaji Maharaj is coming, biggest in whole world, Shivaji and horse in the middle of Arabian Sea.”

         “Acha?”

         “Kyon? Hum bhi kissise kum nahin.”

         “First class,” said Ullis. “Absolutely deadly.”

         “Ji,” said the driver. “First class!”

         It appeared that the city’s long-drawn burial rite was reaching its end stage with a final display of extravagance and splendid insanity. This much was certain: the statue’s completion and its annihilation would occur simultaneously. As the Doomsday Glacier dissolved and the oceans grew, only the tip of the statue’s ceremonial sword would be seen, for a moment, before that too went under. The city would be swallowed alive. Why judge or decry any of it? Perhaps the world’s tallest statue would provide succour to the damned. Perhaps a drowned monument to a long-dead warrior was as important as higher ground or shelter from the storm. It was possible. Anything was possible at the end of days.

         “Bandra,” he said, as calmly as he could. “Left lena, please.”

         “Left?” asked the cabbie, unfazed. To their left was the glittering expanse of the sea.

         “Nahi, right,” said Ullis apologetically. “Right lena.”

         The cabbie found his last packet of gutka and tore the silver foil with his teeth and poured the contents into his mouth. He resolved to buy more when the crazy passenger had left the cab. He’d been driving since Thursday night and now it was Friday and he hadn’t slept or changed his clothes or been to the toilet. He knew that without the gutka he would not be able to drive or think. Perhaps he should recommend it to the passenger? It was obvious the man needed a cure for whatever ailment he was suffering from. Gutka was reliable in the way it focused the mind, especially if the mind was fractured. As the sick-sweet smell of tobacco and lime spread into the car, the driver glanced in the rear-view at the passenger with no luggage who had asked him to stop the cab for no reason. The man had fallen asleep clutching his box. They had reached Bandra, but where in Bandra did he want to go? At Carter Road the exhausted cabbie parked near a tender coconut stand and wound down his window and let the sea breeze fill the car.

         When Ullis awoke from a less-than-refreshing narcotic-induced interlude, it was dark. The driver was stretched out in the front seat. To his left the sea was a hanging mess of mangroves under a sky the colour of dirty pewter. Crowds of people massed on the promenade. The car smelled terrible, the usual smell of sea and sewage plus the clotted emanations of two sleeping men. Gently he tried to wake the driver. “Excuse me, driver-ji,” he said, tapping the man on the shoulder. There was no response. He got out of the car and put some money on the dashboard and set off towards Pali Hill. Inevitably he tripped over a small pyramid of coconuts and fell noisily to his knees. Somehow, with a complex system of fumbles, he managed to save the white box and its precious cargo.

         On he plodded, stumbling slightly past an ornate white cross, one of several hundred in the neighbourhood. He passed a patch of undeveloped ground in which the rusted skeleton of a once-yellow school bus had grown into the soil like a prehistoric burial site. He knew now where he was going – the bungalow his friend Neel had converted into a cafe – and he was happy to let his feet lead him. A sound general rule: follow the feet rather than the head. There was less chance of being led astray. As he neared the cafe he saw a figure in cargo shorts and T-shirt, the default uniform of the Bandra man. It was Neel, staring at the endless traffic.

         By way of greeting he said, “What are you doing in Bombay? What’s with the suit?”

         The smile disappeared as it came to him.

         “Christ,” he said, “I’m so sorry about Aki. It must be the worst time.”

         Ullis considered this. “As bad as it’s ever been,” he agreed.

         “Fair enough,” said Neel.

         “Or ever will.”

         “Let’s go in for a minute, sit down. It’s good to see you. I mean it, welcome home. It’s still home, isn’t it, even if you’ve been away so long?”

         “Home,” said Ullis, as his mind blanked on the meaning of the word.

         “How long?”

         He had no idea. He only knew it had been years. Once he had been cursed with memory. Now he had the gift of forgetting. And anyway, what difference? From now on, time was divided into before Aki and after. Only the years in between had any historical shape or density.

         “Ten,” said his friend. “Ten years. You were here right up until 2008 in that little studio down on Carter Road. Then you moved to New York and married Aki and everybody thought that was that, you’d never come back.”

         “Right,” said Ullis. It had been the plan, to not come back. But one morning, naked on the velvet two-seater that served as their couch, Aki had come up with the idea that changed everything: We should go back to India, live small, write a book. And here he was, in India without her, coming apart in slow motion. Clearly, fortification was needed. Pupils dilating in anticipation, he said: “Shall we get some red wine? I’ve got a long-standing craving.”

         “How are you holding up? You’re not looking so great, to tell you the truth. Not great and not good. Listen, I’m so sorry about Aki.”

         “Thanks,” said Ullis, consolingly. Then: “Let’s find a bottle of red.”

         The cafe had no liquor licence but they would drink the wine out of coffee cups. Neel called Pinky Wines down the road. A delivery was accepted, the delivery man tipped, the bottle in its black plastic bag opened, the wine poured and half of it drunk, in minutes; and soon they were joined by familiar faces from the Bombay night whose names he was unable to remember, whose faces he recalled but only because they had shared the fourth watch for many nights over many months and years. Nothing had changed. The same people saying the same things, the same lies and boasts, the insults and gossip, the overriding need to postpone the moment when it was time to go home.

         Around him the voices swirled.

         “People like meow because it’s cheap.”

         “How cheap is cheap?”

         “A thousand a gram?”

         “I asked him what his safe word was and he was like, Ouch.”

         “Is that Amitabh Bachchan?”

         “Of course not, it’s his stunt double. See the hair? Real!”

         “Then I said, Don’t you wanna know mine? He said, Sure I do. And I said, Don’t stop.”

         “Telling you. You have to pay me to do a drug called meow meow. What’s next, woof woof?”

         At least nobody laughed. Ullis dug into his pockets to check how much cash he was carrying, and thought: I don’t mind a joke, no, a joke is acceptable, what I object to is the laughter, forced or maniacal, by which it is followed.

         “It’s not so bad, except for the crash. Sussidal.”

         “Uh, no? No. No. No.”

         “Oh yeah it is. I see those people? I’m, like, legit creeped out, baby. The lights are on and nobody’s home.”

         “Ketamine’s an animal sedative. It was never meant for humans. Why would you take it if you’re not a horse?”

         “Right, stick to cocaine! Stick to molly!”

         “Who said we’re human?”

         “I’m sticking to meow.”

         “So bonkers, you guys and your bonkers consumerism. Drug users are the ultimate consumers, spend all your money on stuff that’s gone in a day. Wake up and do it again.”

         “Sorry, do you know where I can get some?”

         Ullis heard the flat, hesitant tone in which the last question was asked and recognised the voice as his own.

         
            *

         

         Surprised, guilty and vaguely resentful to be alive, Dominic Ullis woke on a couch in the morning glare, no more suicidal than usual. Where was the crash he’d been promised? All around him men and women lay on the floor in unnatural poses, as if an airborne virus had felled them where they stood. He was in Bandra possibly, because there were palm trees outside the window. How had he got into the city from the airport? What happened afterwards? He recalled very little after leaving the crematorium, when was it, yesterday or the day before? The realisation that he retained no sense of the recent past gave him an immediate sense of wellbeing. All hail prescription meds, he murmured to the sleeping horde, all hail the wide umbrella of the narcotic.

         He went into the next room where more people were asleep or passed out. A couple sat cross-legged on the floor. The guy was making lines on a mirror he had taken off the wall. A dusty rectangle marked the spot. When he saw Ullis he said: “Not again. Man, you’re insatiable!” Ullis nodded politely, though he had no idea what the guy was talking about. The girl held out a straw. He snorted a fat line of the chalky beige powder, which burned his nostrils and broke his vision into slices and lowered him to the ground. Into a corner he slumped. His heart raced and his nerves vibrated with a jumpy premonition. Here was none of the cool measured anxiety of cocaine. No false and pleasurable clarity, only disconnection and faint nausea. He took a moment to enjoy the different flavours that dripped into the back of his throat, the powdered milk, the animal tranquilliser, the chemicals and secret compounds he couldn’t identify. They made more lines until the bag was finished. At some point he found himself searching the tiled floor for granules that might have fallen into the cracks. He was rewarded with a speck that might or might not have been meow meow. He put it on his tongue.

         He had a sudden vision of the tarpaulin-covered shacks that surrounded the airport in Bombay, the slum-dwellers swarming like ants on a mountain of black sugar, children at play in the sewage and waving at the plane overhead, mothers tending cook fires on the landfill, washing hung to dry on roofs and doors and nails. A republic of the dispossessed in service to those who lived in the tall blocks that pockmarked the city, where everything was true and everything was permitted. He was as much a member of the republic as anyone.

         On his tongue the meow was serum: there is no truth but the rush, there is no rush but the truth of your senses. Come to me, oh captain, my Captain Meow, lead me to the light.

         Minutes or hours later, he left the apartment and walked three floors down to the street. There he stopped. Briskly, efficiently, he went back up the stairs and rang the bell. The couple let him in. He found the white box on the floor under the couch on which he’d passed out.

         “What’s in the box?” said the girl.

         “My wife,” said Ullis.

         “Your wife. Is she dead?”

         “Of course she’s dead,” said the guy. “Come on, even I know that and I’m not even a graduate.”

         “How did she die?” said the girl.

         “Her heart stopped,” said Ullis, making his standard reply. In a way it was true: when a person dies their heart stops.

         “Where did it happen?”

         “In the study,” said Ullis. This at least was entirely true.

         “Where were you?”

         “Out. I came home and found her.”

         “When was this?” said the girl.

         “Around midnight on the first of April,” he said. “Any more questions? You might as well get it over with.”

         “What was COD?”

         “Pardon me?”

         “Cause of death, what was cause of death?”

         “She made a mistake,” he said, wondering if by some chance the girl had intuited the truth. “No, I made a mistake. I’m the mistake, me. I should have stayed home.”

         “I’m sorry,” she said.

         “I’m sorry too, bra,” said the guy. “I mean, that has to be the worst April Fool’s joke of all time.”

         “My name’s Amrut,” said the girl, “and this is Sriram. We’re going out for breakfast. Want to come?”

         He didn’t hesitate.

         He said: “I don’t see why not.”

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

         

         They walked two long blocks to 14th Road, to a doctor’s clinic on the ground floor of a residential building. A tanker parked in front of the gate spilled great splashes of water from its open spout, and a wet trail stretched all the way to the end of the street and beyond. Dominic Ullis stared at the spreading puddle and realised that he’d never seen a water tanker in an Indian city that did not spill its resource on the streets. He tried (unsuccessfully) to skirt the rust-coloured water body, lifting his feet and bringing them down in an ungainly new dance. But in minutes the water had engulfed his chocolate loafers. Frowning in disbelief at his prized footwear – the loafers concerning which his wife had made her opinion abundantly clear, the very loafers that soon would be engulfed in a more revolting material than dirty water – he thought about the Great Drought. Everybody knew it was coming but what difference did the knowledge make? Perhaps indifference was the correct response to cataclysm.

         “If you live like there’s no tomorrow, there’s no tomorrow,” he muttered to his new friends.

         “Breakfast of champions,” said Amrut brightly, pushing open the door to the clinic. “Trust me, it will change your day if not your whole life, starting now.”

         “For the better, I hope,” Ullis said.

         It was early and the office was empty. Amrut gave the receptionist their names and eyed the elderly armchairs that lined the waiting room. They sank into the only couch, a beat-up three-seater that may not have seen better days. On the opposite wall was a framed poster of footprints on a beach at sunset, the words Nothing gold can stay inscribed in cursive across a cloudless sky.

         Ullis wasn’t surprised to find an unattributed Robert Frost fragment in the waiting room of a suburban Bombay mountebank, but why this fragment in particular? In the context of a doctor’s office it may have been intended as a comment on the body as the locus both of Eden and the Fall of Man, the body as the original felix culpa, the happy fault and happier fall. In its current state his body was the site of a double jackpot: memory that was partial and forgetfulness that was complete. Was there a name for his condition, in which he recalled events from the distant past but could not remember what had happened yesterday or even this morning? Was forgetfulness a function of grief? If so it was a blessing, a biological corrective. Forget everything! It will do you good. Forgetfulness as an evolutionary tool, auto-diagnosis as self-healing. If there was such a thing as healing – at the moment it didn’t seem possible. The only thing possible now was oblivion, with the aid of certain powdery or liquid substances.

         He took out his phone and square-formatted the camera and took a quick photo of the offending poster. He was going to keep a Record of Things. (The resolution slipped his mind in all of two minutes when he saw a WhatsApp forward that suggested the American president would not last his full term, an idea that left him newly bereft, lonelier than ever and afraid for the future.)

         “Patience, you need a lot of it in a doctor’s office. That’s why they call us patients, am I right?” said Amrut. There was no response from her companions. She continued, “And why do they make us wait anyway, doctors? It’s a power trip, right?”

         “Obvious,” said Sriram. He had a rounded rough-hewn face that dropped easily into a smile. He smiled a lot, but there was something about it that felt off, dangerous, a warning of some sort.

         “I bet he’s in there watching cat videos on Twitter,” Amrut said. “They make you wait and wait and then they give you drugs in exchange for money. They’re like dealers, dude.”

         She settled into the couch and crossed her arms and imagined a gold lamé sari dress that could be worn with the pallu draped around the neck like a halter, like a gold stay. She imagined a collection of gold saris made of chiffon and georgette silk like the saris worn by Bollywood starlets of the seventies, those vanished girls who went by one name, Mumtaz or Dimple or Helen. She would call the collection Nothing Gold Can Stay and the models would walk the ramp in gold sneakers and blonde wigs. Everything would be gold, the catwalk, the make-up, the jewellery and accessories, everything: gold and properly expensive. The dress code would be gold on gold with a touch, just a suggestion, of black. For theme music she would play Shirley Bassey’s ‘Goldfinger’ followed by David Bowie’s ‘Golden Years’ and Golden Earring’s ‘Radar Love’. Bombay’s lunching ladies would eat it up.

         Sriram read it twice, Nothing gold can stay. He knew it was absolutely, inarguably true. And it was an invitation to mayhem, a come-hither to the reaper of souls, the fearsome one resplendent in his gold chains and blue-black skin, the one who rode a great black buffalo, noose in one hand and danda in the other. If gold cannot stay it meant the soul reaper was on his way. But Sriram would not take fright at such a vision. If anything, it made him want to take his fate into his own hands. Not with drugs, no, that was a flawed cliché. Pointless. Cowardly. He didn’t want to die with his senses dulled. He wanted to feel everything. Plan it carefully and time it right. Next month, when Amrut went to New York to visit her parents and his own parents would be in Mysore tending to the family farm, then, on his own terms, alone at home, conscious and aware, certain beyond doubt that gold cannot stay because only the gold die young.

         “The doctor will see you now,” said the receptionist. She took Amrut and Sriram into a shared examination room. Ullis was shown into an adjoining cubicle. He was told to lie down by a man sporting blue jeans and a blue denim shirt open to the sternum. A golden Om symbol nestled against grey chest hair. He put a towel on Ullis’s chest and asked him to remove his dark glasses.

         “Are you the doctor?” Ullis asked.

         “Hah!” the man said, smiling, pleased to be mistaken for his boss. “Doctor is coming. You may put your package there, on the counter. Now please to wait.”

         Unpleased, Dominic Ullis handed over his white box and waited. And waited. Much later, a man came in wearing a mask and apron. Nothing could be seen of his face except pop eyes behind thick glasses. He switched on an overhead lamp that threw horror movie shadows on the walls. For a wild moment, Ullis considered bolting before the man in the mask unveiled a Judas cradle or iron maiden, some dread instrument of medieval torture. But flight would be tricky: the assistant in the Canadian tuxedo stood guard at the door. At least Ullis wasn’t strapped to the chair. If things got hairy he was always at liberty to resist.

         “And how are we today?”

         “Just peachy,” said Ullis, whose wit did not find its true métier with doctors and counsellors and therapists. How well could you be in a doctor’s office, at the mercy of a man with a mask and a questionable manner? You weren’t on a social call.

         “Any blood disorders or allergies?”

         “Are you the doctor?” said Ullis. “I’d like a reference point.”

         The man pointed to a framed certificate that hung beside a fire extinguisher. Ullis made out tiny print and a signature at the bottom right. For all he knew, it was a diploma from an agricultural college or veterinary school or a correspondence course in homeopathy.

         “Allergies?” said the man in the mask. “Disorders?”

         “Only insomnia and anxiety.”

         “No worries then. Who doesn’t have those things? Is there any medical history I should know about?”

         “I have hepatitis C.”

         “Ah yes, very nice, and how did you get it if you don’t mind me asking?”

         “I shared needles in my youth.”

         “A fun-filled youth, I’m guessing?”

         “Anything but.”

         “Well, let me assure you that here we don’t share needles. You may put your mind at ease.”

         He said something inaudible to the man in denim and denim, who went off to rummage in what Ullis assumed was the medicine cabinet.

         “Right-o, where do you want it?”

         “Sorry, what?” said Ullis. What on earth was the old quack quacking on about?

         “The injection,” said the doctor, making a pumping motion with his thumb and two fingers, “where do you want it?”

         “What are the options?”

         “Bicep or bum.”

         “Bicep, thanks very much.”

         The assistant gave the doctor a filled syringe. When the doctor approached, Ullis got a whiff of his aftershave – eau d’overpowering. Then the man pinched a piece of Ullis’s shoulder and threw the needle in like a dart and pressed the plunger. The pain was sharp and satisfying. He was good to go except for the obvious question.

         “What was in the shot?”

         “Vitamin B12,” said the man, removing his mask. “You mean you didn’t know?”

         “I had no idea.”

         The doctor blinked owlishly behind his glasses. He had shaved badly. Errant whiskers sprouted in a red patch on his neck. He smelled of fenugreek and asafoetida from the idlis and sambar he had eaten for breakfast. Ullis tried not to gag.

         “I can see you are the aficionado of needles,” said the doctor. Ullis noticed that he had used eyeliner or kajal. “I can think of no other reason someone would voluntarily choose a blind shot so early in the morning.”

         
            *

         

         Dominic Ullis massaged his punctured bicep and allowed that there was some truth to the doctor’s uninformed diagnosis. He had attempted many kinds of rehab and detox over two decades of heroin use. Nothing had worked. In New York he joined a methadone programme designed to get heroin addicts off the street and keep them dependent on cheap government-subsidised opiates. (He weaned himself off the methadone too, by slowly and methodically reducing his dosage. It took a year and a half, a gruelling time that cured him of the heroin hunger for ever. Or almost for ever.) At the clinic they made him take routine tests for the Aids and hepatitis C viruses. One came back positive. He was sent to the resident doctor who eagerly, too eagerly, recommended interferon, used with varying degrees of success on hepatitis C sufferers. It was a kind of chemotherapy and the side effects were severe, the doctor cheerfully told him. But the alternative was liver cancer and cirrhosis.

         “And let me just say that cirrhosis is not the ideal end to your days,” said Dr Benedicte S. Bratt, for that was the name on the nameplate.

         Imagine Dominic Ullis’s response to this prognosis. Imagine his new appreciation for the heavy-handedness of metaphor and the symmetry of fate: a course of forced injections for one who’d been forced to deny the pleasure of the needle’s bite and ejaculate.

         “Where are you from?” the methadone doctor had said with a winning smile.

         “India,” said Ullis.

         “Ah,” said the doctor. “I’ve heard that Indian tap water must be brought to a roiling boil for twenty minutes to kill viruses, bacteria and other pathogens. Is this generally true?”

         “I have no doubt it most probably is generally true.”

         “Of course, Indians have no trouble drinking their water. They drink it quite happily. It’s us foreigners who get sick,” said Dr Bratt helpfully. “By the by, roiling does not necessarily kill a virus. It only renders it temporarily inactive.”

         Ullis wondered if the doctor was referring to all viruses or only the pesky Indian virus.

         “Or,” said Ullis, “instead of roiling and boiling you could try filtered water.”

         “You could, but what’s the point? No amount of filtration or boiling helps if the water is toxic with pesticides and chemicals to begin with,” said the doctor, deploying his sunny smile. “I hear this too can be a problem in India.”

         “I’m pretty sure you’re probably right,” said Ullis. “You seem to know a lot about India. Have you been there?”

         “Good heavens no,” said Dr Bratt as the smile left his face. “I’m not insane, you know.”

         “No,” said Ullis. “Surely not.”

         “Do you have family in New York or elsewhere in the contiguous United States?” Dr Bratt clicked a plastic ballpoint pen with his thumb. He positioned his fist over a stained yellow pad as if readying to punch Ullis in the eye.

         “No,” said Ullis truthfully. He had no family in the United States: he had not yet met Aki.

         “Ah,” Dr Bratt said again, licking chapped lips. “May I make a suggestion?”

         “Of course, doctor,” said Ullis.

         “I happen to know that clinical trials are in progress for a new drug,” Dr Bratt said, sniffing delicately. His voice had dropped by several notches. “I am in the position of being able to offer you a place in the final run of trials. I’m happy to announce that we are very close to finding a cure to this tragic disease. It will cost you nothing. A course of medication over a few months and hey presto, Bob’s your uncle.”

         “He’s not.”

         “Sorry?”

         “He’s not my uncle.”

         “Oh,” said Dr Bratt, “ha ha, no, except in a manner of speaking. Just something we say here in America. You should think it over. Today may be the luckiest day of your life.”

         Ullis thought it over. Why not? He had nothing to lose. Either he would be cured or he would stay viral. Either he would get better or he would stay the same. There really wasn’t much to think about. Except that his viral load had not reached an impasse. Why cure something that had not yet become fatal? Why fix something that was still only life threatening, that hadn’t yet become life taking?

         “I’ve thought about it,” he said. “I think not.”

         “But why not,” said the doctor, his fist ready to punch or to scribble. “Think about it some more. Weigh your options, fella. It won’t cost you a penny. I tell you what, when this drug comes to market it’ll be practically unaffordable for someone with a pre-existing condition. I’m afraid hepatitis C qualifies as exactly that.”

         Ullis thought about it some more. He weighed his options. It took all of three seconds. He was always happy to postpone the unpleasant inevitable. Why do today what could be put off until tomorrow?

         “I have a question for you,” he said in as casual a manner as possible. “How much time do I have?”

         Dr Bratt threw his pen on the pad. He rubbed his stubble with both hands. Ullis noticed that the doctor had missing lashes and missing eyebrows and a possibly compensatory walrus moustache.

         “The question is,” said Dr Bratt, dazzling smile back in place, “does the virus have a life of its own, or does it exist solely because of a host, which in this case is you, my friend? My own opinion is rooted in daily interactions with host organisms such as yourself. The virus has existed longer than other life forms, certainly longer than humanoid forms. Without cellular structure or a metabolic existence, how does it proliferate? Is it in fact an alien life form that inhabits host structures, human, animal and plant, while it finds ways to evolve and replicate as efficiently as possible? This is the question you must ask yourself.”

         Ullis suddenly became aware of the doctor’s odd taste in decor. Sketches of H. R. Giger’s reptilian humanoid monsters adorned the walls. On the desk was a still from Alien in which the salivating monster’s wide-open mouth tried to kiss or eat the terrified Sigourney Weaver. In a corner between two bookshelves was a life-size replica of the wide-skulled alien. The serrated tail was the size of a small car.

         In a way, it explained the doctor’s manner with the junkies and former junkies who came to him with their doomed medical predicaments. To him they were aliens he was forced to nurse. Who knew what kind of disappointment he was subject to? Who could blame him for dismissing his patients as statistics, guinea pigs, hosts to an alien virus? Who could blame him for classifying them as carriers of self-inflicted poison, death addicts marking their last moments on earth? There was hardly any point trying to cure them when most often they relapsed or succumbed to some opportune infection. No wonder he chose to amuse himself. Rather than offer practical advice that in any case would be ignored, he preferred to give lessons in abstraction. Particularly when the patient was not amenable to sense and had no wish to be part of a trial that would change the course of medical history and put Dr Benedicte S. Bratt’s name among the pioneers of modern viral research.

         “This is riveting, don’t get me wrong,” Ullis said. “But I’m interested in knowing how long I have before the cirrhosis sets in?”

         “I believe viruses are found wherever life is found. The two thousand plus viruses discovered to date are only a fraction of the number extant on the planet. I believe, further, that they are descended from a common ancestor and this ancestor is a humanoid, not a viroid life form. In other words it is not a battle we are engaged in, human against virus, as much as a form of co-existence. Oh, but to answer your banal question, I’d say you have until about 2010.”

         A week after this terrible prophecy, he met Aki on a Saturday afternoon when he was the only occupant of the university library’s study room. (More about this meeting in a later chapter. For now let’s say that Mexican food was as important an element as Bob Dylan.) She buzzed from the street and he let her in. In four months they would be married, a connection that began when he asked her to the Dylan concert at Madison Square Garden. They smoked a joint before the show. The singer had become old and ornery. He produced a perfectly adequate hour and a half of music backed by a perfectly adequate group of musicians. Hidden under a cowboy hat, he stood towards the back of the stage like a session musician hired for the night. He did not say a word to the audience, not good evening or thank you or what’s up, New York? He didn’t ask if they were having a good time. He enacted his songs coldly and efficiently and played an encore and left the stage. Ullis had admired his workmanlike demeanour and been outraged by his indifference. Aki was quiet all evening. She told him months later that she agreed to go only because he’d been so enthusiastic. To her the man on stage was an old crooner whose time had a-changed. She preferred female singers, particularly non-white singers of dubious sexual orientation.

         Afterwards they walked downtown. The city seemed oddly deserted for a weekend. They passed town houses and a small church. It was late and the temperature had dropped. There was a smell of exhaust fumes and Indian food. He tried to read the expression on her face, but she used her hair to hide her eyes and she rarely looked at him directly. She was small and entirely self-contained, impervious to the world and to anything he might say or do.

         “I have to tell you something,” he had said.

         “Sure,” said Aki. “Sit here for a minute.”

         They perched on the steps of the church and watched the sparse late-night traffic hiss past on the street. He told her that in his twenties and thirties in Bombay he had been a user of opium and heroin, that he had contracted an incurable virus and that he did not know how much time he had. Aki listened without comment. After a while she roused herself and said that nobody knew how much time they had. It was something we all had in common. Nobody knows anything, she said, but they pretend they do. They act like they have all the time in the world and they’re going to live for ever, which is the worst possible thing to assume. It isn’t going to happen. Nobody lives for ever, thank God.

         “Every one of us lives with a death sentence,” she said.

         She said the thing that made him different was that he knew it. He knew the truth, that time was limited and each day you stayed alive you beat the odds just a little. And besides, he seemed perfectly healthy. There was always the possibility that he would live a long life, that he would outlive her, for example.

         “I doubt it,” Ullis had said, foolishly, stupidly, idiotically.

         Aki shrugged exaggeratedly. Then she said she had something to tell him as well, if they were being honest and upfront and all.

         It took him a moment to understand what she was saying because an unaccustomed feeling had come to him then, something that might have been happiness. As if he was exactly where he was meant to be, for once, in the right place at the right time. Then he heard her words and the feeling disappeared. He was filled with apprehension.

         “Ever since I was little?” she said. “I’ve wanted to die.”

         “To die,” he said, robotically.

         “Yes, it’s all I can remember. As I grow older I think about it more and more. I want to die.”

         She told him that she had felt abandoned as a child because her parents had left her with relatives when she was just three. For years she had lived with aunts and cousins. The early severing had changed her for ever. How had it changed her? For example, fifteen or so years later, she had fallen in love with someone for the first time. When he told her that his family had arranged his marriage to a girl from his hometown, she had accepted it without comment. There was a lot to be done, he told her, all kinds of arrangements had to be made and it was beyond him. He didn’t know what to do. Aki said she would help and she did, she helped organise his wedding to another woman. She had never blamed anyone for the things that had happened to her, she said. It was just that sometimes she felt low.

         She called it ‘the low’. It was the great constant in her life. “I was always able to access the low,” she said, as if it were a resource or a country. “I always returned to the low.” For example, on the flight from Bombay to New York she had asked for mango juice. The steward told her they were out of mango. Could he bring her something else? She asked for vodka. He came around after he had served the other passengers, and to make up for the delay he brought her two large drinks. She had wanted mango juice and she ended up drinking two double vodkas. Also, it was the first day of her period. She said, “I came down with a heavy case of the low.”

         Ullis understood in an instant that she was doing what he had done, offered a picture of himself with the drawbacks, which were considerable, placed prominently in the foreground. As if to say, this is what you’re in for, if you don’t want it say so now.

         “It’s okay,” he’d said.‑ “We’ll help each other stay alive.”

         And now here was Dominic Ullis, well past his sell-by date, still alive and moderately kicking and stepping out into the sunshine with Amrut and Sriram, while his wife was ashes in a box clutched in his unworthy hands. It was intolerable.

         
            *

         

         “Wasn’t that just the best?” said Sriram.

         “Oh, hell yeah,” said Amrut. “So are you all pumped up with the bee juice?”

         “That’s not the word I’d use, exactly.”

         “Well, I am! Pumped! Ready to start hustling. Like, brace yourself, Bombay! Here I come. How you feeling? Say something.”

         “Not much different, to tell you the truth, except for the weird chemical smell on my skin.”

         “Dude,” said Amrut, “that isn’t the B12, that’s the meow. It means the crash is coming, worst crash of your life. Only one way to fight it, isn’t that right, Sriram?”

         Sriram regarded her with infinite sadness.

         “Here,” said Amrut, passing something to Ullis, “take this and go to the loo. Just don’t finish it, okay?”

         She looked at the big white dial of her watch. Already ten. She almost wanted to stick around. She was enjoying this, showing the newbie how to negotiate the byways and highways of meow. But how was it already ten? She had a studio to get to and interns to direct and a whole day to set in motion. She had a meeting in the afternoon with a videographer who would make a short film about her label. Her idea was to use the kind of models rarely seen in Indian advertisements, curvy girls, dark-skinned girls, girls who looked like they worked for a living and didn’t mind getting their hands dirty. She had an idea for a one-shot take and she wanted to block it out today, choreograph each element, the costumes, the accessories, the models, the extras, the vehicles, the location, how many crew members they would need, how much time. Accordingly she would fix the budget and run it past her partners, which was always her least favourite part of the business. She would be gone all day. She wouldn’t see Sriram again until midnight but she couldn’t worry about him now. She had worried about him enough. She had her own problems to fix and her own life to manage.

         Ullis palmed the tiny envelope and went to the facilities in the back. They were at the kind of establishment in which he did not trust the drinking water, much less the toilets. Once one of Bombay’s beloved Irani restaurants, it had fallen on hard times. The strong milk tea was no longer served in glass tumblers but in thimble-sized plastic cups. Linoleum and benches had replaced the marble-top tables and wooden chairs. The Irani owners were long gone and the restaurant had become the kind of place described by guidebooks as ‘shabby’ and ‘cheap’. Which made it perfect for Ullis’s purposes. This morning, cheap and shabby was how he felt.

         He found himself in a small room with a commode and no sink. He shut the toilet seat with his shoe and examined and dismissed the top of the water tank. Not wanting to touch anything, he extracted the folded rectangle of paper and dipped in a fingernail and snorted a clot of moist beige powder. He waited a moment and did it again. The burn was a contradictory impulse in his nostrils, a speedy drowsy numbness with no pain. His heart speeded up. Or had it slowed down? Had it sputtered into an arrhythmic skip and tumble? He couldn’t tell. It was all so confusing, really. Was he high or low?
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