

[image: Images]




THE COINCIDENCE PLOT




THE COINCIDENCE PLOT


Anil Menon


[image: Image]




For my beloved mother Subhadra Kunjamma, in gratitude.




Now, we no longer even know whether these corridors that encircle us are those of a labyrinth, a secret cosmos, or a chaos of pure chance. It is our precious duty to imagine that there is a labyrinth and a thread. We shall never come upon the thread. We may grasp at it and lose it in an act of faith, in a cadence, in dream, in the words we call philosophy, or in plain and simple happiness.


– Jorge Luis Borges, The Thread of the Story


Of everything whatsoever a cause or reason must be assigned, either for its existence, or for its non-existence.


– Benedictus Spinoza, Ethics 1


I’d ban coincidences, if I were a dictator of fiction.


– Julian Barnes, Flaubert’s Parrot




0 | Postscript


I have heard from multiple sources that I, Rama Rao, and not Xan Bharuch, am the real author of The God Proof. Since rumours are strengthened, not weakened, by affirmations and denials, perhaps the best course would be the ancient one: a stoic silence. However, a man’s reputation is at stake, and calumny flourishes in silence, so I am compelled to offer a clarification.


I am not the author of The God Proof.


That being said, let me add that the question of authorship is a tad more complicated than inspecting the cover of a book. The man you imagine as Xan Bharuch is as much a work of the fiction as the fiction is his handiwork.


Please bear with me; sometimes clarity is not the same thing as simplicity, and given a choice, I prefer to be clear. I think I am trying to say that we have to dissolve this relation of power that exists between a creator and their creation. These two words are coincident in meaning, and all works of fiction, in particular, are coincidental works.


It seems the rumours got started because of stylistic similarities between my writing and his. That is not surprising. I have known Xan Bharuch a long time. We have read each other’s works, learned from each other, and borrowed from each other. He is a gifted writer. It shouldn’t be surprising if he has brought to life someone in the story who speaks and walks and talks like me.


Some have pointed to an old essay I wrote about Spinoza’s ontological proof of God. It is the sort of interest that is fatal for an author’s prospects in the marketplace. But let us set that prospect aside. What little I know of these things I owe to Xan, and not the other way around! Many years ago, when we were both young men, Xan had shown me some letters his grandfather, Artur Alexanian, had written to Xan’s grandmother, Sakshi Devi.


The letters were in English and written towards the end of the 1920s. In fact, 1927 through 1930, if I remember correctly. They were too few in number and too restrained to get a good sense of the man.


Perhaps Artur restrained himself because his English wasn’t that of a native. He seemed like someone who wouldn’t do something if he couldn’t do it excellently. Or perhaps he spoke of dull things because he was afraid to raise the spectre of intimacy. Still, words written by human hands have a tender quality that no mechanical printer can ever reproduce, and as I gently traced my fingers over the letters, I saw the young German logician hunched over his desk, writing to the woman he loved, and through time’s play, to me.


In one letter, written from Hamburg, Artur reported that the weather was bitterly cold. He regretted not taking his old blanket with him. He praised its grasping heft and scratchy texture and ankle-length size. He said he missed its delusion that it was a fireplace reborn as a piece of cloth. I’m afraid he showered more love on that hot, short, ugly blanket in that single paragraph than he did on Sakshi in the entire lot of letters. He couldn’t buy a replacement because the old blanket had lost all trace of its manufacturer.


He then went on to write: But is that not our human condition as well? We exist, perfect in our imperfections, and minus our maker’s tag. Yet our imperfections, my liebling, necessarily point to the existence of the Perfect One, Spinoza’s God, my God, your Brahman. I have a truly marvellous demonstration of this proposition which this margin is too narrow to contain.


My interest in Spinoza and Artur Alexanian originate from this paragraph. It is, you might say, how I met Artur Alexanian. Xan’s interest was in his grandmother, Sakshi Devi, who was no less remarkable. I started with Artur and Xan with Sakshi. As our paths and ambitions and relationships criss-crossed over time, I found myself more aligned with Sakshi, her ability to love, her willingness to be vulnerable. I will not speak for Xan’s trajectory.


I did write about Artur Alexanian and his search for a proof of God’s existence. The work is incomplete. It will remain incomplete. One might say it exists only as a beginning and nothing more.


I am not the author of The God Proof!




1 | Artur & Sakshi


Berlin, 1930


WELCOME MY FRIEND, WHAT CHANCE HAS BROUGHT YOU HERE?


The question on the screen was starkly lit against the velvet darkness of the cinema hall. When Saki had told me about the screening of A Throw of Dice, I was enthusiastic. I had always been curious to learn more about the Hindu’s conception of chance and destiny. So far I had seen a tiger, coiling snakes, an elephant-shikar, a turbaned sage and an unusually fair Indien princess. All in under three minutes or so. I checked my pocketwatch. There was one hour and twelve minutes left of this oriental spectacle. Saki turned her head, smiled, and snuggled closer.


‘That’s Seeta Devi,’ she whispered. ‘Her real name is Renee Smith. I met her in Calcutta. Beautiful, no?’


‘I cannot stay for the whole film, liebling.’


‘Artur! Can’t you—’


‘I told you I had a meeting with the Professor.’


‘But you must stay. This screening was so hard to arrange. It would displease Mister Rai if you left in the middle.’


I didn’t give an ant’s fart if it displeased Herr Himansu Rai. His existence displeased me. Smooth-talking, oily chap with a practised smile that failed to reach his eyes. And a despicable cake-eater from what Saki had told me. Miscegenation with a white woman, an illegitimate child, unpaid obligations, and what not. Always cadging for money. Even this show was an attempt to attract investors for Karma, his next oriental spectacle. A project Saki hoped to act in, and one in which her friend Devika had promised her a role.


I sighed and closed my eyes. At least this melodrama was a movie. Everybody wanted talkies however, and soon it would no longer be possible to sleep in peace in a cinema. But I was unable to nod off. There was a shortage of peace both inside my head and the world outside. I had stalled finishing my thesis as long as I could. I would have to meet Herr Professor Doktor Ira Cohn and explain I just needed a little more time.


Herr Cohn had given me a longer rope than he had given his other advanced students, but it had always been understood I would either have to produce results or hang myself. I had indeed solved the problem I had set myself, but the solution was so ugly, perhaps it would have been better if I had hung myself. There had to be a more elegant answer. I just needed a little more time. Herr Cohn would understand, he always had. As anxiety once again filled my chest cavities, I pulled out my pocket watch, checked the time, and then looked around the hall.


It was quite full today. Times were bad, more so than usual. Which meant cinema halls would be full. But it was a feast-and-famine kind of full. The halls were full around payday and empty otherwise. Berlin also gorged and starved. Stockbrokers were turning into pigeons and flinging themselves off skyscrapers. The days had never been busier or the nights more filled with anticipation.


The dreary melodrama finally drew to a close. For a second or two, there was utter silence. Only the faintly acrid odour from the light, common to all cinemas. Then the audience spontaneously rose to its feet. Himansu Rai beamed. He took off his hat, bowed extravagantly. I had expected a tepid response at best. I didn’t understand my fellow Germans any more. I was too young to be so out-of-step with the times. I got up along with the rest and clapped. Saki smiled at me, called out to Devika, and when the actress glanced in our direction, Saki stopped her applause to point to mine.


When we stepped out, Saki’s friend, Jiten Bharuch joined us. It was a beautiful Berlin day, chilly enough to justify my winter jacket which I wore everywhere, and warm enough for Saki to display her slim figure. The three of us headed towards our favourite haunt, the Café Kranzler on Unter den Linden. Saki could never get enough of German pastries and I would need more than one cup of coffee to clear my benumbed head.


She took my arm to indicate that she was with me and not Jiten. I tucked her hand firmly in mine, and we strolled, utterly pleased with ourselves. People glanced at us—this was the most cosmopolitan of cities but a white man clearly in a romantic relationship with an Indien woman was still something for the horse to shake its ass at.


Saki was in the state of mild intoxication that Cinema always had on her. Rai’s next movie, she said, would introduce the deepest of Hindu philosophical ideas to the west. The very deepest ideas. Vedas. Sanskrit. More sages and tigers.


‘If they want to introduce West to the East, they should make a movie on Spinoza. But he is a hard subject.’ I laughed as Saki flashed me a ‘you’re-so-terrible’ glance. She squeezed my hand.


‘My good man, I feel exactly the same way about Tagore!’ Jiten never lost an opportunity to insert his beloved Guru into a conversation.


He began to rhapsodise in his quaint English about this wonderful new Tagore play he was translating into English. The King of the Dark Chamber. He hoped to persuade Herr Rai to turn it into a movie.


‘Devika is the sage’s great-grand-niece, after all. It would be most fitting. Could you put in a good word, dear Sakshi?’


Just then, Saki was hailed from behind. As if the utterance of Devika’s name had persuaded Old Nick to pause his sausage business, the actress caught up with us. The air turned fragrant with bergamot and lavender. I was once again struck by her Indo-European features. All the Indian actors I had seen or met were fairer than most of their kind, but Devika had the colour of ivory. Her English was very British.


‘Sakshi, darling, come with me. I want you to meet Harry. Harry Woolfe. We need a fourth for the evening. It’s frightfully important. You can’t say no, darling.’ Devika fluttered her beautiful eyes at me. ‘You don’t mind, do you, Herr Alexanian? I promise to keep her safe. This is a wonderful opportunity for Sakshi. Mr Woolfe is the managing director of Pro Patria films.’


I did mind. But no man had ever said no to those beguiling eyes, and I was, from the sum of the biological hints granted to me by my Creator, a man. I bowed and clicked my heels but watched them go with ill grace. I turned to Jiten.


‘Auf Wiedersehen.’


‘But I’m going the same way…let’s continue our discussion?’


‘No, I’ll walk alone.’


‘But why?’


I shrugged. ‘You must not ask personal questions.’


I left him open-mouthed on the curb. I didn’t regret my decision to walk alone, but my head wasn’t any clearer for it. The entrance of the Mathematics building was guarded by the sour odour of unwashed male bodies. I stopped in front of the bulletin board, covered with announcements of upcoming conferences, visiting dignitaries, new monographs, job notices and other thumbtack-worthy events that constituted the lifeblood of the Friedrich-Wilhelms Universität’s Mathematics Department. There were no academic postings. Jobs were as scarce as hen’s teeth. Professors seemed to be living forever. 1930 was proving to be a perfectly round anus for a perfect turd of a decade.


I felt a hand on my shoulder, turned, and looked down into the piercing blue eyes of my thesis advisor, Herr Professor Doktor Ira Cohn.


‘Herr Professor! I was on my way to your office. Am I late?’ I took out my pocket watch. I had five minutes to spare and I breathed easier.


Cohn glanced at his wrist, adorned with a Cartier Tank. ‘Unfortunately Artur, our paths now have to diverge. I have to be elsewhere.’


‘Yes, Herr Professor Doktor. Of course. I will reschedule with Fraulein Bott.’


‘Good.’ He smiled thinly. ‘Artur, if I may change our subject, would you and your lady care to join us for dinner, a week from now? My man will come by with the formal invitation. It is a small party, just a few friends from here and there. My wife stresses that your Fraulein is eagerly awaited. She has become quite curious about India and wishes to learn more about that ancient land.’


Care to join? Achtung! Achtung! Groucho Marx is on the loose! Full German professors didn’t go around inviting lowly doctoral students to their dinner parties. After a fish-mouthed moment, I ventured a confession.


‘Herr Professor, Saki and I—’ I paused, then ploughed on. ‘We are only engaged. I—we—are making plans, but there are many complications to untangle.’


I had no reason to feel awkward, but I did. The acquaintances Saki and I had in common were disproportionately from her circle. Oddly, they reserved their peculiar blood prejudices for their own kind; with Caucasian outsiders, they were warm and open-hearted. While I benefited from their kindness, I feared my kind wouldn’t treat Saki with the same generosity. They would weigh her as a trifle, my Pfeffernüsse.


Cohn smiled again. Perhaps he remembered his student days and its peccadilloes. He seemed to understand that this wasn’t a typical engagement.


‘Do confirm with your…Saki? Please do convey to her that my wife and I apologise for the short notice.’


I nodded, still a bit numb with surprise. The rest of the day passed uneventfully. I plugged away at the dissertation in the magnificent reading room of the University library on Dorotheenstrasse. It was only five-thirty when I stepped out, but the skies were already darkening. It filled me with a mad restlessness; I longed to immediately depart for a sun-drunk world. South America, maybe. Or California. Yes, much better. There was so much sun in California even the earth burst into oranges. I could see myself living on a ranch with a Mexican wife and lots of steers and fighting off raiders. I was tired of Berlin’s midget days and gaunt nights.


Saki and I lived in one of those generic five-story rent barracks, the Mietskasernen, built at the turn of the century. It was within walking distance from the University. Outside my apartment, I could hear strains of American jazz. Saki’s ancient Hindu ancestors, so particular about everything and anything, hadn’t gotten in the way of her developing a passion for musicians with names like Jelly Roll Morton, Kid Ory and Zutty Singleton.


For a few weeks, we had dined on her Indien cooking, but my stomach could never adapt to the spices. There had been complaints from the neighbours about the smell, and eventually, without either of us discussing the matter, Saki had adapted to a stolid German diet. On most days it was beef Gulasch; the stew is very forgiving of cultural differences and lack of ingredients. The Nazi-owned UFA studio, where she and Devika Rani and others were learning about the new talkies technology, provided her with lunch on most days, and sometimes she was able to stash away sausages, loaves, and Schneckennudeln biscuits.


The hug I received from her at the door was subdued, even distracted.


‘Did you meet your capitalist?’ I said.


‘He’s Herr Rai’s capitalist. Why don’t you wash your hands? Do you feel like working on Chandragupta tonight?’


‘Yes, why not?’


We were currently translating Chandragupta from Hindi into English into German. The UFA couldn’t get enough of Hindu spectacles and we couldn’t get enough of their money.


Saki was in an odd mood. She sounded cheerful enough, but her Being didn’t match the cheer. I told her about Cohn’s invitation, the extraordinary honour involved, and she made all the appropriate noises. We discussed what she would wear, but it was clear that her heart wasn’t in it. I got irritated.


‘Why aren’t you happy?’


‘I am, I am. But who will we be there?’


‘Artur and Sakshi. What more do you want?’


‘I want you to want.’


Her German was still quite poor. I told her ‘wünschen’ was the wrong verb to use for ‘want’ in this context. ‘Wollen’ was more appropriate. If we weren’t intimates, then ‘möchten’ was the more formal verb to use. She nodded away.


‘I used “wünschen” because it seemed closer to our word for a sensual desire: khwaish. It means longing, but a longing you can almost taste. Never mind, darling. I am happy to be Artur and Sakshi.’


After dinner, I pushed back my chair, lit a Helmar, and smoked in peace as Saki washed the dishes. When she was done, she came over and sat next to me. I put my arm around her thin shoulders.


‘Is the money forthcoming?’


She shook her head. ‘Herr Woolfe said that the Nazis are applying a lot of pressure to make more propaganda films. Nothing else is moving. There’s no money for Karma. Devika told me she’s had to pawn her heirlooms. Herr Rai has to keep up appearances, after all. She goes barefoot in her apartment because she only has one pair of silk stockings left. Imagine! That’s how bad things are. I don’t know what I’m going to do.’


We sat there in awkward silence. I knew what I had to say, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it. I looked around the cramped apartment, the desperate brown woman next to me.


‘I want to make love,’ I announced.


‘Now?’


‘Yes.’ I patted my Spinoza. ‘It will make things better.’


Saki lay down, raised her hips, removed her cotton polka dotted underwear. She spread her thighs, smiling hesitantly. I stared at her privates, so different in shade and allure from that of a German woman. I touched her intimately, imagining her dancing in some exotic Hindu movie, desired by millions but available only to me. As her expression turned tender, my man hardened. I did what lovers do, but comfort did not come. When the act was over, I held her briefly, in mutual silence, then drew my beloved blanket against the night’s chill and went to sleep.
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Next morning, I walked to the department. My Ludwig Reiters were soon spattered with mud as they navigated the littered streets. I still preferred to walk because Berlin is morning- beautiful in an almost indescribable way. The dishabille wrought by the chill morning fog always made me wish I was a fifty-foot giant able to see the lady in full, rather than through narrow keyhole eyes.


This morning’s walk was different. The snarls of Gotterdammerung were everywhere. Juden nicht erwunscht! Der Fuhrer ist der sieg! Kauft nicht bei Juden! The exclamation marks appeared to be de rigueur on the posters, signs, and notices. The poster boy for Nazi virility, Max Schmeling, had won the title fight over the Yankee champion, Jack Sharkey. The Yankees were screaming it hadn’t been a fair fight. Ha! How was it not fair that the world’s heavyweight boxing champion was a Nazi? Hurra. Hurra. If the Yankee doodles, thundered Goebbels in Der Angriff, couldn’t deal with the superior Aryan, they were welcome, as Mozart suggested, ‘Leck mich im Arsch!’ People’s faces, once merely clockwork-serious and mundane, now appeared sinister and overcast with malice.


When I reached Dr Cohn’s office, I was surprised to see that the usual knot of petitioners was missing. I knocked.


‘Herein,’ said a quiet voice.


Cohn was sitting in his customary chair, its bright red leather contrasting with the muted grey of his vest. The room’s blinds were half pulled down leaving much of the room in shadow. He looked up as I entered; he looked tired, but nonetheless he made an attempt at a smile, as I greeted him.


‘Ah, Alexanian. Come, come.’


I thanked him for seeing me. He waved it away and dove into the heart of the matter.


‘So. How long have you laboured on your problem?’


‘Three years. But a good three years. Useful three years. I’m not happy with my discovery, but I’m ready to write. I have gone deeper than anyone else into the foundations of mathematics.’


He didn’t say anything for a while. He turned in his chair and stared out of the window with the half-drawn blinds. He turned to face me, his hands folded over his stomach.


‘Hmm. What do you think of this, then?’


He handed me a page. It was difficult to read in the dark, and he must have seen me squinting, for he walked over to the window and drew the blinds.


It was an abstract, addressed to the Vienna Academy of Sciences. It was authored by Hans Hahn, Kurt Gödel’s adviser. Basically, it declared that Gödel had shown the concept of mathematical proof had fundamental limitations.


Without proofs, mathematics is nothing. 2 + 2 is equal to 4 because it can be proved to be so. A mathematical statement is true if and only if it can be proved to be true. It is false if and only if it can be proved to be false. There is nothing more sacred in mathematics than the concept of a proof.


There are only two requirements on proofs. First, the requirement of consistency. If someone asked ‘Is 2+2 = 4?’ then mathematics shouldn’t be able to prove 2 + 2 is equal to 4 and that it isn’t. Ditto for other mathematical questions. But this still leaves open the possibility of not knowing. So, there was also the requirement of completeness. Mathematics should be able either to prove something was true or that it was false. We wanted a mathematics that was consistent and complete. What could be more reasonable?


Nevertheless, Gödel had shown that most mathematical systems—for example, ordinary school arithmetic—are either consistent or complete, but they couldn’t be both. Either there would be inconsistencies in mathematics or mathematics couldn’t always guarantee a proof. Do you want a God who is omniscient or do you want a God who is omnipotent? You couldn’t have both. One had to choose.


I had proved the same result but wasted months trying to show mathematics could be saved from being so…ugly.


I had proved it. I had discovered it. But Gödel had published it. What would I do with the rest of my useless life?


As the world fell away, my hands began to tremble. It seemed very loud and very quiet at the same time. There was an impossible heaviness on my chest. I wanted to say something but my tongue lay thick and heavy and dehydrated. My hand jerked involuntarily against Herr Cohn’s desk, knocking a book onto the floor.


‘You waited too long, Alexanian. But it is my mistake as well. We waited too long.’


I nodded, looked out of the window. There was a sign, across the quad, in front of the Chemistry building. The Chemistry building! Slashes in red, style echoing semantics. ‘Juda verrecke!’ Roughly, perish Judah. The German precision was evident in the choice of the verb. Perish, croak, kick the bucket. Verrecke. The word is not muddy.


I looked at Cohn. His face was expressionless. Didn’t he realise? The world had just cracked. With a supreme effort, I set myself aside.


‘Herr Doktor, it isn’t my place, but surely it isn’t safe here anymore? Even for you. Surely, it is time—’


He waved me quiet. His face was red.


‘They are just thugs. And I believe in my Germany. I am German too. If we all leave, we leave Germany to the thugs, eh?’ He rummaged about his desk and then waved a sheaf of papers at me. ‘And I am not without friends. Britain. France. Denmark. They all write. Come. And now, you are also worried. Thank you, Artur. But you worry needlessly.’


His smile was natural and unforced. I was much less sanguine but deferred to his judgement. I picked up the book lying on the floor. Discredited biologist Paul Kammerer’s Das Gesetz der Serie. The good professor certainly had an eclectic taste.


‘I wonder Alexanian, if doing mathematics still makes sense. I mean, if Gödel has done what he says he has done.’


His voice trailed away. He was hand-doodling on his leather desk-pad, and he looked lost. In contrast, I felt light, breezy. I could have floated away. The world was too absurd.


Cohn seemed to be on the verge of saying something, but he remained silent. After a while, he shrugged.


‘Oh well. Gödel speaks in an hour. We will go. Yes? We will listen. Maybe we can give the Austrian something to think about on the way home, eh? As for you, think about what you want to do next. I have a few ideas. We must have that talk we keep planning to have. Yes?’


The lightness had disappeared as quickly as it had come. A part of me continued to deny the inevitable, while the other was numb with resignation. I had spent three years on the problem. All gone. I nodded, unable to speak.
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As we entered Cohn’s house, we were surveyed with curiosity, especially Saki in her resplendent sari. The conversational hum fell and then resumed with vigour. Herr Professor approached us, and so also the ever-present aura of gentleness, dignity, and wisdom.


‘Artur. All is well, yes?’ He inclined his head and then smiled the warmest of smiles at Saki. ‘My dear, welcome to our humble home.’


A wine glass was pressed into my hand. I despised wine. Grape juice with a college education. I sipped the insipid fluid, my face wreathed in the customary thoughtful expression. Cohn gave me a sharp glance and told me that beer was an option. He then offered his arm to Saki and nodded towards a corner.


‘I want you to meet Gödel,’ he said, and led us to a serious-faced young man with owlish glasses. Gödel looked ill at ease and was clutching rather than holding the drink. We were introduced, and Gödel smiled: briefly, politely, without recognition. Cohn said something about my being a fellow logician, asked him about Hans Hahn and cracked an inside joke. I just stood there, sipping grape juice. Gödel did not encourage conversation.


Frau Cohn took possession of Saki. The professor’s wife was warmth and kindness personified. She exclaimed over Saki’s sari, confirmed she spoke German, and her pleasure in the encounter was such that a stranger would’ve estimated we had all known each forever.


‘How did you meet your mathematician, my dear?’ said Frau Cohn. ‘My husband makes sure his students have no spare time.’


‘I asked him for directions, and one thing led to another,’ said Saki. ‘It was pure coincidence.’


‘Nonsense. Providence knows nothing of coincidence! Why didn’t you ask someone else? Everything that is, is for a reason.’


‘Not everything,’ said Gödel.


‘Everything!’ insisted Frau Cohn, giving the greatest logician since Aristotle a stern glance. She then led Saki towards a gaggle of silk, sparkle, and lace.


I drifted away as well. My suit was a little too tight, and the damn tie was choking me. I recognised some famous faces. There was the algebraist Karl Remak, the American historian Gordon Craig, the Catholic theologian Erich Przywara, and even a Nobel laureate, Louis Victor Pierre Raymond duc de Broglie. It seemed the good doctor knew everyone who was anyone.


At one point, Cohn re-materialised at my side. ‘Alexanian, stay a while after the others leave. I wish to talk to you.’


By the time dinner was announced, I was starving and made unseemly haste towards the huge dining room. Frau Cohn’s misguided ideas on dinner conversation had resulted in Gödel being seated on Saki’s right, across from my seat. She looked at me. I could sense she was nervous. I lifted one of the cutlery pieces laying siege to my plate and shrugged at her: how many stupid forks do you need to eat a potato? She smiled and discreetly waggled her fingers. Then she took a deep breath, calmed, as if she was about to go on stage. She leaned over to Gödel and said something. He chewed.


To my left was a taciturn Hessian who was in no mood for conversation; it appeared that he had come for the meatballs. To my right was a Professor, and once he survived the smelly fact that I was only a grubby student, he proceeded to ignore me.


I deliberately dropped a bread crumb onto the floor. My shoes were so polished, they deserved to be fed.


Gödel and Saki were conversing, actually conversing. A tigress, my Indien princess. Here she was, in the midst of Europeans, having to converse in a language she spoke incorrectly, with people interested in incomprehensible subjects.


After the dinner, the guests began to depart one by one, but I hung back as Cohn had requested. Saki was in the inner chambers with Frau Cohn and a couple of other women. I sat in Cohn’s study, smoking one of his cigars and looking back on the evening, my mood melancholy.


Cohn came into the study. He looked drained and I caught a glimpse of the old man he would one day become. He sat down heavily and lit a cigar, executing the procedure with his usual care: smell, snip, light, puff, inspect, smoke.


I complimented him on the fine dinner. He nodded abstractedly. It was clear he was collecting his thoughts. When he spoke, his voice was so soft I had to lean forward to hear him.


‘Make plans to leave Germany. Say, in six months. Maximum, a year. I cannot do much for you here anymore. Bieberbach and others plot my dismissal. I will be fine, but soon it may not be safe for you. And your fraulein, ach, she has no home here. You understand?’ When I nodded, he resumed. ‘See if you can salvage something from your work.’


I said nothing. Salvage. The word summed up the fruits of my labour. He inspected his cigar for a minute or so, and then said, ‘Artur, do not be jealous of Gödel.’


‘I am not, Herr Professor. Truly. I am grateful.’


He gave me a shrewd glance, but nodded. The dim light deepened the cobweb of lines wreathing his face. We sat in companionable silence.


He seemed to have sunk into deep thought, and for a moment I thought he was asleep. But he stirred and looked at me, miraculously restored, his blue eyes luminous.


‘What do you think Alexanian, is our Gödel right? Is it true that some things have no discernible reason for why they’re so? Have Gödel’s theorems put an end to Spinoza’s dream of a perfectly rational universe where there is a reason for everything?’


It hurt, somewhere, that it wasn’t Alexanian’s theorems. Perhaps I wasn’t as enlightened as I had claimed. I considered his query.


‘Do not bother to answer that,’ said Herr Cohn. ‘I am afraid I have led you astray. I set you on the wrong problem. The quest for perfection never comes to any good end. Inconsistency is the thread that stitches the human universe together. So why not in mathematics as well? Will you not use a blanket because it is patched together? Warmth is all you should ask of a blanket. All else is vanity.’


He sat there, puffing on his cigar. Its sweet and heavy smoke mantled the room. Mine had gone out, and I set it aside carefully.


‘What’s sacred about either-or? A is B or not-B. Why is that? You are either a Jew or a German. Why not both? Eh?’


He smoothened the front of his smoking jacket, brushing some ash onto the floor. I let his mind stream. He seemed to be speaking to himself. ‘Why do we fear inconsistency so? What we call inconsistency may also be called tolerance, resilience, and forgiveness.’


‘I cannot accept it.’


He turned his head, startled. ‘Bitte?’


‘Forgive me Herr Professor, what I mean is, I refuse to accept our limitations are God’s limitations.’


‘What does Old Whitebeard have to do with anything?’


I began to sweat a little. ‘It is related to what you said earlier. Implied earlier. What if these limitations we’ve discovered are the limitations of our imaginations?’


‘Ah, the imagination. And what would you have us imagine?’


I hesitated. ‘Nothing.’


He waited.


‘Let us forget words like consistency, completeness, proof, and so on. Let us begin with the simplest idea. Nothing. Its opposite would be Everything.’


‘You have already introduced the idea of opposites.’


‘Yes. So we will say, a word is defined by itself and its opposite.’ I glanced at the professor to see if he was willing to grant me this. He didn’t say anything, so I plowed on. ‘When we say something is possible, that is, we introduce the idea of possibility, that also introduces the idea of impossibility. Now Spinoza told us there is no such thing as the possible. There is only necessity. All things are necessary. So we have to ask, is there such a thing as the impossible? Maybe it will be impossible for some, for me, for you, for this world, but impossible for God?’


He smiled. ‘Are we going to be theologians now?’


‘No, no. It must be entirely mathematical. No fluff.’


‘Very well,’ said Cohn. The ash had gathered at the end of Cohn’s cigar. It was getting late. ‘I believe there are things even God must consider impossible. Suppose a proof of this statement were available. Then of course it tells us there are things that are impossible. On the other hand, suppose such a proof was impossible. Then once again, we have an example of something that is impossible, namely, a certain kind of proof. It follows there are things that are impossible even for God.’


It was my turn to smile. ‘My professor, we both know—’


‘Yes, yes.’ He was staring at me, his blazing intelligence looking deep into my very soul. His expression changed as he realised what I was planning. ‘Gott in Himmel! You’re trying to prove God exists!’


I let out my breath. ‘Herr Doktor, the very greatest of thinkers have attempted ontological proofs—’


‘And the proofs are all wrong. Alexanian—’


‘They didn’t have our tools—’


‘Alexanian, you lost priority to Gödel because you refused to go where your mathematics took you. You continue to resist.’


‘No, it is not ego.’


‘Then what is it?’


‘I must try, Herr Doktor Professor. I have no choice. God is our greatest myth. Space, time, number, and chance have all been brought under the scrutiny of mathematics. Why not God?’


My professor was silent for a long time. Then he sighed. ‘I should discourage you.’ I had to lean forward to hear him. ‘But I know you, so I will not. Still, we must ensure you have a livelihood. The stomach can’t dine on myths, yes? I will also write you a letter of introduction. Go to England, see Bertrand. There’s also Wittgenstein there. Meet people. Real people. Not people living in books. When you are my age, you will understand who you know matters just as much as what you know.’


Cohn spat out a tobacco fragment from his tongue, brushed it off his jacket, grimaced, perhaps at the indelicacy of the act. ‘You will first finish your report, yes?’


I nodded. ‘Yes, of course, Herr Doktor.’


‘You will keep in touch?’


‘Yes of course, Herr Doktor. I am honoured.’


He gestured to me with his cigar, brusquely. ‘And you will remember that being alive is reason sufficient unto itself as well as a necessary responsibility?’


‘I will do my best, Herr Doktor.’


He looked at me, and to my wonder, I saw that his eyes glistened. ‘Ah, Artur Alexanian, truth is I wish I could follow you. What a fine adventure it will be.’


He smiled, and I felt a great weight lift from my shoulders. Then he got up stiffly, walked over to the cabinet and poured me some claret. He spoke about the cigars and how he got them hand-delivered from Gustav Spanier, this particular manufacturer in Büende. We talked of many things as though we both knew we might not get such a night again. Before he finally let us go, instead of formally shaking hands with Saki, he gently kissed her forehead and wished her well.


As Saki got ready for bed, she obliged me with the nightly ritual: she undressed with languor and contentment. As she slid under the covers, I kissed her. She yawned, and so I kissed air. We laughed, leaning into each other. Then I got up.


‘Where are you going?’ Saki caught hold of my hand.


‘I can’t sleep yet. Too much stimulation. You had a good time too, yes?’


‘Yes. Everyone was very kind. Herr Gödel, I liked him.… He told me he’s in love with a woman called Adele. Kurt is certain his family will object because she’s divorced and a cabaret dancer. But he’s going to marry her anyway. Isn’t that wonderful?’


‘For her, no.’ I disengaged my hand. ‘You sleep, liebling. I’ll join you later. Iche liebe dich, mein Schatz.’


‘Then I have everything and am content,’ she replied, in ungrammatical German.


I retired to the kitchen. I had planned to start work on Anselm, Gassendi, Descartes, Leibniz and other thinkers who had thought about proving God’s existence logically, but I couldn’t concentrate. Thoughts about the woman sleeping in the other room weighed on my mind. I understood what Saki had been trying to say. But the situation was simply impossible. There was a war coming. Germany as I had known it would no longer exist. It was no world for lovers. Saki and I had no future.


I resolved to speak with Jiten Bharuch. Whatever his other faults, he was a decent sort. He would make sure she returned home safely. Yes, she would have to be informed, it would be very unpleasant and very sad, and then it would be over. I began to make a detailed plan for the next few months. When I raised my head, freed of doubt, I was startled to hear the waking sounds of a city. I got up, washed my face. The day would bring many changes, and I was determined to leave nothing to chance.
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‘We can’t leave anything to chance, Ms. Farzana.’ The nurse notes my blood pressure. Her name is Joan; she’s white and from Clinton, Iowa. She is the second nurse to record my weight, oxygen levels, and blood pressure. ‘Wait in Room 5. Doctor Domagik will be there shortly. If you feel nauseous, there are barf bags near the sink.’


Gee, thanks for the hex, Joan. I waddle down the corridor to Room 5. It takes time. Preggos are ponderous. I used to chuckle when I caught myself in a reflecting surface, but these days I just look like Churchill with epic tits. Changing into the hospital threads also takes time. I like dressing up, and God knows I have enough clothes to prove it, but these days I can’t stand the feel of clothes on me. Pregnant women should be allowed to waddle about naked. I can’t believe I was ever un-pregnant. It is as if I am frozen in one particular moment. There is no past or future. Or they have folded over and now bulge out; time waiting to give birth to itself.


I like the word ‘epic’. Joan used it the other day while telling me about her weekend. Say what you will of Americans, the chutiyas know how to play with language. Xan made me comfortable with saying ‘chutiya’. The chutiya.
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