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            If one follows Blake’s mind through the several stages of his poetic development it is impossible to regard him as a naïf, a wild man, a wild pet for the supercultivated.

            T. S. Eliotvi
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1
            1

         

         Every man I meet thinks that they can make me understand the grid system. They do this by repeating, Look, it’s a grid. Sometimes, they draw a square in the air, or outline a grid on the sidewalk, toeing the lines between paving stones.

         On that first ride into the city, Ray – who has skipped a meeting to fetch me from JFK – points out the Manhattan skyline, as if he’s arranged a private view. I nod, though the dark mass of the city is not one I recognise from any movie. On the plane, I watched Ghost three times and ignored the woman sitting next to me. She was wearing a pink T-shirt with a Care Bears logo. Her name was Sadie, she told me, and she was looking forward to the duty-free trolley. When I got up to go to the toilet, she said that she was on her way to visit her pregnant daughter in New York. I put my headphones back on. My choice of film and its repetition seemed to annoy her, almost as much as my sobbing through ‘Unchained Melody’ had irritated Ezra. Last night, I tried to watch Ghost with him. He switched it off before the end.

         At 32,000 feet, I found myself going back, again and again, to the scene with the clay, the one where Patrick Swayze is still alive. I asked the stewardess for another gin and tonic. They were out of ice, but I took it anyway. All the lights were off except pinpricks above readers and the dull glow of screens playing movies. I looked out of the window, imagining him somewhere, millions of miles below, working maybe, or smoking. I remember looking at Sadie. The foil on her aeroplane meal was torn. 2The box looked like she’d licked it out. If the plane crashed, that would be the last thing I’d see. Ezra might not find out for hours. Days, even. Here lies Iris, died beside Sadie.
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         Ray indicates, then swears at the driver in front. You’ll need a proper coat, proper shoes, he says.

         I hate it when Ray pretends to be a father. He calls when the conversion rate swings in my favour. He sends reviews of the US adaptor plugs available at Heathrow.

         The radio presenter sucks in her breath like Billy Joel is foreplay. Wasn’t that just the best?

         Does she say that every time?

         And not some J.Lo fashion parka, Ray says. There are real seasons here.

         We have seen each other twice a year since I was eight, so Ray sometimes feels compelled to deal out these pearls of wisdom.

         He starts talking about winters in Chicago, which he refers to as base camp. They have a house in River North but he travels a lot. He works in private equity. The apartment in Manhattan is usually rented out. In return for borrowing it, I have to water the plants. I have to make an effort with his fiancée, Lindsey. Decorating the flat was one of her projects. When I got my acceptance from Columbia, she texted me to ask How do you feel about fabrics?

         As soon as we arrive, a doorman springs up from his chair, his shoes squeaking on the marble floor. A transistor radio, hidden from view, shouts soccer scores in Russian. Ray salutes and carries my hand luggage past, leaving the suitcases in the back.3
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         I stare into the darkness, replaying last night in my mind. I flick through scene by scene. Ezra is staying over. I pick him up from Battersea Park Station. On the way home, he has an air of quiet resolve which makes me nervous. He kisses me once, properly, and then barely talks to me. I try to kiss him. He tells me to wait.

         I talk too quickly about things that do not matter and he answers in monosyllables. He keeps smiling to himself, as if at a private joke.

         When I unlock the front door, he produces an aeroplane sleep mask and I fight the urge to run. I pretend not to have seen it.

         Inside, I turn on the television and flick through news channels until I find Bringing Up Baby. I sit on the bed, hugging my knees, while he unpacks.

         Katharine Hepburn tries to catch an imaginary tiger and swooshes her net over Cary Grant’s head. Katharine Hepburn topples a vase and Cary Grant dives to catch it.

         You’ve got that look you used to have, of being the hunter and the hunted, I say, keeping my eyes on the screen. My heart is beating very fast.

         Television, Ezra says. I switch it off and sit back on my heels.

         He turns on the Kronos Quartet and says, Clothes.

         He admires me. Now, ask for it, he says.
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         I hadn’t lived alone before I came to New York, and if there are other people in the building, I can’t hear them. I don’t want to call Ray because all I have to say to him is How do you turn off the air conditioning.

         I turn on the TV. Hillary Clinton’s face fills the screen. The system stays rigged against Americans, the borders are open to 65,000 Syrian refugees. The image turns sharp and bright – a luxury cruise ship appears. A helicopter patrols the skyline. Donald Trump’s America is secure.

         I change channels. A woman in a tight T-shirt presses a button and a mist of atomised petals devours a pair of sports socks. Because you have better things to do than pick up after him.

         The window doesn’t open far, but if I press my face into the gap, I can see a slice of Broadway. I decide to go for a run. The window frame leaves an angry weal across my forehead.

         
             

         

         120 days until I see Ezra again. I record birds on my phone. They sound like car alarms. I send him the most alien. He calls and I get back into bed with the phone pressed against my pillow.

         That, he says, playing me the sound I have just sent. What is it?

         Angel song, I say.

         We said we wouldn’t do this.

         It sounds like he is talking from inside a steel drum. He is wired and tetchy. The band don’t go on until 3 am, he has told me that already.5

         I imagine him backstage, crouching behind speakers to talk to me.

         I miss you, I say.

         I feel sick, he says. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.

         Maybe because you miss me, I say.

         I listen to his breathing. I can hear the soundcheck going on. Testing testing.
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         A few days later, Ray and Lindsey come by the apartment to check I’m settling in. We have a dinner reservation at Nick and Toni’s. Ray takes a work call in the elevator. I smirk at our reflection: I, six foot, Lindsey five foot, Ray, halfway in between, power-posing. When I showed Ezra a photo of Lindsey, he said, She looks like Lady Penelope from Thunderbirds!

         Outside, the magnolias are in full bloom. The doorman picks petals from the sidewalk with a frown, as if he has been remiss in letting them fall. When he recognises me, he smiles.

         So, if you want take-out, this is where we go for pizza, Lindsey says, pointing at a neon sign.

         This is one of her favourite games. This is where we go for coffee.

         Here, you can get juice, but if you want a really great juice, you should head down to the Village.

         Every ten days or so, Lindsey checks that I haven’t trashed the place. She snacks while I talk to her, on saltines, or sticks of celery dipped in ranch dressing made with 0 per cent Greek yoghurt. She puts hot sauce on tuna. In the beginning, I try and draw out a hidden streak of brilliance or malice. She can never tell when I am joking, which makes her question whether 6I am genuine, whether I am being sincere. She acts like she is the only one affected by this predicament. After a few weeks, I ask her to call ahead and say I’ll leave the keys with Nikolai.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The second-last movie I watched with Ezra was Bullets over Broadway. We ate magic mushrooms from a damp box he had ordered online, and lay on my bed, head to toe. I like to hold on to his feet when I’m tripping. I watched the ceiling shimmer. Spirals of light everywhere, like I was watching the DNA of the air unwind.

         On screen, a man asked, Which is more important, to be a good man or a good artist?

         Ezra snorted from somewhere near my toes.

         Stupid question, he said.

         Yeah, I said, then, Wait, which?

         A good man, obviously, he said, just as I said, A good artist, duh.

         
             

         

         I’ve been in New York for two weeks and I am running out of movies set in Manhattan. I watch Sleepless in Seattle. I watch When Harry Met Sally twice. I order pad thai from Thai 72. I cannot remember the address of Ray’s flat. I use Find My Friends to find myself and explain the delay to the voice on the phone.

         What do you want?

         Pad thai, I say again. Pad thai.
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         I dress for induction day carefully: overalls and a tight T-shirt, no bra. I’m going for Demi Moore in Ghost. I check my email before I brush my teeth.

         
            24.08.16 10:04

            From: ezramunroe@gmail.com

            To: irisirisiris@gmail.com

            Hey,

            I know I wasn’t sure about sharing a Spotify account initially, but it’s good. One thing: please don’t rearrange my playlists. I’ve put a lot of time into figuring them out. Each one is its own biosphere.

            In terms of staying in each other’s imaginative mind-spaces, I’m very much inside the Velvet Underground’s first album right now. It’s the one with a banana.

            On missing you: You could be right. It could also be a comedown.

            Do you mean my 5 pm or your 5 pm?

            Don’t hit shuffle. It’s better in this order:

            
               
                  

	Little Dragon
            
                           
                           	Ritual union



	Grimes
            
                           
                           	Infinite love without fulfilment



	Air
            
                           
                           	Ce matin-là



	M.I.A.
            
                           
                           	Paper planes



	Billy Joel
            
                           
                           	The longest time



	Nick Drake
            
                           
                           	From the morning



	The Smiths
            
                           
                           	This charming man8




	Edward Sharpe and the
            
                           
                           	Home



	     Magnetic Zeros
            
                           
                           	 






            

         

         I rename some of Ezra’s playlists and then play mine on loop.

         I take a photo of the brick tower behind the 72nd subway. Halfway up, there’s an advertisement saying YOU ARE NOT ALONE with a 1-800 number.

         
             

         

         I sit in the back row. I try to channel that girl on America’s Next Top Model who says, I’m not here to make friends, I’m here to win.

         Let’s get one thing straight from the beginning: There are no stars on this program.

         The director is witchy and glamorous. None of you are special, she says. If you have other options, take them. If you’re looking for money, or fame, or attention, or validation: there’s the door.

         Fliers are handed out: an extra induction day for international students, another for students of colour.

         Patronising much, I mutter.

         Some of us are trying to listen, says a white girl in a turban. And if you find it patronising then it probably isn’t for you.

         She is not wrong. So far I have been mistaken for: Spanish, Portuguese, Egyptian, Jewish, Turkish, Cypriot. I don’t sound American and I don’t look English. As soon as I open my mouth, I confirm that I’m not from here.

         One of our early days in bed: Say something in Indian, Ezra said.

         I put one hand either side of his face and said Sadak se nikal jao (get out of the road).

         
            [image: ]

         

         9Nance hasn’t forgiven me for leaving yet. We both know she’ll have to eventually because she doesn’t like most people. I send her messages to soothe her pride.

         
            
               

	Iris:
            
                        
                        	I’ll send you macarons and roses if we start talking again. If you don’t then soon you’ll hear of me in the news: girl, 21, asked to be spoken of in passing as girl, eats herself to death in hideous but spacious apartment. I’m taking a tour of the world via a website called Seamless.
            
                        
                        	09:27



	 
            
                        
                        	You’re speaking to an immigrant with a broken heart. Take pity.
            
                        
                        	 



	Nance:
            
                        
                        	I’m jealous of your feasts and money. I see Joan Didion lives across the park from you. Have you stalked her yet.
            
                        
                        	12:35






         

         
            [image: ]

         

         I am tired of not having an answer to questions about my weekend. I resolve to go to the Met. Entrance is free for students and it is scorching out. I tell Ezra I am going to the Met and he sends back a ninja emoji. I found his emoji use amusing at first, but now I think it is lazy. I will withhold my replies until he gets the message and starts using words again. It is a straight walk across the Park. I am wearing a blue sundress and Keds. In my sunglasses, I feel like a tourist and more free. I will be in at least five couples’ photographs today and there is nothing they can do about it. A bride and her fiancé are posing by the lake. She wears cream lace brocade and carries pink roses. He is a few inches shorter than her and the photographer encourages him to kiss her for the photos, presumably so that 10one side of his face is hidden. He must be very rich. I listen to Lorde, ‘Royals’.

         
            28.08.16 23:34

            From: ezramunroe@gmail.com

            To: irisirisiris@gmail.com

            Hallo,

            Life thing: Went to Notting Hill carnival. It was very loud and aggressive and there were lots of drunk people. I suppose it was worth going to although I never really understand the point of these things. Maybe useful though in terms of not feeling guilty about sitting at home. Steve is back from his travels which is good. He’s here for two months. He broke up with his girlfriend – they were going out for four years. You wouldn’t have liked her. She talks a lot about marketing in terms of transport metaphors. Getting stuck on the hard shoulder, that sort of thing. So anyway, he’s back.

            The gig was shit. The acoustics were shit. Dolly was there. Not much else to say about that.

            I’m rereading The Art of War.

            Sun Tzu says: The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting.

            Interesting thing: I know you thought I was high when I was talking about fractals but look! The largest salt flat in the world: Salar de Uyuni. It’s in southern Bolivia. See the way it’s consistent but random – that’s fractals. A never-ending pattern. Wiki says: Fractals are infinitely complex patterns … They are created by repeating a simple process over and over in an ongoing feedback loop. Nature is full of fractals. For instance: trees, rivers, coastlines, mountains, clouds, seashells, hurricanes, etc.11

         

         
             

         

         I got in on a proposal for a book on the history of salt and a few of Nance’s poems. We were drunk when I pressed send and I’m not sure she remembers. It was the proposal that did it. I have always had potential. Nance has a horror of plot and can only write first sentences. She is doing a doctorate on radical women and epistolary forms. She tells me the romantic fragments, like: Mary Shelley learned to write by tracing the letters on her mother’s grave.

         Nance and I met in Freshers’ Week at Oxford. She disliked me. I didn’t notice her. I was busy making Ezra fall in love with me and I used her as bait. Ez can never resist the opportunity to give a definitive opinion, and neither can she. Nance throws in Kristeva, or Marx, and Ezra brings in the New Scientist, which Nance reads occasionally, to spite him.

         I have never known what I think or what I want. Nance says I am repressed.

         To which I say, I am more of a prism than a beam of light.

         Which, she says, is the essence of repression.

         They justify my lack of conviction differently. Nance says I’m a writer and talks about Keats and negative capability, Ezra praises my emotional intelligence. Sometimes I think they should have ended up together.

         We were lying in the shade behind college when I first mentioned this to Ez. He wrinkled his nose, as if Nance’s proximity could damage his erotic capital.

         I don’t even find her attractive, he said.

         That’s not the point, I said. I crawled into the sun and kissed him. I did not say that Nance and I had slept in each other’s beds every night for the past week – that I knew the whiteness 12of her thighs and how vulnerable Nance felt that I’d noticed it. His mouth tasted of frozen berries, which he had been eating from a plastic cup.

         Nobody else has eyes like Nance. Like blue lagoons, the kind of deep blueness you could drown in. Turquoise, one iris split, starry at the centre. They are full of light. That Nance is also going blind is the world’s cruellest joke. She has macular degeneration. On nights out, strangers say, Are your eyes real? What brand are your contacts? But Nance can fend for herself and I leave her to it. I watch her eviscerate people. My sight is fucked. I watch her make people cry. I pull her off when they’re bloody.

         When we met, I said it too. She told me to piss off. I backed away, and she said, Not literally, Jesus. We do not talk about her sight unless we have to. I remind her to make doctors’ appointments. She tells me that she won’t pay good money to hear what she already knows. I turn on lights when she is reading. She wears skyscraper heels, and if she notices that I am slowing down to cross the road with her, she hangs from my arm like a grizzling toddler.

         Nance has porcelain skin and only wears black clothes. When people comment on this she says, I’ll stop wearing black when they make a different colour. She has inspired three essays, a short story and a few poems. She has a cameo appearance in each. That more than one boy has rhymed Nance with Romance is, to her, unforgivable. The lines about her are the ones that people remember. Nance delights in this and thrusts open books into my hands.

         I actually said that, she says.

         Nance is a hypocrite and scoffs at my long-held fantasies of being a muse.13

         Subject not object, remember? You would get bored if you actually had to do it. All of that studied ephemerality, day in, day out.

         Do you know me at all?

         Edie Sedgwick, Marianne Faithfull, Courtney Love. How did it turn out for them, she says.

         Maybe they weren’t good enough.

         At what? she says. At what?

         When Max, the drummer, started calling me Yoko, I was thrilled. He has always found me unconvincing.

         Tell Ezra what you just said, I said. He’ll think it’s hil – ar – ious.

         Ezra had just started wearing contacts then and squinted into the sun.

         Yoko was an artist, he said.
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         You’re insane, man, Ndulu says, shoving strawberries into his mouth. You are sick in the head if you think they’ve got worse since signing with Warp. Screws loose, I’m telling you. Those men are artists. Those men are prophets.

         You know who was properly sick, Lucas says: Ben Wao. I don’t know what he was on last night, but we need to get some. He was gurning his face off.

         Ah, whatever man, you’re just griping because you got greedy.

         I thought your guy was reliable, that’s all I’m saying. Best guy in Camberwell, you said.

         He’s not my guy, he’s a guy. If it was such shit why isn’t there any left, boy? Tell me that.

         It is August, late morning, and Lucas and Ndulu haven’t slept. They were out all night grieving the imminent closure of Fabric. Paying their respects, Ndulu calls it. He jumps to touch the beam in Max’s kitchen.

         Lucas is muttering, scraping the carbon off the toast which he has just burnt. Max has been silent since Lucas called the kids who overdosed and got Fabric shut down, trailer trash. A few weeks back, Max said this phrase was offensive and Lucas has been throwing it around like confetti since. The cat next door, Lucas says, is trailer trash. Björk is trailer trash. Beyoncé: trailer trash.

         That argument happened at noon, when practice was meant to have started.

         Yeah, but we only got in at, what, eleven? Lucas said. Chill the fuck out.15

         Ezra stretched to show it was all fine with him, mentally rubbing a mark off his tally chart of hours spent working. He put a thumb between the pages of Songs of Innocence and Experience and joined in, squabbling over who introduced who to Aphex Twin.

         It was definitely me, Ezra says, affecting a combatant attitude.

         He joins in conscientiously for a few minutes, then goes back to reading. On the floor, Max is holding his drumsticks tight in one hand, as if someone might try and take them. At their last party, which Max swore was his last time high, he had an epiphany, and sat looking slowly between them – Let me get this straight, he said. Ezra has the voice. Lucas is the best producer. Everyone loves Ndulu.

         The others haven’t brought it up since, but Max has started taking GarageBand tutorials.

         Max tilts his head to read the spine of Ezra’s book and says, Any good?

         Ezra glances over at Lucas and Ndulu – he doesn’t like to bring ideas to practice until they are so developed as to be irrefutable – but they are absorbed in firing Skittles across the table.

         Own goal! Ndulu yells and punches the air. Orange orange orange orange. How does it feel, bitch?

         I’ve been wondering about this whole existential-mythic idea—

         – Sorry, Ez baby, Lucas says, cupping a hand to his ear. What was that?

         Ndulu, watching, clicks his neck and grins. Ezra makes his expression neutral.

         Are you guys ready then, he says, standing up.

         Existential, c’mon, don’t leave us hanging—16

         Max, you?

         Ndulu and Lucas glance at each other then rush him: Just tell us, what’s the secret. What’s the big news – Hey Ezra. Hey Mr Front-man. Aw c’mon, just tell us – what’s the secret whatsthesecret—

         Ezra sighs and puts down his book.

         So, given that William Blake was reimagining Milton’s original existential-mythic conception—

         Wait, Lucas says. What?

         Ezra repeats himself in full three times before realising the joke. He puts his earphones back in. Lucas makes a noise like ooo and flounces an imaginary skirt until Ndulu punches his arm. Ezra turns up the volume on Rumours.

         They are his best friends, but for the last few months, Ndulu has been the only one Ezra likes consistently. At least, Ndulu doesn’t depend on him for anything. Max has endless questions, which Ezra is increasingly sure he only asks so that he can voice pre-prepared counterarguments. When he couldn’t find words for the new Alt-J track at a party, Max lapsed into French, and Ezra was embarrassed for him, but more so for knowing him.

         After the Republican primary debate, Max said, Obviously Trump is a terrible guy, really awful, but look at the alternative. He shrugged like it was a no-brainer, and Ezra wondered whether any drummer, even a childhood friend whose dad is head of A&R at Infectious, is irreplaceable.

         Just give us five, Ez, Ndulu says.

         When they come back in, Ezra tells them about the email, casually. He doesn’t mention that it was only addressed to him. When Lucas snatches his laptop, Ezra tenses, but Lucas just Googles the blogger who sent it. She’s looking for young 17London-based talent. She has 64,760 followers on Instagram and a septum piercing.

         She is smoking, Ndulu says. Did Luke-ass tell you about his new friend?

         Ndulu tells them, adjusting the bass on his guitar as he speaks, while Lucas plugs in amps.

         She was hungry, man. It was savage. And Lucas is like—

         Ndulu dashes across the room and hides in the curtains, whimpering, making the tassels quiver.

         The others laugh. Ezra returns to his book, making notes in the margin, until Lucas pulls out his earphones.

         We’re all ready, Lucas says. Let’s go.

         Practice begins. It is almost 4.30 pm. Ezra has been awake for twelve hours.

         
            [image: ]

         

         He is running, running, running. Every day, Ezra has to push himself a little further in order to function in the afternoon. When summer began, mothers out with their children started greeting him, as if they were friends, so Ezra started leaving his glasses at home. He wants to keep his brain guessing. Since graduating, he worries that he is getting lazy. He wonders when the cognitive decline began, and if he should have persevered with A-level German. He reads articles online about neuroplasticity, about how by the mid-twenties, pruning of the neurons in the brain occurs, and it gets much harder to forge new neural pathways. He makes himself brush his teeth with his left hand.

         Ezra is still replaying his last conversation with Iris’s mother. He’d been running interference all day, distracting Iris when he knew she was about to lose it, pulling ridiculous faces behind 18Tess’s back. He helped with dinner while Iris packed. On the news: a clip of the Foals playing Glastonbury. The camera zoomed in on Yannis Philippakis’s T-shirt: Abuse of power comes as no surprise.

         There was a piece in the paper this morning about how Brexit will affect tour schedules, Tess said. But things are going well for you?

         Yeah, they are, Ezra said, yeah.

         As he grasped for detail, Ezra told himself that it was a question of chronology. There is a time in the future when what he was saying will be true – Dolly has agreed to be their manager, they have fifty thousand streams, they have started getting mentioned on blogs. They don’t have to do the 4 am slot any more.

         Getting going has never been the problem, Ezra thinks, waiting for the traffic to subside, the problem is other people getting in the way. He gets a text from Ndulu saying he needs to get his bike fixed, another from Lucas saying he’ll be late.

         It has been a year since the members of Idle Blades moved back home, set up a studio in Max’s garage, and committed to band full-time. Their first track was a result of what Ezra, on a bad day, described as a by-product of Lucas’s rank opportunism. He would never have done it himself, which Lucas knows. Ezra hadn’t even wanted to sing until Lucas goaded him into it. He knows how good his voice is, but he didn’t want to look like he was showing off.

         They spent a summer in the Lake District as teenagers; listening to Red Hot Chili Peppers and Radiohead, reading On the Road, rolling joints, spearing crayfish, jumping into shallow water. Lucas and Ndulu had guitars, Max improvised drumsticks, Ezra sang and snorted delicate lines of ketamine until he 19K-holed and they threw a duvet over him. When he came to the surface, Lucas was the only one still awake, tinkering on Garage-Band. His face was grey and flinty. Holy fuck, he said, laughing at what he could hear pulsing through his headphones, which he pulled off and handed to Ezra. Ezra listened to Lucas clatter around the tiny kitchen, and pressed play, again.

         He forgot about it until Lucas used one of their recordings in a DJ set. Lucas only told them about the Soundcloud once they reached five thousand hits. The others were thrilled. Ezra was used to classical musicians, used to precision, and the track was a mess. He found it humiliating and started learning to hide that then.

         He stops to retie his shoelaces. He has spent a year playing gigs in pubs full of kids he recognises from school and sloping off to open mics to play protest songs about Trump which he knows aren’t very good, but which he feels are important.

         You know Dylan was twenty-one when he wrote ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’? Twenty-one.

         
             

         

         That evening, Lucas sends a message on the band’s WhatsApp: 7 pm, Hermit’s Cave.

         Ezra writes a message to Iris.

         
            Here is the list of pubs he could have chosen. Equidistant. But he’s Lucas and so he chooses the one three minutes from his house.

            When can we talk?

         

         Ezra holds down the backspace key. He doesn’t want to sound petty. He checks his pulse with two fingers. Impending sense of doom. He has read about the symptoms on Reddit, where he 20checks the interactions between various drugs. He logs what he takes on his phone, on a Sticky called Grave Matter. Iris says this is like Sherlock Holmes keeping a list of drugs in his pocket for Mycroft to find. Ezra doesn’t discourage this version of the more shameful truth; he needs some way to hold himself accountable – but then, so does Sherlock Holmes.

         At the pub, Lucas is fizzing with energy. He skipped his sister’s birthday party to go to a gig in Bristol.

         Ma was pissed but it was worth it, he says. I can’t think of anything worse than spending an afternoon in a room full of teenage girls into Taylor Swift.

         There were only three of them, he says. Geeky, but in a trippy way. Those guys who watch Blue Planet: Pink Floyd, acid, anime, paisley. When I saw them, I thought you are having a laugh. But when they start playing, people lose their minds. They’re more electronic but their equipment is no better than ours. According to their bass player, they’ve worked out how to use multiple loopers inside their laptops. They can record audio that they’re playing live, add and subtract different loops at any time, trigger synchronised midi clips, and route all that through a bunch of different channels to the mixing deck.

         Ndulu snaps his fingers in recognition – So then—

         Exactly. They can stack another loop on top of it and start playing on top of that loop. The sound is more complex than anything I’ve heard.

         Lucas expects the others to have the same reaction, and when Max asks if anyone fancies a burger, an argument breaks out. Ezra pulls out his phone. He hates timing when to say he can’t afford it. He’s spent his money for the month on sound equipment.21

         Ndulu elbows him in the ribs. Who are you sexting?

         Ezra shrugs. He opens Soundcloud and pulls up the page of the night. He knew it was happening, but he couldn’t justify the train fare in his head. Lucas doesn’t seem to need to justify anything, he just acts. Ezra waves away Ndulu’s chips. He has enough for bus fare and a pint. His mother leaves him casseroles to keep warm in the oven. Ezra understands that it’s kindness on her part, but resents it. She suggests that he join her at Mass, but he hasn’t been back since Iris left. Ezra remembers how nervous it made her.

         Will I have to kneel? she asked. Do I have to take the – biscuit?

         As far as Ezra is concerned the host might as well be a Hobnob. Even so he finds the question irritating.

         It’s not complicated. Do what everyone else does. Stand when they stand, sit when they sit.

         Afterwards, Iris clutched Ezra’s hand. She’d been mesmerised for the entire service and couldn’t understand his ambivalence.

         You must have liked it when you were a kid, right, all the rituals—

         – You’re thinking of Brideshead. All I remember is trying to make out the shape of the choir girls under their robes. And flirting across the vestibule.

         When Ezra gets home he turns off the overhead lights, switches on his Mac, puts in his earphones and starts working. He does not move for six hours.

         
             

         

         He has never hated a sound more than the Skype ringtone. He keeps thinking Iris has picked up, and then, when he speaks, Skype rings again. He uses the time to throw heaps of laundry 22behind the screen. Iris picks up, breathless, like she’s just come home from something. Her voice causes some kind of chemical response in Ezra’s body.

         Are you sure you’re okay? You seem tense, she says.

         Lucas still can’t get the bridge. Max could do it. My mother could do it.

         You must be exhausted.

         He’s had lessons for two years. He’s just more interested in fucking around with sounds on his laptop than he is in music.

         Ezra knows he is repeating himself, but as he talks things seem to be less terrible, or at least more proportionately so. Just as he starts to feel better, her image starts strobing.

         Have you moved?

         No, she says.

         Because something is different.

         It’s fine. Keep going.

         Ezra tries, but her speech starts stretching out in a slow-motion stutter, like tired gunfire. Ezra watches her flicker and wonders at the futility of communicating in this way.

         Why do you keep ringing and hanging up, she says. Her irritation makes him want to bite her.

         Then his laptop dies. He’s left his charger in the studio. He starts picking objects from his childhood bookshelf at random and chucking them in the bin. Model aeroplanes, his christening socks, a copy of Swallows and Amazons – he needs none of it. His phone pings, WhatsApp.

         
            
               

	Iris:
            
                        
                        	Why did you hang up?
            
                        
                        	18:03



	Ezra:
            
                        
                        	I’ve been right here. Did you hang up?
            
                        
                        	18:03



	Iris:
            
                        
                        	Yeah.
            
                        
                        	18:0323



	Ezra:
            
                        
                        	Oh. Why?
            
                        
                        	18:04



	Iris:
            
                        
                        	For kicks.
            
                        
                        	18:04



	Ezra:
            
                        
                        	… typing …
            
                        
                        	18:04



	Iris:
            
                        
                        	I know Skype was rubbish but I got most of what you were saying.
            
                        
                        	18:05






         

         Ezra can see that she’s typing, so he stops. Iris finds it easier to talk to people than he does. Ezra gets caught up in contemplating the absurdity of most social situations. She does too, but she knows how to incorporate it into her talking.

         
            
               

	Iris:
            
                        
                        	I’d find collaborating on lyrics really hard. I’d hate it actually.
            
                        
                        	18:09



	Iris:
            
                        
                        	Maybe it’s difficult to relinquish control to Lucas?
            
                        
                        	18:09



	Ezra:
            
                        
                        	He’s not taking it seriously.
            
                        
                        	18:11



	Iris:
            
                        
                        	It makes sense that you’re driving each other crazy. You’re spending all your time together. Maybe you could mention it to Ndulu & see if he’s finding it hard too?
            
                        
                        	18:11



	Iris:
            
                        
                        	Realistically, hanging out with a group of men isn’t your forte.
            
                        
                        	18:12



	Iris:
            
                        
                        	*pointedly not mentioning women, either in groups or individually*.
            
                        
                        	18:12



	Ezra:
            
                        
                        	I’m so tired. Yesterday was bad. I ended up going to bed in the afternoon.
            
                        
                        	18:15



	Iris:
            
                        
                        	The chrysalis effect, remember? Think of the people we admire. How many of them had fantastic early twenties?
            
                        
                        	18:15



	Ezra:
            
                        
                        	I’ve been doing this for a year though. I’m tired of waiting.
            
                        
                        	18:17
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         Before I left, Ezra set up Gmail accounts for us both and told me not to check mine more than once a day. I set a timer for one hour on my phone, then half an hour, then twenty minutes.

         
            02.09.16 12:32

            From: ezramunroe@gmail.com

            To: irisirisiris@gmail.com

            Interesting thing: Hey, so today I started trying to layer up harmonics in the background of Pendant. (Harmonics are silver tones btw.) But yeah, the layering is when you touch the string, gently, at a point which is mathematically proportionate to the length, e.g. 1/3 or 1/5, and the string vibrates on either side of where you rest your finger … making a much higher, glassier sound, which can only be at a perfect interval from the root pitch of the string (if your finger’s not in exactly the right place, the note won’t sound).

         

         I read a study about lab rats kept in cages with food, water and cocaine. Some rats go for the coke, even if they’re starving to death, even if it gives them an electric shock. But when the scientists introduce other rats, and an exercise wheel, most rats lose interest in the coke. When I tell Ezra this, on Skype, he looks disturbed. His hair is sticking up where his headphones have been pushing it forward.

         So, in this analogy, he says, am I the rat or the coke?

         
            [image: ]

         

         25I go to the Hungarian Pastry Shop on 111th and Amsterdam. There is a mural like stained glass on the wall. The place is full of people reading or writing things down. A man with dirty blond hair smiles at me. He pushes out the chair opposite him with his foot. I barely have room to set down my books, let alone the warm weight of marzipan which I didn’t want to buy, but I shake my head and pretend to read. When he leaves, he comes over to say goodbye.

         I have a boyfriend, I say.

         Okay, he says, but I’m in your workshop.

         Sorry, there are so many new faces—

         Sam, he continues, thirty-one, from Austin, finding New York pretty goddamn miserable. There’s no proper Mexican food. No political affiliations, no criminal record.

         He grins, raising an eyebrow to indicate that I should respond in turn.

         Iris, I mutter.

         He bows his head like he’s taking his leave. M’lady, he says, ironically.

         I open my laptop like it’s urgent. I read an article written by an anthropologist, about a rock he bought in Spanish Catalonia for $15. It is a pink trapezoid with a strange translucence. It looks like a blend between rose quartz and soap. He puts it on his windowsill. After a day or so, salt crystals start appearing on the rock. Not wanting to ruin it, he rinses the crystals off. By the next day, the rock is sitting in a pool of brine. He tries moving the rock, baking it in an oven, keeping it on a copper tray. Nothing works. Those who think a fascination with salt is a bizarre obsession, he writes, have never been in possession of a rock like this.26

         I WhatsApp Nance to tell her that proposing a book about a mineral was stupid:

         
            
               
	You should have stopped me.
            
                        
                        	15:03





         

         Nance replies:

         
            
               

	You shouldn’t trust a word I say. I went to formal last night and told somebody I missed the craic in Dublin, and a girl said, I’m sorry … do you mean crack, like, crack?
            
                        
                        	15:47



	Another for your list: Wollstonecraft and her husband lived in separate houses.
            
                        
                        	 



	MW said: I wish you, from my soul, to be riveted in my heart; but I do not desire to have you always at my elbow.
            
                        
                        	 






         

         I get another coffee. I get a new email from Ezra. I try to save reading it until I’ve finished the article, but soon I’m marking every line to tell him anyway, so I give in.

         
            02.09.16 14:45

            From: ezramunroe@gmail.com

            To: irisirisiris@gmail.com

            Hello,

            One problem with this system is that it relies on an interesting thing and a life thing having occurred.

            Life thing: Lucas and I spent the last two weeks mixing the new tracks without the others. The guy we’re renting the studio from isn’t bad. He was stoned most of the time, so he didn’t get in our way. I’ve never seen an adult male eat so much Turkish delight.27

            It’s easier without the others there. Max tends to go with my ideas if I can explain them in a way that makes him feel involved. It’s tricky because if he doesn’t feel autonomous, he pouts. He’s got a chip on his shoulder about his dad, but he never misses the chance to remind us how much of this wouldn’t have been possible without Infectious. There’s a lot of ego management. If Lucas is late, Max gets shirty, but if Lucas is there, he and Max bicker, which takes time too. Thank God Ndulu is happy taking a back seat.

            I’m not sure what’s going on at the moment. I keep flying off the handle at things that wouldn’t normally bother me. The first track is done though.

            Interesting thing: I’ve worked out the trick is to do the work and then pretend I don’t care about it – it’s like you said, Lucas’s cultivated indifference. I’m taking the path of active passive resistance. Or covert resistance. Sun Tzu would approve.

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         Lexi says, Meet me at the Angelika. They’re reshowing The Master.

         We have known each other since school. We were the only two on the athletics team with no natural ability, but we worked hard and bonded over that. Lexi said it was immigrant grit. After practice, she would walk around the changing rooms naked. I had to stop myself from staring. Back then, Tess still said shaving your legs above the knee was slutty.

         Tess runs all the time. She doesn’t say I should, but she expects it. The idea of not exercising is anathema to her, closely followed by lie-ins, obesity, letting oneself go. She keeps those who succumb at a sympathetic distance. I used to think she looked like a Rajasthani princess, like Gayatri Devi. Nani used to put small pieces of Sellotape on her forehead to stop her frowning. 28Unacceptable, Tess says, blithely, as if she’s remarking on a bad haircut she once had. By way of compromise, she punctuates our conversations by saying frown automatically, in such a neutral tone that sometimes I think I’ve imagined it. You’ll thank me later. When she mixes gram flour and water into a paste, for face masks, she makes enough for me too, and leaves it out, covered in tin foil. She wears oversized cashmere jumpers, fur coats and tiny skirts. In kindergarten we had to write down what our mothers ate and drank. I wrote dry martinis and white wine. Tess found this hilarious. It was my only school assignment that ever made the fridge.

         Lexi approves of all of this and says, knowledgeably, that my mother knows her worth.

         Lexi moved to London from Slovenia when she was nine and her accent slides between countries. Today, she is Parisian. We check the showing times in the lobby of the Angelika.

         But so, you and Ezra have a plan, Lexi says. You have strategies to maintain your primal connection. I point out the trays of candy with the plastic scoop and Lexi wrinkles her nose.

         You have talked about it? Given his track record?

         Have you ever had a Sour Patch Kid? Or what is it, Cracker Jack?

         Lexi rolls her eyes and gets us two Diet Cokes. Her rule is that food has to be either delicious, beautiful or health-enhancing. Otherwise, she does not eat. I watch the man behind the till gaze at her. She has loose blonde curls, which I have accepted I will never have, and a button nose.

         Lexi knows what she’s talking about. She used to send her ex-boyfriend dirty videos on Snapchat. Ever since he recorded those videos with another phone and cut them with clips of 29himself masturbating, Lexi is evangelical about the importance of leaving no digital paper trail.

         I don’t know which is more disturbing, that he took the time to do that, or that he thought his presence was necessary. My video was sensual. Very Coco de Mer. And there he is—

         She makes a pumping gesture, then wipes her hand on a napkin.

         Our erotic lives are composed of so much more than the visual. Make him a one-minute clip, or an audio file: you, talking about your day, what you’re feeling, touching, tasting. Make it sexy. Keep it light.

         I choke on my Diet Coke.

         You are not taking this seriously, she says sternly. We all have needs.
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         I have class three times a week. My workshop is full of men who read Moby Dick at twenty-six and think that they could have written it. Sasha is teaching the workshop. She’s published two novels about anti-heroines. When she critiques the men’s work, they say, No, you misunderstood what I was trying to do.

         She has an auburn pixie crop so close you can see her skull. She wears Doc Martens. I want to say something she has never heard before.

         The end of land was the landscape of Sylvia Plath’s childhood – the cold, salt, running hills of the Atlantic. Her vision of the ocean was the clearest thing she owned.

         All I can say is: It is the history of salt.

         I suffer from salt cravings, Lisa says. Doritos especially. Do you have Doritos in England?

         Different flavours, I say. The class looks interested in this. I want to list them.

         Craving salt is not the same as wanting it, or needing it even, I say.

         I look at my phone under the table while my face cools down. Ezra tweets a photo of a heap of onion, gleaming white on a chopping board. He is wearing odd socks, one grey, one blue. There is a hole in the blue toe.

         The caption reads: Is this enough for dahl?

         
             

         

         I sign up for the non-fiction class because Nance keeps saying 31I need to confront reality. In return, she promises to make an effort with Ezra.

         I email Nance lists of the people I am meeting: Bassey, who tells me how to make a negroni the New Orleans way: gin, vermouth, Campari and orange peel, a whisper, he says, a murmur of orange.

         Finn, from LA, who declares himself done with the American novel in the first class.

         Lisa, who says you have to have guys here on crop rotation.

         The girl from Mumbai who laughs at my Hindi. The fleet of literary bros.

         The thirty-year-old with the abusive ex-lover who retells the Persephone myth every week. She is from Kansas and moved to Mexico to be with him.

         Huevón, she says. Cabrón.

         I do not tell Nance I have seen Lexi because she hates her, though they have never met.

         
            07.09.16 16:56

            From: nancyomalley@magd.ox.ac.uk

            To: irisirisiris@gmail.com

            So hungover. Sick as a bus to Lourdes.

            Dinner after the seminar did not go well. (Did I tell you I’m convening it now?)

            I got into an argument with the speaker. He said that epistolary space can’t exist online. I said that conceptual space runs alongside material space anyway, connecting and resonating with it at times but not contained within it, so the erotics of epistolary space doesn’t rely on the physical distance, the letter travels on the intermediary, the post office, etc.32

            Does your email have an email office, he said.

            I pointed out that time is a kind of distance and any distance between writer and reader creates a structure of delayed gratification. Patronising smiles all round. Dr Postman wasn’t having it.

            Of course, you millennials are too busy shouting about yourselves on Twitter and photographing your lunches to care about forging real connections …

         

         Professor Kennedy has us compare the introductions which he has written to several anthologies of short stories. He wears stiff jeans and a thick belt. I have never seen a man tuck his shirt into his jeans before.

         Never teach, Kennedy says. Choose a partner who will support you. My wife, my sweetheart, said, Darlin’, don’t take the big corporate job. Your work is all that matters.

         Paul shifts pleasurably in his chair. Paul was the first to volunteer his story in workshop. In his stories, a woman cooks dinner and serves it to the protagonist – also called Paul – on a tray. Then a neighbour-lady brings over a peach cobbler. Sasha encourages us to read this as satire of suburban America, but Paul resists this interpretation.

         Kennedy tells us that place matters only so much as we imbue it with significance. My feelings about India are sentimental and have little to do with India itself.

         I try to argue, but what I remember does not help my case:

         
	my mother’s voice

            	peacocks

            	bougainvillea, spilling down white walls

            	warm orange-yellow heaps of mangoes buzzing with flies33


            	a beggar girl holding out her arm hung with tinsel and emblems of the gods for car windshields.

         

An Arundhati Roy fan then, Kennedy says, and moves on to the next: The act of writing is about forcing the reader to submit to your reality. Make it so they have no choice.

         After class, Sam and I exchange feedback. He is writing a dystopian novel about two men on an oil rig at the end of the world. I give him a printout of Grant Wood’s American Gothic.

         I thought it might be helpful, I say.

         Sam studies the page, then shoves it in his pocket. Not many puritans around come the apocalypse, he says. But thanks.

         In the computer room, Lisa slams her locker. Do you think what Kennedy says is weird?

         Cut the fat, Paul says. He is sitting with his back to us, looking at cribs online. That’s Hemingway. What Kennedy is saying is that once you tap off the sap – the sentiment you’re attached to – the tremendous will of the writer comes through.

         He says will like he is thrusting.

         Over time, I realise that there are few windows you can throw yourself out of in New York and there are nets under all of the bridges.

         
            [image: ]

         

         On Saturday, I try to go to Brooklyn. I stay near the doors of the 1 downtown, reading Just Kids. I am wearing a black velvet dress that kicks out, like an ice-skater’s dress. At Times Square, a man gets on and stands behind me, his back against the doors, his erection pressed against my hip. There’s no room to move. I take a step to the left, but he does too. I wish I had not moved, 34then he would not have followed, or I wouldn’t have known that he would. Does he consider this a shared erotic experience? It’s as if this thought makes blood rush to his prick, and then we get to Penn Station and he is gone.

         I smooth my skirt down at the back. At 14th Street, I cross the platform and get the 1 uptown. I think of how I will tell Nance, which bits to omit, which to amplify. The most awful bastard, I will say. He was wearing a wetsuit. He was wearing assless chaps. I will say whatever I need to.

         Apparently, if someone flashes you, you’re meant to take out your phone, film them and post it online. Twitter will do the rest, the experts say. But I couldn’t even look at him. I never can.

         
             

         

         That evening, I paste the line from Borges which I have saved to my desktop into an email: Being with you and not being with you is the only way I have to measure time.

         A few hours later Ezra replies:

         
            Sundials, hourglasses, moon, stars, water-clocks, church bells (though maybe that’s cheating as they’re clock-dependent?). Plants. Menses. Obelisks, cigarettes, candles.

            Life thing: Max turned up with four massive watermelons this morning, so I tried to make the watermelon cooler you made last summer. It tastes like rum and watermelon pips.

            Good line. Can I steal it? It doesn’t scan though so I’d have to cut it down.

            Interesting thing: I’ve been reading about transcendental meditation. Apparently, David Lynch was really into it. There are 35these great interviews where he talks about how it helped him make films.

            I had to take down my Twitter account. You can still keep yours if you want. Some randoms started following me and Dolly says it’s not good for our image if all of my tweets are to you.

         

         I do not tell him that it is Borges. I like that he thinks I could write that.
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         We had to write about our summer holidays for the first day of sixth form. By the time I woke up, Tess had already gone to work. My bus fare was on the counter. There was a note, back by 7, cook whatever, under the old-fashioned cereal dispenser I bought on Amazon after we watched Thelma and Louise. It was full of Fruity Pebbles. Nutritionally abject. Tess only eats brightly coloured cereal when she feels bad about something or is having sex. She’d scrawled D on my essay, which still lay on the kitchen table where I’d finished it the night before. Later, in a different colour, she’d amended the grade: C-. Imprecise (limited?) vocabulary. Phrases like emotional labour make Tess wince. Intersectional feminism gets the shudder.

         Mumbai was never a holiday. Do you see me drinking a piña colada? But there was never any question of not going. On the return flight, she’d be hysterical with relief, giggling, not herself. During take-off, she made me swear to stop her booking tickets. It’s a sickness. If I had a gambling addiction, you’d report me to – I don’t know – child services. Refuse to board the plane. Say you’re being smuggled, incur an injury …

         Our annual visits took weeks of preparation; gathering report cards, getting vaccinations and haircuts. Tess turning on my bedroom light to remind me of something that had occurred to her in the night, another thing I mustn’t mention. Tess staring into the cupboard where she kept our Indian clothes, frowning as she does when she’s thinking in Hindi. Not everything is a costume, Iris. Me sitting on the floor counting malaria tablets. 37Tess stuffing cashmere socks, Nairn’s oatcakes and M&S ginger biscuits into our suitcases, then taking them out again, keeping up a fervent diatribe as she stalked between the rooms of the house. Why do I bother. No really. Tell me. Survivor’s guilt? Her questions are always rhetorical. The prickly silence on the way to Gatwick, the Johnnie Walker bought in duty-free. Tess’s scorn when the trolley served coronation chicken. Her refusal to accept that the stewardess was not responsible for a botched attempt at cultural appropriation which smells, by the way, disgusting. Tess, pulling out my earphones, five hours in. Go to sleep. The first hotel room dismissed as draughty, the second accepted with vague derision, the flowers picked up on the way to the flat in Malabar Hill, Tess smelling the buckets of water for chemicals, choosing the freshest from each. Nani calling the cut flowers dying things. Tess, refusing to wear a seat belt in the taxi, throwing her arm across my chest whenever the driver braked. Tess, glaring out of the window. The pollution clotting my lungs.

         5 July 2007

         In the hotel, Tess opened all the windows. I could taste the air outside; savoury and dark and throbbing with crickets. She turned off the air conditioning and asked them to send up fans. We were already late for dinner. Nani would be watching for us from the balcony.

         Tess arranged her hair at the dressing table while I paced our twin-bedded room.

         I’d asked if we could get a double. I’ll sleep better.

         Inhabiting my womb wasn’t enough for you?

         My face was hot. I closed my eyes for a moment and pretended 38to be her niece. Tess would have made a fabulous aunt, the kind of aunt you beg to go and stay with.

         Upstairs, I watched her try on identical gold earrings with a sangfroid that felt antagonistic. She put on red lipstick then blotted her lips, delicately, on a tissue.

         What do you think?

         Whore of Babylon.

         She blew me a kiss in the mirror.

         
             

         

         An hour later, the car turned abruptly into the driveway. The gatekeepers touched their hands together. Tess returned their greeting, then rearranged her pashmina despite the eighty-degree heat. We walked up the stairs in silence. She rang the doorbell, then thrust the dripping flowers into my arms. I could feel her tensing up. I wanted to swap bodies. Hurriedly, she pulled a tissue from her bag and scrubbed her lips. They don’t need any more ammunition, she muttered.

         
             

         

         My god, is she starving you, Beti? Nishta, the child is skin and bones.

         Hi Mum. Tess walked past and slid the bag of gifts under the side table.

         Last time, Nani returned the Crème de la Mer products that Tess had given her the previous summer. They were still in the same bag. What, you’d rather I waste these things? These beauty things? Everything has a price and now you are single-income. Anyway, what good are they to an old woman like me?

         
             

         

         The flat smelt of Odomos and Lysol laced with sandalwood. Tess called for a nimbu soda and stooped to hug Nana in his chair.39

         Samir, nimbu soda!

         I already told him, Mom.

         He doesn’t understand you.

         
             

         

         I hugged Nana too. I have put aside some books. Later, you must come up to my study. It is so light up there, so spacious. Most wonderfully, my wife cannot go up there any longer because her legs cannot carry her up!

         I grimaced.

         
             

         

         They used to mark my height on a wall upstairs before the damp got to it. They live in two bedrooms and the living room. For exercise, Nana walks up and down the drive. Nani watches him through the curtains.

         Taller than a eucalyptus, Nana said.

         Nahin, she has her father’s height. Those dimples, Nani said, pinching my cheek.

         She took a boiled sweet from a dish and sat down in her chair, sucking it noisily. I sat down next to the glass table in the middle of the room. It was scattered with boxes, one that smelt of tamarind, another full of stale sugar-coated fennel. I took a handful, which got stuck between my teeth.

         Iris, those’ll be full of dust. They’ve been there for decades.

         Look at those bony knees, Nani said.

         Tess retrieved the flowers from the hallway and fetched the usual vase.

         Nani fussed as she filled it with water. Nu, Samir can do that. The child needs to eat.

         Look at that red one, Iris. Gorgeous.

         They’re a bit gaudy, aren’t they, Nani said, winking at me.40

         In her strange provocative way, I thought she was trying to engage. When I posed this theory to Tess, she didn’t talk to me for several days.

         10 August 2011

         Tess wouldn’t let me go to Nana’s funeral because of the open pyre. I sat in the flat and played Solitaire. At dinner, the only sound was the fan whirling slowly above the table. Nani refused to eat, then snatched pieces of roti from Tess’s plate. She kept badgering Tess about Ray.

         What kind of example are you setting the child? Nani grew plaintive. A look flickered between them.

         Mum, he’s been gone for six years.

         All I am asking is what will you do?

         Oh, you know. Scratch cards. Rake leaves. Smoke until the air turns blue. Drink apricot brandy in the bath and watch my toes prune.

         I stared at a dish of mango pickle, where a mosquito was in its death throes. When playing golf, the British employed some local boys as caddies, others as jam-boys, so that the mosquitos would bite them instead. They got to take the jam home to their families. I never knew how they got the jam off. Did they stop feeling the bites after the fifth or sixth? Did each bite make them anticipate the sweetness instead?

         Tess fixed her gaze on the mosquito. Nani coughed mucus into a handkerchief, which turned into a coughing fit. Tess squished the mosquito in her napkin and screwed it into a ball. I looked at a teaspoon where the dim light of the room hung like a moon.
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