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DISCLAIMER 

 

This is a work of fiction. 

All characters, names, places, events, and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or are  used  fictitiously.  Any  resemblance  to  actual  persons, living  or  dead,  or  real  events  is  purely  coincidental  and unintentional. 

The  emotional  experiences,  reflections,  and  perspectives portrayed  in  this  novel  are  intended  to  explore  the complexities of human life and should not be interpreted as definitive truths or universal conclusions. The thoughts, beliefs,  and  actions  of  the  characters  belong  solely  to them and do not necessarily reflect those of the author. 

This  book  may  touch  upon  themes  such  as  identity, relationships,  loss,  mental  states,  and  personal  struggle. Readers  are  encouraged  to  engage  with  the  material thoughtfully  and  interpret  it  through  their  own understanding and experiences. 

No  part  of  this  publication  may  be  reproduced, distributed,  or  transmitted  in  any  form  or  by  any means without the prior written permission of the author, except in  the  case  of  brief quotations used for review or critical purposes. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE LIST


 

The notebook was cheap. That was the first thing anyone would  notice  about  it  —  a  forty-rupee  spiral-bound pad from  a  stationary  shop  near  Dadar  station,  its  red  cover warped  from  being  sat  on, its pages faintly coffee-ringed on  the  upper  right  corner  because  Arjun  Mehta  always held his mug in his left hand and wrote with his right, and sometimes forgot which direction he had placed it. It was not  the  kind  of  notebook  that  looked  like  it  contained anything  important.  It  was,  in  fact,  the  most  important thing he owned. 

He  had  started  it  at  twenty-two,  in  the  cramped paying-guest room in Pune where he lived during his first year  of  work,  when  his  salary  was  fourteen  thousand rupees  a  month  and  he  was  sending  four  of  those thousands  home  to  his  mother  in  Nagpur  and  spending another three on a bus pass and canteen food, which left him  seven  thousand  with  which  to  be  alive.  He  had bought  the  notebook  because  a  senior  colleague  named Pradeep,  a  sardonic  man  with  a  magnificent  moustache and a habit of quoting Urdu poetry without warning, had told  him  during  a  Friday  evening  chai  break  that  the tragedy  of  Indian  middle-class  men  was  not  poverty  but imagination  —  that  they  stopped  dreaming  at  the  exact age when they should have been dreaming most furiously. 

Arjun  had  gone  home  that  evening,  sat  on  his  foam mattress  with  his  back  against  the  peeling  wall,  and written  at  the  top  of  the  first  page,  in  his  careful architect's hand: THINGS I WILL DO BEFORE I DIE. 

He  was  twenty-two.  He  crossed  out  the  title  almost immediately — too dramatic, too final — and replaced it with:  THE  LIST.  Simpler.  More  honest.  Less  like  a document and more like a promise. 

That had been twelve years ago. 

He was thirty-four now, and a great deal had changed. He earned  more  than  fourteen  thousand  a  month  — considerably more. He had his own flat in Andheri West, a  two-bedroom  with  a  balcony  that  looked  out onto the concrete  back  of  another building, and a kitchen he kept scrupulously  clean  because  his  mother had raised him to believe that a clean kitchen was a form of prayer. He was a  senior  associate at Mathur & Associates Architecture, a firm  that  built  shopping  malls  and  corporate  parks  and, occasionally,  when  a  client  was  feeling  adventurous,  a residential  building  with  curved  walls.  He  had  health insurance,  a  PPF  account,  and  a  mutual  fund  portfolio that  his  colleague  Richa  reviewed with him every quarter with the focused intensity of a cardiologist listening to an uncertain heartbeat. 

He  had,  in  other  words,  become  a  person.  A  specific, legible  kind  of  Indian  person  —  responsible, professionally successful, almost-but-not-quite settled, the sort  of  thirty-four-year-old  that  aunties  at  weddings looked  at  with  a mixture of approval and mild suspicion, as  though  success  without  a  wife  was  a  structural irregularity that would eventually cause the whole building to list. 

The  notebook  still  sat in the drawer of his bedside table. He did not read it often. But on certain kinds of nights — the  kind  that  arrived  without  warning,  usually  at  eleven o'clock on a Tuesday, usually after a day in which nothing had  been  wrong  but  nothing  had  been  particularly  right either — he would open the drawer, take it out, and read through the list by the yellow light of his bedside lamp. 

It  still  had  forty-one  items.  He  had  added  the  forty-first on his twenty-ninth birthday, slightly drunk on Old Monk and  tender  with  the  peculiar  loneliness  of  celebrating alone, and had not added anything since. 

Thirty-four years old. Forty-one things. Zero completed. 

* * * 

The list, in full: 

1. See the Northern Lights in Iceland. 

2.  Climb  Kilimanjaro.  (Not  to  the  summit  —  just 

partway. Enough to know what altitude feels like.) 

3. Sleep in the Sahara desert under the actual stars, not in 

a tent. 

4.  Take  the  Trans-Siberian  Railway,  the  full  route, 

Moscow to Vladivostok. 

5.  Dive  the  Great  Barrier  Reef  before  it  dies.  (He  had 

added  this  in  parentheses,  sadly, when the bleaching reports started appearing.) 

6. Walk up to Machu Picchu at dawn — not the bus, the 

walk — and be there when the mist lifts. 

7. Write a novel. (Finish it, not just start it.) 

8. Learn to play one complete song on the guitar, properly, 

not just the opening chords. 

9.  Watch  a  sunrise  from  the  top  of  a  mountain  he  has 

actually climbed himself. 

10. Attend a proper tea ceremony in Kyoto. 

11.  Stand  at  Varanasi's  main  ghat  at  dawn  and  watch 

what happens. 

12.  Eat  a  full  kaiseki  meal  in  Japan.  (Seven  courses 

minimum.) 

13. Learn enough Spanish to have a real conversation — 

not just directions. 

14.  Read  all  of  Dostoevsky.  (All  of  it.  Not  just  Crime 

and Punishment.) 

15.  Apologise  to  his  father.  (This  one  he  had  written, 

crossed  out,  and  rewritten  three  times.  The  final  version  had  no parenthetical note. It didn't need one.) 

16. See a live jazz performance at a small club, somewhere 

it was invented, with a drink he could barely afford. 

17.  Drive  the  entire  length  of  Highway  1  in  California, alone, with no map on his phone. 

18. Swim in a bioluminescent bay at night. 

19.  See  the  Hagia  Sophia  at  the  exact  moment  the 

afternoon light comes through the upper windows. 

20.  Stand  at  the  edge  of  the  Grand  Canyon  at  sunrise. 

(Not the tourist spots — the edge, where there is no railing.) 

21. Ride a motorbike through the rain in Vietnam. 

22.  Learn  to  cook  one  dish — truly cook it, not from a 

recipe — that tastes the way his mother's fish curry tastes. 

23.  Tell  Priya  what  he  felt  when  they  were  twenty-seven. 

(Priya  was  now married to a cardiologist in Hyderabad. This item remained.) 

24.  Stay  awake  for  an  entire  night  at  a  hospital, just to 

understand what nurses do. 

25.  Visit  the  village  in  Ratnagiri  where  his  grandfather 

was born, before the family entirely forgets it. 

26. See a blue whale in the ocean, the real thing, the actual 

size of it. 

27. Sleep in a treehouse. 

28.  Photograph  the  Milky  Way.  (Learn  photography 

properly first.) 

29. Build something with his hands — not a design, not a 

plan, but the physical thing itself. A table. A bookshelf. Anything. 

30. Run a half-marathon. (Not for fitness. Just to know if 

he can.) 

31.  Volunteer  for  one  month,  actually  useful  labour,  not 

the kind where you take photographs and feel good. 

32. Watch every film on the Sight & Sound top hundred 

list, with proper attention, no phone. 

33. Visit Petra in Jordan at dawn, before the tour groups. 

34. Learn what his body actually feels like after a week of 

no phone, no screen, no news. 

35. Go to a bullfight in Seville — not because he wants to, 

but because he wants to understand something about civilization and violence and beauty that he cannot understand without seeing it. 

36.  Spend  one  full  day  with  his  mother  doing  absolutely 

nothing except sitting with her. 

37.  See  a  total  solar  eclipse,  ideally  from  somewhere beautiful. 

38. Fall in love. (He had written this at twenty-three and 

had  never  removed  it,  which  said  something  about  him  that  he preferred not to examine.) 

39.  Understand  what  he  actually believes — about God, 

about  death,  about  why  any  of  it  matters. (Not what he was told. What he actually thinks.) 

40.  Stand  in  front  of  a building he has designed and feel 

proud. Actually proud. Not relieved it didn't fall down. 

41.  Have  one  conversation with his mother where nothing 

is unsaid. 

 

He  read  through the list on that particular Tuesday night —  the  last  Tuesday  night  of  his  life,  though  he  did  not know that — and felt the particular feeling the list always gave him. It was not quite sadness.  

It was the feeling of a room you have not entered in years, that  is  exactly  as  you  left  it,  that  makes  you  understand that you have been standing in the hallway all this time. 

He closed the notebook. He placed it back in the drawer. He turned off the light. 

He was tired. He would deal with the list on the weekend. 





CHAPTER TWO:  


THE DAY BEFORE

 

He  woke  at  six-forty-three,  which  was  seven  minutes before his alarm, which was the most reliable sign that he was  anxious  about  something.  He  lay  on  his  back  for  a moment and tried to identify the anxiety. It had a shape to it  —  blunt,  low,  not  the  spike  of  a  specific  fear  but  the ambient  weight  of  accumulated  small  failures.  He identified it after about thirty seconds: the Bandra project. The  clients,  a  young  couple  named  Rakesh  and  Sonali Desai,  were  coming  in  at  two o'clock to review the third round of floor-plan revisions, and Arjun was quite certain they would reject them again, not because the plans were bad but because they did not yet know what they wanted, which  was  a  problem  no  amount  of  architectural  skill could solve. 

He  got up. He made tea — he still used a proper 

kadhai for this, not the electric kettle Richa had gifted him last  Diwali,  because  his  mother  had  taught  him  that  tea made in an electric kettle was technically tea but spiritually something else. He stood at the kitchen counter while the milk  came  up,  and  he  watched  the  building  opposite his balcony emerge from the morning haze, floor by floor, as the  light  strengthened,  and  he  thought,  as  he sometimes did,  that  he  spent  his  days  designing  buildings  and  his evenings staring at someone else's. 

At  seven-fifteen  he  sat  at  the  kitchen  table  with  his  tea and a paratha he had reheated from the ones he made on Sunday  —  he  cooked  properly  only on Sundays, in large batches that lasted the week, a system he had developed in his late twenties that made him feel efficient in a way that compensated  slightly  for  other  areas  of  his  life  where efficiency  had  not  taken  hold. He opened his laptop and checked his email and found, in order: a revised structural report  from  the  consultant  on  the  Powai  project;  a passive-aggressive  chain  from  the  firm's  administration about  the  August  leave  calendar;  an  email  from  his mother  with  the  subject  line  'Just  checking'  which contained  only  the  words  'Are  you  eating  properly?  Call me  when  free.  Love  Aai';  and  a  newsletter  from  a travel company  he  had  subscribed  to  at  some  point  and  never unsubscribed from, featuring, this particular Wednesday, a photograph  of  the Northern Lights over a frozen lake in Iceland. 

He  looked  at  the  photograph  for  longer  than he needed to. 

The lights were green at their edges, shading into violet at the centre, and they curved across the sky with the casual extravagance of something that had no audience in mind, no performance to give. Below them the lake was a black mirror.  There  was  no  person  in  the  photograph,  which made it feel more rather than less inhabited — as though the lights themselves were the presence. 

Arjun  closed  the  laptop.  He  finished  his  tea.  He  got dressed. 

* * * 

The  office  was  on  the  seventh  floor  of  a  building  in Lower  Parel  that  had  been  designed,  Arjun  had  always suspected,  by  someone  who  had  read about natural light but  never  experienced  it.  The  ceiling-to-floor  windows faced  west,  which  meant  mornings  were  dim  and afternoons  were  blinding,  and  the  whole  space  had  an exhausted  quality  between eleven and two when the light came  in  at  the  exact  angle  to  make  every  screen unreadable.  He had mentioned this to the senior partner, Mr.  Mathur,  once,  who  had  looked  at  him  with  the expression of a man who has made peace with irony. 

He worked through the morning on the Bandra plans. He revised  the  kitchen  placement,  opened  the  north-facing bedroom into the terrace walkway as Sonali had suggested in her last feedback, and relocated the utility shaft by forty centimetres  to  accommodate  what  Rakesh  had  called,  in his  email,  'a  more  natural  flow.'  Arjun  was  not  entirely certain  what  a  more  natural  flow  meant  in  structural terms,  but  he  had  been  doing  this  long  enough  to translate  client  emotion  into  concrete  dimension.  He made the changes. The plan looked better, actually. He sat back  and  looked  at  it  for  a  moment  with  the  feeling  he sometimes  got  when  a  room  came  right  —  not excitement,  which  was  too  much  to  ask,  but  a  quiet recognition, the way you feel when a familiar word finally sounds like what it means. 

Richa  appeared  at  his  desk  at  twelve-thirty  with  two brown-bag  lunches  from  the  dhaba  downstairs.  She  did this  occasionally,  without  asking,  which  was  one  of  the things  he  appreciated  about  her.  She  was  thirty-one  and had  been  with  the  firm  for  four  years  and  had  the particular  competence  of  someone  who  had  stopped needing approval from anyone about two years ago, which made her one of the few people in the office Arjun found genuinely restful to be around. 

'Desai  clients  this  afternoon?'  she  asked,  sitting  in  the chair across from him without asking if it was free. 

'Two o'clock.' 

'Third revision?' 

'Third.' 

She made a sound that was not quite sympathetic and not quite amused. 'Do you know what they want?' 

'I know what she wants. I know what he wants. They want different things that could theoretically coexist but require one of them to concede something, and neither of them is ready  to  do  that  in  front  of  an  architect  they're  paying three lakhs.' 

Richa  unwrapped  her  lunch  and  considered  this.  'You should charge extra for the couples therapy component.' 

'I keep thinking that,' Arjun said. 'I never do.' 

They  ate in comfortable silence, which was the only kind Arjun was good at. After a while Richa said, 'I booked my Goa  trip for October,' and Arjun said, 'Good,' and Richa said, 'You should book something too. You haven't taken leave since February,' and Arjun said, 'I will,' in the way he always said it, which was sincere at the moment of saying and then evaporated. 

He did not book anything that afternoon. 

* * * 

The  Desai  meeting  went  as  predicted.  Rakesh  liked  the new  plan.  Sonali  wanted  the  kitchen  back  where  it  had been.  Arjun  showed  them  both  versions  on  the  large screen in the meeting room and walked them through the structural  implications  of  each,  and  by  four-fifteen  they had  arrived  at  a  fourth  configuration  that  was,  in  his professional  opinion, marginally worse than the third but contained  the  crucial  property  of  having  been  jointly arrived  at,  which  meant  it  would  actually  be  built.  He noted  the  final  dimensions,  thanked  them,  shook  their hands,  and  showed  them  to  the  lift  with  the  practiced warmth  of  a  man  who  has  learned  that  kindness  and honesty are not always simultaneous options. 

He  went  back  to his desk and sat for a moment with his hands flat on the table. Through the west-facing windows the  sky  was going orange and purple in the way Mumbai sky  does  between  five  and  six  —  a  brief,  extravagant colour  that  has  nothing  to  do  with  pollution  if  you're feeling generous and everything to do with it if you're not. Arjun  looked  at  it.  He  thought  about the photograph of the Northern Lights from the morning. He thought about the list in his bedside drawer. 

He thought: I should go to Iceland. 

He thought: I will go next year. 

He  packed  up  his  things  at  five-forty  and  took  the  lift down. Outside the building the evening was already thick with the particular sensory assault of Lower Parel at six — the  smell  of  chai  pulled  from  a  vendor's  cart,  the  horns from  three  directions  at  once,  the  specific  smell  of  hot tarmac and street food and drain that was not unpleasant if  you  had  grown  up  in  a  city  and  would  never  entirely leave  your  nervous  system  if  you  had.  He  walked  to  the Parel  auto  stand  and  waited  six  minutes  for  a  rick  and then got in and gave his address. 

He  stopped  at  the  vegetable  vendor  outside  his 

building.  He  bought  tomatoes,  a  bunch  of  methi,  half  a kilo of onions, and two lemons. He carried these upstairs in  a  cloth  bag.  He  cooked  —  rice,  dal,  a  methi sabzi — and ate it at the kitchen table reading a Nabokov novel he had  been  twenty  pages  deep  in  for  three  weeks.  He washed  up.  He  answered  two  emails.  He  called  his mother,  who  told  him  about  a  cousin's  new  job and the water supply problem in their building and reminded him that Diwali was in six weeks and he should book his train tickets before they disappeared. 

He said he would. 

He hung up. He brushed his teeth. He went to bed. 

He did not take out the notebook that night. 

He  did  not  think,  as  he  fell  asleep,  that  the methi tasted particularly  special,  or  that  the  Nabokov was particularly good,  or  that  the  orange  and  purple  sky  had  been particularly  beautiful.  He  thought  these  things  were approximately what they always were. He was not wrong, exactly. He was also not right. 

