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‘A Scheherazade of a novel, executed with scope, daring, and humour. The Weight of Numbers is unerringly well written, and engrossing to the last page.’ Lionel Shriver, author of We Need to Talk About Kevin


‘Captivating… a shimmering tapestry, a truly networked work of fiction… In the corner of the literary landscape in which a few of us sit, hunting for ways to work ever exciting and dynamic thinking from the sciences into the contemporary novel, The Weight of Numbers is extremely good news. It’s a dynamic, innovative, and compelling book that brings into focus some of the most interesting trends in contemporary fiction, and Simon Ings deserves more than a sniff of at least one prize for his efforts.’ Daily Telegraph


‘And so it goes on, this rolling story, with its dazzling, admirable narrative nerve, travelling through space and time, across continents and generations… In Ings’s world we all become different people, less than the sum of our parts… A novel of explosions, of historical chain reactions… A new heart of darkness… It is unlikely there will be a finer written fiction this year.’ Guardian


‘The scale of Ings’s ambition is proportionally matched by the precision of his prose. Every sentence, image and line of dialogue is balanced and true. It isn’t its clever design or technical achievement that makes it compelling so much as its beating human heart.’ Independent on Sunday


‘Ings weaves an ingenious, shimmering web of contiguity and chance… A feat of meticulous plotting… Ings’s project is not dissimilar from David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas, with which it has been compared.’ New Statesman ‘An ambitious, exciting novel… Ings’s prose can ascend into theoretical, visionary territory, but is rooted in the mess of human experience. A sudden sexual encounter in a bombed-out London library, an anorexic slicing a muffin in a Florida restaurant, a horror show of violence in Mozambique – these are unforgettable scenes, evoked with a lean, immediate physicality. The thrill of its unfolding connections pulls you inexorably to the end, and – if you’re like me – straight back to the beginning, to pick up your pencil and try the sums all over again.’ The Times


‘Ings displays great technical mastery in the construction of this novel… His ability to recreate history is keenly expressed… This novel triumphs, thanks to Ings’s discipline and quite fierce powers of imagination.’ Sunday Business Post


‘A virtuoso display of imaginative plotting.’ Financial Times


‘This stunning, gutsy novel takes a single incident and traces back its causes through the life stories of those involved. Dozens of deftly drawn characters, an acute understanding of geopolitics, an epic historical sweep and a serious talent for storytelling make this one of the most exciting – and relevant – books of the last year. Booker material, for sure.’ Arena


‘Like Don DeLillo’s Underworld, Simon Ings’s remarkable new work delivers nothing less than a secret key, a counterhistory, of the last sixty years. Ings’s fiction is vivid and swift, a thing of scenes and people, smugglers and astronauts, spies and revolutionaries. But beyond the topical excitements lies something even grander – a vision of our culture as a death ship. The Weight of Numbers is amazing.’ Mark Costello, author of Big If
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For Steve, who said


‘Everyone is in the intelligence business now’


and for Leo, born into this:


story time.
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ONE


Friday, 25 May 1928: half past ten in the morning


Returning from its successful transit over the North Pole, at a point about seventy-five miles north of Spitsbergen, the airship Italia falls out of the sky. The gondola strikes the pack and cracks, scattering crew and equipment over the ice.


Incredibly, all but a couple of the spilled men climb to their feet, uninjured, and go running across the ice after their ship. It’s hopeless: the envelope, trailing the remains of the gondola’s roof, ropes, and canvas shreds and spars, begins to rise. A massive tear has opened in the airship’s outer skin, exposing twisted fabric guts. Faces lean out of the hole. Half the crew were sleeping in the envelope, in a crude bunk space next to the keel. Now the storm is bearing them away.


Arduino’s up there. The chief engineer. He knows he’s finished: marooned aboard an ungovernable balloon, plaything of a polar gale. He hurls supplies through the ragged gap where the companionway should be. Cargo rains down on to the ice: fuel, food, gear, whatever he can lay his hands on. Spanners. Pemmican. Oatmeal biscuits. Tobacco. Voltol oil. Arduino devotes his last moments to the welfare of those left on the ice.


The bag is carried up into the fog and disappears.


On the ice, the leader of the expedition, General Umberto Nobile, lies prone, his legs and right arm broken, drifting in and out of consciousness. The motor chief has a broken leg and a mechanic is dying amid the wreckage of the rear motor gondola. Lothar Eling, the ship’s Swedish meteorologist, lies bruised and winded under a wooden box he embraced a split second before the impact. Some minutes pass before he realizes what he has done. He lets out a shout.


The Italia’s field radio is intact.


A day later, the radio is operating. The aerial’s made of scraps of steel tubing, braced with scavenged lengths of control wire. There’s even a flag of sorts fluttering at its tip: scraps of cloth that add up to a crude Italian Tricolore.


Biagi, the radio operator, is not happy. The Italia’s support ship, the Città di Milano, lies at anchor in King’s Bay and the ship’s crew are making the most of its radio: a popular novelty. The first message Biagi picked up read ‘ infine il mio pollo caro ha fatto il suo uovo’. Some sailor’s chick has laid her egg at last. The ship spends so much time transmitting sweet nothings to the girls back home, it’s impossible to get a message through. More infuriating still, the ship keeps sending out these meaningless reassurances: ‘Trust in us. Trust in us.’ ‘They keep telling us we’re near fucking Spitsbergen.’


Eling grunts acknowledgement; he’s not really listening. He writes in his notebook: an ugly thing, red leather. He is calculating how long their supplies will last.




Prunes.


Curry powder.


Jelly crystals.


Bags of coal.


Tripe.





Assuming three hundred grams of solid nourishment per man, their supplies will last less than a month. They may be able to supplement their diet. There are clear channels where they can fish. There’s also the chance that the airship came down within a few miles, along with the rest of their gear. Depending on how far and how fast it came down, there may even be other survivors. Every hour or so someone stumbles across another find.




A seal pick.


A small plankton net.


A barrel of kerosene crystals.


A Newman and Guardia quarter-plate hand-held camera.





(Eling itemizes everything.)




Spratt’s dog biscuits.


Seal oil.


A box of Brock’s flares.


Pants.





Now and again, he turns back the pages of his notebook, to read what’s written at its start:




To Uncle Lothar


Wishing you a Merry Christmas


Vibeke





Sometimes, when he thinks no one is looking, Eling traces the words with gloved fingers. He closes his eyes. He remembers.
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Five months earlier: Christmas Eve, 1927


‘Merry Christmas, Uncle Lothar!’


Professor Jakob Dunfjeld’s fifteen-year-old daughter, Vibeke, hands Lothar Eling a brown-paper package. Eling tugs the string and slips off the paper. The girl has got him a hideous red leather something. He turns it over and over. It is a pouch, cleverly stitched. Waterproof. Inside the pouch is a notebook covered in the same leather.


‘I’m sorry about the colour. It’s all they had.’


‘It’s perfect.’


‘For your expedition.’


‘Yes.’ Eling tries to swallow. ‘It is just what I need.’


The next day, Christmas Day, while the professor attacks his evermounting pile of correspondence, Eling accompanies Vibeke to the funicular that runs up the side of Mount Fløyen, biggest of the seven mountains ringing the city of Bergen on Norway’s south-west coast. Together they explore the peak, the parapet, the cafe and the heavy telescopes, trained on the city below. Ten years have passed since the great fire and the city still carries the scars.


‘You have a look,’ says Vibeke, stepping away from the telescope. Eling puts his eye to the heavy barrel. It’s trained on the harbour, seed of the disaster that has shaped his career. In July 1916 three men were stocktaking in a wharfside warehouse and one of their candles brushed against a bundle of tarred oakum, setting it alight. Neighbouring bundles caught light immediately. The men threw the bundles into the sea, where they floated, burning, and the wind drove sparks of flaming hemp back on to the jetty, setting it alight, and a gale sprang up, driving fragments of burning wood deep among the crowded alleys of the town.


The fire bankrupted the city and left Professor Jakob Dunfjeld in sole charge of its brand-new Meterological Institute. Lothar Eling is a Swede: a young physics graduate fresh from the meteorological laboratory in Trappes. He has spent the last couple of winters helping the professor turn his modest town house into the hub of an empire of the winds.


Together the professor and his protégé have clad the eaves of the attic with pine, and little by little the grandly named West Norway Weather Bureau’s scent of ink and industry has come to replace the old, sour smell of damp and gull droppings. Two rows of desks face each other along the length of the attic. New dormer windows add light for a staff of twelve to work by, and additional edges and corners on which to crack their heads. The headroom is so meagre, some promising students have been turned down for being too tall. It is Dunfjeld’s bitter joke that, having lifted meteorology out of the mire of folklore, he is having to staff his bureau with elves.


Meanwhile, in his few free moments, Eling entertains Vibeke, Jakob Dunfjeld’s daughter. At fifteen, she is hardly a child. Still, Eling feels sorry for the girl. It’s a lonely life she leads, with her mother dead and her father engaged so fiercely upon his work.


Christmases are especially hard. The professor has let slip, in unguarded moments, how much he dreads the Christmas season. Christmas reminds him of all the ways in which he must be both father and mother to his child. He fears – he knows – that the tree will never be colourful enough, the salted lamb ribs never browned to the right sweetness, the carols never hearty, the dances never boisterous enough. How can a family of two expect to form a ring around the tree? So Eling takes it upon himself to prance about the Dunfjeld household like a helpful but cheeky imp – the fjosnisse, or barn-elf, of the fairy tales – a bottomless source of sweets and riddles, practical jokes...


Eling looks up from the telescope. ‘Vibeke?’


The girl has wandered away.


Eling catches up with her a minute later, not far along the path, behind a rocky spur.


‘Vibeke.’


But Vibeke is as still as a statue, her attention riveted by something out of Jakob’s line of sight.


‘Vibeke –’


‘Shh!’ She waves him to silence.


The spell is broken. Her impatient gesture has disturbed the bird she has found. It rises like an angel in the air, terrible and huge and beautiful: a white eagle, breasting the wind that comes off the sea, funnelling between the spurs of Mount Fløyen: an inverted cascade, solid and unseen. The eagle does not move a muscle but simply rises on that escalator of air, cruciform, magnificent: ‘Oh, Lothar,’ Vibeke gasps.


‘Oh, Uncle Lothar –


Look!’


Monday, 28 May 1928: eleven in the morning


Three days have passed since the crash of the Italia. The fog has lifted a little and with equipment scavenged from the crash site – a Britannia pattern sextant, Bessel’s refraction tables, a chronometer, a mercury artificial horizon – the survivors have established their position.


Now, against the white, hummocked horizon, a dot has risen. A pencil fleck. A rock. The men gather outside Nobile’s tent, staring south, trying to decide whether this apparition is a good thing or not. They’ve been up for hours, those who can still stand, unnerved by last night’s tremors and explosions. (Their floe has begun to fracture.) Their mittens, those who have them, drip red on to the snow as they stand and stare. They’ve been using dye from shattered altitude bombs to paint the walls of their tent, to make it more visible from the air. They look like hunters, caught cutting up a kill.


Inside the tent, crouched near the opening, Eling examines one of their two surviving charts. The rock is Foyn. The island of Foyn. Ninety-four miles from King Charles Land. North of Hope. He says: ‘We can walk off the ice.’


Bonfanti, one of the engineers, turns and hunkers down beside him.


‘Assume eight miles a day,’ Eling says. ‘Nearer land the ice will be more smooth, so reckon on twelve miles.’


Bonfanti shakes his head. Quietly: ‘The general will never agree to splitting the party.’


But Nobile is halfway to delirium with pain. Listening to Eling’s plan, he is halfway persuaded. In the gloom of the tent, its blue-tinted walls made muddy by the dye they’ve slathered over it, he strokes his little terrier, Titina, behind her ears and asks Biagi’s opinion.


The radio operator is crouched in his corner, disconsolate, nursing the unit’s dying batteries. He’s still to get a message through. It is clear enough by now that the support ship’s captain, Romagna, would sooner let them all perish on the ice, and no one else has managed to pick up Biagi’s transmissions. No one knows where they are. The airwaves are full of rescue plans and not one mission is heading in the right direction. The floe is carrying them towards the barren wilderness of Franz Josef Land...


‘Look,’ says Eling, pressing his advantage, and Nobile, his eyes swimming with pain, leans up on an elbow to peer at Eling’s calculations. Rates of progress. Currents. Forecasts. Supplies. Two pounds of butter. Three pounds of malted milk. Half a box of Liebig’s meat extract. A lump of Provolone cheese...
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Wednesday, 14 September 1927: eight months before the Italia comes to grief on Arctic ice


Sprawled under the funnel, out of the wind, his ears ringing with the rattle of the engine (as the Svolvaer–Narvik ferry labours in vain to tear a passage through Arctic waters) Lothar Eling writes his last letter of the season to Vibeke Dunfjeld:


Nobile intends that his new ship (the Italia, naturally) should be able to anchor at the pole, allowing us to explore the surface. It is a risky business, as a sudden change in the force or direction of the wind could see us cast adrift on the ice while the Italia scurries for safety. For every man on the ice, supplies and equipment sufficient for several weeks’ survival must be lowered – an arduous carry-on.


You ask whether Amundsen’s absence this time around concerns me. My answer is, with all respect to the old man, no. The people I have spoken to did not see him so much as lift a sextant or take a bearing aboard last year’s flight on the Norge: he left all that to Riiser-Larsen. General Nobile himself I set no great store by as an explorer, but he is a peculiar and contradictory figure and I cannot help liking him. He is the future – much as it hurts my national pride to admit it. He would design away all the hardship and heroism of our voyage if he could, and if this delivers a blow to my idea of myself as an outdoorsman, the sting is much salved by the thought that, alone of all the machines of the earth, only his extraordinary ship can possibly bring us home alive from such an overweening enterprise.


Eling is returning to Bergen now. Soon he’ll be on the mainland, and aboard the evening train. He’ll be chasing his own letter home. He pauses to study the rock needles as they emerge from the sea, sharp as the hatchings of a mapping pen: island peaks of Landegode and Moskenes. The Blue Mountains are the colour, this evening, of the vivid purple saxifrage that splashes the rocks beneath the vast, canted bulk of Stetind.


All summer long, eager, puppyish and hopelessly unfit, he has been spluttering through the Arctic waters in woollen swimwear, trying to position Professor Dunfjeld’s heavy, hydrological apparatus in the complex, treacherous currents of Norway’s Lofoten archipelago. Nose held shut with a wooden peg, arms wrapped around whatever weight comes to hand – a stone, a link of chain, a brick – he has been jumping feet-first through the banded cold into a world of corals, sponges and scuttling things.


In Norwegian waters the difference between water layers is so marked, as regards their temperature, salinity, and density, that it is a simple matter to determine their boundaries, as well as their respective movements.


Each evening, wrapped in blankets before the hearth, and plied with egg-nog by their host, the region’s nessekøng, Eric Moyse, Eling has taken it in turns with the professor to write to Vibeke. She has visited these Arctic islands before, and misses them. This year, school studies have stranded her in Bergen. Thinking of her, looked after by a nurse she has long since outgrown, Eling has tried to amuse her.


Everything here boils down to fish except the fish which boil down to glue. Roast cod, poached cod, cod in batter, milk, beer, batter, breadcrumbs, salt cod, minced cod, cod pie, cod’s head, morning, noon and night, oh for a loaded gun.


More successful are the caricatures: Professor Dunfjeld sunbathing naked on the deck of Eric Moyse’s yacht, swaddled and made decent in the wrapper of his own prodigious beard. Their host Eric Moyse (over the caption ‘His mind turneth more slowly and more coldly than the gyre’) wresting coins with menaces from the fishermen who rent his rorbu cabins. Eling himself, tangled up in climbing gear, suspended by one foot like the Hanged Man in Vibeke’s tarot deck.


Now Eling and the professor are returning to the mainland. The professor’s in his cabin; Eling’s stayed on deck, despite the cold. He smokes, sprawled under the ferry’s funnel, hidden as far as possible from the wind. Vibrations from the engine room have put the muscles of his back into spasm, so when the engine’s labour turns, with a change of gear, from a felt thing to a heard thing, his relief is immediate. It feels as though constricting chains have snapped from around his chest. His backbone, no longer a conducting rod for the engine’s vibrations, ripples and flexes: free at last. He writes some more:


Are there bears at the pole? A wizard? A Christmas elf? They tell me that last year, the Norge dropped its little flags – Italian, Norwegian – in an unutterably dull place. A flat waste of jumbled ice. Seriously, the discovery that there is no lost continent at the North Pole is bad news for your father and me. If everything we thought might flow from such a land mass flows instead from a dynamic system, then our whole model of the weather in these latitudes must acquire a whole other level of complexity.


This is too disappointing. They are hiding something. I believe in a lost continent peopled by malign and frigid elves and so should you.


Lothar Eling stretches. His summer in the Lofotens with Professor Jakob Dunfjeld, studying winds and currents, has rooted him strongly in his body. As each day has passed, and his fitness has improved, he has felt ever more the explorer, the sailor, the mountain man. That the balance can never be struck in him, that intellect and exertion must collide and roil around each other constantly, suggests, at least in his own case, a psychical application for Professor Dunfjeld’s work about the weather.


THE DUNFJELD CIRCULATION THEOREM


If it is unbounded – wrapped, say, round a globe, where every forward impulse is also a return – then perturbations will disrupt even an ideal, frictionless fluid.


This is why the weather will not die. This is why the waters will not stop in their courses. Why the winds will not cease to blow. Why the heart will not cease to desire!


Stiff now, freezing cold, hidden from the wind under the ferry’s funnel, Eling finds that his spine is once again stuck in its channel, as the hull of the ferry is stuck fast in the water, held there not by bone and glue and linkage but by the peculiar boundary conditions that pertain between iron and water, flesh and ice, and fluids of variable density. Eling and Eling’s spine and the icy deck and the ferry’s hull and the waters of Svolvaer: all are bonded together like the layers of a fancy French pastry by forces that Eling (explorer, hydrographer) understands only now, after years of study, and too late.
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Tuesday, 12 June 1928


Eighteen days have passed since the Italia foundered, spilling half its crew on to the polar icecap. Lothar Eling and Giovanni Bonfanti, the Italia’s chief engineer, have decided to try and walk off the ice. The airship crashed on pack ice north of the island of Foyn. If they can make it on foot to Foyn, they can wait there in reasonable safety for the first rescuers to arrive, then return to camp with help.


So they will walk towards Foyn, as they have walked towards Foyn before, as they have walked towards Foyn every day since they left the crash site. Having made their decision, Eling and Bonfanti have no choice but to persevere. But they are like ants on a gramophone turntable. Yes, the ice drifts south, towards the island, the only fixed point in that corner of the Arctic map. Yes, it brings them closer and closer to dry land and the possibility of rescue. But even as the island looms out of the mist, the current swerves and carries the pack east, away from Foyn, and bears its struggling human burden into uncharted territory. They cannot find a way off their spinning hell because the ground moves under them. Worse, the ground moves relative to itself. It is a shattered gramophone whose pieces shift against each other, eddying and waltzing, so that even relative movement is impossible to plot.


For twelve days they have walked towards Foyn. Each time, with the target barely a day away, their energy failed them. Then followed days of whiteout. Navigating blind, stumbling into cracks and puddles, they entered a surreal war zone where the ice, cracking as it warmed, fired pistols at them. When good visibility returned, Foyn lay at an intermediate distance that mocked their whole enterprise.


After that Eling begins to lose track. What he sees and what he thinks are becoming increasingly hard to separate. His imagination, freed by degrees from its obligation to the dying body, wanders at will over the mist’s grey screen. If there is a mist. And if there is a mist, how much the worse, for spring mists in the Arctic rot the ice so that puddles of freezing water form on the surface, and at night thin crusts form over the puddles, and breezes scatter a little snow over the crusts, and every day Bonfanti and Eling fall for the trick: they step into the puddles, sometimes up to their knees in the gelid water, and there is nothing they can do – they are being carried further into the warm and rotten unknown.
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Thursday, 3 May 1928: Three weeks before the Italia destroys itself


Eling takes out his red notebook and writes: ‘Off to North Pole. Thought you might like this brick.’ He tears the page out of the book and tucks it into his sheepskin flying jacket. His thick reindeer-skin boots, stuffed with grass, get in his way as he climbs up into the envelope of the Italia. Bags like great bellows rise either side of him, filling the space forward and aft: bloated columns to support a soft grey ceiling. The columns come in two mismatched parts: under the gas bags are air bags which are filled from an opening in the bow. When the hydrogen in the gas bags contracts, the air bags swell. The airship breathes. Breathing, it keeps its shape.


A narrow keelson runs the length of the envelope. Either side of the keelson lie the expedition’s supplies. Food, clothing, tents, sleds, balloons, glass altitude bombs: shapes indistinct under sheets of blood-brown tarpaulin. Eling thinks of a ribcage: brown muscles packed between slim metal bones. There is gear here to anchor the airship in an emergency. Chains and wicked hooks, ropes – even bricks, though he can’t imagine what purpose they might serve. He steals one. It is yellow, and porous as a sponge. He ties his message round the brick with a piece of twine.


A catspaw swipes the Italia’s bow and the whole ship surges and billows. Eling watches the wave travelling towards him through the fabric of the ship. He’s used to the Italia’s eccentricities. He relaxes, feet apart, loose-hipped, hands on the wire handrails strung either side of the keelson. The flexible keelson gives a mild kick, softened further by the felt soles of his Russian-made boots.


A gangway crosses the keelson and out through openings to port and starboard, providing access to the motor nacelles. In the draught of the port-side opening, one of General Nobile’s engineers, Giovanni Bonfanti, is brushing rubber cement over the bottom of an airbag.


Out in the open air at last, poised on the narrow gangplank connecting the envelope to the nacelle, Eling looks down. The suburbs of Stockholm turn and turn. He unbuttons his coat and takes out the brick. Far below him, his mother waves. She is standing in her garden, both arms upraised, reaching for him. Clutching a brick to his chest, Eling falls forward. The wire handrail catches him across the stomach and flips him over. He falls. Bonfanti’s cry of surprise is the last thing Eling hears before he hits the water.


He hits the water.


He hits the water.


He hits the water.


He plunges through boundary layers between waters of different thicknesses. The colder the water becomes, the thicker it gets. At freezing point, water releases energy and expands catastrophically and Eling rises, cased in ice.
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Saturday, 16 June 1928


They have not moved in three days. The chocolate is all gone. They have nothing to eat. The only ice that is remotely potable forms in yellow icicles and they sucked their last one to nothing over a day ago.


Sprawled in the lee of a hummock of broken ice, Eling moves his arms and plates of ice fall from his flying jacket. The tips of his big felt boots poke out of the spindrift. The lack of sensation in his legs is total. He tries moving his feet and he sees the tips of the boots move back and forth, left and right. Dare he believe his eyes?


In the flat glare of the ice field, the edges of Bonfanti’s bundled form are impossible to map. Only where snow has failed to adhere to the material is there anything to see at all: an irregular scattering of brown patches, each distinct, sharp-edged, the shards of a gramophone record scattered over a marble surface. With so little to see, just a pattern of brown patches against an even white, vision can proceed only by analogy. Now the bundle is like a wave. The brown squares are patches of turbid water, peaking through a web-work of foam.


Air hits the wave, is driven up over it, curls under itself as it rises, curls back, rubbing itself against itself – and knots itself in place.


Eling stares at the bundle.


The wind knots itself in place.


After so many years of study, and too late, the insight comes. He needs his notebook. He needs to write this down. He tucks his right mitten under his arm, meaning to pull his hand free so that he might unbutton his coat and get at his notebook. But the mitten is tied securely with a cord. It takes him a second to understand this – long enough to realize his folly. He must not take his mittens off.


Concentrate.


He will have to remember this. He will have to keep this in mind, for as long as his mind holds.


His eyelashes have frozen shut. He nudges his goggles aside to rub his eyes. They tear up in an instant against the beat of sun on snow. Refracted by his tears, the sunlight curls into a coloured rope. It moves around him on the ice: a snake. He catches his breath, the illusion is so beautiful, essing towards him through colour fields that change as his tears cool, leaving their salt to crust around his eyes.


And then, without warning, the snake strikes at his eyes, all fangs and scales, shards of colour, glass fragments, glass dust, and he shakes and squirms, squealing, frantic to be free of his hallucination. His eyes are burning in the light. Where are his snow goggles? In a panic, he wrestles off his mittens and feels for his goggles. They are hanging over his right ear. His fingers are frozen and without feeling, and he uses his hands like blocks to knock the goggles back over his face. He tries to put his mittens back on but he cannot think straight enough or move freely enough to manage it. He crawls on his hands and knees over the ice. ‘Bonfanti, listen! The gale is passed!’


His fingers are swollen white tubes. Weeping, Eling uses his teeth to pull the mittens over his clubbed hands. He staggers to his feet. The wind has dropped, the sky has cleared. What time is it?


All around him, ice lies piled: there is no level ground. Edging out from behind a nearby hummock, topped by an unlikely crown of ice spires: something black. A rock.


It is Foyn. Again: the island of Foyn. Their destination. Their goal. Lothar Eling explains to Giovanni Bonfanti that the hull of the ferry is trapped in standing waves on the boundary between water layers of different density. The ferryman can spin his propellers as fast as he likes, his vessel will make no headway.


The logs of every voyage of Arctic discovery, from the Dobbs to the Fram, contain reports, sometimes several in a day, of how their steering suddenly gave way. A hull can come unstuck from these waters as surely as the wings of a plane, caught in an eddy, can lose their grip on the air. When waters of different densities and temperatures pour into each other they do not mix. Instead, they settle into layers. Run a propeller through these layers and you will make no headway, however fiercely you drive the engine. You’re just cavitating: chopping up waves into froth.


‘The locals have a name for it,’ he says.


Who says?


He says.


‘Yes?’


‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Dead water.’


Eling has forgotten that Bonfanti is dead.


Bonfanti’s huddled form casts a shadow over the hideous red leather something in which Eling writes, the pencil jammed between crooked black fingers.


The notebook falls out of his grip. He bends down, but his fingers are swollen, he cannot pick it up, and as he bends over, staring at it, it – flexes. It squirms uselessly. The ice provides no purchase, it cannot get away. A hideous red leather something. Eling thinks of the flexible keelson of the Italia: equipment, shapeless under blood-brown tarpaulin, squeezed between sleek metal bones, like the compact muscles of the back.


Eling sits frozen to the ground, marvelling at the compact musculature of Bonfanti’s back, laid open before him upon the ice as though upon the marble slab of a mortuary.


Bonfanti’s spine, torn away at last, a hideous red something, spasms and contracts to form a shallow spiral. Eling blinks, dazzled, unbelieving. The meat snake sparkles. Glass shards rise between knuckles of bare bone: new scales, new skin. It esses. Back. Forth. Back. Forth. It is waving to him. Signalling to him. It is trying to tell him something. Eling copies the spiral in his notebook. Beneath it he writes:


‘Towards a Unified Theory of Ocean Circulation.’


He puts the book away in his jacket, topples forward, and hits the water again and again and again. He descends. On the sea floor there are sponges. He picks one. He will give it to Vibeke, Professor Dunfjeld’s daughter, as a present. He jackknifes, gazes up at the silver undersides of the waves, and strokes powerfully for the surface – but he does not rise.


In his sudden terror he exhales. The bubbles go straight down. These are forces Lothar Eling understands only now, after years of study, and too late. Why the weather will not die. Why the waters will not stop in their courses. Why the winds will not cease to blow. Why the heart will not cease to desire.


He glimpses open arms, outstretched arms, the arms of his mother perhaps, waving to him from her garden in Stockholm, reaching for him, drawing him in. The blow from those arms is so powerful, so fast, he does not see it coming. It all but decapitates him. In the few seconds left to him he is vaguely aware of a lump in his throat. How the lump pulses. How it squirms and explores.


But the bear has gorged on Bonfanti already and it leaves most of Eling to other bears, to arctic foxes, and gulls.




TWO


The Musandam peninsula extends into the Strait of Hormuz, guarding the entrance to the Persian Gulf. It’s a rocky fretwork, an outlandish calligraphy. There is no level ground. In the folds of its cursive script pale green squares stand for gardens, their soil gathered laboriously from miles around and contained by dry-stone walls. Alfalfa one year. The next year, nothing. Musandam is the homeland of the Shihuh, the ichthyophagoi of Ptolemy, who speak Kumzari, a language all their own, and spring from some nameless corner of Central Asia; who are said to bark like dogs after a meal and who, having nowhere else to put them, once buried their dead under their floorboards.


Musandam’s coastline is so scooped, so ragged, only a thread of broken rocks attaches the place to the mainland. West of this thread is a deep scoop of all-but-landlocked water called Elphinstone Inlet. In the middle of the inlet, Telegraph Island, so called because from 1864 to 1869 it was the terminus for the Persian Gulf telegraph cable. Signals were received here from Europe and retransmitted along another cable under the Arabian Sea and beyond, across the Indian Ocean, all the way to Calcutta.


George Curzon, Viceroy of India and later British Foreign Secretary, was convinced the station was vital to British security. He made sure that Britain flew a flag here. The Admiralty grumbled: flags must be defended, and how was the Navy to defend this godforsaken mote, surrounded by treacherous down-currents, whirlpools, rips?


The Admiralty won the argument and the flag got taken down.


A century later to the day, David Brooks, a British Desert Intelligence Officer seconded to the Armed Forces of the Sultan of Oman, hobbles on his stick through the hamlet of Khomsa. In common with every village on the peninsula, Khomsa is accessible only by sea. He sailed in past boats, each high prow painted with an eye. The men are all out fishing, so he’s walking through streets populated entirely by women and children. Not that there are streets – just a series of interconnecting backyards.


The children follow him, the women ignore him. Some are bare-faced; others wear a stylized version of the rigid masks he’s seen used in the Empty Quarter – objects monstrous to Western eyes but which act like chimneys in the heat, cooling the wearer’s face. The masks here are purely decorative, their panels reduced to a meshwork of rods: exotic spectacle frames.


David moves gingerly, careful with his walking stick. The bone’s mended, more or less, and he needs to put on muscle now to bind his shattered leg together. It’s a precarious business.


David’s seen action, quelling the rebellion in Dhofar in the south of the country. He’s driven Gurkhas into battle and dragged one away under fire, his jaw shot off and dying. He’s led raiding parties up ‘beaches’ that, when they got there, black-faced and saddled with artillery, turned out to be cliff-faces. His unit, outflanked, once defended a stone house against Yemeni-backed mortar fire armed with nothing but small arms, command of the local dialect, and guile. He’s come through all this, commended, congratulated, only to crash his Land Rover into a gully, avoiding a camel. The damage to his leg was severe enough; he was flown back to England, to the RAF hospital at Wroughton, and it was while he was having his leg pinned together that he first caught wind of the British-backed plot to bring the Sultan’s son to power.


He should not be playing here, he should not be risking himself on loose scree, dust and tumbled rocks, but with every foot he gains above the hamlet the freer his breathing becomes. He is still a young man after all. The time of adventures is not over.


In a cleft in the rock towering over the town, David casts around for a place to rest. There really is no level ground in Musandam: even finding a rock to sit on is a challenge. David leans his backside against a canted boulder. His eyes adjust to the dimness. He takes off his sunglasses. There’s a sack lying near the entrance to this shallow cave. Even a sack is a point of interest around here. Whose sack? Is it one of his?


Since his return to Oman, and while he recuperates, David’s been assigned to what could well be Britain’s smallest military base: hardly more there than a couple of chairs under a sumr tree. Day after day he sits under the shade of the tree, doling out supplies of water, rice and coffee to the Shihuh tribesmen. The bay here is shallow, so supplies are brought in by landing craft and dumped on the sands, and if he’s called away for any reason the Shihuh forget all about the supplies. Whole consignments have been ignored, left to float away on the tide.


What’s in this sack that’s worth anyone caring about?


David levers himself to his feet and shuffles over. It’s not a sack. It’s a scrap of some unfamiliar material. It’s impregnated with a greyish powder. He turns it over with his stick and the cloth shatters. He cannot kneel: he hunkers down. He rubs a tatter of the cloth between his fingers. The dust is slick on his fingers. Not rock dust. He tastes it. Metal. He picks up the cloth and the sun-rotted parts fall away, leaving a lacework bound together with a bituminous black paint.


A metallized skin. He thinks of biplanes. Mail-carriers from the heroic age of aviation. Saint-Exupéry at the mercy of unmapped thermals. John William Alcock, imprisoned on the shores of Moudros in Turkey, assembling a plane from the parts of other crashed aircraft. Europe’s empires were held together with seaplanes and the coasts here are dotted with old refuelling stations.


Long as he’s been stationed here, there’s a limit to the level of interest David can bring to a scrap of cloth. He tests his knee. The soreness there is trivial: he’s good for another half-hour’s tottering before he minces back to town.


Round the corner, through a defile thick with goat droppings, the ground falls away and opposite, on a hill-face so broken, so rotten, it looks more like the workings of a quarry, an expanse of silver cloth flutters. Metal dust catches the light. Staring without sunglasses, David’s eyes tear up. Black letters flex and bend and ess, fragmenting even as he reads:


I T A L I A
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A year goes by, it is Thursday, 23 July 1970. A sea fog is sweeping across the town of Salalah, in the region of Dhofar, facing the Arabian Sea.


There is a royal palace at Salalah called Al Hisn. Each summer, come the monsoon, fog smothers the beach, then the palace, then the avenue, palm tree by palm tree, then the double-gated tower. Reaching inland, it swallows the nearby RAF aerodrome with its toffee-coloured leather armchairs, pale pine panelling, and inevitable David Shepherd print. Soon it has smothered the whole city.


The afternoon is hot, humid and foggy, with bursts of heavy rain. Sheikh Braik bin Hamid Al Ghafri, son of the Wali of Dhofar, arrives at the tower with his usual retinue and seeks an urgent audience with his sovereign. Braik is a regular and esteemed royal visitor, and Sultan Said bin Taimur’s personal servants, the Khadeem, descendants of African slaves, have no qualms about opening the gate. Plumes of frankincense rise from incense burners in every winding corridor as Braik and his men dog-leg their way through Al Hisn’s maze, towards the Sultan’s private chambers.


The plot has had a comparatively easy ride through Whitehall. In office barely a month and with his focus set firmly on Europe, the new prime minister, Edward Heath, signed off on the plan after only the most cursory glance. The plan makes sense. The Americans’ honeymoon with the House of Saud has let the Wahhabi genie out of the bottle, undoing over a century of British containment. Replacing the obscurantist Sultan of Muscat and Oman with Qaboos, his Sandhurst-educated son, will rebalance power in the region, maintain British oil interests after the meltdown of Suez, and do something to contain the threat of Soviet insurgency through Yemen. It may even lead to the building of a few hospitals and schools if Qaboos has his way.


So Sheikh Braik has come to request that Sultan Said bin Taimur abdicate. At once. Braik does not anticipate trouble. Qaboos is, after all, Said’s own son, and already named as his successor.


Said, alas, has no desire to step down.


Braik, nevertheless, will not take no for an answer.


And it is at this point that Said feels obliged to give Braik a definitive royal response. Braik has no time to defend himself and in any event he would never dream of drawing a weapon against his sovereign. Said’s like an uncle to him!


Some uncle. The slug to his stomach comes as a complete surprise and Braik wanders around for a while, looking bemused, clearing his throat, before falling flat on his face.


There are no metalled roads in Oman and most towns are accessed by sea or by Skyvan, a British military transport rigged to carry paratroops. David Brooks, his knee a screaming bolus of pain, clambers stiffly in through the cargo door of the plane, followed by a dozen goats. There are canvas seats strung down either side of the fuselage and crates of fish stacked in the central aisle. A whiskery old shepherd offers him a handful of cotton wool, none too clean, for his ears. The noise in the unpressurized cabin is terrible. It’s cold, too: even on a short-haul flight a Skyvan climbs to seven thousand feet.


Around 4.00 p.m. they enter the fog bank rolling in over the city of Salalah. David arrives at the palace early in the evening in the company of Lieutenant Colonel Edward Turnhill of the Sultan’s Desert Regiment. Braik’s men are manning the entrance tower and open the gate.


For an hour and a half the British-backed conspirators have been chasing the Sultan through the labyrinthine corridors of his palace. In this region rulers and their nobles carry guns, but they don’t all know how to use them. Two men lie dead: one royal bodyguard and one of Braik’s men. Braik is still alive, his condition stable. Said, meanwhile, has contrived to put a bullet through his own foot.


Pinned down at last, Said says that he is ready to capitulate – but only to a British officer. He wants to look the men who’ve betrayed him in the eye. David lays his Browning aside, straightens his tie, and grips the pommel of his stick. He wishes to God he hadn’t gone clambering over the rocks like an idiot yesterday. He can barely think, he hurts so much. He marches as evenly as he can down the stone-flagged corridor, careful not to slip in the bloody smears the Sultan has left behind. He clears his throat, hobbles one step at a time up a flight of spiral stairs up to the open door, and salutes.


The room is lit by two windows, one opposite the other. Above one window there is a second, semicircular, window made of plaster wrought into the form of the word ‘Muhammad’. Gaps in the ornate Arabic calligraphy are filled with coloured glass.


‘What a cunt.’


The room is full of parrots. Some share tall cages – gilded cages – that sit either side of a samovar so huge and so complex it looks as though it could serve as the controls for a steam locomotive. In the middle of the room is a generous four-poster bed in carved wood. The Sultan sits at the foot of the bed, his injured foot extended. He holds his gun by the barrel, ready to present it to the man come to depose him.


‘What a cunt.’


The Sultan does not stir. His face is an empty bag. Above him feathers rustle. There’s a line of parrots above the bedpost. Favoured birds. Familiars. Uncaged. Presumably the sounds mean something different in Arabic. ‘Pretty Polly.’ ‘Who’s a clever boy, then?’


David bows. ‘Your majesty.’ There is a form of words for this. A protocol, if you can believe this, for throwing an old man out of his realm. David’s been practising, he’s got the form down pat, but he’s not ready for the Sultan’s stare. The face is lifeless but the eyes burn with an intensity David finds increasingly frightening. He employs a schoolboy trick, focusing on the tip of the man’s ear – black and dry as a scrap of boerewors – as he recites. An Edwardian pupil tackling Casabianca was not more proper, or more nervous.


The Sultan makes to stand. David hobbles forward, but the Sultan waves him angrily away. He’ll surrender on his own terms. He’ll exit the world’s stage under his own power, thank you. If necessary, he’ll hop.


In fact, they can both hop. Christ, thinks David, teeth gritted against laughter, what a pair they make.


At the door, the Sultan presents him with his gun, an old service Browning, and David tries again, offering the old man his arm. The Sultan’s birds, outraged, take flight around the room. In a mirror hung in the hall, David glimpses them: a rope of many colours snaking, shiny as glass, above the bed. ‘What a cunt,’ they cry. ‘ What a cunt.’ ‘What a cunt.’


David sees Said and Braik on to the same plane, a Bristol Britannia headed for Bahrain, where doctors are waiting. He flies on to the UK the same night and is there waiting on the apron when Sultan Said lands at Brize Norton. A cold, rattly car ride bears them to the RAF hospital at Wroughton in Wiltshire. Once discharged, Said and his favourite parrot take a suite in London’s Dorchester Hotel. David Brooks quits the army and acts as the Sultan’s Home Office liaison until Said’s death, on 19 October 1972. It’s during this period that he meets and befriends Havard, adopted son of the eccentric shipping magnate Eric Moyse.


Towards the end of 1972, David returns to Oman, where, working as a civilian consultant, he runs the public affairs office of Moyse Line. He meets Ann, an Australian geologist, and they move to Melbourne, Ann’s home town, in time for the birth of their daughter.


Though he quit Oman, David likes to say that he’s remained one of Moyse Line’s crack team of ‘political officers’. The company clearly finds him useful for something. Since the separation he has been spending ever larger fractions of his life crossing continents at thirty thousand feet.




THREE


India’s epic, continent-spanning Grand Trunk Road is the vessel to which the village of Chhaphandi clings: a tapeworm sucking feebly from a greedy gut. The point is: the GTR splits at Kanpur and sends two highways sprawling westwards over the fields and paddies of Uttar Pradesh towards a distant reunion in New Delhi. The northern road has no separate name. The southern one is called the Sher Shah Suri Marg.


It is 1976, and raining.


In Chhaphandi’s market place children garlanded with flowers run from puddle to puddle, stamping and laughing. Old men sit grinning at nothing, displaying their dental decay. In the fields the first pale green rice shoots tremble in the downpour.


On the third day, under skies so low, so heavy, it’s as if you could reach up and stir the clouds with your fingers, it begins to dawn on the region that this is not a normal rain.


Cattle take shelter under the trees. Lovers retire to their rooms. The rain beats down all day and all night, and all the next day, and the next, heavier and heavier, filling ditches, bursting pipes, drowning the villagers’ crops under four inches of slurry and smearing the village of Chhaphandi with a weak solution of human and animal shit.


The rain stops. Chhaphandi holds its breath. Here and there the bank of a paddy collapses silently into the surrounding mud. A patch of the highway loses a couple of feet from its northern bank. A landslide buries two boys inside a latrine. The rivers swell but do not break their banks. It takes four days for the waters to drain away.


Under the eyes of jealous rain gods, the farmers of Chhaphandi walk their ruined fields. They stick their fingers surreptitiously into the sodden soil, testing its crumb. Some raindrops fall. By the afternoon the shower stops. In the evening it rains again, but not much, and the following day it stays dry, and some say that the skies are lighter, though they aren’t. On the sixth day the village comes alive again. Tata trucks laden with oxen draw up in the market place. Tempos rattle their way to this farm or that, labourers clinging to their sides. Under a sky the colour of lead the villagers begin to plough.


Rishi hasn’t even got his fly properly fastened before his mother is thrusting a basket into his hands. She leads him out into the pre-dawn gloaming, across sodden fields, to where his brothers are already at work. He is eight years old.


Over the years, the Ansaris have dug a network of ponds and canals to water their land. The rainwater in these ponds is still high and it wouldn’t take much for them to overflow again, inundating the fields. The water makes pale discs in the half-light: counters in some monstrous game of pachisi. Rishi becomes aware that he is surrounded, as in a dream, by virtually his entire family. His father Keshav. His two elder brothers, Aadi and Ram. Cousins, aunts, uncles. Still more distant relations – ones who live far off, in the next village or the next – grown men and women whose names Rishi barely knows. Together they work their way across the paddy, bent-backed, plucking and planting to a rhythm sustained by nothing but a common urgency – no chant, no clap, no song. They tread the flood’s yellow leavings deeper underfoot, into mud made oily by hurriedly scattered ox shit.


Hours later, and with much of the work finished, Rishi’s mother sends him back to the house to fetch the lunchtime chapattis. He returns, wobbling precariously along the narrow, mud-slimed embankments that parcel the paddies into regular squares, the grid forcing him into comic turns and switchbacks, like the gobbling yellow Pac-Man sprite he once saw in a fairground booth in Firozabad. It’s raining again, and the women, already soaked from the day’s labour, shelter under folds of sari. The men, in shirts plastered to their skin and trousers that look as if made of mud, chew their soggy bread, listless as cows. Seizing the chance of escape, Rishi slides away behind a line of trees.


The margosa trees mark the line of a stream fed by waters running off the Sher Shah Suri Marg. Old Samey Yadav’s Komatsu has straightened and narrowed the watercourse, making a sluice through which his own and the Ansaris’ paddies can drain. In so doing, Old Samey’s excavations have turned a gently meandering brook into a foul-smelling drain. Rishi knows better than to approach the edge of the culvert. Even from here, by the trees, he can see an edge of silver where the rushing waters lick the bank, far higher than usual.


He follows the watercourse upstream, towards the Sher Shah Suri Marg. There’s a stand of margosas beneath the embankment. Their serrated leaves, curved like the blades of ornamental knives, shiver in the downpour. Rishi looks up through the foliage at the road. Despite the rain there’s no let-up in the traffic at all. If anything it’s heavier, as farms and businesses haul plant and stores out of the path of the spreading flood. Horns bellow continually.


In the rain and the obscuring tremble of leaves, the traffic blends into one: a silver ribbon extending from horizon to horizon, a rope of silver that forever flows back on itself, like a propeller that, on reaching a certain speed, appears to slow and rotate the other way. Rishi rubs his eyes, but the illusion will not be shaken off. Tata trucks decked out like shrines add bright colours to the silver skin: glassy scales of blue and red and green. The great snake howls – and suddenly the trees are toppling around him, what was far is near, and Rishi’s eyes, too late, begin to process what has happened here: a truck has fallen, tipping a container down the embankment and through the trees towards him, over and over, booming and bellowing, like one of those elongated dice from the Howzat! cricket game.


It rocks to rest a few feet away from where little Rishi is standing, frozen with horror, under a rain of leaves. There’s a word painted along the box. He tries to read.
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He tilts his head. He reaches up and runs his hand over the letters, back and forth, as though this might release their meaning.


The container doors swing open.


Though it’s gloomy outside, a false dusk, Rishi’s day-adapted eyes cannot make out the back of the container. The box might go on forever. He waits for his eyes to adjust. The darkness persists. He steps inside, over the aluminium lintel. His footfalls make no sound as he edges into the dark. Behind him the door swings in the wind, dimming and brightening the interior walls, and yet the back wall remains invisible. It becomes a dare for him, that welling dark. He takes another step, another – and stops dead. There is something in here with him. He hears a susurration so faint it could be anything: a sound, a scent, a movement of lightless surfaces against a lightless ground.


There’s commotion outside. Rishi turns gratefully back to the light.


Travellers on the Sher Shah Suri Marg have pulled over to investigate the accident. They’re slipping down the embankment, gathering around a margosa tree where the driver, thrown out of his cab, hangs from the topmost branches, dying.


The truck lies some way off on its back: a crumpled catastrophe, a ball of silver paper, screwed up and thrown away. An old, exhaust-filmed shoe dangles from its tailgate; the beam’s been snapped like a spent match into a careless V. So much for the trucker’s charm.


Washed up on the shores of Chhaphandi, the container’s pillaged as swiftly and efficiently as any sea-wreck cast against a cliff. Ancient feuds are forgotten, bad blood made good as the onlookers form a human chain to empty it. Old Samey turns up at the wheel of his Komatsu to haul the container away. He can use it for storage. Aadi and Ram come running up the track to see what’s going on, but the haul’s a disappointment. Wastepaper. Crushed glass. Plastic bags. Men wander off, muttering, back to their Tatas, their Tempos, their Standard Gazelles. Small white plastic barrels. They’re heat-sealed and the labelling on them makes no sense.
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Barrels, small white plastic / US$000 TEU / 24.


Aadi pulls a machete from his belt, turns a barrel on its side – they’re easy to handle, no bigger than large paint cans – and chops through its neck.


The barrels contain a caustic granular yellow paste. Aadi pokes at the stuff with the tip of his knife. He cleans his knife off on the grass. The stuff is slightly reactive: soapy bubbles form where the edges of it react with the raindrops clinging to the grass. And there’s a smell, both caustic and rotten: mould growing on meal. Old Samey’s conclusion: it’s paint-stripper. Disappointed, he kicks the barrel into the stream. A few villagers, standing around, pick up canisters for themselves. Could come in useful.


At least the shipping container is in good nick. Aadi and Ram help Old Samey secure it to the bucket of his Komatsu and, yard by painful yard, he drags it out of sight of the road.


Halfway down the track, Rishi’s mum comes running up, wailing and rending her kameez. The Ansaris’ house has foundered in the flood! It is splitting, ruined, done! The roof beam has snapped! ‘Keshav! Keshav, what shall we do?’


That night, while Aadi and Ram and the other young men of the family fight to wrest the family’s belongings from the worsening flood, Rishi, his mum and dad, and his sister bed down in a barn belonging to their neighbour Old Samey. Safia curls against Rishi in the straw, gently snoring, while Mum mutters angrily in the dark to her husband, who wants only to sleep. What are we doing in a barn? Is there no room in the house? Of course there’s room. Who the hell does old Samey Yadav think he is, herding us into a barn like so many cattle? Go and speak to him, Keshav. Cause a merry stink, Keshav. Go on: show your son what you are made of. Show me.


A bad smell, both mealy and caustic, brings Rishi back to wakefulness. He opens his eyes. Light slides under the barn door. It ropes toward him, tangling across the dusty concrete floor. Red stars on a field of blue. Shreds of yellow light ribbon between softly glowing fields where the colours intermingle to make a white as soft and wet as peach flesh. Rishi’s breath catches in his throat. It’s beautiful. Uncanny. A dream that’s slipped into the waking world.


Aadi and Ram do not return that night, and in the morning they are nowhere to be found. Rishi follows his dad to the ruins of their home. It is not there. In its place, a muddy river flows. Something has happened to the land. It has buckled under the weight of the flood and the receding waters have dug new channels, shortcutting the river’s old weave.


Chhaphandi’s every field is mud. The flood has daubed every hedgerow with mud so thick the fields appear walled. There’s no green leaf anywhere. Buffaloes starve in their pens. Cows keel over in the roads. For two weeks the villagers of Chhaphandi wait to see which of their dead the disaster will leave behind for them to bury.


The drowned bodies of Rishi’s elder brothers are found wrapped around each other, tangled in the roots of a dead tree. Their funeral is postponed because there’s not enough dry timber for a pyre. Garlands have to be taxied over from Firozabad.
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‘The truth is, everything in this universe has its regular waves and tides. Electricity, sound, the wind, and I believe every part of organic nature will be brought some day within this law. But my philosophy teaches me, and I firmly believe it, that the laws which govern animated beings will be ultimately found to be at bottom the same with those which rule inanimate nature, and, as I entertain a profound conviction of the littleness of our kind, and of the curious enormity of creation, I am quite ready to receive with pleasure any basis for a systematic conception of it all.’



Henry Adams to his brother Charles, October 1863
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