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Praise For The Coffin Of Honey

‘Morrison’s stunning linguistic dexterity is on display once more in his sophomore novel, this time spanning multiple graphemes, cultures, and time itself. Blending political satire and science fiction with a breadth of historical awareness, Morrison demonstrates he can take on any literary form that comes his way.’ – Dashiel Carrera, author of The Deer

‘This dense and poetic novel of first contact from Morrison (Falling Hour) submerges readers in a future that is both collective and fractured ... [Readers] will be rewarded with much food for thought.’ – Publishers Weekly

Praise For Falling Hour

‘A stellar debut novel by a stellar new talent. Falling Hour is written in a prose style that enlivens every page.’

– Mauro Javier Cárdenas, author of American Abductions

‘There is impressive control in the deployment of these mind spirals, with Morrison integrating link after link into a narrative that grows more complex but keeps all its many balls in the air, the kind of juggler who satisfies and surprises with what he is able to toss into the mix.’

– Emily McBride, The Rumpus

‘From the first page to the last I felt wholly captivated by Falling Hour and Hugh’s sensitive and far-ranging digressions. Morrison has captured the magic of Sebald and made it entirely his own, a curiously anti-capitalist exploration of what it means to live in a “fake” country.’

– André Babyn, author of Evie of the Deepthorn

‘Falling Hour is a profound incantatory exhalation – a quiet triumph; to read it is to engage in a smart, humane, and at times very funny conversation that you will never want to end.’

– Simon Okotie, author of After Absalon
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‘In Falling Hour, an immensity is condensed into a single day, a single park, a single empty frame. To themes of loss and dispossession that recall in scope and sensitivity the work of Teju Cole and W.G. Sebald, Morrison brings the attentive eye of a poet and a truly impish sense of the absurd.’

– Jen Craig, author of Panthers and the Museum of Fire

‘It is rare to come across a debut novel that feels so unapologetically intellectual and, at the same time, so alive to what is beautiful and terrible in human life. Falling Hour is more than just the record of a character’s thoughts over the course of a day; it is a kind of literary ghost bicycle chained to the spot where a cyclist was killed, an anthem of the defeated, a howl of rage at a violent machine. It is also, I’m afraid to say, a masterpiece.’

– André Forget, Literary Review of Canada

‘Falling Hour deserves mention as a notable debut along the estuary of modern fiction.’ – D. W. White, Atticus Books

‘Falling Hour is an existential feast, a satisfying banquet of innovative fiction, ripe with free-flowing associations that astound, all with the cohesion of a lucid dream.’ – Danial Neil, The British Columbia Review

‘Falling Hour is a densely woven text of rhythmic sentences and shifting metaphors, of righteous rants about colonialism, capitalism, and Methodist-minded Canadians, of lyrical meditations on the natural world, of facts that beget more facts. Reading it broke my brain, and I mean this as the highest compliment.’ – Marisa Grizenko, Plain Pleasures

‘The perks and pleasures are innumerable in this, the memories of the disgruntled protagonist on a single, lonely day.’

– Brett Josef Grubisic, Vancouver Sun

‘Morrison offers a tender portrayal of loneliness amidst the ravages of late capitalism, where everything, including the most basic forms of human relation, have been subsumed under market logic.’

– Aaron Obedkoff, Canadian Notes & Queries
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That Indian, sir, is an inhabitant of an oppressed country; and I am still, and shall be, to my last breath, one of them!

6
– Captain Nemo, in Jules Verne’s 
Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea
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On Chesapeake Bay
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[redacted]
[redacted]

My first journal entry, at age fifteen, wasn’t very detailed: Slept late. Waves still too bad to surf. Hungover after weird talk with Dad. Returned picture of Lupita’s daughter to her room without her suspecting anything. Don’t get how writing this down is supposed to help me. It was during this ‘weird talk’ that my father ordered me to begin the journalling practice I’ve since maintained for over twenty years. Dr. K[redacted] and Professor F[redacted] of Psych Division have now asked me to recount that conversation for my journal while I wait for reassignment after the Bavarian fracas. They call it an ‘advanced memory exercise.’ Hello to both of you, incidentally. You work in mysterious ways.

It was late August on Chesapeake Bay, and we were staying at [redacted] [redacted], our family’s summer home for six generations. ‘Before the Flood,’ my father liked to say. His father had to move the whole house three hundred yards inland at great personal expense when the tides rose in the Bay. It all worked out in the end, though, because now you can surf there. Before the tides rose, the old people said, you’d have to go all the way to Ocean City to catch any waves worth surfing. Ocean City doesn’t exist anymore, except as a floating squat for oyster poachers. The old people said it had been a tacky place anyway, with too many Bubbas, Sí Señors, and You-Know-Whos. So I guess that worked out fine in the end as well.

I remember it was a little after four in the afternoon. I was in the woven hammock by the dock, under the big oak my father called the Hanging Tree, and the ropes were cutting deep red marks into my bare legs. There were things I still needed to do before September, but it was too hot to think what they were. My friends and I had been going down to the beach to surf almost every day and then heading to someone’s house for crab boil or barbecue or whatever the help had scared up. If there was a party somewhere, we’d go, and if there wasn’t, we’d play video games until two in the morning. But today the waves were no good for surfing, half my friends had already gone back to their home states, and the other half were depressed that some girl wasn’t talking to them – 9or manic that she was. The things I still needed to do were not related to girls. There was something else making me feel vaguely sad about each minute I lost to the hammock and the sea breeze. Maybe just that time was passing and there was nothing I could do about it.

From inside, I heard the rattle of kitchen drawers, my mother pleading with the help in bad Spanish: ‘Por favor, Lupita, no me gusto los onions verde en la supa, yo dice tu milliones de tempos.’ I found it very pathetic. I paid the bare minimum of attention in Spanish class, but even I knew that ‘no me gusto’ meant ‘I don’t like myself.’ It was true that my mother didn’t like herself. This was why she pleaded with the help in bad Spanish rather than giving them orders in English, which they’d tricked her into thinking they couldn’t understand. They never tried to pull that shit on my father or me, though. We liked ourselves too much.

I swung myself out of the hammock, thinking to grab my portable speaker from my room. The thick grass felt good on my bare feet, and there was something strangely satisfying about the red net pattern cut so deeply into my calves.

Upstairs, from my father’s study, a thin white voice was trying to sing along to a huge chorus belting out something in a tropical island language. At first I thought the thin white voice was my father’s, but I soon recognized it as Jimmy Buffett’s. He got like this sometimes, my father. It started with him taking out his old challenge coins to look at. Then he would drink too many dark ’n’ stormies and steal my portable speaker and listen to Jimmy Buffett. He might play one song on repeat for hours if it spoke to his mood in some way.

I knew better than to ask for my speaker back. I was turning to go when he called out to me over the music.

‘That you, [redacted]?’

‘Yes, sir,’ I said, presenting myself in the doorway. Sharp, smart, back straight, eye contact, no smirking, no shirking. Everything he had asked of me.

My father squinted up at me from his brown leather captain’s chair. The whole room stank of rum and sweat and limes, and his challenge coins were spread out over the map table like fleets in an unwinnable global war. I saw the flush on his cheeks, the glaze breaking out around his receding hairline. He had unbuttoned his short-sleeved linen shirt, revealing a small 10silver Saint Christopher medal half-buried in his curling grey chest hair. His dark ’n’ stormy dripped condensation onto the ceramic coaster he claimed to have stolen from the wardroom of a European Transnational Authority Requin-class surveillance frigate during Maryland Fleet Week. Even though my father had clearly been drinking for hours, there was still a certain control and solidness to him. A mariner weathering a storm.

‘My one and only son,’ he said. ‘Back from the Hanging Tree.’

‘Yes, sir,’ I said.

‘Come in here, [redacted]. You’re old enough to learn how to drink like a Navy man.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Don’t think I don’t know what you and your little playmates get up to at your parties with your vodka coolers. I have eyes in my head. And there’s nothing wrong with it. But you wouldn’t know a real drink if it hit you. Which it should. That’s the point of a real drink. Here,’ he said, pointing to the mini-bar, ‘fix yourself a dark ’n’ stormy. Ice – goes without saying. Then dark rum, lime juice, top it up with ginger beer. And fix me another.’

‘Permission to ask a question, sir,’ I said.

‘Granted.’

‘How much rum?’

‘Not telling.’ he said. ‘That part is a test. Fail the test and you can’t be a Navy man.’

I began to make the drinks. I eyed the 1.5-ounce shot glass and assumed it would not be enough, so I doubled it. My father and I had our backs to each other as I worked, but he kept talking.

‘Have you noticed something, [redacted]?’ my father asked.

‘No, sir,’ I said, as I sliced a lime.

‘Well now, wait a minute, I didn’t finish. I mean, have you noticed how I never let the help fix me a drink?’

‘No, sir,’ I said. ‘I haven’t noticed that.’

‘Now, come on, don’t be a shrinking violet,’ he said. ‘Ask me why.’

‘Why, sir?’

I heard his fist come down hard on the map table. The challenge coins jingled flatly. ‘Christ almighty!’ he said. ‘Full sentences please!’
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I sliced into my thumb and part of my thumbnail. I put it into my mouth to suck off the blood. ‘Sorry, sir,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you let the help fix you a drink, sir?’

‘I will tell you. It is because it is one of my rules: Never let the help fix you a drink. Otherwise, you’ll die like a Roman emperor. This is a lesson from history, and history is important. Old things are important.’

‘Yes, sir.’

The drinks took me a long time because I kept having to suck blood and lime juice from my cut. The Jimmy Buffett song faded out and repeated again. My father kept quiet, and at first I thought he’d fallen asleep. When I finally brought the glasses to the map table, I found him listening to the music with a faraway look.

‘Do you know what they’re saying, [redacted]?’ he said, referring to the chorus in the tropical island language.

‘No, sir.’

‘I didn’t either,’ he said. ‘Until someone explained it to me. The first part is some claptrap about Mother Earth. I don’t have much truck with that. But at the end of the song, they tell us that we have used up all the dry land, and that only the sea still glories in fruitfulness. And this is the truth, [redacted]. The eternal truth of our country and our people. We came here by sea and we ruled by sea. Don’t let anyone tell you we ruled by air. That’s a damned dirty lie. It was by sea. Like the pirates of old, [redacted]. Like the Vikings. Like St. Brendan the Navigator. So, for a people like us, why would the rising of the tides or the scorching of the soil be anything but good news? The sea is a place of fruitfulness, no matter how used up the land.’

‘Yes, sir.’

My father raised his glass. ‘To the sea,’ he said. ‘Our birthright. Our destiny.’

I swallowed as much as I could handle. The ginger burned almost worse than the alcohol.

My father pulled a face. ‘Christ, [redacted],’ he said. ‘Is this a double?’

‘Yes, sir. It’s a double.’

‘Well, I’m sorry to say that you can’t be a Navy man. We only drink triples.’ His expression softened somewhat. ‘But that’s all right. It was a 12foregone conclusion. You will serve your country some other way. Because serve you will.’

‘Permission to ask a question, sir?’

‘Shoot.’

‘How will I know what to do? How to serve?’

‘I’m glad you asked,’ he said. ‘I will answer with a story.’

He peered at his challenge coins. He’d meant to put each one over its corresponding place on the map, but in slamming his fist on the table he’d shifted them all. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Here’s the little sonofabitch. Was supposed to be in Cuba, but it’s all the way over in the Azores.’

He showed me the challenge coin of the atnas [redacted], the [redacted] [redacted]-class drone countermeasures frigate he served on as a young Lieutenant Commander during the war with the Reds. A roided-out Mickey Mouse with face tattoos wielded a fly swatter against a fearful Honey Nut Cheerios bee. Not In My House, it read. Every time my father told me the [redacted] story it had different details, sometimes even a different conclusion, but the beginning was always the same: ‘It was a strange, doomed commission.’

‘It was a strange, doomed commission, [redacted],’ he began. ‘We were based out of Gitmo, and we knew it was only a matter of time before the Cubans declared for the Communards and attacked the base. They just had to settle a few points of Marxist dogma with the ’Nards, who were apparently a different flavour of communist than they were. Not that I could tell you how. It would be like asking me to tell you the difference between a Baptist and a Methodist. What difference does it make, as long as it’s a heresy?’

My father rubbed his Saint Christopher medallion between his thumb and forefinger. I don’t think it was conscious, but he did it all the time, until the giant carrying baby Jesus across the river had worn to a highly polished smudge. It was one of the few things my father did that struck me as kind of ladylike, even though his medallion rested in a thick patch of seafaring chest hair.

‘We knew Gitmo would be a turkey shoot for the Cubes,’ my father said. ‘The Army was too bogged down in Puerto Rico to reinforce us, and the base was not equipped to do much more than house high-status 13prisoners. Terrorists. People we did not want the Cubans to spring loose. In fact, in the event that the Cubans seemed likely to take the base, a provisionary plan had been put in place to [redacted] [redacted], ideally in shark-infested waters. I have no doubt they were at least partially successful, because on the first day of hostilities I saw sharks [redacted] just off [redacted].

‘Another thing that made it a strange commission was that most of the sailors were Samoans, and most of the Samoans were Mormons. I understood why, of course. We had been weakened tremendously in the Pacific ever since patna broke away in the civil war, and we were now in the process of losing further critical Pacific island holdings to ’Nard uprisings in Hawaii, Guam, and American Samoa. There was serious concern among the top brass that our Polynesian boys and girls couldn’t be trusted to stay loyal if we sent them to put those risings down. Which is why we sent our Puerto Ricans and Florida Cubans there instead, and our Polynesians to the Caribbean. This scheme didn’t always work out. We lost ships to mutiny in both seas. But I have to tell you that my Mormon Samoans were among the finest men and women to ever serve under me. Even if their faith is a heresy. A heresy which prohibits them from drinking, meaning that they can never really be Navy men, deep down. No matter what maritime traditions their ancestors may once have had.’

My father paused, closed his eyes, and held his glass to his forehead. Its contents were already two-thirds drunk. So was I. I could feel the edges of the room beginning to whirl. My father had an expression that I had rarely seen on him before, and never when sober. It requires me to use a word I normally try not to use. That word is wistful.

‘We had a Mormon chaplain,’ he said, after what felt like a very long time. ‘Also a Samoan. Name of Tusi. But we all called him Toots. Have I told you about Toots before?’

‘Yes, sir. Many times.’

‘Good. I thought so. You know, Toots was the one who told me what they were singing in this song we are now enjoying together. Did I ever tell you that?’

‘No, sir. I’ve never heard this song before.’
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‘Ah, right you are, [redacted]. In fairness to you, it is eighty years old. It was one night after dinner, in the wardroom, while I had my dark ’n’ stormy and the Samoans had virgin ones they called “dark ’n’ calms.” I remember I put on the song because I thought they might like that kind of thing as well as I do. And secretly I was hoping they could translate it for me. They said they liked it, but they were all so polite it was hard to really tell. Toots told me they weren’t singing in Samoan, but rather Tahitian, which he had picked up on a mission trip when young. His missions had taken him all over the world. A hell of a man, Toots. Not a Navy man, of course. But a hell of a man. Exactly the kind of man you would hope to share a life raft with during an emergency egress under hull breach conditions. Which was what happened, naturally. On only the second day of hostilities.’

My father got up and briskly made two more dark ’n’ stormies. Triples. He gave me one, sat back down, and continued with the story.

‘The Cubans were very courteous on the first day. They probed our outer defences with a few reconnaissance units and airdropped about a million leaflets warning of imminent artillery bombardment if we did not surrender. The leaflets claimed the Cubans did not want to do this. They said that socialism valued the sanctity of human life and we would be treated well if we surrendered – re-educated in the ways of peace and integrated into the healthy fellowship of human equality. The leaflets even had a testimonial from a re-educated airman who was now playing conga drums on a potato farm and didn’t want to go back home. It gave me the creeps. Still, clever Cubans. The leaflets did not convince our Marines, who were ready to fight to the last man. But some of the private military contractors on the base, foreigners on the run from debts with few real allegiances to our country, really did try to sneak out that night. The Marines [redacted][redacted][redacted][redacted] from the perimeter fences to be an example for the other mercs. It had to be done, but I am told that the smell was terrible.

‘The second day, the drones came with the sunrise like a host of angry dragonflies. We hadn’t realized the Cubans had so many. I still think they got them from the Chinese, even if it isn’t diplomatic to say so these days. They were covered in mirrors to deflect our direct-energy weapons, which 15they also tried to baffle with smoke bombs. It was like we were shooting with water guns. Christ. Small explosions rocked the ship from every direction. The lasers, the smoke, and the shimmering mirrors gave everything the somewhat sleazy feeling of a shore-leave discotheque. I tried to say something to that effect to the warrant officer near me on the bridge, but she had no idea what I was talking about. Mormon, you see. I acquainted myself with the possibility that I might die an undignified death at a laser-light show, with no real Navy men on hand to understand my thoughts in those final moments. The prospect made me mad as hell. When the hull split open, I followed the emergency egress procedure almost automatically, like I was sleepwalking. I slid down the chute to a covered life raft with only one other passenger. It was Toots. We were meant to wait for more occupants, but another explosion pushed us off early. Just as well. It wasn’t so bad in the life raft. We had emergency rations for a dozen people, plenty of water, and a desalinator. The canopy kept us from sunburn and the mylar blankets kept us warm at night. Over the next seven days, we drifted down to Cayman Brac and into the welcoming arms of some good ol’ boys fishing for marlin. Wouldn’t you know it, one of them was [redacted]. You’ve probably seen his picture at St. Xavier High. Graduated same year as me. Be true to your school, boy. And she will be true to you.’

My father still looked wistful. He fingered his medallion, his challenge coin, then his medallion again. I guessed his fingers must smell like nickel all the time.

‘I don’t think I ever told you what we talked about, Toots and I, that week at sea. Did I?’

‘No, sir.’ My face felt hot. It wasn’t even dinnertime, but I wanted to go to bed.

‘Naturally the talk often turned to God. I was a little worried Toots would take advantage of the fact that he had a captive audience to try to convert me. But it wasn’t like that. He seemed genuinely curious about what I believed. I told him I was Irish Catholic. He asked me if that was different from Roman Catholic, and I had to think about that a long time. I told him, ‘Yes and no.’ I told him about St. Brendan the Navigator, who came to our shores from Ireland in the sixth century in a boat not much 16bigger than our life raft. As a Polynesian, Toots was not surprised that such things could be done.

‘From time to time as we drifted along the current, Toots would look kind of thoughtful, take a small logbook out of his jacket pocket, and write something down. He told me that journalling was one of the duties of a good Mormon. That a minute and searching record of the day’s events enables us to order our lives in a way pleasing to God. I have to tell you it impressed the hell out of me. A man needs to know who he is. Otherwise he’s no better than an animal. I told him it reminded me of confession, or some of the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola. Loyola was a man of war before he was a man of God. Toots told me I was right on the money. Journalling was the Mormons’ confession. They put everything in their journals, just as we say everything in confession. Such was the generosity of this man that he tore his logbook in half and gave one to me so I could try it out for myself. Wouldn’t you know it, it did make me feel a hell of a lot better. Even as we drifted at the mercy of wind and tide, I felt totally in control of my destiny. As if I were the wind. As if I were the tide. I guess you can say I got the bug, because I have kept a journal of each day’s events ever since. I told you I sleepwalked my way off the [redacted] as it sank. Well, after I began to journal I never sleepwalked again. I do not think I would have achieved the heights I have achieved, nor received the commands I have been entrusted with, if not for the clarity of purpose imparted to me by my journalling practice. So when you ask how you will know the way to serve your country, I tell you – no, I order you – to keep a journal. Like confession. That’s a real order, you understand? One there’s no getting out of. Just the same as “be sharp” or “be smart.” Sharp, smart, back straight, eye contact, no smirking, no shirking, keep a journal. Them’s the rules.’

‘Yes, sir. Understood, sir.’

‘Good. Because you know how I feel about dissension in the ranks. Just ask your mother. Or Lupita. Or any of the other ones, whose names I can’t remember just now.’

I was so drunk that the world seemed at a remove, like a video game. I felt like I had to say something to keep from floating away.

‘Permission to ask a question, sir,’ I said.
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‘Granted.’

‘Can you tell me again what happened to the other sailors on the [redacted] [redacted]?’

‘It was a damned shame. Turned out Toots and I were the only survivors who weren’t captured. The Cubans sent their coast guard to put out the fire and capture the survivors, but our brave boys and girls fought them off from the burning wreck for as long as they could. Many died in the flames rather than be taken alive by the Reds. Some of the ones who were captured got brainwashed by all that socialist re-education. Not the Samoans, let me be clear. Some regular old stateside mutts. They held a press conference in Havana under the red flag of the All-Commune Council where they said Toots and I made a pact to escape together in dereliction of our duties. That the drones weren’t even Cuban, let alone Chinese. Damned dirty lies. Who would you believe? Those ignorant enlisted seamen? Or a Lieutenant Commander and a Mormon chaplain?’

My father held my gaze with a fearsome intensity. I clearly no longer had permission to ask questions. The next thing I recall is waking at three in the morning to soft Spanish murmurs through the heat vent: Lupita, downstairs, calling her daughter in a distant time zone. ‘Father, you are in Naval Intelligence,’ I said to the ceiling, and went to the bathroom to throw up.

Shortly before I went away to college, I concluded from circumstantial evidence that my father was reading my journals. Frankly, I’d always hoped he was. I’d followed his instructions and concealed absolutely nothing, no matter how shocking, but if anything he only seemed to think better of me than before. I felt protected, special, though I also knew if I let him down he had all the secrets he needed to ruin me forever; I’d admitted to things that even rich boys get locked away for. I took solace that I could only let my father down by failing to follow an order or failing to serve my country. Everything else had his tacit approval. So I went away to college and acted accordingly. With discretion, yes. But accordingly. My discretion was noted with approval by the appropriate people: professors of divinity and military history; old fraternity alumni who visited the chapter house. And now I am here. Now I am this. Now I know there are meanings behind meanings, and means behind means, 18and time never really passes, and I am writing a journal entry for Dr K[redacted] and Professor F[redacted] that I will encode with a one-time pad and broadcast over a shortwave frequency numbers station. The radio waves will bounce off the ionosphere and straight into the ears of God, who is waiting in an undisclosed location.
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On Golden Beach


In order to learn a language the method I have always followed is this: I do not bother with grammar (except for declensions and conjugations, and pronouns) and I read, with a dictionary, the most difficult classical author I can find.

— Friedrich Engels, in an 1883 letter to Pasquale Martignetti
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1

Golden Beach, Pozhiyoor

Kerala, Republic of Bharat

Swimmer Day, o afs (After First Swimmer)

By sad historical necessity, all those present on the beach that day were well acquainted with the concept of a loitering munition. The older attendees had seen naval mines disguised as skipjack tuna, flutter-action bombs that looked like children’s toys. In the confused first days after the arrival of the object, the media outlets of the capitalist countries would mostly fail to appreciate this context when they described the panic on the shore. Their pat conclusions about the natural human propensity to fear the unknown were a journalistically convenient way to avoid mentioning that the assembled forces of the counter-revolution had once hit the Malabar Coast with all the glistening atna-made ordnance they could afford – and some that they couldn’t – over this very question of natural human propensities. The workers and peasants of Kerala had believed it was not natural to labour for a wage, to parcel up the world into private property, to abandon hundreds of millions of people to hunger and heatstroke and rising tides. Their enemies had believed it was. Seven hundred and fifty million of the Keralites’ friends all over the world, the Communards, had managed to break free from the capitalist world-system, but the Keralites, still under Indian rule, had not. Their business, so to speak, was unfinished. Even now, forty-four years after the coordinated global rising of 8th Pluviôse, most Keralites could not watch the horizon without a certain twinge of dread.

It was therefore warily that the crowd assembled on Golden Beach, under the unseasonably dour December sky, to wait for the minor state politician to arrive. Most were trade unionists attending at the behest of their locals, with the promise of ‘a picnic afterwards, maybe kick a football around.’ The Party’s regular videographer had taken ill at the last minute, 21so someone at the Neyyattinkara Area Committee Office secured a hastily vetted substitute. Better safe than sorry. However minor the state politician – a certain Varughese – and however prosaic the topic of his short commemorative speech, there was a chance he might ascend someday. He was supposed, in his modest fashion, to have a way with words.

The video footage opens on a serious young man in pressed shirt sleeves, hair brushed cleanly to the side, counting into a podium microphone: ‘Onnu ... randu ... moonnu ... ’ He counts slowly, deliberately, as though doling out rations on a desert island. He will later be identified as one C. V. Kutty, nineteen, a volunteer from the Party’s youth wing. Kutty will decline all interviews in the days to come, citing the ‘bourgeois tomfoolery of the celebrity–industrial complex.’ He looks to someone offscreen and makes a gesture that so-called Western observers might interpret as an okay sign, but that he knows as the chin mudra.

Then he exits the frame.

The substitute videographer pulls back into a wide shot. The podium is made of something cheap, like melamine or particleboard, and the waves crash gently behind it along the beach in a continuous white line. A half-dozen biodiesel-powered fishing trawlers, painted in faded pastels, float in the middle distance like tin bath toys. The sky is the kind of overcast that makes every colour look careworn and sad; the sand, supposed to be golden, is more like a soft balsa beige. A handful of functionaries in loose white shirt sleeves or red saris flank the podium, along with a security detail in crimson berets and sunglasses. Breezes tug at shirt collars, reassemble hairstyles on the fly. A woman with a clipboard looks at her watch, clicks her pen, licks her lips, clicks her pen again, and looks back at her watch. She is named Sakshi Gopinathan, and she manages operations at the Neyyattinkara Area Committee Office. The red beret next to her, a short woman named Daya, is head of security. Daya tries to crack a joke about not needing the sunglasses, but Gopinathan rebuffs her with a flutter of her fingers. Varughese is late, though not yet late enough to merit comment. Gopinathan avoids the eyes of the waiting crowd, whose low conversation murmurs over the sloshing of the waves.

‘I hate that I’m missing the match for this,’ says someone in the crowd. He will receive the nickname ‘Cricket Man’ in the secondary literature, a 22corpus that will become as vast and hermetic as the commentary on the Zapruder film a century earlier.

‘ ... her daughter is studying for the exams but she has to work ... ’ says a woman later identified as Navya Pillai.

‘ ... the tire was flat and he had no spare and he forgot his phone at home ... ’ says a man later identified as P. K. Kamalasanan.

‘It’s every day. It’s like being in hell,’ says an unknown person who will come to be called ‘Neighbour Troubles.’

A round, balding, mustachioed man in his mid-forties hurries to the podium. He wears a plaid work shirt, loose trousers, and chappals, and looks as if he will check the wiring on the microphone one last time before the minor state politician arrives. He will not need to be identified later, however, because he is the minor state politician: Varughese, Communist Party of India (Pluviosite) mla for the Neyyattinkara Assembly Constituency.

‘Friends. Comrades. I’m terribly sorry I’m late,’ he begins. ‘I took the Number 6 bus. I’m sure most of you know it. I sat next to a woman who told me her son’s employer owes him six weeks in back wages. We cannot allow such outrageous things to happen! But in gathering the necessary information to help her son, I missed my stop. This is one of the reasons my comrades at the Party offices do not want me to take the bus anymore. But I ask them, “How else can I know our people?” Another reason is that they fear some stooge of the bourgeoisie will try to kill me. But I am not half as important as they think I am. Yes, I am your representative. But I am only of any use in this world because I do what you tell me, you who make up the advanced section of the working class and guide our Party, and if I die you will find someone else to tell what to do, and this person will serve you just as well as I could. Perhaps better. History ordains it.

‘What do I mean by that? It is something I have felt ever since I was stabbed, twice, as an organizer for the boilermakers’ union. The factory owner didn’t appreciate my organizing, and he had men on his payroll who stabbed people he didn’t like. The first time a knife entered my body, I thought, “Our work will continue 23without me.” I felt at peace. The second time, only a few weeks later, I thought, “Our work will continue without me. But I want to see how they do it.” So I fought back harder, and I did not die, but I also did not get to see how they continued my work without me because I was alive and still doing it myself. A paradox! But one which also put me at peace, even more than before, in a way that I admit I still do not completely understand.

‘I was asked to come here today to speak about this shore, called the Golden Beach, and about other shores like it, on the completion of the State of Kerala’s eighth Coastal Management Five-Year Plan. Ahead of schedule, I might add, thanks to the efforts of workers like you. Many of you here today have toiled to maintain this beach and know well that it requires much more than reclaiming the land from the sea. An entire backwater ecosystem must be reintroduced, nurtured, and allowed to thrive. It is a delicate task, requiring the skill and discipline of many people. But it has been worth it to provide our dear Kerala with a second chance. We had to wrest life itself from the flames, as did so many other workers and peasants and toiling people the world over – many of whom were much more successful than we were. Now we stand in awe of what the Communards have achieved in their great red archipelago across the Earth. On every continent there are intricate networks of communes, collectives, soyuzes, kolkhozes – the territories of the All-Commune Council, where the working class is master of its own destiny. Now, the capitalists may have thrown up walls to keep us from these comrades. But as long as they live, we live. And I still have my hopes that our Kerala, which wanted so dearly to join them and could not, may yet enter the twenty-second century as a lodestone for a healing world. My mentor, our shining comrade Saravati Veer, once told me ... told me ... hmm ... ’

The audience is distracted by something far out over the water. People grab each other’s shoulders, point, jostle for a better view.

The red berets close around the podium, ready to bundle Varughese into the Party-issued black Ambassador waiting upshore. But he brushes them away.

‘Hold on a moment,’ he says to them. ‘Hold on a moment,’ he says again, into the microphone. ‘Let me see what has got everyone so agitated.’

The substitute videographer follows Varughese’s gaze out to sea. A pale, shining pill dances on the horizon like a cursor shuffling around on 24a computer screen. It describes complex figures with no loss of momentum, turning not so much ‘on a dime’ as on the metaphysical absence of a monetary system as such. It stutters toward the shore, weaving among the prows and radio masts of the fishing trawlers, which politely cough biodiesel and trundle out of frame in all directions. It is the approximate size of a shipping container, a smoothed lozenge with gently curving ends. Varughese’s mentor Saravati Veer, product of an anachronistically colonial education, would have called it a ‘throat sweet.’

Many in the crowd begin to scream and run, but the camera operator remains at work. Varughese does not move. Subsequent commentators in the voluble popular press will claim that he gazed upon the object as if he were a dead soul awaiting the fishing boat that carries the righteous over the eternal river Vaitarani. Or, for papers of a different editorial perspective, as one who saw the fish hook of the cackling Yamadutas, ready to drag the wicked Red sinner through hot, dark torrents of sticky colonic blood. But those who know him best will say he looked no different than he had as a young cadre, his bookbag heavy with crumpled pamphlets and broken pencils and all three volumes of Mooladhanam, when he stood at the jetty in Ernakulam and waited for the ferry to Fort Kochi and Saravati’s famous salons.

‘Myru! It’s a drone of some kind,’ says Daya. She has taken off her sunglasses. ‘With advanced countermeasures, by the looks of it.’

‘No, Daya,’ says Varughese. ‘That’s no drone. This is something else entirely. And I want to see it and I’m not going anywhere. You are all’ – he gestures to the guards, the functionaries, the audience already well into its retreat - ‘free to go. When you are less afraid and come back again, I will tell you how it was.’

‘Comrade, please,’ Daya says, grasping at his sleeve. ‘You know we’re the ones who’ll get screwed if anything happens to you.’

‘No,’ Varughese says. ‘I promise you will not be blamed. This is being filmed. They will see you discharged your duties even more than could reasonably be asked. You know how I feel about workers needlessly putting themselves in harm’s way.’

Daya bursts out laughing, and she keeps laughing as she sprints after her colleagues up the beach.
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The object acquires a focus, as if sliding down an invisible groove in the air that will end right at Varughese’s feet. It is silent, swift, and intentional: a wingless, engineless violation of physical law. Only Varughese remains on the beach now, Varughese and the substitute videographer. Although the flying ‘something else entirely’ is now so close that Varughese would think twice about jaywalking if it were an oncoming car, his abiding emotion is curiosity.

‘I just wanted to see it,’ he will say afterwards, again and again, to the assembled microphones and cameras of the world. It is near enough now to supply the soon-to-be ‘iconic’ stills of the shining lozenge bearing down on the solitary man with the thinning hair, images that will circulate endlessly through memes, T-shirts, coffee mugs, plush toys, and at least one ad for hair transplants. At this distance, its colours blaze unmistakably as rainbow pearl, mother-of-pearl, abalone, the thin-film interference of oil in water, a shimmering sequence of metallic pinks, greens, whites, and silvers, flowing without end or beginning across the surface of the craft. If craft is the word. It will become a point of contention.

The object glides silently up the beach. Another, somewhat tedious, controversy will later ensue as to whether this silence is ‘total.’ Some swear that well-scrubbed audio yields a persistent uncanny mosquito whine, others a snow-like white noise, others a low but powerful thrum. Perhaps these listeners really do hear an interdimensional rift giving birth to itself, but they may just be hearing the blood coursing through their own ears. Naturally a third faction claims these things are one and the same, and that the oxygenated blood cell on its Fibonacci causeway through the cochlear artery is a scale model or living hieroglyph of the object’s space-folding transit to our world. In any case, the object makes no obvious noise as it skims over the sand, nor any signs of slowing down. Yet Varughese stands his ground.

Ten feet from Varughese, the onrushing lozenge achieves an instantaneous full stop. It hangs in the air just above the sand as if it has always been there. Varughese tries to step back but bangs into the podium. The cheap wood wobbles; the microphone pops. In a nigh-miraculous show of initiative, he steadies the podium, twirls it like a dance partner – ignoring the caustic screech of feedback – and sets it down facing seaward. 26Now he can address the visiting foreign dignitary decently. As he grips the sides of the podium, the camera zooms in on his hands, scored like birchbark from his old knife scars. Then it scans upward to his face. His dry lips appear to move in whispered petition or secret prayer.

In fact, he is singing.

When this footage is first broadcast to the world, not everyone will recognize the song. ‘Something religious,’ many speculate. But the people of the communes and collectives and soyuzes and kolkhozes, all seven hundred and fifty million of them in their vast archipelago of enclaves and exclaves across the Earth, will know it immediately:


Arise, ye prisoners of starvation

Arise, ye wretched of the earth



Or rather, in his Malayalam:


ഉണരുവിൻ പട്ടിണിയുടെ തടവുകാരെ, നിങ്ങൾ

 ഉണരുവിൻ ഭൂമിയിലെപ്പീഡിതരേ നിങ്ങൾ



It is ‘The Internationale.’
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Qazvin

Alborz-to-Hormuz Free Trade Corridor,

Jointly administered by the Gulf Transnational Authority (gutna) and the Atlantic Transnational Authority (atna)

24th Frimaire, Revolutionary Year 44

Swimmer Day (o afs)

Hey, Forough Hyrcania Pluviôse. It’s me. Meaning, it’s you. Part of you, anyway. The part of you that goes around doing a psychic (psycho) version of M. C. Escher hands chopping themselves off at the wrist with a butcher’s knife. Chop, chop. I’m here to get through to you or to run you through – can’t remember which. Word order has been, always, for me as for you, a problem. For us it’s been a problem. Word order and world order. Actually, world is worse. Especially here, now, on the capitalists’ side of the wall, at a chessboard-patterned picnic table in this crappy little triangular parkette, lost among domes and shrines and bone-coloured apartment blocks on a cold dry afternoon in late winter, the wind whipping at the crimson neckerchief that signals your allegiances all too boldly. You thought it might be a bad idea but brought it tucked under your jacket anyway. The wind now unfurls it proudly behind you as if trying to help you or get you in trouble. Like me, to you. I am who you throw caution to. I think I’m telling you: throw me your caution and I will shred it like the poems you shredded an hour ago, your eyes stinging in the dusty university courtyard where the wind whirled the scraps of paper into ampersands and figure eights as if trying to say something: 88&888&&&8. Or was it ∞∞&∞∞∞&&&∞? That would’ve made a kind of sense: infinity infinity and infinity infinity infinity and and and infinity. Isn’t that what your poetry was always trying to express? The barely articulable endlessness of endlessness, which feels important even though you don’t know what it means? Can’t know what it means. Can only gaze down into the twirling pool of nihil and stutter a conjunction.
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Throw caution to me. Throw caution to me? Richard Nixon, Laugh-In, September 16th, 1968. Haldeman: [unintelligible]. But why have I filed away so many index cards of dog-eared ephemera from countries that no longer exist? Index cards don’t exist anymore either. So why? Well, they used to call Afghanistan ‘the graveyard of empires’ and so is our brain. You have spent too many nights alone in your dormitory on the kolkhoz reading the Shahnameh for it to be otherwise, reading of Sekander – a.k.a. Alexander the Great – running ragged through the Hindu Kush in search of one last hit of wisdom from a sage or from a saviour. They always tell him the same thing: ‘Please, for the love of God, stop whatever it is you think you are doing.’ To which he replies, ‘Thank you very much for your feedback. Have a wonderful day,’ and burns down a village. When he dies, they bury him in honey. This detail has, appropriately enough, stuck with you.

But to the matter at hand-to-hand. I may be the clown prance-ass of your inner polylogue but I also know how to coax you into burning something down. As if you needed coaxing. They hurt people here in the Free Trade Corridor. They hurt that child at the train station this morning, hurt you in that fluorescent room in the Department of Modern Languages, hurt you again when you realized you weren’t alone in the courtyard with infinities swirling around you, that they’d seen everything, seen you crying and ripping your pages, and especially the woman in the black chador who never spoke and never removed her sunglasses and moved like a hologram bereaved. They hurt everyone here – systematically, pitilessly, yet without necessarily feeling any special malice – as a bare matter of mathematical fact: M-C-M’. Money, commodities, more money. The ‘passionate chase after exchange-value’ by the ‘rational miser’ was how Baba Marx put it, on a day when his coat was not in pawn and he was therefore permitted to sit in the British Museum reading room. The rational miser, or capitalist, wants money to become more money, and what is most frightful is that money seems to want that too, forever and ever, amen. Baba Marx has an Italian footnote about forever, or infinity, or infinito, or ∞: ‘Questo infinito che le cose non hanno in progresso, hanno in giro,’ he quotes, from the Abbé Galiani, an eighteenth-century priest and flirt, who everyone and their Mother Superior refers to in their 29letters as a harlequin or a toy or a ‘little being.’ That infinity which things do not possess, they possess in circulation, wrote the little being. You also know something about infinity in circulation: your rent pages going round and round in the square. The difference is that you possess nothing.

But don’t let me get caught up in abstractions. I’m almost as bad as you. Like when you were a teen and your mother came to visit and you hid like a mite in the guts of a supercomputer, reading thousand-year-old aphorisms to forget how she screamed at your father and you for taking second helpings at dinner. We abstract to deal with pain: I was trying to talk about how they hurt people on this side of the wall, but then I snuck off to do math problems and speak Italian. Occupational hazard of the caretaker of the graveyard of empires. But I digress. Or dye grass. Or dig rests. Fuck. What I’m trying to say is that you have come to a place of evil. You knew it within minutes of crossing the wall this morning.

At the train station in Qazvin, disembarking from the near-empty once-a-day run between proletarian democracy and the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie, you saw a child selling dried flowers from a pink plastic table. The table was decorated with wide-eyed monkey characters from some animated children’s tale. The child had only one shoe. You come from a society without currency, a society where M-C-M’ does not obtain, so you had nothing to give the child. You asked him why he was selling flowers. In a language that must be a distant cousin of yours, he said something about a fire and a desert and a helicopter. Then he shrugged, as if you should be able to put it together from there. Uniformed policemen watched you speak to the child and asked you for your Communard errand papers: Please permit Comrade Forough Hyrcania Pluviôse, age 21, of Hyrcania Kolkhoz (a constituent member of the All-Commune Council), unmolested passage to and from the city of Qazvin, Alborz-to-Hormuz Free Trade Corridor, jointly administered by the Gulf Transnational Authority (gutna) and the Atlantic Transnational Authority (atna), between the dates of 24th and 25th Frimaire, Revolutionary Year 44 (24th and 25th Azar, 1461, Solar Hijri Calendar) for the purpose of attending a poetry conference in the Department of Modern Languages at Ali-Akbar Dehkhoda University, Qazvin, per all relevant articles of the All-Commune Pact with Neighbouring States (also known as the Global Post-Insurgency Amnesty).
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The low-ranking patrolmen who picked you up had never seen errand papers for a poet before, and made you wait fifteen minutes for a superior officer with the necessary equipment to scan their digital seal. In the meantime, the patrolmen chased the child away, stomped the flowers and plastic table to pieces, barked at the nearest custodian to clean up the mess, clapped each other on the back, and lit cigarettes. They offered you one too, getting a kick out of how you looked like you wanted to throw up. When the superior officer finally materialized in a cloud of aftershave, he called you ‘my dear,’ admonished you for your communist neckerchief, and explained that all flower-selling children are thieves. ‘Although,’ he conceded, ‘I suppose you Communards have nothing of value to steal. Now run along to your little poetry festival. I presume you are staying the night with sympathizers?’

You reminded him that, per the terms of the Pact, he was not allowed to ask you that. ‘Quite right,’ he said. ‘But it’s always worth a try.’

The episode stirred a fury in you that you had only ever seen, back home on the kolkhoz, from your mother – albeit with justified targets this time, and a sounder material analysis. An apocalyptic fury which understands that everything is a part of a whole: the cops, the child, the flimsiness of the plastic table, the wary silence of the old woman cleaning up the pieces. As you walked from the station, past shabby workers’ apartment blocks, you saw another old woman bent at a ninety-degree angle hauling a sack of aluminum cans, her head scarf ringed with dried sweat. She disappeared down an alley, but you could hear the clank of crunched aluminum everywhere you went. Nearer the university, you saw luxury villas in the hills, each one protected by electrified fences and sophisticated direct-energy plasma systems that twinkled in the midmorning sun, as did the digital billboards for an agency that procured domestic servants from even more desperate places: Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Miami. Each nationality was described like a different breed of dog, with words like dutiful, jolly, docile, and, worst of all, comely. ‘Emm-See-Emm-Prime,’ you started muttering, through gritted teeth.

At the Department of Modern Languages, the Chair handled you like a volatile compound, arm’s-length, with tongs. Her predecessors in capitalist soft power had once assumed the best their society had to offer –31 greater variety of consumer goods, and ... well ... okay, greater variety of consumer goods – would dazzle young Red visitors so much they would immediately defect. They used to stage photo ops in supermarkets, hoping to recreate gobsmacked Boris Yeltsin wandering a Randalls in Texas in the Soviet twilight. There had instead been tears, screaming, lectures about the ‘fundamentally immoral waste of ecological and human potential on twenty different kinds of toaster pastry.’ So now they just take your picture in secret, with telescopic lenses or smartglass microcameras, and shepherd you on to the lunch buffet with dulcet coos.

You were given a nametag and shown a table spread with small plastic coffins, each enclosing a mummified shawarma or falafel wrap. You didn’t understand why you didn’t all just go into the kitchen together and make your own. How else were you supposed to get to know the other attendees, if not by preparing a meal together? But the other poets and scholars present seemed totally unfazed, and were possibly even enjoying themselves. Someone gave you a plastic bottle with a decorated label. A little man with yellow hair that looked like a hat was dunking a basketball, an expression of unalloyed good cheer on his round white face. It made you sad. The bottle contained a pressurized juice. Too sweet, but the shawarma was so dry that you drank it anyway. Everyone smiled but didn’t speak to you, and then it was time to read your poems.

The roomful of cultivated nice liberals listened cordially until they ascertained that your writing did not adhere to their elaborate system of unwritten aesthetic rules. You never could have won, no matter what you read. Could only have lost in differently painful ways. They would have been bored and patronizing if you’d given them lyrical socialist realism of kolkhoz life (‘oh, how interesting, how true’). What you gave them instead, your riddle-ruba’iyat from the end of time, made them mean, in a way they hadn’t bothered to hide. What’s worse, they maybe almost had a point. Maybe if your poet’s heart is full of the unsayable and the unknowable then this really does just mean you are afraid of doing it wrong, of spoiling the transcendent perfection of the pre-verbal zéro. But they should not have called it ‘spiritual anorexia.’ It would’ve been fucked up to say to anyone, but it was especially wicked to say it to you, as, in spite of your mother’s worst efforts, you are a woman who eats heartily, loves food, 32and does not feel ashamed about it. And that thing about your name – look, I am the part of you who comes in when words fail the rest of you, but I admit that here they are failing me too. They got us with that one. More terribly than they knew. That putrid little landlord who writes criticism of criticism had narrowed his eyes and said, ‘Whoever named you “Forough” should have known better than to subject you to so profound an anxiety of influence. You have tried to be nothing like the great Forough Farrokhzad, but have only partially succeeded. You have kept all her deficiencies, which I suppose must be seen as a failure. You have maintained none of her merits, which I suppose must be considered a success.’ The cultivated nice liberals chortled into their shirt sleeves. The woman in sunglasses did not laugh, because she was not a cultivated nice liberal. She most certainly was, is – you feel her just around the corner, in the shadows, still watching – a secret policewoman, and if the cultivated nice liberals wanted to send you back where you came from, you half-Kurdish communist biodiesel mechanic hick, the secret policewoman wanted you to stay here forever and ever in front of her big black lenses. The better to see you with, my dear.

This is just to say: I think you grasp the connection now between how they hurt you and how they brutalize all those countless others. You were furious, you wanted to destroy them, you came into their room, they worked you over, you went outside, you destroyed your own poetry. C’est la guerre. Then you drifted back to the shoddy districts, never shaking the feeling of being followed, until you found this crappy little triangular parkette, hay-coloured weeds dying in wan winter half sun. The well-worn tops of the concrete picnic tables were tiled black and white so people could play chess, but this modest gesture of civic optimism made you feel even worse. Not angry anymore. Just hopeless. So here you are, sitting at a chessboard, the wind tugging at your red head scarf, letting me talk to you. You’re balling your fists again, by the way.

A cowled shape flits between two parked cars kitty-corner to the parkette. She stalks like a stray dog, but is really a bloodhound of an ancient pedigree, waiting for you to lose your nerve and bolt for the sympathizers’ apartment where you’re staying tonight. If your hosts are exposed, you will wipe out years of thankless undercover cadre work as 33easily you wiped out four years of poetry. You must wait out the snoop, or lose her. But it’s cold, and getting colder now the sun’s congealing palely in the west, toward home, the placid kolkhoz, the motor pool, Rabia waiting for you to come back and help her retrofit a hyperincontinent old pickup truck. Two hundred kilometres that may as well be light years. The child had only one shoe. Your knuckles hurt from clenching, beg you to let them flatten the nearest unkind face. But she’s watching you, definitely, behind those big black shades. Soon it will be dark. She will not remove them.

You finally understand that your enemies only let you into their house to humiliate you and break your spirit, to make you despair of throwing caution to the wind. Or to me. To drive you whimpering back to your 750 million Red friends, content only to interpret the world – as Baba Marx said – but not change it. How naive to have come here toting your little metaphysical patty cakes as if they would make something happen. You know what would. You have nothing to lose but your chains: ∞∞&∞∞∞&&&∞. Are all the ruba’iyat in human history equal to one cop decked hard in the teeth?

It’s either that or wait for a miracle, and I don’t see that happening any time soon. I see wind bending dry weeds and dust devilling in streets that have suddenly become even emptier. I see commotion through the dingy windows in the café on the corner, a crowd pushing in around the big tv. It’s not sports, because they watch soccer in this country in deathly silence. They’re yelling at some kind of beach scene, a news network tickertape running double-time underneath. And I see a woman in black sunglasses – gliding, I realize now, like a queen in a game of chess – but away from you, barely paying you any attention, a phone pressed tightly to her ear. Her mouth, for the first time all day, shows the faintest flicker of inquietude.
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Golden Beach, Pozhiyoor

Kerala, Republic of Bharat

Swimmer Day (o afs)

‘Nacre,’ thought Varughese as he sang. ‘Mother of Pearl.’ Or rather, ‘നാക്രെ.’ ‘മുത്തുച്ചിപ്പി.’ Ten feet away, a few inches above the sand, the object held perfectly still. It would be wrong to say it ‘hovered’ or ‘floated.’ It simply was. Metallic pinks and greens pooled across its surface as Varughese sang. Almost as if it were listening. While it was not an opportune time for reflection – he was singing, and a guest was here – Varughese reflected all the same, with a surprising ease and lucidity, as though his reflections were written down already and he was simply reciting them again. He could not remember having written these things down at any time in the past. It did not shake his conviction that they were written down somewhere, in a time and a place that belonged to him. Another room where sat another self, sisterlike, reading and writing and reaching out a hand.

He reflected first of all on a certain remarkable coincidence, or concord – namely, that not sixty kilometres from where the pearl-like object had come from beyond the sea, if you followed the Malabar until it wasn’t the Malabar anymore, rounded the southernmost point of the Indian mainland at Kanyakumari, and reached the beginnings of the Gulf of Mannar, you came to a place called the Pearl Fishery Coast. ‘They are diving for pearls even now,’ Varughese thought, ‘and they have been doing it for thousands of years.’ The pearl harvest was famous. Even a Roman – Pliny the Elder, who died from inhaling a volcano – had known it, and because this Pliny was a great gossip the whole Roman Empire had known it, a fact that surprised him when he first learned it on Saravati’s rooftop in Fort Kochi all those years ago. Saravati shared her favourite facts in the same way other people share lighters or chewing gum or pens. Up to the age of fifteen, she had been privately educated, until her father, a 35small-time importer-exporter, lost everything, setting the young Saravati down the path of proletarianization and radicalization that would culminate in her important position on the Central Committee and her famous rooftop salons for the young Party activists and street fighters of Kerala. ‘Yes, we read Pliny at school,’ Varughese saw her saying in his mind. ‘Madness, I know. It must have been the last school still trying to turn out little English ladies and gentlemen rather than Silicon Valley “visionaries.” But that was my father. So romantically set in his ways, and so doomed. And without meaning to, by teaching me these so-called Western texts they taught me something that really is true, which is that there is no “West.” There is only East and more East.’

And so now Pliny’s account of the pearl fishery at the Gulf of Mannar became a part of Varughese’s reflections on the beach, as did Saravati, luminous and resplendent on her rooftop in Fort Kochi, and they were concords on a string, a string that began with the object flashing its nacreous colours in front of him on the beach, this pearl that had come from out over the sea, and each illuminated itself in the shine of the others, so that the writing he was remembering, even though he could not remember writing it, was brilliant and clear, and the writing dealt with things he had read, with other cadres on the rooftop at Saravati’s – It is the Indian Ocean that principally sends them to us, Pliny had written, and the attendees of the rooftop salon had read, out loud and taking turns, she had printed them excerpts from Pliny’s Natural History in a nineteenth-century English edition, and they paused now and then to ask Saravati the meaning or the pronunciation of the archaicisms they had not been taught in their English classes in cadre school, and even though he was singing and a guest was here Varughese remembered it all so well, not least the complex shame he often felt while reading; he had the worst English of anybody at the salons, but English was a Gothic demon born in the red flare of train fireboxes, and using it alienated him from his labour, his emotions, his life, so why should he feel ashamed if he stuttered while sounding out It is the Indian Ocean that principally sends them to us: and thus have they, amid those monsters so frightful and huge which we have already described, to cross so many seas ... ? The part about the sea monsters of the Indian Ocean was all nonsense, anyway – hearsay and sailors’ tales about 36three-hundred foot eels in the River Ganges; the fleet of Alexander the Great doing battle with flotillas of tuna; dugongs and manatees mistaken for amphibious horses, asses, and bulls; but no pearlescent hovercraft coming to the shore in the middle of political speeches, nothing like that at all. Varughese was unwilling to think of the object he sang to now as a monster in any case. Perhaps better to keep calling it a ‘guest,’ and to treat it like one.

As he sang, he remembered how Saravati would insist he have another fried plantain: ‘Tea is not the same without them, maduthu. Don’t be so bashful, we are all comrades here and it’s not bloody Buckingham Palace.’ A little gesture that was so essential to their friendship, to the very possibility of being friends. He had been worried his manners were too coarse, his English too bad to join a salon for intellectuals, even Marxist ones – a painful worry he felt he was not supposed to have, yet which his complexion and his belonging to an ‘educationally and socially disadvantaged caste’ told him he would be a fool not to. But this woman who had once been privately educated, before the far fall of her father’s import-export business sent the whole family to work in the ‘informal economy,’ had allayed his worries by being the coarsest one there. She swore at them all to ‘finish the fucking plantains’ while teaching them the history of the pearl fishery, and they read from Pliny’s Natural History that the most productive of pearls is the island of Taprobane, which was what the Romans called Sri Lanka, but that those are most highly valued which are found in the vicinity of Arabia, in the Persian Gulf, which forms a part of the Red Sea.

The most productive versus the most highly valued. Value and production. They had pored over these words and their meanings on the rooftop, that occasion and many others, those evening hours with their copies of Mooladhanam in the translation done years back by luminaries of the old Communist Party of India (Marxist), from which Varughese’s Communist Party of India (Pluviosite) claimed an ambivalent succession: N. E. Balaram, E.M.S., with his stammer he joked about, Pavanan the literary critic, all dead well before Varughese’s time, and the sea breeze would flutter the pages of their copies of Mooladhanam like great insects taking flight, as the idle rich sailed their pleasure craft out on the water, distant white knives prowling among the fishing boats, the breeze smelling of 37fishmonger’s stalls and maritime biodiesel, and a young woman whose name Varughese could not remember asked Saravati if fishing was ‘productive’ or ‘unproductive’ labour per Marx in Mooladhanam. She said, ‘how is it productive if so much of it is left to chance, is it not nature or God or whoever that is producing?’ They had tangled themselves into knots, all the pupils, and Saravati with endless patience had worried the fused threads apart, value and production, ‘you see he means productive of surplus value only, of more capital, not productive in an everyday human sense ... I know it is counterintuitive, comrade, but those are his terms ... ’ Somehow the people of almost the whole world had valued the pearl, the nacre, the abalone, the smooth pink-silver-green of it, and so the poor and the naked had swum and dived and died holding their breath for someone else’s value, or died in the teeth of the shark. The ‘sea-dog,’ Pliny called the shark. ‘Canicula.’ And the edition of Pliny that Saravati had photocopied for them had a footnote from the nineteenth century that clung to the text like a remora, stating that the later Byzantine historian Procopius has a wonderful story in relation to this subject, that sea-dogs are wonderful admirers of the pearl-fish, and return to the shell-fish and gaze upon it, and a certain fisherman, taking his chance when the shark appeared to be absent, seized the shell-fish, and made for the shore, only for the jealous shark to return and take hold of the fisherman. Finding himself thus caught, goes the footnote, he made a last effort, and threw the pearl-fish on the shore, immediately on which he was torn to pieces by its protector.

A wonderful story, claims the footnote, wonderful, the fisherman dying for someone else’s value, doomed but throwing the pearl-fish onto the shore anyway for the masters, for the merchants, for the gem-setters, dying and doubly dying, dying a second time for that other value, the scholar’s wonder, a wonder in cold blood, and so Varughese had complicated feelings about wonder, it vexed him, as did the feeling of reading something he could not remember having written, and as he neared the second verse of the song he remembered that the fish – Pliny means the oyster – as soon as ever it perceives the hand, shuts its shell and covers up its treasures, being well aware that it is for them that it is sought; and if it happens to catch the hand, it cuts it off with the sharp edge of the shell, and he notes in addition to the sharks and the cutting shell that the greater part of these 38pearls are only to be found among rocks and crags, and having cited these dangers, the sharks, the rocks, the shell that cuts off hands, he says, And yet, for all this, the women will not banish these gems from their ears!

It was a cheap trick, Varughese thought as he sang, to blame women, when it was men who profited from the trade, who scooped up the value the poor naked swimmers died for, and was that not always the way of these things, of workers and value, of capital and production, to say, ‘I, personally, think it’s terrible, but it is what our customers and shareholders want and so we must continue?’ They had said that until 8th Pluviôse, when the oceans rose and the people rose and the value-mongers couldn’t say that anymore, not in the communes, soyuzes, kolkhozes at least, that bright hopeful archipelago that for a moment had looked like it would liberate the whole world, but on the other side of the wall the masters had held on, even here in Kerala, though chastened and cautious, still scooping their value from the worked-to-death for all the fighting the Party had done.

His hands were relaxed now on the podium as he sang the second verse, which says there are no supreme saviours, that we producers must save ourselves by pulling the spirit from its prison. We producers, we workers, we poor naked swimmers holding our breath. The guest continued to listen respectfully. The guest. The word still didn’t wholly satisfy Varughese, and as he continued to reflect on the intermingling lights of his shining string of concords he saw he was on the path to a better name, to recovering the name he had written already without remembering, the proper name for this pearlescent form that had skipped over the sea to arrive before him on the shoreline with its shining nacre of pink and green and silver, and the name that came back to him was ‘Swimmer’ – yes, because it had come from the sea, but more so because if a pearl such as this had come, so grand and so luminous, then the swimmers who dived and held their breath and found it on the ocean floor must be like no others in the cosmos, and perhaps they had been imperiled greatly and perhaps many had died, or perhaps the pearl had found itself, in which case it was its own swimmer, it was itself the swimmer – either way, it was to those who had died to make someone else’s value that Varughese’s mind turned, and though Saravati would 39have called it a ‘truncated syllogism’ to collapse pearl and swimmer he did not care: it was already written. It was already written that it looked like a pearl. That it came from over the sea. That it hung suspended over the sand and it listened to him singing and he was not afraid. So he turned his mind to the workers of the world, and he called it a ‘Swimmer.’

He followed the second verse with a chorus. Then another chorus. Then the Swimmer opened a door. Or rather, a softly curved arch was now visible where it hadn’t been before. Through the door, only more pinks, greens, whites, silvers. No little folks with big heads waving hello. No big folks with little heads. In fact, no folks. Just a silent and waiting archway toward which, against all common sense, the indomitable Varughese slowly stepped. He took off his chappals, beat the soles against each other to shake loose the damp sand, and went inside, the chappals dangling almost jauntily from his fingers. The door vanished. The Swimmer rose soundlessly from the beach and dwindled into the clouds like a loosed balloon.
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Somewhere else

Swimmer Day (o afs)

Almost immediately, Varughese stepped out the same door into a different place. A purplish streak flashed in his eyes. It was bright. Much brighter than on the beach. He put his chappals back on, as there seemed to be rocks all over the ground. Perhaps better to say ‘a’ ground. Some place’s ground. Instead of the soft, honeyed sand of Pozhiyoor, he stood on a hard, red, rock-strewn sand, grains so brilliant they could be individually counted. He had half a mind to. It was interesting sand. As was the nearest rock, a wind-polished boulder of about a cubic foot. Or at least the part above ground was that size. It might be the bones of the whole planet, barely breaking the skin. Or it might simply be what it was, which was nevertheless wonderful – yes, that vexing word again, wonder, amid the basic surprise of being in a new place, still alive and not subjected to invasive tests, which he had not expected anyway – and, yes, how wonderful, this bright desert world brought him great tranquility, as though his brain, that leaky vessel from which good feelings seeped, had been caulked and patched, so the tranquility stayed with him, and the tranquility opened him to wonder, and this rock was a wonder, its whorled layers of creamy bands, brown bands, some almost orange, layers like Jupiter, a squat cubic Jupiter in the sands of a dream Rajasthan – Rajasthan simply because the Thar was the only desert he had ever seen, once, at a slapdash conclave with comrades from the other side of the wall, from Red Thar and even lands beyond, all very illegal, so on paper it was a meeting for the All-India Benevolent Society of Retired Boilermakers, and the special guests waited with their notebooks and pens in a room marked janitorial – anyway, Rajasthan, sands the colour of Rajasthan, or at least the Rajasthan of his memories, and the air had the same mineral smell out on the dunes at night saying farewell to the foreign comrades, where they had let him try to ride one of their horses and told him an elaborate story about 41Alexander the Great entombed in honey. An unforgettable experience. But in other ways it was different: this rocky sand had not been whipped into dunes, and the stony hills in the distance had not a single shred of green. It was a desert, the Thar, but millions of people lived there; you could always sense them around you. In these bare hills, though, nothing had ever lived. Varughese was sure the view up there was beautiful. But he was down here under the bright sun with wonderful rocks to look at and he doubted he would even be able to bear such a view, it was too much, better to stay here and absorb every detail of sand and stone, anything more would overwhelm him, the tranquility would unravel, he might think he could fly and hurt himself trying – what was here was enough, he thought, and looked up at the sky and discovered two moons.

A yellow moon to his left, a pink moon to his right, pink larger than yellow, both much bigger than the white moon we know on Earth, and he was not on Earth and not in Rajasthan, clearly not, but the comparison to Earth’s moon was still useful, because Earth’s moon was far enough away that without a telescope its craters and shadows looked like smudges, smudges that people invariably took to be something else, like the rabbit of course, the rabbit Bodhisattva who wanted to cook himself to feed a poor old man who was really the king of heaven in disguise, and who told him, ‘That won’t be necessary,’ and painted the noble rabbit’s image on the moon for all to see forever – not a bad story. Varughese did not know if the so-called Westerners had a story for their man in the moon, though it seemed typical of them to have seen nothing more than an anguished face like their own. He preferred the rabbit. But these two moons, and the pink one especially, were so large and so close there was no mistaking their surfaces for rabbits or men, they were obviously landscapes, they looked as our moon only does through a good telescope, but better, there was more to see, both moons were softened by the blue-white of the daytime sky but still unshy of their wonders, the yellow moon with the scattered pits of impact craters large and small, and other things too, great volcanic calderas, steep canyons, mountains and valleys, a whole world of yellow rocks and soils, the pale yellow of notepaper, the bold yellow of honeybees, the dark yellow of earwax, of golden flowers, of a child’s drawing of the sun. The canyons that scarified the wide central 42plane gave it the appearance of an old woman’s weathered palm. ‘The yellow palm world,’ he thought. The pink moon was not cratered so much as stippled, a pink stucco moon, its surface almost soft – not rocky, more like blemished plaster, rotten ice. White clouds, tendriline, like egg whites mid-poach, smeared across its face in a diagonal band. Varughese was able to absorb all this quite quickly. But it overwhelmed him. That poor rabbit who had nothing to give but his own body. And now he had come to this place and the moons shone above him and asked nothing, no one asked him for anything in exchange for all he was shown, this place was untroubled by such logic, and it was then that almost like a cough, a clearing of the throat, a moan or a whimper in a dream, a sound came out of him, he had not expected it, but this tone entailed another, and another, each moment articulated itself but no further, tone after tone, until he realized he was singing a song unlike any he had heard before, long droning growls that rattled his teeth, but similar in one way to the Carnatic singers of his memories, or to the ghazals of Umbayee or Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, in that he was improvising, improvising wordlessly, this aaah sound implying, why not, ohhh, but only this time, there was no rule, he looked at the yellow moon, ohhh, he looked at the pink moon, aaah, he looked at the wonderful Jupiter rock with its layered bands, the brilliant sand grains, ummm, he would touch them all with the sounds, it was like painting, it was like being free, free to give this gift unasked for, in a world without exchange, without swimmers drowning for other people’s value, he was sure he was the only human soul on this whole world and for once in the whole tumble of human time there was a world someplace where every person upon it was actually free, a tragedy to this, a laughable consolation for the world he had left behind, and in thinking of that world he could not sing anymore and without need of any further prompting the Swimmer came up from behind the hills he had been afraid to come closer to and drifted gently down to him with the door open.

‘Oh, that world,’ he said, his voice breaking. ‘One coat. Ten pounds of tea. Forty pounds of coffee. One quarter of corn. Two ounces of gold. A half ton of iron. Twenty yards of linen.’ He knew that the moment he returned to it, all the clothes on his body, his favourite chappals, the 43rupees in his wallet, the wallet itself, would reconstitute themselves in their roles as commodities and tokens of exchange as easily as stepping into another room, and it was melancholy to know this, to leave the wonders of free uncommodified rocks and sand for that other room where everything had its price. ‘Up to now, no chemist has discovered exchange-value in pearl or diamond,’ he said to the great pearl waiting in front of him. ‘That is in Mooladhanam. I always remembered it. You must understand what he meant by that. Not a pearl itself creates the value of a pearl. The Swimmer who seeks a pearl at great peril. But I think you sought yourself, you swam to yourself, on a world with no value, and so you are priceless, and so you are free. I think I love you. I thank you. I am ready to go back to the other room. I want to reassure the people who ran away.’

This time it was right to say the Swimmer was ‘hovering.’ There was a certain waggle to its floating, the way it would have gestured, ‘Come on,’ if it did such things – well, perhaps it did, and this was how. Varughese took one last look at the pink and yellow moons, and then he stepped inside.

[image: ]
Fifteen standard earthly minutes passed on Golden Beach before the object returned, blinked open its door, gently deposited Varughese where it found him, and disappeared over the sea. By appearances, Varughese was perfectly healthy and, if anything, happier than before. During those fifteen minutes, the videographer had never turned off the camera. Some inevitable conspiracy narratives insinuated that the person filming was a confederate who knew Varughese would return. That it was an unknown, substitute videographer only fuelled assertions that the video was faked. Or that the video was real but shot by an alien. Or even that a real alien had filmed a fake video. Adherents to this third theory were very interesting people, and a popular entertainment at parties that spring.
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Qazvin

Alborz-to-Hormuz Free Trade Corridor,

Jointly administered by the Gulf Transnational Authority (gutna) and the Atlantic Transnational Authority (atna)

24th Frimaire, Revolutionary Year 44

Swimmer Day (o afs)

That night, in Qazvin, Forough stayed at the apartment of two nurses clandestinely affiliated with the Party for the Continuation of 8th Pluviôse. They did not ask her about her day. They fed her koobideh and stayed up late with her watching the ufo news from Kerala. The man who had gone away and come back in a spaceship had a seemingly indefatigable drive to talk to the reporters who scrummed outside his Party offices that afternoon. He was ebullient, like a little boy.

Varughese did not call the object an ‘object.’ Nor did he call it a ‘ufo,’ or an ‘Aerial Phenomenon,’ or even an ‘ovni.’ Over and over, in every interview, he called it a ‘Swimmer.’ A Swimmer, he explained, because it was a pearl that had come from over the sea and found itself, which meant none need die for its value, which was priceless, or nothing. He spoke of a desert world with two moons, one pink and one yellow, so beautiful it had compelled him to sing another song. Not ‘The Internationale,’ this time. A new song. He demonstrated it.

The nurses started to laugh, but Forough put a finger to her lips. Varughese spoke of being the only living thing on a planet without the value-form, meaning that, for once in the long human march since times immemorial to now, there had been a true Red world, however brief, and however lonely without all you workers of the world there with him. He smiled a bashful half smile into the cameras. ‘Em See Em Prime!’ he said. ‘The Pearl Fishery Coast that even Pliny knew!’

That first night, the news networks had been too stunned to edit him down.
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A little after midnight, the nurses left Forough on the couch with some blankets and the tv on mute. She watched until she fell asleep. And had a dream.

She was swimming in a blue-green lake in the Alborz Mountains. The water was ice-cold, and she could barely move her limbs. Water rose to her ears, her nose, her eyes. She tried to cry out but could not. Just when she expected her whole head to go under, to die, and to wake from the dream, her feet touched ground and she waded out of the water. The shore was covered in grey, disc-shaped stones, like sand dollar fossils or pangolin scales.

Up the shore came the dull growl of surf in a sea cave. That it was next to a lake did not seem strange to her, and she entered without fear. A sourceless yellow phosphorescence lit the vast interior, but there was no water anywhere. The stalactites and stalagmites looked like minarets and pipe organs, an outsider architecture of custard and wax.

In the heart of the cave, the rock of the far wall had the billowing form of hundreds of parachutes or plastic bags, each fossilized in a different phase of unfurl or furl. At the foot of the wall, she saw Varughese, and he saw her. He radiated a kindness that warmed her blood.

‘Sister,’ he said. ‘Comrade.’

‘Comrade,’ she said. ‘Brother.’

She came closer. She noticed he was standing next to a niche in the wall. He gestured to it as though she already knew what it meant.

‘What I did today was the opposite of what you did today,’ he said.

‘Oh,’ she said.

‘I have something to ask of you. And I have something to ask you.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Later. And before. When Alexander dies. Sekander, you know him as.’

There was a pinhole in the niche. Even without looking through it, she felt warmth on the other side, and muted daylight, and a multitude. She smelled nutmeg and heard something like a melody. Her desire to look through the pinhole was so strong she almost cried out, but she understood that Varughese was supposed to look first. He did so, quite casually, then smiled back at her, his round, middle-aged face utterly innocent and brave.
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‘It’s in the other room,’ he said.

Forough woke up and felt instinctively for a notebook in the darkness. Then she remembered she had torn it up. Still, she didn’t want the dream to melt away undocumented. She turned on a lamp and rooted through her bookbag, coming up with a greasy scrap of yellow paper she hadn’t seen before:

To the finest apprentice the Hyrcania Kolkhoz motor pool ever had,

I know you’re anxious about your trip so I snuck this in at work when you weren’t looking. Good luck in Qazvin. As if you need it! I never thought I would care about poetry until I saw how much it means to you. I think I get it now. Know that I am sincerely proud of the young woman – and poet – you have become.

I would die for you,

Rabia

Forough shut her eyes in pain. She had no idea how she would break it to Rabia that she wasn’t a poet anymore.
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Fairy Dust


The cranium is a space-traveler’s helmet. Stay inside or you perish.

– Vladimir Nabokov, Pnin
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[redacted]

[redacted]

I was working out in the gym in my building when I got the assignment to India, or Bharat, or whatever they’re calling it now. Just after 4:30 a.m. Ever since I’d ‘worn out my welcome’ in Bavaria, as M[redacted] put it, I’d been stateside for months on administrative leave, wilfully not adjusting to the time change, so I had the gym to myself each morning. Seeing feeble people breathing through gritted teeth or lifting eight-pound weights with poor form is enough to ruin my whole day. I want to shake them by the shoulders till they die.

I was on the treadmill with all the televisions turned to some auto race. Formula E cars were somersaulting over each other on a wet stretch of road. I watched a helmeted driver in the sponsored regalia of a risk management app crawl into the grass and assume the fetal position like an infant astronaut. I was pleased that things of this nature were still happening: expensive games of risk, death, and burning rubber. It reassured me that the ridiculous, Red, obviously fake ufo video hadn’t caused people to take total leave of their senses.

As the camera zoomed in on the driver’s cracked black visor, my phone rang. When I saw that it was M[redacted], I answered without slowing my run. We like to make a game of saying as little of substance as possible over the phone, even when I’m not in the middle of a workout. Better opsec, anyway.

Her voice warbled like she was speaking through the spinning blades of a desk fan.

‘I bet you can guess what this is about,’ she said.

‘Say no more,’ I said. ‘My tickets taken care of?’

‘The usual way.’

‘And when I get there?’
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‘A Dr. Das, plus driver, plus detail. Fifty-minute drive; he’ll brief you. Afterwards, go to the consulate, but don’t bother the Station Chief if he’s down from New Delhi. He’s an ancient Nebraskan humint hand, and you know what that means.’

I did. Everybody knows that the puritanical old plainsmen of Human Intelligence think what we do at Psych Division is a waste of time.

‘I’ve heard of him,’ I said. ‘I’ll steer clear. How about the night shift?’

‘All the fixings. You’ll be well taken care of.’

I resisted smirking and ended the call. On the tvs, the still-motionless driver was being fed into an ambulance on a stretcher like so much firewood.

I went into the gym shower and masturbated twice with the help of all-in-one shampoo and body wash from the dispenser. It had a sweetish, chemical smell, like urinal cakes. Then I went back to my apartment, put on a tropical-weight grey linen suit, and unlocked my walk-in closet of go bags. The one designated for field work in South Asia had never been used before. I checked that it had diarrhea pills. It did. I made sure I had the documents identifying me as a consular employee of the atna Department of State, and therefore not subject to airport security protocols in all countries we consider friends – or customers. I made sure I had the other documents identifying me as various other Toms, Dicks, and Harrys. I made sure I had the compact 9mm pistol that never leaves my side. Finally, I took down my vintage 6'6" Almond Pleasant Pheasant, in burnt orange with seafoam diamond insignia, and zipped it into its shockproof surfboard bag. Once I had everything I needed, I got into the black sedan waiting for me outside.

[image: ]
My father was a naval officer. My mother was an officer’s wife. My father taught me sharp, smart, back straight, eye contact, no smirking, no shirking, keep a journal. My mother didn’t teach me anything. But thanks to this parentage, I don’t shrink when I move through the world, and I don’t gnash my teeth when I use exercise machines, and I don’t feel guilt about good things coming to me. The guilt thing is funny, because we are supposed to be Catholics, or at least my father and I are. But as I understand it, if I 50have Catholic guilt – which I inherited just by virtue of having a father, a grandfather, and a great-grandfather who all took communion from a man in a dress, all the way back to some hovel in County Sligo – then I have it, even if I don’t feel it. I don’t have to feel it. Not like the man across the aisle from me in first class as we readied for takeoff, some weak-willed Chief Procurement Officer who smelled of herbal aftershave and organic cotton. I clocked him as not new to money, but in the process of losing his nerve – the kind of man you could bully into bequeathing things. He put on noise-cancelling headphones and feigned sleep to avoid the bloodshot glares of the plebes passing through to economy. In the last few decades, their resentment has only intensified, not least because in Commieland they claim to have done away with class altogether. Thank God we haven’t. These distinctions are important. Especially now.

Fifty years ago, the world tore itself apart over what to do about the weather. It was generally understood that the continuation of our lifestyles would force a planetary extinction event and total civilizational collapse. Many people in our country were fine with that. They wanted to suck the last sweet juices from the rind and burn it all on the compost heap. I can’t say I blame them. Their kids weren’t talking to them anyway. Our enemies – the hordes of roaming migrants and the wild-eyed idiots who introduced them to Marx and Mao – attempted to spread an alternate course of action across the world. A Great Leap Backward: wood, glass, and metal instead of plastic; trains and trams instead of cars; antique trucks that ran on canola oil; handmade clothes; slow food; ‘collective energy accounting’ instead of money; the philosophy of ‘planned permanence’; something called ‘Integrative Public Information Technology’ that would spell the end of personal computing as we knew it. Worst of all, everybody the same. Everybody the help and nobody the householder. It was unthinkable, and we fought them to not have to think it. Our agreement with these 750 million lunatics after the war, the Global Post-Insurgency Amnesty, compelled all sides, along with neutral signatories like China, to slather half our roofs with reflective pdrc paint, ban gasoline in favour of electricity and biodiesel, and reduce greenhouse gas emissions to a deep net-negative ‘out of mutual interest in global survival.’ Fine. Sure. What the Amnesty did not – could not – stipulate was how we 51reduced emissions on our side of the wall. So we naturally did it our way, with as little compromise as possible for the correct people. Which in atna meant the top 20th percentile of earners by household income, all military and law enforcement employees, anyone involved in geoengineering research and development, and all civil servants with a security clearance above [redacted]. We told the remaining 80 percent that cuts were necessary to correct the spendthrift largesse of ‘the socialists,’ even though we don’t have any socialists in atna and would liquidate them immediately if we did. Whenever our cuts made life worse for the 80 percent, we told them it was those damned socialists again and the only remedy was more cuts, to everything except the online entertainment industry, which fulfilled the crucial function of gigantic virtual casino, cathouse, and disinformation farm. Our allies made comparable calculations, while perhaps also quietly incorporating certain elements of the ’Nard program in squishy proportion to their loss of nerve. eutna tended to embarrass us in this respect. But if the choice is between an equality of misery or an aristocracy of delights, and you are an aristocrat, then you can’t lose your nerve, and you can’t feel guilty. You have to move through the world smelling of cold steel and spilled blood. And when the throngs of ill-dressed losers, flying for ‘family emergencies’ or other urgent bullshit, shuffle past you in their ugly neck pillows with firing squads in their eyes, raking you with the charmless envy of the maxed-out-credit-card classes, you have to stare right back, willing them to do or say what you know they never will. I do this every time I fly. It brings me a great sense of inner peace.
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Hyrcania Kolkhoz

26th Frimaire, Revolutionary Year 44

2 days afs

Forough lifted the lid of the teapot on the dented samovar; she breathed in black loose-leaf, cracked cardamom pods, the workshop’s ineradicable base notes of vulcanized rubber and old calendars. On the first day of Forough’s apprenticeship, at age fourteen, Rabia had told her the key to maintaining a kolkhoz motor pool in good working order was to always have a fresh brew going. In the intervening years, she had learned it was not a joke.

Rough clangs from the adjoining garage told her Rabia was occupied with retrofitting the leaky truck. Forough hoped to stay quiet, doing her mentor the small mercy of a few more minutes unapprised of her failure in Qazvin. But Rabia still had the hearing of a fedai in an ambuscade.

‘That you, Forough?’ came a muffled voice. ‘I’m under the saipa Pride. It’s shitting itself with vegetable oil again. Pour us some tea, would you?’

Forough rustled around for two glasses in the old workbench, its mislabelled red drawers a revealing extension of Rabia’s otherwise nononsense brain. misc, Forough knew, meant whichever tools they were using most on a given day; wrenches held ratchets; washers held the faded brown instruction sheets in Russian and Chinese that they always had to ask Jiayun to translate, if he wasn’t too busy with the chicken coops, or trying to become a chicken, or whatever it was that supremely odd young man thought he was doing. Half the time the instructions came back to them not only translated – with, Forough had to admit, meticulous care – but also folded into paper hats, frogs, swords, or dinosaurs. If she didn’t know better, Forough would call it some avian courtship ritual, like a bowerbird gathering presents for his bride. Lately Rabia had even started teasing her about that. ‘Admit it,’ she would say. ‘You like this ... rigamarole. Otherwise you would just use the computer.’
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Forough found a glass in the drawer marked windsheild repair, rinsed it in the sink, and started drying it with a rag that had once been the hem of a blue and yellow floral print dress.

‘Rabia!’ she called again. ‘I can only find one glass. Where did you put yours?’

‘Oh!’ said the muffled voice. ‘It’s in the other room. Just let me scrub up.’

Forough stopped cold. The glass pulsed softly in her hand, a little faster each time. It’s in the other room. An ordinary thing to say. But not ordinary in her dream two nights before, about a cave in the Alborz Mountains that lay on the other side of something: a brightness in the air, a smell like nutmeg, a multitude. A thing she would someday have to do. Or had already done. The kind-eyed spaceman from the television hadn’t been clear.

‘Forough! Are you all right?’ Rabia appeared in the workshop doorway in stained blue coveralls, her grey hair tied back with a white and violet band that had also once been a dress.

‘Just tired,’ Forough said. ‘The train home left so late last night I barely slept.’

‘You can’t hide from me,’ said Rabia. ‘Here! Put those things down, let me hug you. I’ll pour the tea and you can tell me what’s going on.’

‘I really don’t want to,’ said Forough, as Rabia released her from the hug. ‘Besides, there’s nothing to tell.’

Rabia sat Forough down on the old couch in the corner. It creaked arthritically – thrice reupholstered, though its bones were prerevolutionary: before the kolkhoz, before 8th Pluviôse, back when this place had been a tea plantation–cum–holiday rental and Rabia cleaned a rich man’s house in Tabriz.

Rabia poured a glass for Forough and handed her a sugar cube. Forough placed it between her teeth to sweeten her first sip and also to give her an excuse not to say anything for a while.

‘My girl,’ Rabia said, as she poured her own glass, ‘this was your first time over the wall, and I’m sure it wasn’t easy for you to see how they live out there. You didn’t grow up like we did before the revolution, so it’s not something you could prepare for.’
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Rabia dipped a corner of her sugar cube into her tea and placed it into her mouth, then relaxed into her ‘trophy of war’: the erstwhile passenger’s seat of a Canadian-made inkas riot control vehicle of the Azerbaijani State Border Service, now repurposed as a passable armchair. She had wrenched it from the shattered paddy wagon at the end of Hyrcania Kolkhoz’s one and only military engagement, a stupid skirmish a few days before the global armistice of 4th Vendémiaire, Revolutionary Year 1. atna had knowingly passed off bad intelligence to their death-spiralling Azerbaijani ally that the kolkhoz was an unarmed Armenian refugee camp, part of their global effort to reignite enough regional border wars to delay the truce. The atna bloc knew it couldn’t achieve total victory any more than the Communards could, but it wanted to have a few more weeks to smash up Red infrastructure before it was time to negotiate a peace. It was a risky gambit, and everywhere they tried, it backfired terribly. Azerbaijan sent the dregs of its militarized security divisions to the kolkhoz, men with much civilian blood on their hands, who mostly arrived drunk, hanging wildly off armoured personnel carriers and singing genocidal songs. Rabia always said it was less a battle than an armed traffic accident.

It was hard to imagine this peaceable maman-joon blowing up an armoured car, but it reminded Forough never to underestimate her mentor. Even now, her silence was tactical; Rabia knew Forough could bear it only so long. Silence, for Forough, was not silent, not ever and not truly. She was never alone in her own head, in the graveyard of empires, with the caretaker picking through the index cards and bones. Hey, Forough Hyrcania Pluviôse ...

‘The poetry conference didn’t go well,’ Forough said.

‘No? Oh, I’m so sorry to hear it, my girl.’

‘It felt like an ambush. They shot me down like a dog. For once I think my mother was right. I should never have gone.’

‘I may not understand poetry like she does, but you know she wasn’t looking out for you when she said that. Come on! Why don’t you read me a ruba’i.’

‘I can’t,’ Forough said. ‘I tore up my notebooks.’

‘No!’ said Rabia. ‘All those years of work! Those miserable little landlords really must’ve gotten to you.’
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‘They did. And I know I shouldn’t have let them. But they’re good at that. There was this woman in sunglasses. Definitely not a poet. She was following me. Maybe. External Affairs briefed me about the possibility before I went over, but I didn’t think I was important enough. I got really rattled, Rabia.’

‘I wouldn’t put it past them to pin a tail on you. Did you tell the comrades you stayed with? The nurses?’

‘No. Should I have? I didn’t want to seem crazy.’

‘Nothing is crazy on the other side of the wall. You should tell whoever is working External Affairs this month. Do it and put your mind at ease.’

‘Ah. It’s Davoud working there this month. As much as I love him, he has never been very good at putting my mind at ease.’

‘Oh, Forough. Your father tried his best.’

Forough started flicking her fingernail against the glass of tea, signalling a change of topic. ‘I’m not even sure it matters now,’ she said.

‘Not sure what matters?’

‘Poetry. Secret police. Anything. I’m sure you saw the news. The aliens are here.’

‘Oh, that? Ha! I may have looked at it after dinner the other night. Flying saucers ... seems to be driving them crazy over the wall. The ones who look up from their work, anyway.’

‘Not a flying saucer. Varughese called it a “Swimmer.”’

‘A Swimmer? Now what the hell kind of name is that?’ She’d used exactly the same tone of voice during a deeper-than-usual clean of the old Tarpan Honker off-roader, when they’d discovered an ancient Polish erotic comic book crammed under the back seat. Something about a rabbit with big breasts.

‘I can’t say I understood it perfectly myself. But Varughese is a comrade. A Keralite. When I saw him on the news he was making an analogy to the M-C-M' formula in Capital. And the ancient Indian pearl harvest. At least, I think he was. He seemed in a state of ecstasy.’

‘My dear. You have been through a lot, and I worry you’ve lost your ability to sniff out good old grass-fed horseshit.’

‘Normally I’d be as suspicious as you. But a Communist from Kerala ... ’
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Rabia drained her tea and went to refill her glass. ‘That is exactly why I’m suspicious. Those Keralites lost their nerve when it really counted, forty-four years ago. They’re compromised. Or could be. What if this is the trial of a new atna weapon? Think, girl! Who would they like to use it on? Us! So of course they’d like us to think it’s some friendly alien who means Communists no harm. Don’t go chasing this mirage, because we will lose you to it. Better we lose you to poetry.’

Forough stared into her tea. It was a rich red-brown that made her think of autumn leaves or sorrel horses, the muddy banks of a slow-moving river. Surely a poem in there – but a poem that belonged to somebody else.

‘Anyway,’ Rabia said. ‘You sit right there. I have something in the other room that might cheer you up.’

‘That other room again,’ Forough thought. What was so special about it, really? Nothing. It was a utility room. It had a sink, a water heater, a mop and bucket, metal shelves crammed with odds and ends. Which was, she supposed, the point. Or non-point. Her dreaming brain was surely just improvising under pressure when it used that phrase, flinging out everyday things and garlanding them with gimcrack mysticism. Like any false prophet trying to stay a half-step ahead of the congregation. This was how she had written all her poetry too.

‘Here!’ Rabia said. She held out two thick notebooks, one red and one blue. ‘I’ve had these sitting around since, I don’t know, Revolutionary Year 35. I can’t remember how I came by them. Some International Volunteer who passed through? Or maybe somebody brought them back from that illegal summit in Rajasthan. I’d meant to give them to my dear friends Masoomeh and Padideh, but my God are they particular about what they write in. I think I told them it was ... oh, yes: “an embarrassing vestige of their previous exposure to capitalist society, for which they must duly submit to spirited socialist self-criticism.” But they told me I should self-crit for being a scolding little shit. Ha! I love them so much. Anyway, I could never bear to part with them, such nice clean paper, so I was saving them for when you finally used up your old ones. So please. Take them and fill them up again. Don’t give me any excuses about flying saucers or the end of the world.’

57
‘Oh, Rabia. I don’t know if I have it in me anymore.’

‘Of course you do. Just start small. Make lists of words, ideas. Whatever it is you poets do. I admit I’m being selfish here. I want you to keep reading to me so I’m less bored on the job. I know it’s wrong to play favourites with apprentices, but before you I just had boys who were exclusively interested in cars. None of them lasted half as long as you.’

Forough took the notebooks. Beneath a white hammer and sickle in the top left-hand corner of both covers was a round, cheerful-looking script reminiscent of water droplets, lotus flowers, kidney beans.

‘I can’t read that,’ said Rabia. ‘Can you?’

‘No,’ said Forough, ‘but it looks familiar.’ She felt strangely buoyant as she looked at it. As if the world really was ending, but with brightness and nutmeg in the air.

After she finished her shift, Forough left the notebooks on the night-stand in her room in Dormitory 3. She wanted them close in case she had another dream about the cave in the mountains. But that night she did not dream at all.
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Selections from The Rhizomes of Credo: Lifeways of Red Hyrcania

By Cadence Chase-Weber

University of Oregon Press

Eugene, Oregon

Pacific Transnational Authority

5 years bfs (Before First Swimmer)

Communard vernacular architecture tends to a certain whimsically mimetic ‘peasant brutalism,’ reminiscent of the bus stops and other public infrastructure in provincial towns of the former Soviet Union. On any given kolkhoz, the most eye-catching exemplar typically houses their supercomputer. Given the otherwise wilfully drab sensibilities of ‘Integrated Proletarian Information Technology,’ or ‘ipit,’ this incongruity merits further study.

[ ... ]

At the top of the hill overlooking the Hyrcania Kolkhoz, the beech trees give way to unkempt wild grass, clusters of pretty mountain flowers, and a supercomputer shaped like a megalithic disc. Several informants were asked why they called it ‘the Wheel.’ An old woman mechanic rather brusquely said that ‘it just looks like one.’ Another old woman, more co-operative than the first, admitted that its architects, a Shirazi named Shirazi and a Ghanaian refugee named Sawyer, had never thought of it as anything else. Any deeper symbolism had died with them in a then-disputed sector of the Wakhan Corridor, en route to build a second supercomputer at a commune in the Ferghana Valley. Communards maintain that Sawyer and Shirazi were killed by pro-atna militias, but atna sources have long insinuated that they were engaging in activities that violated the Global Post-Insurgency Amnesty.
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[ ... ]

A verbose teenage girl confessed to spending almost all her free time at the Wheel, apparently reading and commenting on medieval poetry. She loved recounting morbid details from the Shahnameh and seemed especially taken by the fact that Alexander the Great had been embalmed in honey. When asked what her parents thought about all this, she said she didn’t know. With biological parents always aided by a motley configuration of elders and other members of the community, parental bonds in Hyrcania are often remarkably attenuated.

[ ... ]

ipit is easier to understand in terms of what it is not. It is not ‘personal computing,’ which Communards consider ‘petty-bourgeois,’ ‘socially harmful,’ and a ‘waste of energy.’ It is not monetized, because Communards have no money. Nor is it a so-called walled garden, where pleasant interfaces simplify operations for the user. ipit is instead supposed to ‘respatialize and reproletarianize informatics for a socialist future,’ an objective that manifests in diverse praxes.

[ ... ]

Communards access their internet on ‘thin client’ terminals belonging to the same supercomputer, typically housed in a facility that doubles as a library and archive for printed material. This internet is low-fi, homespun, and – it must be said – boring. Homepages resemble those of small-town local history museums circa 1996. Yet these pages are remarkably up to speed on global affairs, scientific developments, and even pop-cultural touchstones on our side of the wall. This is thanks to the work of the so-called Selectors, who are granted the unique privilege of access to ‘the capitalist internet’ – our, normal internet – to retrieve content as requested by community members. Per ipit, the capitalist internet is cognitively deleterious, and should only be accessed by trained specialists. Selectors are never permitted to fulfill the role for longer than a year, out 60of concern for their physical and mental health, and their vitals are monitored by two Attendants as they work. This so-called somatic quarantine would be almost endearing were it not such a blatant attempt at censoring the free flow of information. ipit’s defenders doggedly insist that their only concern is public health. They are especially troubled by what they call ‘bogeys’ – the free-floating, monetized, generative ai hallucinations which are such a feature of our online landscape that we can hardly imagine a world without them.

[ ... ]

The front facade of the Wheel has no windows, but there are many on the obverse side. Although it looks like a rock-hewn monolith, it is built from blocks of cleverly morticed granite, joined so tightly you can’t fit a fingernail between them. The friendliest of the old women told me this had been a point of pride for the masons, as it was for Sawyer and Shirazi. The architects served as general labourers during construction, building scaffolding and wheeling away waste. Like Communards the world over, the Hyrcanians never tired of reminding me of their commitment to equalizing the status of physical and intellectual labour – to the best of their abilities, everyone does both.
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Hyrcania Kolkhoz

27th Frimaire, Revolutionary Year 44

3 days afs

Forough doubted Jiayun would be able to translate the script on her notebook covers, but she had other reasons for seeking him out at breakfast in the canteen. She wanted more ... rigamarole, whatever that meant. Jiayun was strange but calm; strange because calm. After Qazvin, calm was what she needed. Calm like she had felt in the cave in her dream, on the other side of something alien and beautiful.

Jiayun did not notice her watching him eat alone by the mural wall. His tray was piled with dates, cucumbers, olives, and lentil soup, and he was eating the dates first, absently shucking the flesh from the seeds as he stared into the middle distance. Forough envied how easily he shut out the world. In the years when her mother still made unannounced visits, Forough and her father had learned to eat like nervous dogs, a weather eye on the canteen door. Her mother never ate with them. She only watched them eating. ‘Soft, soft,’ she would call them later, without witnesses, damning both body and soul.

The mural at Jiayun’s back was a scene from the first harvest in Revolutionary Year 1 – the famous visit of ‘Lightning’ Lola Latifi and her tired fedai, flush with the final victory at Anzali that secured the revolution forever in the Southern Caspian. They’d only meant to stop and rest a few days en route to the first All-Commune Plenum in Raqqa, but many of the fedai had liked the place and the people enough to stay and help with the harvest. They were also instrumental in organizing the defence of the kolkhoz against the drunken Azerbaijani border guards. Some of the fedai, like Jiayun’s parents, had been ‘helping with the harvest’ for over forty years now. The muralists had painted Jiayun’s parents into the crowd of arriving partisans, conspicuously not waving and cheering like the others: two undernourished fighters hauling parts of the same machine gun, 62barely older than children, but with hard faces that said they could more than manage. Perhaps Jiayun was strange to Forough because his parents were so much older than hers, so vividly a part of history. Like his twenty-one years on Earth had counted differently than hers, somehow.

‘No eggs, chicken boy?’ she asked Jiayun, as she sat opposite him.

‘No, I never developed a taste for them,’ he said, without even the semblance of a laugh.

‘I have something for you to help me translate,’ she said.

‘Not another Polish porno mag. You and Rabia are corrupting me.’

‘Good. But no. Just the writing on these notebooks Rabia gave me yesterday.’ She passed them across the table.

Jiayun peered at them. ‘Hmm. It’s a South Asian script – ’

‘I could’ve told you that. I mean which one?’

‘I don’t know. I told you, I’ve got you covered in Chinese, and I can bash my way through most of the Slavics, but that’s about all I have that you don’t.’

He had finished with the dates and was starting on the olives. A thought, not wholly expected, rose up in her: he would be so handsome if he chewed with his mouth closed. She was surprised to find herself suddenly shy.

‘When are you due at the motor pool today?’ he asked, through a mouthful of olives. ‘We could look it up at the Wheel.’

[image: ]
Drizzle pelted their faces. It was the sort of day when Rabia would look out the workshop window, wipe her hands, and recite an old phrase evoking the romance of holding on to someone you cared for under a gloomy sky: ‘the weather is for two people.’

Forough smiled at Jiayun. He smiled back. ‘I hope you don’t mind,’ he said, ‘but I need to visit my wife first.’

‘What?’ she said. Wife was a word from the old world. Strictly speaking, no one on the kolkhoz had a wife, or a husband. You had a partner. If it wasn’t serious yet, you had what the younger people called a comrade in sweat. As long as Rabia wasn’t within earshot to tease you about it.
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Jiayun saw her expression and laughed. ‘It’s okay. She’s not jealous. Just needy. And before you ask, she doesn’t smell bad. Litter maintenance is half my job.’

Forough narrowed her eyes. ‘You’re talking about a fucking chicken, aren’t you?’

‘Who else would I be talking about?’

He led her down the gravel path to the chicken run. His colleagues Sarah and Engels waved hello as they hauled a sack of feed. Several dozen chickens ran around in the grass, pecking for worms who’d come up to writhe in the rain-slicked earth.

‘How can you even tell them apart?’ she asked him.

An old brown hen doddled toward them, clucking wildly as if snitching to a teacher newly back from the copy room. Her bright red comb looked like the spikes of a toy stegosaurus, her orange eyes frozen in pissed-off surprise. Jiayun scooped her up.

‘Tulip can’t lay eggs, and she’s always trying to run away, so she basically became my boon companion. Tulip, say hello to the nice biodiesel engine mechanic. Yes, I know, she is very smart. You can pet her, Forough. Be gentle. But confident! You know she bit Rabia? She hesitates too much around animals. I guess that’s why they put her on the machines.’

[image: ]
Forough’s favourite console at the Wheel was on the fourth floor, windowed side, left-hand corner: the fourth floor because it had the poetry books, the windowed side because she could watch the mist coming and going through the valley, and the left-hand corner because everyone forgot it existed. She could daydream until the lights dimmed and the librarians rousted everyone over the loudspeaker. Here she had read the Shahnameh for the first time, and Mahsati’s ruba’iyat, and the poem of Delshad Khatun that called to her through the centuries one wet morning in late autumn, when she was seventeen years old:

The drops of sorrow Heaven rains on me

Have sent me wandering over land and sea –
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Ah, would that they could bring me to the place

That frees me from this being that is me.

Delshad Khatun, a descendant of an important Mongol family, was the last wife of the last true khan of the Ilkhanate. After he died, she married the first khan of one of its fractious successors, a rumplet marred by poisonings and plagues. Forough never supposed she had much in common with the long-dead princess, but she understood her desperate urge toward non-being. The fourth floor, windowed side, left-hand corner of the Wheel had been the place that most freed Forough from her own being, if only for a moment – through reading, but also by writing quatrains like Mahsati’s, Delshad Khatun’s, Omar Khayyum’s. Even the caretaker in the graveyard of empires had rubbed her dirty hands on her overalls, leaned on her spade, and listened in silence for the duration of four well-turned lines. But that was before. Those quatrains were now drifting in pieces through the courtyards of the university in Qazvin – if the woman in black sunglasses had not gathered up the fragments and taken them away. Perhaps at this very moment she was shuffling them around on a linoleum precinct floor until they made sense again. Well, they had never made sense, but perhaps they might offer her enough grist for a rough psychographic report. Forough still hadn’t told her father about the woman, and she wasn’t looking forward to it.

Forough ran her hands along the stippled bindings of the poetry section and breathed the dusty buckram, more melancholy than enchanting now. Like embalming linen. Poetry was graveyards, dead princesses, ossified records of lost time. Poetry was death. Where was life, then? In the face of Varughese, newly returned from another world.

‘Forough?’ Jiayun said. ‘Looks like your spot is taken.’

At the corner console, a man and woman in headphones watched the screen. The woman made calculations on a pad with a flat-bodied pencil designed not to roll away. Forough vaguely recognized them as Haris and Thaira, both in their late twenties but not, to her knowledge, friends. Haris maintained wind turbines and Thaira had a job where you use flat pencils. Joinery, maybe.
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They were watching a beach scene – the beach scene. As the Swimmer danced among the masts of the fishing trawlers, Haris tracked the course of the object with his fingers to gauge its speed.

‘atna’s flying cyanide capsule,’ Jiayun said.

Forough looked at her shoes. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I think this might really be an alien.’

Jiayun shrugged, told her to meet him at the next free console when she got bored, and left.

Haris and Thaira looked up at Forough with a certain embarrassment.

‘Sorry,’ said Haris. ‘We thought nobody used this console. People have been teasing us about studying the Swimmer since day one. We just wanted some privacy.’

‘No, I get it,’ said Forough. ‘I was in the Free Trade Corridor when it happened. It was all anybody could talk about. I even ... ’ She hesitated. Thaira gave her an appraising look, as if scanning a wood grain for impurities before deigning to slice it up.

‘ ... I had a dream about it, after,’ Forough continued. ‘Varughese spoke to me. It meant something important, but I don’t know what.’

‘Hmm,’ said Haris, and stroked his heavy beard.

Thaira rolled the square pencil absently in her fingers. ‘Well, the object is obviously interdimensional – ’ she began.

‘ – obviously – ’ said Haris.

‘ – but I don’t want to say it can influence our dreams. It’s bad enough this little landlord saying it’s an artificial intelligence.’

‘But this damn hair-splitter says it’s remote-controlled, which ... ’ Haris passed a hand over his thinning crown and grinned. ‘I guess we should be more civil. If we want Swimmer Studies to be taken seriously.’ He looked to Thaira. ‘Tell her about our projection room idea.’

‘You mean my projection room idea,’ said Thaira. ‘We – I – think we should be watching on the big screen. Think of the sound! The detail! We went to Education and Labour, and they said it didn’t seem like “an appropriate use of the kolkhoz supercomputer, and the considerable skill and labour time of a Selector-and-Attendants.” Or at least, not for just two people. If three people asked for it, or there were more Swimmers and a more compelling case for “actual scientific value,” then, maybe.’
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‘You really think more are coming?’ asked Forough.

‘It stands to reason,’ said Thaira.

‘All this to say,’ said Haris, ‘that you’d be doing us a huge favour if you join us next time we make the case to Education and Labour.’

‘Of course,’ said Forough.

‘One thing, though,’ said Haris. ‘Don’t mention you were in the Corridor. And definitely don’t mention your dream. The old people at e&l are all convinced the Swimmer’s an atna psyop. I don’t want them thinking a little capitalist mass hysteria, like, rubbed off on you.’

This last comment sat unwell with Forough. The crude contagion model of a childhood kissing game. Then again, she had caught something over there. The tremble of a glass in her hands. Varughese’s voice from another room, its intimations of warmth and light. To follow that voice, she was even willing to endure Haris and Thaira. Trying as she sensed they would be.

She walked back to Jiayun, along the windows of the rear wall. The mist was clearing in the valley, the sun emerging through fleeing scraps of cloud. The weather was no longer for two people.

‘Forough! You were gone for a while,’ said Jiayun, looking up from his data console.

‘Did you figure out what script it is?’ she asked.

‘I did,’ he said. ‘It’s a funny coincidence. Only a coincidence. Okay?’

‘Okay what?’

‘It’s Malayalam. From Kerala. Where your space lozenge turned up.’

‘Oh?’

‘And I bet you’d like to know what it means,’ he said.

Forough leaned in to look at the screen, reflexively laying a hand on Jiayun’s shoulder.

‘So the red one says notebook 200 pages lined glue-bound. And the blue one ... are you ready for it? notebook 200 pages lined glue-bound.’

[image: ]
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She placed the 200-page, glue-bound notebooks on her end table again that night. She slept badly, waking three or four times before sunrise. In the final hour, she dreamed that Varughese was in hospital. She was supposed to visit him to pay her condolences, along with many other delegates from communes around the world, but the door handle to her bedroom would not open.

When she woke up, she recorded the dream in the blue notebook.
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[redacted]

[redacted]

At International Arrivals, an old man in a checkered shirt held a laminated sign bearing one of my assumed names. Behind him stood two of your typical earpiece-touchers, one thick and one sinewy. I could tell from their perfect posture and neat movements that they wore soft daywear exosuits, a boondoggle we flog to gullible emerging markets that’s mostly useless in a real fight. Between them was a tall, bird-like man in thick frames, maybe five years older than me, smiling politely and tenting his long fingers. Dr. Das.

‘Welcome to Bengaluru,’ he said, offering me his hand. ‘I trust you were able to get some sleep on the flight?’

‘You don’t have much of an accent,’ I said, and held his hand a half beat too long.

It’s good to get off on the wrong foot with people who are out of their depth and eager to please. A bad handshake or blank stare will have them ceding ground the rest of the encounter, saying more than they should, to overcorrect for an awkward first few seconds.

‘I suppose I wouldn’t, would I?’ said Das. ‘I studied at Stanford, Cal, and Caltech. In fact, I know your country rather well.’

Bingo.

‘That’s patna, Das,’ I corrected. ‘Pacific Transnational Authority. Not part of my country. Not since before I was born. Probably since before you were born too.’

‘You know what I mean,’ he said. ‘It’s all the same over there, isn’t it? The same strip malls. The same highways. The same hamburgers. Not like here, where you can drive twenty minutes and enter a totally different world.’

Motherfuck, I thought. Was he trying to big-dog me? I returned his smile and extended it to the guards and driver. Friendly friendly friends. 69I got the feeling from the incomprehension in their eyes that they didn’t speak much English. ‘But well done,’ I thought, ‘if they’re only pretending.’

They put me in the back of their seven-seater suv with Das. As we pulled onto the highway to Bengaluru, he explained why he’d been picked to sit in on the coming interview with Varughese, citing a long career in rocketry development for the military before his recent transfer to the Indian Space Research Organization. He was sure both our governments would be keen to rule out the possibility that the Aerial Phenomenon was a foreign weapon, or ‘God forbid, a device from the Communards,’ not least because the Keralites were known sympathizers, and especially those of Varughese’s party. He added that if the Aerial Phenomenon truly was alien in origin, it must represent ‘a military threat or a military opportunity or both,’ for his government and mine.

But I was more interested in the view beyond the bulletproof windows. Wherever the country, there are only so many things you can put next to an airport: light industrial, wholesale vendors, shitty residential, fancy residential for people who can’t hear very well, light agriculture. Here it was manicured tropical greenery, then large exurban office parks, gated communities, and hotels, then light industrial, then dusty apartment facades with yellowing curtains.

Das went quiet when he saw I wasn’t listening, which meant the whole car was quiet. The security men and driver never said a word, neither proving nor disproving that they knew English and were listening in.

Eventually the dusty apartments gave way to informal construction, corrugated metal and tarps and cinder blocks, heavy wires snaking over the roofs. Families tripled up on electric scooters wove past vendors selling fruits, vegetables, furniture, and sacks of rice. Faces appeared and disappeared in handmade windows, watching packs of young men on the corners smoking, arm in arm.

‘This is a slum,’ Das said. He waited for my reaction.

‘Looks like Baltimore,’ I said. This was a lie. These people lived with a degree of autonomy that our government would never have allowed.

Das gave me a knowing smile, as if I’d just told him the local delicacy tasted like chicken. He was manoeuvring me into the role of the Funny Foreign Man. I couldn’t stand it.
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‘How can you be sure’ – I gestured vaguely out the window – ‘that in all this informal housing, informal economy, the Communards aren’t making inroads, Pact or no?’

‘Not my jurisdiction,’ he said.

I didn’t believe that. I doubted they would have sent a mere scientist to meet with me, and his flim-flam about fulfilling military contracts hardly seemed like the whole story.

Das opened a combination briefcase, his hands over the tumblers as though he expected me to peek, which I of course tried to, without success. Inside was a whole raft of memos for me. He was in his element now, playing teacher with his truculent student.

‘Is all of this going to be on the test?’ I asked.

‘Ha!’ he said. ‘Very good. No, this is just to catch you up. But you won’t need to say anything at the interview.’

Meanings behind meanings: You won’t need to meaning Don’t you dare. But I also thought about means behind means. My people knew their people and they certainly knew me. They knew I would dislike this arrogant cuss and do the opposite of what he told me to. To what ends? Not my jurisdiction.

Background and Political Activities of Varughese, read the first memo, the facts listed in clean English bullet points that Das couldn’t resist elaborating as I read. Whatever else Das was, the teacher thing was real. I learned that Varughese was born just outside Thiruvananthapuram, mother a nominal Hindu from the inland farm country, father a nominal Latin Catholic whose people had traditionally been fishermen. ‘An unusual match,’ Das said, ‘but not for reasons of faith. Latin Catholics marry Hindus all the time.’ The father was a boatbuilding labourer and the mother sold lottery tickets in the street. Varughese had once had a younger sister, but nobody knew how she died. He stayed in school until age sixteen and then began an apprenticeship through the boilermakers’ union, a program that prioritized those of ‘educationally and socially disadvantaged castes.’ I sensed resentment in Das’s voice.

‘Das,’ I said, ‘you don’t mean you’re jealous this man got to make boilers?’

‘You wouldn’t understand,’ he said. ‘It’s the principle of the thing. Our country has elevated many mediocrities, and Varughese is a shining example.’
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I didn’t disagree, but I still felt like needling him. ‘Isn’t a “shining mediocrity” an oxymoron?’

Das ignored this and said that after Varughese’s apprenticeship he’d been tapped by the union for a special assignment, ‘salting’ at an unorganized plant subcontracted by a major international firm to make petrochemical equipment. Mediocrity or no, the union must have seen something in him that young. His organizing drive had not been without incident – in what Dr. Das described as ‘a scuffle, probably over some woman,’ the young labour agitator had been stabbed in the street by unknown assailants. ‘Rowdy-sheeters,’ Das called them.

‘Varughese claims they were on the payroll of his employer,’ he said, ‘but that is hard to believe. During my military days we had productive dealings with the owner of this plant, who also won bids to subcontract on missile components. I believe he also had a hand in local production for some of your country’s aerospace concerns. [redacted]. [redacted] [redacted].’

He had a little more of my attention now.

‘The stabbing was serious, but he continued the union drive, even more popular than before. The workers swallowed his story of intimidation by the bosses. Six months later, a week before he was set to negotiate the union’s first contract with the employer, he was stabbed again.’

‘Unlucky guy,’ I said.

‘This time we think it was gambling debts,’ said Das. ‘Remember I told you his mother sold lottery tickets? These things always start in the home. Or perhaps some bad business about the little sister, who died around the time of the stabbings. One report even suggests he was pimping her out.’

I almost smirked. No smirking. ‘Really, Das?’

‘Oh yes! That’s what they’re like down south. No morals, and the worst ones always rise to the top. Anyway, this time his wounds were mostly defensive and he got away. He appeared at the contract negotiation bandaged up to his forearms, appealing to the pity of those present, and the union received an even better deal than they expected. Tensions were high on the factory floor after the stabbings, and management must have felt the need to appease them.’
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I wondered which Indian intelligence outfit Das really worked for. Maybe the Research and Analysis Wing (spies) or the Intelligence Bureau (counterspies), both lately up to their old tricks. Maybe some task force on defence-industry labour relations. Whoever they were, I would be damned if I let them dance lead. My country is the finest in the world. Das had tried to sting me by saying it was all the same there, but this was what made atna so fine. It was uniform and predictable, and Das’s country – with its riot of auto rickshaw drivers yelling into their phones, its candy-coloured bricolage of torn-up movie posters on every wall – was not.

I guessed we had another twenty minutes before we arrived at isro. Nobody had mentioned when the interview would take place. I wasn’t even sure how time worked in this country, beyond the reasonable guess that it wouldn’t be like Bavaria. I worried Das would gossip too long about Varughese and then hustle me into the interrogation room without sharing what they knew about the Phenomenon. Maybe on purpose, if the Indians knew something they didn’t want to share. But I also worried we had all the time in the world, and I’d have to sit in the isro parking lot suffering another ninety minutes of Das’s lecture materials. If this came to pass, I could not be held responsible for my actions. I glanced past his thin, academic, gesticulating hands for bulges in his suit jacket, his waist, his ankle. Nothing I could see. Maybe the two exosuited guards had been deemed sufficient. Or maybe the doctor had something dinky, like a .22.

‘It is unclear precisely when Varughese joined the Communist Party of India (Pluviosite),’ Das was saying. ‘The names on their rolls are kept secret, though not the numbers, which they will not shut up about. A million, they claim. Varughese’s parents were at very least sympathizers, like most of their class. We assume he had contacts with the Party during his apprenticeship; they control most of Kerala’s unions. But it was only in articles written between the stabbings that their newspaper casually named him as a member. As a form of insurance, you could say. After he won the contract, his political education began in earnest. I can only imagine how boring it must have been, droning slogans from various big and little red books. ...’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’m sure it was all very tedious and long-winded. Now could I -’
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‘ – After a few months of this,’ Das continued, ‘he began to attend some kind of circle for intellectuals. The pretension of these people is that any labourer stuffed with slogans becomes an intellectual, when in fact they have the comprehension of parrots only, all gathered at the feet of their guru, or in this case gurvi, for these discussion circles were held on the rooftop of the home of one Saravati Veer. A very irritating woman, a fallen daughter of the merchant class wreaking her revenge by filling plebs’ heads with high theory; a feminist at a time when they finally went too far in this country. I am not unsympathetic to some of their concerns, but I’m sure you understand we have our own way of doing things here.’

I nodded mildly. His dislike of women like Veer might prove useful to me in the long run, just as my hatred of weakness and softness would be useful to anyone with designs on me. A man who hates weakness may still be defeated by weak people. They may smother him, crush him like rootless trees, drown him in their flabbiness. Know what a man hates and you may drive him into a tiger pit, or to exhaustion. My hatreds are necessary to me, are in some sense what keep me going, but they are also volatile, liable to subterfuge. My hatreds are a nuclear reactor – just like those which have served the continuation, if in diminished form, of what we used to call our ‘way of life.’ Therefore I nurture them in secret, on the sheltered bays and inaccessible islands of my self.

Das was still talking, still drawing circles with his academic hands – ‘breakable,’ I thought, ‘slender, yet quick, he would poke you in the eye if it came to it, and successfully blind you four times out of ten’ – ‘Veer took a special interest in Varughese,’ he was saying, ‘and she even dedicated one of her books to him, a translation of something French and gay. Perhaps they were lovers. Can you imagine? Him in his twenties and her in her early sixties. Repulsive, but plausible. He was never a handsome man. In any case, they were close until her death at seventy-three. She fell down the stairs of her building during a heat wave.’

I raised an eyebrow.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Thousands of old people died like that, that summer. It was almost as bad as the “wet bulb” events. Believe me, if the interested parties had wanted to do something, they would have, a long time before. But she was an irritant only. Not a threat.’
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‘Das,’ I said. ‘Is there much more left to this memo? In the interests of time ...’

‘Not much more. But you should know that it was just after the death of Veer that Varughese first ran for office. His victory should not be seen as a mark of any special political talents. You could run a potato in his district if you slapped a hammer and sickle on it. He won by a large margin, and keeps winning. There’s not much else to say. Except that we’re naturally suspicious why the Aerial Phenomenon came to him.’

‘Finally,’ I thought. With about five minutes to spare.

‘What do the eyewitnesses say?’ I asked.

He handed me another fucking memo. ‘Most fled, but the accounts match the video.’

‘No other footage?’

There was a memo about this too. ‘No. We searched diligently but amid the general panic nobody else thought to film. There was a near stampede, in fact.’

‘That’s a little too perfect. What about the camera operator?’

‘A mystery. The Party’s regular videographer for this constituency was apparently unwell. They used a substitute. A young woman. That’s all we know. The Party gave is ro what they claim are the original camera and the original file – after they sent the file to the news broadcasters – but we can’t be sure they are telling the truth. If the footage was tampered with, it was well done, but it’s not impossible.’

‘And if it’s real?’

Another memo. I wondered if he would want them all back at the end.

‘It’s a shame we couldn’t break off a piece,’ he said, ‘or manage a spectroscopic analysis. silicon is a possibility, given how it reflected the sunlight. Propulsion has us puzzled. No visible exhaust, jets, ailerons. Antigravity technology, some are saying, but how? It was zipping around in a way that would cause a human crew to black out ... but as far as we know there is no crew. Or it is the crew. It crews itself ... I’m sorry. There’s just so much we don’t know. But look, we are arriving at the isro compound. We’d better go inside – the interview starts soon.’
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‘Motherfuck again,’ I thought, as I followed Das into the grey, bunker-like hq. I knew there was more they weren’t telling me. Maybe something big.
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Memorandum

From: Dr. Junaid Rahman

Indian Space Research Organization, Astrobiology Division

To: Dr. Vivek Das

Intelligence Bureau Emergency Task Force on Aerial Phenomena

Bengaluru, Republic of Bharat

4 days afs

We kept his chappals. I am told this annoyed him, because they were his best pair. The chappals were subjected to a thorough battery of tests. The microbial community on the chappals is consistent with those of any middle-aged man of above-average hygiene. So are the radiation levels. Materials analysis indicated that all elements on the chappals could also be found on Earth. On closer review, however, their mineralogical composition attested to recent contact with the regolith of an arid interior desert. Most importantly, the chappals bore trace particles of the rare earth elements dysprosium and terbium. Both are of the highest importance to the national interest, with applications in data storage, cathode ray tubes, nuclear fuel rods, sonar displays, wind turbines, and ev batteries. Up to now, China has held a near monopoly on dysprosium, with the only other meaningful extraction in atna-controlled Western Australia. An independent source of dysprosium and terbium would not only lessen our dependence on atna for rare earths; it would likely reposition us as the senior partner in the entire power bloc.
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Varughese Interview (Partial Transcript with Annotations)

Indian Space Research Organization, Bengaluru

Karnataka, Republic of Bharat

5 days afs

Q: So, Mr. – pardon me – Minister Varughese –

A: No, ‘Mr.’ is fine. I’m not a minister. Just a member.

At this juncture, the conversation was briefly derailed. [redacted], here in an observatory capacity from [redacted], asked if this meant Varughese was a ‘backbencher.’ General laughter in the room. [redacted] had been fitted with a translation earpiece to understand the interview, which was conducted in Malayalam by astrobiologist J. Rahman, but had not been expected to speak. Dr. Das was compelled to explain that in India a ‘backbencher’ is a lazy student who sits at the back of the classroom, not a parliamentarian without a post.

Q: Now then. We appreciate you answering our questions. We understand it may be difficult to –

A: Who is that white man? You didn’t introduce him when you introduced yourselves.

Q: Pay no attention to that man. He’s not important. Let’s begin when the object came down to the shoreline and remained in a fixed position quite near to you.

A: ‘Object.’ That’s not very nice. I prefer to think of it as a ‘Swimmer.’

Q: Yes, you keep saying. Perhaps if there is time we will get to that. But bear with us. Please. Did the object make a sound?

A: No sound.

Q: How about a smell?

A: From the Swimmer? No.

Q: And how about any changes in temperature? Did the object give off heat, or cold?

78
A: Neither of those.

Q: Think about your body. Did you feel unwell? Nauseated?

A: I felt a tension, like I did before I was stabbed. But nothing ... radioactive, if that’s what you’re after. Certainly nothing I hadn’t felt before.

Q: We’re interested in what went through your mind as you decided to go through the ‘door.’ For convenience we’re calling it a door.

A: What went through my mind? I was thinking about pearls. And pearl divers. My mentor, Saravati Veer. In fact, the reason I called the visitor a ‘Swimmer’ is because –

Q: – Let me rephrase my question. Did going through the door feel like a conscious decision on your part? And if so, how? Or to put it another way, why? Why did you go in?

A: I see. You want to know if it was ... controlling my mind. You are getting into very philosophical territory now. Like Marx in Mooladhanam: ‘We are not aware of this, nevertheless we do it.’ He was talking about how we relate to each other every day. And so if I tell you, yes, I swear I made the decision of my own free will, when even our daily lives under capitalism are –

Q: – Let’s assume for the purposes of this interview that ... that it’s still helpful to us if you can say it felt like you made your own choice, even if in some ... grander sense it wasn’t. Did it feel like you made the choice?

A: Yes. I wanted to go. At least I believed I wanted to.

Q: Why? On impulse? Or ...

A: Not on impulse. I wanted to know what it was.

Q: That’s all?

A: You’re going to think this is funny.

Q: Go on.

A: Not to enter, with the door being open, seemed impolite.

Q: Hmm.

A: I know what you’re writing there. You’re wondering if that wasn’t some kind of compulsion, in its way. I’ve wondered it too. Of course I have. But my – to me – conscious choice to go in because I wanted to know what it was felt stronger than my worry about being impolite. The impoliteness was secondary.
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Q: We may have to return to this later. I’m not sure I’m quite satisfied. But for the moment let’s move on to when you stepped inside. First of all, how did it feel, underfoot? Hard? Soft? Did your steps sound, say, metallic?

A: Firm. But not quite like metal. More like a hard plastic. It thudded when I stepped on it. Like anything. Ordinary.

Q: And what was it like inside? Did it have any particular smell –

A: – That’s the thing. It barely felt like I was ‘inside’ at all. I stepped in. I suppose the door closed behind me, because that’s what happened on the film, but I didn’t notice it. Just as soon as I stepped in, almost in the same stride I stepped out again. As if into another room.

Q: Really. But on the video we see it flying up and away. You don’t remember any of that?

A: No – only ... it’s difficult to explain.

Q: Try.

A: You know those flashes you get in your eye? I used to get them as a boy. It was when I went from a bright room to a dark room or vice versa. Or maybe I got up too fast. There was a moment – so brief – in between stepping in and stepping out, which almost felt like that. That’s the best I can describe it.

Q: Eye flashes.

A: No, it was like an eye flash. But not quite.

Q: We’ll come back to this, too, once we get the results from your mri. But I think for now we are more interested in this ‘planet’ you say you arrived on. What makes you say it was another planet?

A: Believe me, I was as surprised as you. Because at first I thought ... Rajasthan.

Q: What was the air like? Could you breathe it?

A: Like normal. Completely normal, except that it did not smell like the air at home. It was not the air of the sea, the city, the backwater, the forest. Finally I realized that it smelled like desert air. A bit mineral. I know because I went once to –

Q: – Rajasthan.

A: Yes.
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Q: Aside from the rocks and the sand, could you see anything? Any plants, animals, buildings?

A: Nothing. Where I stood was very flat. Far off I saw low hills, the same colour. Nothing that could be said to be alive. Except me.

Q: Was it hot? Cold?

A: It was pleasant. Cooler than on the beach. Maybe 25 degrees Celsius.

Q: And what was your sense of ... gravity? Was it easy to move? Difficult? Like normal?

A: I didn’t notice. It must have been rather normal.

Q: So in that case, how did you know it was another planet?

A: Ah, simple. There were two moons.

Q: It was nighttime, then?

A: No, it was day. Blue sky, no clouds. And when I looked to my left there was a yellow moon and when I looked to my right there was a pink moon. Pink was bigger than yellow. They had craters like our moon, but the patterns were all different.

Q: I see. And the sun?

A: It’s not good to look at the sun.

Q: Of course.

A: But it was just as I looked at the yellow moon and the pink moon that I started singing.

Q: You told us this before, when we first met you. It seems important to you.

A: What can I say. You ask me about impulses. This felt like an impulse, but it also felt like something preordained. You can say they were controlling my mind, I don’t care. But it felt more like the song controlled me, like when the singers and players are so enraptured by a raga that the music just comes to them. And it felt meaningful in the same way.

Q: Do you remember it? Could you demonstrate?

Here Varughese attempted to sing what he claims he sang on the planet, admitting that he might not be able to reproduce it perfectly. His ‘song’ had a droning quality, with sustained vowel sounds rather than words, emphasis on /u/, /o/, and /i:/. We await the full report from the ethnomusicologists but note for now that it is strikingly 81unlike the Carnatic singing native to Varughese’s home region, or indeed any other classical or popular Indian singing tradition known to those present. Insofar as it had a melody, it was likewise impossible to place within the common Indian or Western scales. Dr. Rahman suggested that the low tones bore a superficial resemblance to the throat singing of Tibetan Buddhist monks, or alternately the overtone singers of Tuva. There was some discussion of whether he could have learned these difficult techniques on his own. By his own account, Varughese is a man who knows the socialist anthems befitting his political activities, and in private holds a deep reverence for the Malayalam ghazals of Umbayee, but is himself no musician. [redacted] insisted that learning any kind of singing is a simple matter of following along to videos. We note finally that on dismissal Varughese asked once more about [redacted], but we assured him that his presence was of no importance.
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Somewhere between Bengaluru and Neyyattinkara

Republic of Bharat

6 days afs

Lost in reflection, Varughese half watched the cloudscapes on the flight home from Bengaluru. He was not surprised that isro’s many scans had detected no radiation in his system, no toxins in his blood. Only that he had high blood pressure. Well, of course. The irony had not been lost on him that the invasive testing came not from ‘the aliens’ but rather his ‘own people.’ isro’s interests were simply too narrow for a meaningful exchange of information. They had not wanted to know how it was, something difficult to articulate but unmistakably wonderful. Nor had they been curious why he called the great flying pearl a ‘Swimmer.’ They seemed more preoccupied with that pallid stranger slumping with his legs out in the corner of the interrogation room, his kundi barely touching the chair.

Varughese knew of only one country capable of producing such a man. It was a strange country right down to the heraldic level, and if a country produces strange letterheads and postage stamps then it is quite inevitable it will produce strange men. Its schoolchildren pledged daily allegiance to a red Saint George’s cross on a blue field, with thirty-one white stars at the top left corner, a red maple leaf at bottom left, the white anchor of the erstwhile Cape Independence Party at bottom right, and the white Southern Cross at top right. Then they sang ‘Hail Atlantis’ to a portrait of Paul Invictus Mountbatten-Windsor, a lawfare-tech ceo with the ceremonial role of Founder. If there was any time left over, they calculated missile trajectories. The Founder was chosen for pedigree, being the grandson of an English prince, an American actress, a disgraced white South African rocketry impresario, and a Canadian electropop singer with accelerationist politics. Something for everybody except the Australians, who were mollified by getting to provide his wife, an insult comic 83called Eureka Young who specialized in ethnic material. ‘Atlantic Transnational Authority,’ they called themselves, or ‘atna.’ Everybody else called them ‘Helloland.’ Helloland meant the geopolitical consummation of anglophone white flight: the concentrated wealth and power of New York, London, Toronto, and Sydney, with the Cape Peninsula running after them like a pathetic fifty-two-kilometre heirloom – as Israel had tried to, before it became Palestine again. But Helloland was emphatically not Baile Átha Cliath, Béal Feirste, Glaschu, Dùn Èideann, Caerdydd, Tiohtià:ke, Este de Los Ángeles, Aoetearoa, or even Atlanta. They had fought hard and well not to be.

Saravati had put it like this at a salon one evening: ‘Just as the Roman Empire became a church, the British Empire became a bank, and the Japanese Empire became a global supplier of affordable compact cars, postimperial Helloland has become a combination arms dealer, loan shark, and international high-tech intelligence network. At its core, though, Helloland is pure Rhodesioform. A garrison state premised on spite.’

It formed in the years before 8th Pluviôse, its future members having all lost territory to rising tides, desertification, and secessionists – exception being the Cape, who were secessionists. Helloland’s arms and intelligence services had been instrumental to the counter-revolutionaries achieving a stalemate after 8th Pluviôse, albeit with further losses of territory that fuelled their revanchist policy aims. Helloland was a half-cracked Humpty Dumpty after the accident, stumbling around reminiscing through broken teeth about the good old days when walls were for keeping out foreigners, not for having great falls. It was dying, but not without making sure it keeled over face-first into your precious fresh water supply. The policy of the Indian national government had mostly been to pretend Helloland was a normal country like any other. It was too dependent on the arms, the loans, and the intelligence sharing not to.

So the strange country sent a strange man to the isro basement, where everyone had to pretend he was normal. The scientists and the Hellolander had argued about the likelihood that Varughese had taught himself throat singing. As the argument wound down, the Hellolander yawned and stuck out his shiny black shoes right in the path of the only exit from the interrogation room. The scientists told Varughese that the 84interview was finished and he was free to go. The big show they made of turning off their recording devices suggested there were more devices hidden elsewhere in the room. The Hellolander stared placidly at Varughese, but did not move his feet. He was playing with Varughese now, stress testing. Both asking and not asking the Hellolander to move seemed like a defeat.

‘Somebody please tell me who is this man?’ Varughese asked the scientists, trying in English this time to see if he got a different answer.

‘Never mind that man,’ said Dr. Rahman.

‘Yep, don’t mind me, pal,’ said the stranger. ‘I’m just here for a glimpse at the living space probe.’

‘All right,’ said Varughese. ‘I will not mind you. Matter over mind.’ He sat back down at the metal table. The English he’d learned in cadre school was far more fluent on paper than out loud, and he was running out of vocabulary. So he switched back to Malayalam. ‘That’s not in Mooladhanam, “matter over mind.” But it should be. There are many interesting things in Mooladhanam, which, if no one objects, I will tell you. Now that the interview and recording are over and we can talk freely like brothers.’

The scientists stood with arms crossed, looking at their feet. Dr. Rahman eyed Dr. Das and jerked his ear toward the door.

‘First of all, in Mooladhanam Marx speaks of value, which on one occasion he elucidates with pearls. My mentor, our shining comrade Saravati Veer – ’

Dr. Das smirked at the Hellolander, making a gesture with extended thumb and little finger that Varughese did not understand.

‘Let him go, brah,’ Das said, torquing his vowels.

‘Interesting,’ Varughese thought. ‘This Das is no ordinary rocket scientist.’

The rangy foreigner gathered his limbs together like a marionette lifted back to life. ‘Goodbye, living space probe,’ he said, as Varughese passed.

It was all very stupid. Boys’ stuff. Dominance games. The sort of thing Varughese knew from necessity how to play, but never especially liked to. But the Hellolander’s epithet snagged in Varughese’s thoughts as the plane neared Thiruvananthapuram International. It could mean ‘a space probe that is alive’ – a piece of sarcasm from an atna agent who did not 85believe him. But since atna agents do not believe in anything, everything they say contains its own negation. If they were more sentimental, you might call them poets. He considered this as the plane dipped through the clouds and the Malabar Coast appeared in its familiar deep greens and navy blues. Living space probe. As in probe of, for, living space. As in Lebensraum. Myru ...

The Swimmer had taken him to another world, with breathable air, a congenial gravitational pull, a mild climate. To all appearances, he had returned no worse for wear. He tried to see things through the eyes of the Indian national government, Helloland, the entire suppurating atna-aligned power bloc. Ancient genocidal seagoing empires and their toadying former colonies, whose coasts had been wrecked by apocalyptic hurricanes and floods, their economies almost entirely based around the obscenely unequal meting out of ever-smaller luxuries, ever-scarcer patches of untroubled ground. As far as they were concerned, the two-moon desert world was their living space, and he had probed it for them: ‘A land without a people for a people without a land.’ Ah, myru. He saw it all clearly now: the wonderful desert planet, its lonely eons of wind and sand, spoiled by strip malls, superhighways, golf courses, open-pit mines, tailings ponds, factory farms. And who would be doing all the actual work, with little pay, no unions, no civil rights? The selfsame migrant labourers who had built Dubai, Eilat, Las Vegas – gaudy assemblages of broken toys reclaimed by the dunes.

The Hellolanders and their friends would be elated to have a spare world. They could mistreat it as they had mistreated the old one, and therefore treat the old one even worse. No wonder they never gave him back his favourite chappals. He could only imagine what fairy dust they’d convince themselves they’d found in the grains of sand clinging to their soles.
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Hyrcania Kolkhoz

29th-30th Frimaire, Revolutionary Year 44

5-6 days afs

At the edge of the rice fields, backing onto dense beech thickets, stood the only pre-revolutionary building left on the kolkhoz – a wooden farmhouse in the traditional northern Persian style. It was once the central hub of a modestly successful tea farm, then the last refuge of a dying one, where the rats waited nightly for the inhabitants to stop muttering grievances against local officials and go to sleep. The house changed hands, purposes, coats of paint. For a while a Tabriz bigshot rented it out as a ‘secluded rural retreat’ for depressed office workers, but his negligence meant that even these people finally started to complain. Roof tiles smashed into potsherds without being replaced. Then, during the hot weeks after 8th Pluviôse, the bigshot died in a gun battle with his own domestic staff. They burned his will, deeds, and titles as a measure of their commitment to the revolution, and the courts were far too busy fast-track sentencing members of armed groups to hear cases about rich intestates in provincial towns.

So, months later, as one such armed group fled into the mountains from a mercenary flying column of the Free Trade Corridor, a young woman with a good memory guided her drenched comrades through a midnight rainstorm to a clearing where she knew they’d find an abandoned farmhouse. It seemed to the less strictly materialist among them like divine intervention, but Rabia had studied the maps and photographs of her erstwhile master’s holdings with interest before consigning them to the flames. Later still, with Pacts signed and borders drawn, the Hyrcanian Communards had the poetic intuition to keep the building, repair it, and make it the headquarters for External Affairs.

But the young people, forgetful of history, called it the ‘Haunted House.’ It looked the part to Forough as she plodded the muddy path, 87through the heavy rain battering the puddles in the gravel courtyard and coursing down the warped dark wood – except for the soft yellow lamplight in the front window, where a big man in a rustic sweater vest sat at a little desk, achieving unimpeachable secretarial touch-typing with sturdy weightlifter’s hands. Her father. He always preferred work details where he could lift things and move around, but in the interests of preventing ossified divisions of labour – and my God, Davoud, you’re over forty, think of your back! – the commune was increasingly putting him in charge of paperwork, which hadn’t stopped him lifting on his own time. Forough recalled he had an Inter-Commune competition coming, Over-40s Clean and Jerk, Greater South Caspian Region. Or something. They were often only halfway up to speed on each other’s lives. Davoud was just twenty-two when Forough was born, and with commune child-rearing practices being what they were, he often felt more like a favourite cousin or uncle than someone she owed any unique obligations. Except when her mother used to visit from Anzali and they became something ancient, fated, bound by the wiles of accident to each other alone.

It had been seven years since all three of them were last together in the same room, Forough thought, as she watched Davoud through the window. Her mother had blown in from the coast with the salt-stained violence of a sea storm – something Forough and Davoud had to weather together, his heavy, callused lifter’s hand on hers. Her mother said vicious things about both of them. They were not true but felt like they could be. She wrote them a letter from Anzali a few weeks later, apologizing, self-criticizing, ‘holding herself accountable,’ but also suggesting that in future it was better if she stopped coming. The girl can come see me if she wants, she wrote, but I understand if she doesn’t. I know I am not wholly well. My hope for successful reintegration into socialist fellowship depends on my committing myself to useful work and making lasting and restorative amends with those I have wronged. I know I can do the first thing. I have absolutely no idea how to do the second. If it is any consolation, know that my inability to see how to do this makes every waking moment feel like hell.

Forough thought she understood the weathering now, the need for it – though for a time she had resented her father for not stopping the storm 88all together. As if anyone could. No, one just lit up one’s little corner of the Haunted House and kept working.

She shook off her soaking umbrella and came inside.

‘Good day, Comrade Father,’ she said, and, after a pause, sat down just as Davoud was halfway out of his seat to greet her.

‘Hello, Comrade Daughter,’ he said, resettling behind his desk. ‘How was Qazvin?’

‘You could say I’m here in an official capacity. To report a possible contact with a hostile agent.’

Davoud gave Forough the same look he used to when her mother was visiting and the difficult hours were about to start. Usually around evening, with pink clouds going down over the mountains like wounded spacecraft, a frantic huntedness to her mother’s gestures.

Forough told Davoud about the woman in sunglasses. He typed a report into his console and did not tell her she was crazy.

‘Why did she wear a black chador?’ Forough asked. ‘I thought the Free Trade Corridor was supposed to be secular.’

‘It is, more or less. But the Gulf and atna still sometimes like to evoke bad memories of the old Islamic Republic’s morality police. It’s a classic dialectic. Before 8th Pluviȏse, the so-called Western powers liked to say they could “liberate” us from the fundamentalists. When we liberated ourselves, in the name of proletarian internationalism, they had to change their tune. So wherever the capitalists managed to claw back some territory, they always promised armfuls of treats on one hand, “traditional values” on the other. The Gulf model.’

Forough watched sheets of rain sluice down the eaves. Upstairs, somewhere, old wood creaked.

‘Is someone there?’ she asked.

Davoud massaged the calluses at the base of his fingers. ‘No, it just does that.’

Forough wondered if his weightlifting was a kind of self-punishment, much as poetry was for her. Or at least difficult poetry – which sometimes felt like the only true kind.

‘The woman who followed you might have been an atna crawler,’ Davoud said. ‘Their lowest-ranking field agents. Unsubtle. They dig 89through your garbage and stake you out from their cars. They tend to be recruited locally, as a kind of jobs program for ex–secret police.’

‘Why would atna care about a poet? I’m not even a good one.’

‘Don’t say that, Forough. Anyway, think of it like this: before the sea rose, atna’s economy was extractive. Of labour, life, land, water. After the sea rose, and we rose, they couldn’t do things like they used to, but they also didn’t know how to stop. They’re a zombie state, doing the only thing they know how to do. Extract. Only now it’s information. They’ve generated detailed psychographic profiles of something like 1.5 billion people, on both sides of the wall. It’s half garbage, but that doesn’t stop them from selling it to whoever – intelligence, policing, marketing, finance – and the more they try to weasel their way out of their inevitable collapse, the worse it gets. Their own populations are more discontented, more willing to look to us again. I hear it from every single defector who makes it over the wall. That’s why atna keeps trying to provoke us in the border zones – it’s supposed to be the big issue at the next Plenum. We may be in for some violent seasons.’

Rain hammered the porch roof, pattered like pebbles in the gutters. The puddles in the courtyard had become an interconnected system of turbid seas. Rabia’s dear friend Padideh, a tiny woman bundled from head to foot in yellow oilskin foul-weather gear, wheeled a barrow full of sandbags across the courtyard. Probably an irrigation dyke had burst somewhere. Not for nothing, Rabia liked to call Padideh ‘Moosh,’ meaning mouse. She looked like the industrious little hero of a children’s story.

‘We should probably go help her,’ Forough said.
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That night, Forough dreamed about a planet with two moons. One moon looked pink and the other looked yellow, almost like the ones Varughese had described, though it was hard to be sure through the dust clouds overhead. The planet’s surface was a caustic black, like charred plastic at the bottom of an incinerator. In the middle distance, at the foot of a shadowy plateau, there were low, mastaba-like structures with windows like mail slots, emitting a blazing orange light.
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Early next morning, as she recorded the dream in her blue notebook, she heard a rapping at her door. It was Thaira, hollow eyes bloodshot, hair a wilderness of split ends knotted around her square pencil. She spoke, very fast, about ‘undeniable scientific import,’ Education and Labour, a Selector-and-Attendants, an incident in Toronto. An inverted sunset. A woman who hadn’t wanted to go home.




91
15

[redacted]

Once Varughese was out of the interrogation room, I straightened my suit jacket with a crisp tug and frowned at the scientists. ‘No one told me you’d been running tests on him,’ I said. ‘When can we expect the results?’

They all looked to Dr. Das. Even Dr. Rahman, the astrobiologist who’d mentioned the tests in the first place. Das stared at his watch and said nothing. Perhaps he would chew Rahman out later for not being more careful.

‘Come on, Das,’ I said. ‘Surely you have another memo for this. Hardly neighbourly to keep secrets from such a good friend.’

‘When you say good friend,’ said Das, ‘are you referring to the government of your country? Or the agency which you serve? Or yourself?’

‘I don’t think there’s much difference,’ I said.

‘That’s not what we’ve heard,’ said Das. ‘That’s not how it went in Bavaria.’

My face twitched. What had happened in Bavaria bent back on itself so many times that the Indians could be forty-seven layers deep and still only get halfway to compromising me. But halfway was concerning enough.

‘Believe what you want about me,’ I said. ‘I only ask that the appropriate authorities in my country be apprised of all developments without delay. We have an agreement.’

‘Which we are following to the letter,’ said Das, suddenly seeming less like a teacher than a headmaster. ‘Anything else would be a courtesy. As has been your presence here today.’

Meaning: Take your C+ and get the hell out before I change my mind.
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I sent an encrypted DipTel from the Highly Secure Comms room at the atna consulate in Bengaluru, a climate-controlled titanium broom closet 92built to withstand a nuclear blast. The design seemed short-sighted to me. If the bombs really fell, there would be no one else to write to except other operatives, each of them immured in their own bombproof chambers around the world, all still trying to deceive each other as the oxygen ran out. But I would expect nothing less of my tribe. It made me want to write my DipTel from the heart:

das surely ib asset – very capable & no fun.

uap info boring & unhelpful.

varughese simpleton oaf red nonentity – prob. not lying

but wd. be easy & fun to say he was.

uap videographer unknown red woman – might be useful piece.

isro testing varughese – wd. not disclose results to me.

suspect india stalling to build jurisp./diplo. case for sole

rights to extraterr. treats or real estate.

das alluded to bavaria – depth of knowledge uncl.

please advise.

A crackling circuitry of self-cancelling means, means behind means, positive and negative poles. Enough to act on the assumption that the Unidentified Aerial Phenomenon was real, while also building a parallel story of its fakeness. Enough to maintain our cordial business with India while preventing them from manifesting our destiny, horning in on our intergalactic living space. Put them together just right, and you have yourself a dynamo. To what ends? Whichever. The only thing that troubled me was Bavaria. I wanted to be sure my handlers wouldn’t abort my mission before it began.

It was well past midnight stateside, but the response came quickly:

re: bavaria. concerning. stand by.

I wanted to howl, but I didn’t know if ‘bombproof’ necessarily meant ‘soundproof’ as well. Psych Division has always had its critics at the [redacted], and blowback from the Bavarian mission would embolden them if not contained. I was especially worried about that New Delhi Station Chief. I’d heard he slept standing up, like a mummy. 93I waited five, ten, twenty minutes in the titanium chamber, my breathing as metallic as the computer fan. I couldn’t stand it any longer.

So I wandered the consulate, flashing my id to bored Marines. I was hungry, but not enough for the bubble-topped ‘light lunch specials’ (cottage cheese, pineapple rings, a lone maraschino cherry) on offer in the dining hall. I explored random corridors for anything that might be a private bar, thinking about the substitute videographer. Why did Varughese’s Party need a replacement on that of all days? It could be nothing, but every good limited hangout starts with a slight change of plan, a mundane detail that the paranoiac can’t shake: the regular Chief of Security reassigned days before the assassination; the killer in custody looking just different enough from the one on the cctv footage; the wrong name over the police scanner; the eighteen-and-a-half minute gap. It is the crack through which madness floods in, and madness is a perfectly serviceable tool for the sophisticated operative. If your country must be hated, better for it to be hated pathologically, by people with an overinflated sense of what it can do.

I arrived at a handsome teakwood door at the end of a long hallway. The room inside was totally dark. Faint odour of raisins.

‘[redacted],’ said a dry Midwestern voice, like old newspapers.

‘Who is that?’ I said. But I already knew. The Station Chief.

‘The Skip to My Lou,’ said the voice.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you, sir.’

‘No, I knew you were coming. I have just one thing to say: Probiotics. Yogourt, fruit, vegetables, anything fermented. That way you develop the appropriate gut flora from day one. And they have a condiment here called raita. Like tzatziki but without the garlic. Maybe Alexander the Great stole it from them. Raita is your friend.’

‘Raita.’

‘Don’t step on our toes at humint and take your lumps when they come and we won’t have to talk again. No point you skulking around here waiting for your message. You should go to your hotel. I believe there are several charming young visitors waiting for you. The night shift.’
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At four in the morning I was alone again, sitting on the toilet in my hotel suite, shitting terribly. My nose was bleeding, and I had stepped on a pink-lacquered fake nail. Yet I felt alive and in control. The coke must have been cut with something a little more warlordcore, like Captagon. I thought about M[redacted] and her promise that I would be ‘well taken care of.’ Maybe this particular cocktail of drugs was part of it. Maybe the stagecraft of Das and Bavaria and the Station Chief was too. Maybe they wanted me to undergo trials in the wilderness. To what ends? God only knows.

My phone vibrated. It was M[redacted].

‘Hail Mary, full of grace,’ I said.

‘Someone’s chipper for four a.m.,’ she said.

‘Don’t act so surprised.’

‘We’re calling an audible,’ she said. ‘Because of what just happened in Toronto. Now we can run our own tests, make our own play for the real estate. As you so aptly put it. The treats. And you can stay in India and focus on the fun.’

‘Wait, what happened in Toronto?’
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Visitations


Say, may the meteor of the wild,

Nature’s unstaid, erratic child,

That glimmers o’er the forest fen,

Or twinkles in the darksome glen,

Can that be bound? Can that be rein’d?

By cold ungenial rules restrain’d?

No! – leave it o’er its ample home,

The boundless wilderness, to roam!

To gleam, to tremble, and to die,

’Tis Natures error, so am I!

James Hogg, Queen Hynde
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Toronto, Upper Canada

Atlantic Transnational Authority

5 days afs

Niobis watched the sun set over the city on the frozen lake. It was December before the solstice, and the first hints of dusk came well before five o’clock. Pewter light, amber light, salmon light leaked steadily into the horizon as if from a corpse decaying in some celestial upper room. On streets lined with snow-capped parked cars, swaddled men scuttled into their apartment buildings with crates of the cheapest beer, just barely making it before dark. The slackening polar jet stream had laid a frigid finger over the Lakes, and the dry air, too cold for snowfall, flayed the clouds into thin ruins. On a street corner, the frost-covered remains of an eviction: the arms of a faded blue sweatshirt that would stay crossed until spring; a book, spine down, with its pages frozen into accordion bellows, as if time had stopped in the middle of the world’s last breeze. The city was a sealed-in place, a huge buckshot beast staggering and frothing blood but never falling. Suffering without dying. Freezing without breaking.

On the lake, powder-blue shards of ice as big as car windows collected in weirdly rosetted spirals. Niobis could see them from the boardwalk, just over ten minutes on foot from the Catholic hospital where they made her cover her tattoos and the doctors glowered at her when she smoked too close to the building. To spite them all, she drifted further away each day until she reached the water and had to stop. She did not care. Though her turquoise cleaner’s uniform was thin, her coat was heavy and long, the hood lined with fake fur. A gift from a man who owed her much more for all he put her through. She knew from the stitching it was a counterfeit, but at least it was warm. Thinking obscurely of a genie, she sheltered her lighter from the wind and tried to coax a flame, careful not to singe the fake fur the wind brushed into her mouth and eyes. The wind 97forced through the knife blades of blue ice made a whistling sound, and as she got the lighter going she could smell the cleaning solution on her hands. Her smoke breaks were too long, she knew, but her supervisor was tied up in a performance review with her supervisor and wouldn’t be able to tell. Anyway, she did not care. It was hard to take anything seriously now. Except this sunset. It was hers.

The first time she came down to the lake in winter, she had thought the ice would crack and groan like a shipwreck, but it had been silent, or the sound was kidnapped by the wind. Today was no different: the whistle in the teeth only. An ex – not the one who had given her this coat, but another, better man – had shown her videos from up north on his people’s lands, the Ililiw people, of ponds and lakes singing as they froze. He had come to train as a radiologist for a year under the terms of the Pact, and as his time in the city came to an end he begged her to come back with him over the wall. He had all the papers ready, and he said he didn’t care if she was in love with him or not. But by then she was with the man who gave her the coat, purring his reassurances while steering her around the city by the small of her back.

Now the wall was closed to her again. Everyone on her side of it was stuck, automated, letting social script and duty and bare need guide their days. Even the doctors and senior administrators sounded increasingly spent, futureless, no longer boasting about expensive purchases or long weekends on the few remaining tropical islands that hadn’t gone over to the other side. This country had run its course, if it had even had one to begin with. She cursed her parents for coming here. They had been island people too, once. The blue ice stretched to the horizon and behind her were the murderous homebound shooting down the expressway and behind that the hospital that stank of generations of dead and behind that brick and glass and concrete bunkers garrisoned with the walking wounded for as far as you could imagine, and almost as soon as the countryside started you hit the wall. Officially it was the other side surrounded and penned in, but in this city it didn’t feel like it. The city was walling itself against itself, gathering inward what warm bodies it still had.

The sky was as blood orange and luminous as the tip of her cigarette. She blew forked smoke out her nose. The sunset deepened and the few 98remaining clouds pulled apart at the seams. A sky empty of birds, just one small plane at the horizon that shone in the dying light. As it approached but did not turn toward the island airport, and the remaining sunlight clarified its smooth and wingless contours, she understood that this was no plane. She had seen the video from India, read closed-captioned interviews on muted televisions around the hospital. The news had not seemed enough to break the casing that had formed around her skin. In a real sense it had not been her problem. But now it was. The object was close enough that not only its lozenge-like shape but also its colour was visible, a pale powder blue that mirrored the icy surface of the lake.

A car door slammed behind her and she realized she was not alone. The cars up on the expressway had stopped – not slowed, as they do for flashing lights, but truly, fully stopped. People were out on the overpass, phones turned to landscape mode. A certain grace to the arc the object made as it approached, a hummingbird’s freedom to do as it willed, but with even less dependence on the resistance of the air to stay flying. It moved like a thought moved. Like her thoughts moved, guided by her eyes, homing in smoothly now on the boardwalk that was otherwise empty. She put out her cigarette in that reluctant yet dutiful way you do when the bus is coming. When the object settled down in front of her with the gentleness of a dish drifting to the bottom of the sink, it had an inevitability she did not question. Her supervisor could get fucked. She practically ran through that open door.

[image: ]
And just as quickly ran out again, on the same momentum, somewhere else.

It was warm, but not humid. She threw off her coat, and the powdery amber soil launched up a dust cloud on contact. There was a chalky smell in the air, like someone had just clapped a pair of blackboard erasers. They still had some of those in the bowels of the hospital, God knew why. She heard the water before she saw it. Stretching out far in either direction, further certainly than the lake, was an ocean of pale red-orange, almost pink, opaque, with white frothing waves that sloshed modestly 99against the amber sand. The sky was the roiling overcast of mid-morning. Taken altogether – the pale orange-pink sea, the amber-yellow earth, the sky glowing white and grey – it was her sunset, again. Only rearranged. The one thing missing was the powder-blue ice. She watched the blood-orange water without getting too close. For all she knew it would burn her skin, stop her heart. But it was hypnotic. The waves were undisturbed by birds, by boats, by islands near or distant, by anything living or not. They turned and lapped with the same delicacy as the craft that had brought her here.

Time passed. Who knew how much. All was well, but she hungered to see more. She followed a slight rise away from the beach, and halfway up when she looked back her coat was a black dot at the shoreline. No sign of the craft, but she was not worried. She kept climbing, sweating and breathing hard, but happy. At last the slope levelled off at the rim of an enormous bowl, so massive its curvature had evaded her as she climbed. A planet-killing meteorite had walloped this world. The whole basin was flooded with powder blue shards. She laughed. Here were her panes of ice. Her sunset was complete. The slope into the crater was steep, but she skidded down anyway, still laughing, laughing hysterically, bracing her feet as the ground approached so as not to impale herself on the first glittering shard. They were crystals, she saw now, sharp pointed columns in arrested explosions of blue. Some of them over twenty feet tall. It made no sense. Sublimely so. She wandered through them, and the crystals split the light into rainbow coronas that trembled on her turquoise uniform. She was crying as she laughed now. She would stay here, turning each corner to discover new spires, new clusters, new gradations of colours, getting lost in tiny blossoms no less complex than the huge branchscapes. She would trace the infinite combination and recombination of elements unto ecstasy. She recalled, from her childhood, a rock sliced in half to reveal a cave of purple crystals inside. In the centre of the cave had been a little metal figure, a miner picking at the crystal. A geode, someone had told her. Perhaps her teacher. To her mind it was the most precious thing in her family’s possession, and she’d brought it to school for show and tell wrapped in a hand towel and kept it by her side all day. Later she would learn it was a cheap souvenir, a paperweight, 100something her parents had bought to wish themselves luck in the small northern mining town they’d come to when they first left their island, before the cold nearly drove them insane and the jobs disappeared and they ended up in the city by the lake with a tourist memento that mocked them. But the pain of these second-hand memories was washed clean for her now. Here she was, her own lone figure in a crystal world she would not disturb, never shatter with a pick; they would become each other, these forms and her. She could feel them in her lungs. Her blood.

As she walked she became aware of a new shadow. It moved just as she moved. It was the craft that brought her here, hovering uncertainly over the glassy crystal tips, as if trying to manoeuvre into a crowded subway car without touching anyone. Its door was open. It wanted to take her back. The bottom of the craft drifted into contact with the tip of the tallest crystal tree, which snapped like a sprig of dead coral caught by a passing hull. The craft dipped slowly, almost apologetically, into the thicker trunks of the blooms, which came crashing down like logs before chainsaws. She wanted to run, but she saw that after many forks and branches she had come to a dead end. It seemed to have thought of everything, this craft. The sound of smashing glass was unbearable. Her back was to the razors of ice-blue teeth. She must be bleeding now, but she pressed against them even harder. The thing never stopped. The open door enclosed her like a coffin, crystals shattering all around. She screamed, and was still screaming on the boardwalk, her hands bleeding, and the paramedics rushed to her with an emergency blanket but she pushed them away, just a few scratches, that’s all, she had seen far worse, and she was cold without her coat but it didn’t matter, let them see her uniform, the turquoise-coloured scrubs she wore every day, let them, all the cars now moving again under the surly shepherding of the traffic cops, their reluctant crawl, though she was not dead and there was nothing to see and if they wanted to look then let them see her uniform, let them see what she did for a living, such as it was, barely a living, the walking wounded, she thought, but let them see, she was a cleaner and she had seen the colours of her sunset rearranged and she had been the figure in a blue geode all her own and they had not, none of them, not the doctors and supervisors and old white people who loved to tell her she’d missed 101a spot, that was their idea of a joke in this country, and fuck them, and fuck this country, and she was not dead and would not go under the emergency blanket but, yes, she would go in the ambulance, it was cold and maybe it did matter, and she had left her coat in the yellow dust but that, no, that did not matter and the idea of this happenstance bringing fame on her was horrifying but Niobis would be damned if she did not get out of it at very least with a new winter coat.
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[redacted]

[redacted]

‘It is time for a dramatic change in both official and unofficial policy,’ I said to myself. I’d drawn the blackout curtains in my hotel room and did not know if it was night or day. The subsequent forty-eight hours passed in a flurry of phone calls, DipTels, encrypted shortwave broadcasts, and video chats with Dr K[redacted] and Professor F[redacted] to contemplate the meaning of my loose stool. ‘Illness as metaphor,’ said Dr K[redacted]. ‘You must take the diffuse and polluted materials of this place and learn to form them into hard clay.’ ‘Metaphor as illness,’ said Professor F[redacted] [redacted], but offered nothing else.

The Toronto subject, one Niobis Jacques, was uncooperative with the atna Aeronatics and Space Administration. I heard she had something of a metaphor problem herself, refusing to describe her experience in simple terms. Instead always some cryptic bullshit about the sunset being rearranged. Our scientists trod lightly because she was fast becoming a folk heroine among the restive urban underclasses of our northern cities. Militants in Toronto and Chicago and New York were threatening to tear their towns apart if anything happened to her under observation. In the spirit of compromise – it was Christmas, after all – the authorities arrested the loudest militants but released Jacques after only three days. We got everything we needed, anyway: crystalline shards found in her hair and clothes turned out to include traces of high-quality cobalt and lithium. It still concerned us that Bharat-or-India was being cagey about their findings, but we no longer felt we were falling behind.

Officially, now, aliens existed, their actions benign if inscrutable. Our pet liberals made hopeful speeches, our spiritual leaders strove for whichever scripturally sound interpretations would keep people showing up for work, and we told our intergalactic war hawks to hush it, for now. Unofficially, several goals cohered: 1) continued observation of the 103Phenomena; 2) rapid development of a communication system; 3) securing the mineral deposits on all planets to which the Aerial Phenomena provided passage; 4) settlement of the planets themselves; 5) observation of rival and enemy efforts to treat with or gain advantage from the Phenomena, especially by Communards and over-wall sympathizers; and, 6) disruption of rival and enemy efforts as described in 5), in any part of the world, in all possible ways, up to and including disinformation campaigns, a ‘strategy of tension,’ and/or stochastic terror.

I insisted I was the right man for item 6 in India, since I was there already and valiantly developing the right gut microbiome. I reminded my handlers at Psych that we’d always wanted to run something like this down there, but had lacked the appropriate pretext. Now we could tell Indian intelligence we were only looking out for our mutual interests in preventing the Red Keralites from profiting from the Aerial Phenomena in their midst. We could insist, furthermore, that not hindering me was the price of doing business with atna. Little by little – just like in Bavaria – my efforts would blossom into something very beautiful, no longer out of mutual interest but for atna alone. Unlike in Bavaria, I hoped, the Indians would not realize until it was too late.

No objection from my handlers. They trusted me to do – if not the right thing, then at least something, and assured me that anything I did would be of value to our organization. One pleasant afternoon out on Chesapeake Bay, after I’d successfully lowered his guard, Deputy Director [redacted] confessed to me that I am ‘a weather system. An invasive species. A roll of the dice.’ I still cherish that admission. It was as close as any of them have ever come to saying what they really think of me.

I decided to base my Indian operations in Kerala, far from the madding Station Chief. Kerala was a contact zone, and not only for aliens. The capitalist social order had not quite come back properly there, and I wanted to stalk its demimonde Casablancas, the galleries and café terraces frequented equally by dilettante heiresses and Communards on errands. I settled on Fort Kochi. Nowhere near Varughese’s home constituency of Neyyattinkara, which meant no one would be looking for me there. And I could ask around about that substitute videographer: her long, stately 104shots of nothing betrayed a markedly on-trend cinematic eye, and film crews often came to Fort Kochi for location work. She wasn’t important, per M[redacted]. But M[redacted] knows very well what can happen to people she tells me aren’t important. All my handlers understand this as the price of doing business with me.

Finally, some selfishness in my adopted home base. Fort Kochi is a beach town, and I like to go to the beach.
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From ‘Swimmer Visitations: A Chronological List’

A working paper of the All-Commune Federation of Swimmer Studies Clubs (ac-fssc)

This list was one of the opening acts of the ac-fssc, a group coordinating the scattered efforts of Communard enthusiasts who formed small clubs in the initial weeks afs. The detailed descriptions and press clippings later gave way to a terse cataloguing of the facts according to an evolving alphanumeric citation system.

Andrew Riddell

Blackmyre Farm, Moray, Scottish Republic

7 days afs

Third Visitation with incontrovertible eyewitness proof. On a dark winter evening, subject was burning a diseased cow carcass with four other farmworkers, not far from a well-preserved Pictish standing stone. A crimson Swimmer settled near the fire. Per witnesses, it ‘watcht’ the fire for perhaps fifteen minutes. swimmer then opened its doors, but closed them when approached by anyone other than Riddell. ‘It’s you it wants, Andy,’ one recalls saying. Local folklore had long associated this farm with the presence of both ‘seelie’ and ‘unseelie’ wights, or good and bad fairies. Riddell behaved accordingly. With a fatalistic nod to his companions, he entered the craft.

He arrived on a nighttime planet, the sky illuminated by a flaming aurora of orange and red. The ground was ashen and bone-white, the land undulating softly as though it had once borne riverbeds. Riddell understood himself to be ‘inside’ the fire that the Swimmer had studied so intently. He intuited that the visitor shared his sorrow for the dead cow, something he had been afraid to show openly in front of the other men. At this juncture, Riddell sang the concluding verses of ‘Allison Gross’ (Roud 3212, Child 35), in which a good fairy rescues a man who has been turned into a worm:
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But as it fell out on last Hallow-even,

When the seely court was ridin by,

The queen lighted down on a gowany bank,

Nae far frae the tree where I wont to lye.

She took me up in her milk-white han,

An she’s stroakd me three times oer her knee;

She chang’d me again to my ain proper shape,

An I nae mair maun toddle about the tree.



Riddell, an amateur folk musician, has a substantial repertoire of traditional Scottish and Irish songs. But he claims not to have known that one before.




107
20

[redacted]

[redacted]

Sometimes, awake in the middle of the night, I talk to people who are not there, but who I expect to talk to later. It is good practice. I started this while in the Foreign Services Institute language training program for Standard German, Swiss German, and South Bavarian. Sometimes I even talked to Hitler. I told him, in a slow but grammatical Bavarian, that time never really passes, and he told me I was absolutely right.

My first few nights in Fort Kochi were spent in a mid-budget hotel with no air conditioning. Although I slept very badly, I did not talk to Hitler. I mostly talked to the videographer. I didn’t know what she looked like, how old she was, anything about her. That was part of the fun of it for me.

‘Explain something,’ I said to the ceiling. ‘How come, in every ufo account in human history, the craft always bear an unmistakable resemblance to whatever design elements are fashionable on Earth at the time? How come in Nuremberg, in 1561, the good people of that sad city were treated to a display of flying woodcuts and ornamental typography? And in the first sensational ufo story of the Cold War, when Kenneth Arnold saw discs flying over Mt. Rainier in V-formation from his CallAir two-seater – why were they chrome?’

Darkness swirled above me in silence.

‘You know why chrome,’ I said. ‘It was 1947. Everything was fucking chrome. People get the ufo they think they deserve, no? That’s why the avuncular bald man got sucked up by a lozenge in 2015–16 art school antifreeze colours. They’re back in style. Shit you find on ancient websites, the links all broken, the people in the photos elderly or dead. Pearlescent bomber jackets, .gif filters, album covers ... just like the object at Golden Beach. And people like you love scavenging all that digital waste.’

Occasionally my eyes half tricked me into seeing a face in the glittering dark.
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‘You want to know how someone like me came to know so much about art history? Or ufo history? They’re the same thing, by the way. Well, I went to a good college. I shook hands with my professors and took notes and paid attention. My father made sure of that.’

I paused and closed my eyes.

‘No,’ I said to the ceiling. ‘No one else knows you are here.’
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From ‘Swimmer Visitations: A Chronological List’

Seventeen String Quartets

8 days afs

First recorded ‘mass’ Swimmer event. These Swimmers did not assemble together on Earth, but passengers were brought to the same place: sixty-eight string musicians from around the world (thirty-four violinists, seventeen violists, and seventeen cellists), all visited while rehearsing alone in windowed ground-floor rooms. They were taken to a dry plain with a ‘natural amphitheatre’ of basalt columns, where they immediately formed quartets by ‘intuitive process.’ Each cellist had the foresight to bring a seat, perhaps the most remarkable part of the whole story. Spaced at regular intervals around the amphitheatre, the players began either seventeen interconnecting pieces of music or one piece with seventeen complexly interacting parts. Eleven of the musicians thought to record themselves on their devices, and, in any case, they all retain an exact memory of what they played. The musicians uniformly describe their interplanetary ‘concert’ as a life-changing experience. From the moment they put down their bows, they felt a profound urge to stay together.

Curiously, though each musician had come to the amphitheatre in a separate Swimmer, from a different place in the world, all were deposited in the same place on Earth: the rural kolkhoz of Lake Hāwea in Aotearoa, a constituent member of the All-Commune Council, where they were welcomed like any other defectors from over the wall. Within days, each quartet had formed polyamorous intimate relationships among its members. Although none of the musicians had been Communards before their transit, they readily took to kolkhoz life. The musicians worked on environmental reclamation projects while also recording, composing, and performing their music, which they distribute for free according to a conventional Communard Artistic Commons Agreement.
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The Quartets’ music exhibits Middle Eastern microtonality, Glassian time changes, and an inevitable nod to 2030s acoustic disco, all filtered through an organizing principle that Dutch critic Olivia Beekhof has convincingly expounded using the cybernetic Viable System model. In her words, The Seventeen Quartets make music as a collective of beelike life courses, each foursome with its assigned role in the greater hive, each player in the foursome likewise with their assigned role, each player and each foursome developing ‘beings’ of sound that engage and support one another, only to die off into ragged diminutions of themselves, at which time fresh new ‘beings’ arrive and incorporate the scraps into their own work. That they were able to do this spontaneously, across boundaries of language, training, and playing style, completely beggars belief.
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From ‘Swimmer Visitations: A Chronological List’

Incident in Bangkok, Kingdom of Thailand

12 days afs

First known ‘refusal’ by a subject, Sengphet Vannavong, an accountant working in the central business district. Vannavong was alone at a bus stop late at night when a ‘purple and gold’ Swimmer opened its doors. He told it, ‘I have no time for this nonsense. The bus will be here in five minutes.’ Swimmer remained in place with doors opened, possibly but not necessarily implying its inability to understand human speech, or at least Thai. When the bus arrived, it honked aggressively at the Swimmer. Swimmer absconded within thirty seconds. The incident was recorded by three witnesses at a restaurant across the street, with additional partial footage from several bus passengers.
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From Rev’ 44: The Year the World Began

By the Calders-Edibiri Collective

A publication of the All-Commune Federation of Swimmer Studies Clubs (ac-fssc)

1126 days afs

In their efforts to communicate with the Phenomena, or Swimmers, the world’s scientific authorities took suggestions from predictive algorithms, large language models, panels, think tanks, working groups, white papers, artists’ collectives, neighbours, spouses, nieces, nephews, and the Coptic Pope. They pantomimed friendship and welcome with big gestures and broadcast long strings of prime numbers. They demonstrated the principles of Euclidean geometry, the Fibonacci spiral, differential calculus, Einsteinian relativity, the structure of the atom, the latest iterations of superstring and multiverse theory. They demonstrated the basic phonemes and morphemes of hundreds of languages. They showed representative images of life on Earth, its history and prehistory. They played classical, traditional, sacred, and popular music. They played experimental atonal music and experimental microtonal music and John Cage’s 4′33″. They played gongs and dulcimers and timpani and Lawrence Welk. They danced modern, ballet, jazz, tap, hip hop, interpretive, and traditional dance; performed judo, opera, capoeira, Mother Courage, action painting, and stand-up comedy. They were even rumoured to have shown the Phenomena some pornography, but nobody would own up.

The Phenomena seemed downright incurious about all of it. To the extent, some suggested, that they simply couldn’t operate on that cognitive level. That perhaps they didn’t cogitate at all. Others suggested that maybe they knew all these things already and thought them unnecessary to review. Either conclusion seemed equally warranted by their behaviour.

On many occasions, an atnaasa Rapid-Response Contact Team would rush to a Phenomenon sighting, equations and props and costumes 113in tow, only to find the Phenomenon more interested in a fast-food worker on her smoke break, a kid stealing a bicycle, a retired teacher walking a dog, a solitary drinker staring at the stars. These people would contemplate the open door as though nothing had opened for them before in their lives. More often than not, they went through. There was a name for this, now. On the capitalist side of the wall, it was a ‘Transit Via Aerial Phenomenon,’ or ‘tvap.’ We Communards, perhaps more poetically, called it a ‘Swimmer Visitation.’

When the hundredth Visitation was reported, at 16 days afs, it was noted that Communards, who comprise 8 percent of the world population, made up a disproportionately small number of passengers, at just one: Umberto Blas, a seventy-three-year-old Nicaraguan veteran of the Revolutionary War. Although the total number of Visitations would climb steadily in the weeks and months to come, the percentage of Visitations involving Communards never exceeded 1 percent.
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Neyyattinkara Area Committee Office

Kerala, Republic of Bharat

21 days afs

‘For the love of God, can’t things just go back to normal?’

Varughese was on his knees with a dustpan in the Party office spare room, sweeping the baseboards behind a cabinet covered in stickers for old, half-won campaigns: lots of hands off this and solidarity with that. He’d refused any help from Daya or Sakshi Gopinathan, but they were reluctant to leave him alone. He might go away in a spaceship again.

Varughese had always preferred the spare room for important solitary work, but he’d never thought to rearrange it before. No one had. It remained a museum for decades of Red ephemera: torn agitprop posters, banners presented by visiting Communards or ex-International Volunteers, portraits of Marx, Lenin, Saravati Veer, Bhagat Singh, Che Guevara, and Batukeshwar Dutt. As Daya watched Varughese hunched over his dustpan, she thought of a pangolin burrowing ever deeper into armour-plated solitude.

‘You’ve changed your tune,’ Daya said. ‘At first you were saying nothing would ever be the same again. You wanted to tell the world about your marvellous experience so everyone could understand it.’

‘Yes,’ said Sakshi. ‘Your ... what was it? Chain of coincidences.’

‘No, no,’ said Daya, ‘thread of associations.’

‘String of concords,’ said Varughese. ‘And, yes, that’s what I thought. Maybe I still do. I don’t know. But it’s always the same questions from these media people – always the wrong questions. I can’t tell you how many times the Hellolander press have asked if the name “Swimmer” has something to do with ... sperm. It’s mortifying.’

‘You are very innocent about these things, machane,’ said Daya, trying not to laugh.

‘Perhaps. But that publishing house in Mumbai wants someone to ghostwrite my story. Ghostwrite! I can’t trust that. And all that other 115nonsense, endorsements, chat shows, likeness rights ... If they want to laugh at me, fine. But they also want to misrepresent my words, discredit everything I’m trying to say, and make money doing it.’

‘And this surprises you, machane? That all sounds pretty much normal capitalist.’

‘Oh, Daya. You are a far better Marxist than I. I only mean ... If they aren’t going to ask any good questions, they should leave me alone. I could walk the streets again. And you could stop checking under the Ambassador with that little mirror.’

‘You’re still walking the streets,’ said Sakshi. ‘Try as we might to stop you.’

Sakshi was not wrong, Varughese thought, as he squinted at a brownish crust of residue wedged between the baseboard and the wall. He had grudgingly conceded to the heightened vigilance of his security detail, but he insisted on continuing his strolls through the poor and working-class neighbourhoods of his core constituents. There was always another son or daughter owed back wages, another landlord threatening eviction, another casteist incident at a temple or a school, and his adventure with the Swimmer had not changed that. Practicalities were the only thing keeping him sane, he thought, as he licked his forefinger and moistened the residue. Occasionally, those who had known him longest – the cab drivers and bricklayers and garment workers he had played with in the street as a child, or his old comrades from the factories – offered to buy him a tea at the chayakkada and hear all about his adventure in space. They, at least, asked good questions. Yet he was still failing to express the truth of his experience, he thought, as he dabbed at the enspittled residue with a handkerchief. The string of concords was tangled in its own luminous self-reflections, growing inside him in ways he had yet to fathom. As he raved to his old friends of Pliny and pearls, the interplanetary raga, and the wonder of the two moons, he often turned incoherent. He knew it worried them.

Worry was spreading across the Earth, he thought, as he swabbed harder at the residue. News from abroad told of end-times religious rallies, esoteric suicide pacts, and suburbanites ramming luxury pickup trucks into university astronomy departments. The worry spread fastest in rich countries, almost in direct proportion to its lack of cause. The 116Swimmers had not hurt anybody, nor announced any ill intentions toward the world. If they were ever attacked, whether by frightened civilians or the overexcitable air defence networks of small despotisms, they ate surface-to-air missiles like Parle Poppins or got out of the way. They never retaliated, either. If they were studying humanity, their methods were impenetrable. If they needed to eat, drink, defecate, or refuel, they were awfully discreet about it. All Varughese knew was that they had shown him something wonderful, and he clung to this knowledge like an image of a saint.

‘Machane,’ said Daya. ‘Earth to machane. Why are you rearranging the spare room, anyway?’

Varughese had been scrubbing the same corner for several minutes. It was very clean. Daya watched him with an amused expression. Sakshi must have returned to her own office.

‘I thought writing down my thoughts might help me. But I couldn’t find this spare set of notebooks,’ he said, ‘so I started moving things around, and there’s all this dust ... Things have been hell. I suppose I thought it would calm me.’

‘And is it working?’

‘I don’t know.’

Varughese looked up at Saravati’s portrait. He had moved her next to Marx, just opposite the door.

‘You put her with Old Grandad,’ said Daya.

‘Yes,’ said Varughese. ‘I thought they had similar expressions.’

The Marx photograph was not the one everybody thinks of, the heavy black moustache and Zeussian eyes materializing severely through a cloud. It was the photo of him as an old man, where he looks like he’s been laughing at something Jenny or Engels or Eleanor said. Saravati, meanwhile, seemed to be laughing in all her photos – that delighted cackle that exposed her missing upper-left and bottom-right canines and carried across crowded rooms.

‘I feel them winking at me,’ Varughese said. ‘They’re saying, “Go on now, son, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” All well and good. I would never. But I need to know what they would do at a time like this, and their faces tell me nothing about that.’
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‘What about these faces?’ Daya gestured to the portraits of Lenin, Bhagat Singh, Che Guevara, and Batukeshwar Dutt arranged around an open window. Varughese had flung out the shutters against the dust and the resinous funk of his cleaning solution. A soft breeze whispered at the ends of the gauzy curtains.

‘I know what they would do,’ Varughese said. ‘But I am not equal to it. Look at the difference between those men of action and our dear theoretical grandparents here. Lenin, Bhagat Singh, and all the rest, they don’t wink at you like Marx and Saravati do, aren’t inviting you to meet their gaze in comradely recognition. They don’t look at you at all. They look through you, above you, off to the side. They want you to join them in watching something invisible coming over the horizon. The articulation of a new language. The chorus of a foreign song.’

Varughese stared out the window. The rolling green ridges of the Western Ghats were slowly emerging from the steaming oblivion of morning fog.

‘It frightens you,’ Daya said. ‘The things they see coming.’

‘Don’t tell a soul. I’m supposed to be the man who twice looked death in the eye. Or thrice, if you think I did anything especially brave on the beach. But yes, it frightens me. It shouldn’t. What I miss about Saravati is that she could wink and see the invisible something coming – in you, and everyone around you. Then you were not afraid, least of all of death, because you were only a small part of what would survive after you were gone. But she is gone, and I don’t know if we have survived her. She would’ve been able to develop a program, a party line. We’d be able to make demands.’

‘Of the aliens?’

‘Of the world. As workers of the world. The world being turned upside down should be our chance to set the course we desire. But I don’t see a way forward. Only paranoia and hatred and people trying to make money.’

Varughese went to dab his forehead with his handkerchief but remembered he’d already used it to wipe the baseboards.

‘You’ll kill yourself if you try to move that bookshelf on your own,’ Daya said.

The shelf reached to the ceiling and was overladen with cracked paperbacks of political economy, social history, poetry, and theory.
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‘You know that used to be Saravati’s? I had it shipped down here after she passed.’

They each took a side and waltzed it away from the wall, careful not to loosen any volumes. Varughese bent behind the shelf with the dustpan and noticed two lined notebooks on the floor, one green and one yellow.

‘This is half of the set,’ he said. ‘There’s a red and a blue one somewhere too. I’ll have to keep looking for them.’

‘Were these Saravati’s?’ Daya asked.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Varughese, leafing through the blank pages. ‘She wrote in books like these, but she always put her name in them. Perhaps they were here before. Or after.’

‘There’s something else down there,’ Daya said. She pointed to a dust-covered ovoid no bigger than a playing card.

It was a black-and-white photograph of a young Indian man in a white collared shirt, quite handsome, with high wavy hair and a thin moustache. Neither winking nor gazing into the distance, but caught on the verge of a soft and peaceful smile. It looked like a school photo.

‘Oh,’ Varughese said. ‘I see why this was hidden.’

‘He looks like a boy from down the road,’ said Daya.

‘It’s Naxal Varghese.’

‘Varghese. A relative of yours?’

‘No relation. “Varughese” is only my given name, and it’s spelled differently. It caused me no end of confusion growing up. Kids at school thought my parents were putting on airs of being Syriac when we weren’t, we were “Other Backward Castes” like everybody else, but my parents said that wasn’t the reason. They say they can’t remember why, but, candidly, I think they did name me after Naxal Varghese and just won’t admit it. The different spelling gives them plausible deniability.’

‘What was wrong with naming you after him?’

‘Stupid sectarian things. Not a religious kind. Our kind. The Naxalites split from the cpi(m) in the 1960s over China and armed struggle. They wanted to go to the people and fight their oppressors, and thought parliamentary methods a waste of time. The cpi(m) called the Naxalites “adventurists,” “ultra-leftists,” “infantile.” The usual things they called people who weren’t content to build socialism piece by piece. In 1970, Varghese 119was in Wayanad organizing Adivasi people against their landlords, who had them in unspeakably wretched servitude. He was a fugitive, dependent on the kindness of local people for food and a place to sleep. But someone told the police, who killed him and planted a gun to make it look like self-defence. It was the first “encounter killing,” and nobody ever forgot him. My own parents were as hopeful and angry in the revolutionary years of 8th Pluviôse as anyone else down here, so when it looked like Kerala was going to join the Communards, of course they called me Varghese. It was only later that the name became a liability again. After we lost, and our cpi(p) started to look more like the old cpi(m). Same old compromises, old half measures. My parents are so cautious now. Cautious and silent. Especially after what happened to my sister. But please don’t make me talk about that, Daya.’

‘I won’t,’ she said. ‘You know I never have.’

Varughese held the portrait up to the light. ‘God knows who left this here.’ He paused. ‘I am going to put it up. Sakshi will worry what the Party whip will think. But, my goodness, I am quite past caring about Party whips. Maybe it’s just because our names are similar, but of all these faces, Varghese’s is the one I most want to understand. He was an earnest young man who cared about the most exploited people in Kerala and refused to wait another hundred years for things to get better. And he was killed for it. The vulnerability to him in this picture is beyond measure. But if you asked him, I do not think he would tell you he had thrown his life away.’

Varughese stood up, the picture cradled gently in his hands. He found a push-pin in the drawer of his old teak writing desk and tacked the photograph by the window, below Guevara’s.

‘It throws off the symmetry now,’ he said. ‘But I think I am all right with that.’
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[redacted]

[redacted]

The crawlers found me a Portuguese colonial townhouse in the west end of Fort Kochi. It fulfilled my two most important criteria: a retrofitted soundproof basement and beach access. The landlord was a holding company with a mailing address under a climate-controlled dome in the Gulf Transnational Authority, which might mean the agency already owned it and just hadn't told Psych Division. This is fairly standard internal practice. It makes it easier to play dumb when we're accused of laundering each other's money.

The crawlers had done a great deal of preliminary intelligence gathering work before I even got to the Subcontinent: lists of names, interview transcripts, reports on small organizations deserving of support, photos of trade union leaders getting out of their cars. Crawlers are ‘the help’ of the espionage world. Because they are mostly ex- or moonlighting cops, they understand blue omertà and do what they are told without asking questions. This is very good. The bad thing is their lack of imagination. They bring in enormous amounts of raw material that I must then sift, curate, and act upon. Under ideal circumstances, I merely identify useful pre-existing narratives and give them air, typically in the form of money, access, or connections. Then one thing begets another. In Bavaria I started small, getting rural school boards to reject the mmr vaccine, and soon enough I was cultivating think tanks, pressure groups, two different political parties, a volunteer paramilitary organization, and a book club. By the end of my mission, I was tantalizingly close to realizing the things I had discussed in the darkness on so many sleepless nights.

At times I think of myself as something like a film producer, an art connoisseur. It was easy to feel this way in Fort Kochi, in my place by the beach, a few blocks from the house where Vasco da Gama once lived. I understood why people made movies here. The white Catholic churches 121and waving palms could pass for Cuba, maybe, especially with Ernesto Guevara stencilled on every whitewashed wall. I took it as a good omen. Che was one of our best kills.

My neighbours were mostly vacationers, which suited me just fine. People on vacation don’t waste time wondering what you do for work, why you receive visitors at odd hours, why you installed a ham radio antenna on the roof, and whether it violates local building codes. There were plenty of Western expats around, so I didn’t attract any special attention. I needed no more elaborate cover story than that I was a ‘digital nomad’ with a job in ‘marketing,’ which satisfied, and indeed bored, anybody who asked. My first few days in the townhouse, I read reports from the crawlers, watched the news, trawled the internet, and approved the dispensation of untraceable funds to a freelance Sri Lankan troll farm.

The figure of Varughese posed a critically important line of attack. I had my trolls circulate opposition party rumours, which were basically par for the course: drinker, gay, corrupt, Marxist demagogue, killed his sister, sexually attracted to old women, blasphemed in temples. Typical mean-girl shit. I also started directing money to tabloid newspapers under the auspices of something called the South Asia Press Freedom Fund. sapff was a special project of the mummified New Delhi Station Chief, who still terrified me and who I hoped never to interact with again. But the smears never stuck, and my crawlers had yet to find a weak point for entrapment, blackmail, or bribes. Varughese didn’t drink, didn’t drive, seemed content to live in a shitbox, and said no to every business offer coming his way, including the ones I arranged. I tasked the crawlers in the South Kerala Investigative Zone with drafting a detailed report of his sexual activities, but if they found nothing actionable I didn’t know what I would do. I finished the days I dedicated to the Varughese file completely drained of energy and ideas.

In the evenings, I got invited to my neighbours’ dinner parties. My hosts were mostly educated professionals, ‘middle-class’ in the British sense, from India and beyond: Singapore, Brunei, Japan, Australia, France, the Gulf. The whites fed me artisanal poppadoms with coconut chutney and the Asians served me lamb burgers with garlic aioli on brioche buns. Everyone had advice for how to get my intestines in working order. The 122Indians recommended garlic and fruit; the Europeans recommended olive oil, no garlic, and no fruit. The Australians were useless on gut health but did tell me there were ‘absolurtely nar waves’ worth surfing near Fort Kochi and I’d have to go south, to Kovalam or Varkala, not far from the first uap sighting at Golden Beach.

My dinner hosts preferred to pooh-pooh the various Phenomena theories than offer interpretations themselves. Sophisticates are always like that. It bolsters their slender feeling of control. But all kinds of conspiracies were circulating among those with less restraint, and not just the ones I was fostering through the slush fund and troll farm. More and more lonely lunatics were being drawn to visions of the end of days. Sometimes, when news of another ufo cult or ‘lone wolf’ attack came from overseas, I recognized the hand of Psych Division. I was jealous that my colleagues had reached the stochastic phase so quickly, and began to wonder if I’d lost the magic after Bavaria. I told myself I was in a more delicate position, requiring greater strategic thinking and care, but I was really just spending too much time looking for the videographer.

I flicked through the film industry trades, took field trips to the Malabar Coast’s most modish attractions. In buildings that had once been churches or temples or cinemas or malls, I walked among black-lit paintings of aliens building the Taj Mahal, dead rappers having picnics with nude pop stars in the style of Édouard Manet. All around me, fit and attractive people in athleticwear monologued to cameras on sticks in loud Englishes of a hundred kinds, never saying anything that wasn’t also immediately obvious to everybody watching at home. A silly, new-moneyed optimism implicit in all this, directly correlated with India-or-Bharat’s implacable rise to middle-income prosperity, superpower status, the guiding hand in the atna-aligned power bloc, the end of life as we knew it, etc. It made me jealous, and even more worried that I was wasting my time. And, on a deeper level, the basic frivolity of this part of the coast made me question whether the videographer had ever come here. I thought her video had more to do with silence and austerity and patience, and these are things I have never understood particularly well at all.
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Hyrcania Kolkhoz

18 Nivôse, Revolutionary Year 44

24 days afs

Hey, Forough Hyrcania Pluviôse. I think we’re alone now. Here in the winter night resting on a beech log halfway up to the Wheel, or halfway down to the lights and warmth of the kolkhoz: laughter, clinking glasses, someone wringing a passable ‘¡Ay Carmela!’ from a tanbur with the lusty vocal support of half the recreation hall. You are hiding on a hillside in the shadow of a supercomputer. The sky has turned its face to the vacuum and is holding its breath till it’s blue. Your little red notebook is all hiding, shadows, suffocation, vacuums, dead trees, supercomputers, broken roots, drowning, burning, ice, rain, dust, and smoke, combining and recombining without logic or connective tissue, and certainly never cohering into anything resembling a poetic line. You wonder if Rabia regrets encouraging you to read to her, but so far she has been saintly patient, if only because reading gets you off the topic of Swimmer Studies, as you’re calling it now – you, Haris, Thaira, and a worldwide few thousand other oddball Communards who link up via supercomputer and share saucer fancams. You have the approximate social cachet of trainspotters or philatelists or people who collect old sardine cans.

Tonight at the Wheel, your chapter watched Swimmer videos until you were no longer you and dissolved into parsing smudges at the corner of the screen. Now the hillside makes you think of Prince Zal and the Simurgh in the Shahnameh – maybe you are Prince Zal, and the Wheel is the Simurgh. A child rejected by a parent, raised on a mountain by an all-knowing superbeing who’s seen the world die three times. Awfully grandiose, but we have always talked about computers that way. Not for nothing, the French word for computer, ordinateur, could also describe a god: the Ordainer. Integrated Proletarian Information Technology’s mission to ‘reproletarianize and respatialize informatics’ has strangely 124only contributed to these mystical associations. Uncoddled by frictionless interfaces, you are forced to use your imagination, dream the holiness of numbers falling through space, gliding on charmed updrafts like starling murmurations.

On your way up the hill this afternoon, you saw thirty birds swirling above the treeline, near the boggy clearing of dry reeds where they feed, in a pattern you already knew from the swirl of torn poems in a courtyard: ∞∞&∞∞∞&&&∞. You are still hurting from Qazvin, but not so raw to believe the birds were mocking your failures. Only that the condition they achieve practically by accident, without a computer, a pen, or a theory of time, is too perfect to sully with anything of your own right now. Not until a season or two of healing lets you rediscover that you can do, after your nature, what thirty birds do. Thirty birds. ‘Thirty’ is سی, si. Bird – or really hen, chicken, or an archaic poeticism like fowl, – is مرغ, morǧ. Thus the punchline at the end of The Conference of the Birds by Attar of Nishapur (c. 1145–1221), when a great cloud of fowls search for the Simurgh they want as their king, through seven valleys dramatizing the Sufic journey toward understanding. The path is long. Many fail. By the end, only thirty birds are left, and, when they reach the domain of the Simurgh, they find that it is a mirror, revealing only themselves. Thirty birds who simply are what they are, but who needed to get lost to learn it. The si morǧ who are the Simurgh. You don’t know whether to laugh or cry.

Ay, Carmela. Ojalá supieras. The song from the rec hall has evaporated on the breeze, the tanbur player flexing cramped fingers and welcoming a cup of homebrewed aragh. The only trace of the vanished melody is coming from a little light bobbing up the path, a parī-sized Aerial Phenomenon that happens to know how to hum. Jiayun, holding a flashlight, a vacuum flask, and two of those indestructible enamelled blue mugs with white speckles that recall the Milky Way. Which is probably my cue to leave. I’ll see you at home? Romance scenes are not my thing.

‘Forough,’ Jiayun said, picking his way through dank deadfall to the beech log. ‘You’re missing a hell of a party. Even Haris and Thaira are there. They told me you might be up here stargazing.’
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‘I’m not stargazing,’ Forough said. ‘I’m thinking about the Simurgh.’

‘The Swimmers?’

‘No, the Simurgh. In the Shahnameh. And The Conference of the Birds.’

‘It was loud down there.’ He sat next to her on the log. Neither too close nor too far. ‘I can’t hear sibilants just now. I don’t know my ش from my س.’

‘I can help you there. ش derives from a proto-Semitic word meaning tooth. Which, think about it. Preferably out loud: shhhhhhh.’

‘I thought it was “tooth” because it originated as “𐤔” in Phoenician, and that looks like teeth.’ He drew the pattern in the air. ‘I mean, it is a bit Dracula-ish.’

‘There’s no way we’re both right.’

‘No, unthinkable.’

He unscrewed the flask. ‘This is tea with aragh. Masoomeh’s. You want some?’

‘Of course. Hers is best. It’s smooth, and not too strong.’

He filled her cup and she sipped slowly. Down below, the tanbur player picked out something ancient, dark, and yearning. It silenced the recreation hall. Jiayun smiled down as though the music did not move him, but he had intellectualized himself into understanding it made people happy, and so he should be happy for them in turn. Like a gentle visitor from another world. Interested, yes, but at a distance. But maybe she wasn’t being fair in assuming it was like that. That anything, for him, was really like that.

‘Mind if I ask you something, Jiayun?’

‘Don’t think I do.’

‘What’s your endgame in all this? With the origami and the translations and the tea with aragh. What do you want?’

‘Forough! So transactional. So unsocialist! I want to make origami and do translations and drink tea with aragh. What’s your endgame writing poetry?’

‘I don’t want to talk about poetry.’

‘Okay.’

‘Maybe I just meant ... is that all you want?’

‘In life? Probably. And to take care of the chickens.’
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‘No.’ She watched him carefully. ‘I meant is that all you want with me.’

‘No, it’s not. Of course it’s not. But in my defence, I was making you origami before I knew that.’

She shifted closer. ‘When did you know?’

‘Probably when you gave me that erotic Polish comic book to translate. With the chesty rabbit. I thought, “Ah yes, this comrade has the refined and healthy erotic imagination befitting a sex-positive socialist future.”’

‘Shut up,’ she said, and put her arm around his waist.

‘Okay.’
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[redacted]

[redacted]

During video calls, the supervisor of the South Kerala crawler cell, code name ‘Manu,’ chewed a Swedish-made nootropic snus and spat into a platinum pocket spittoon. Sometimes a deadbeat uncle type named Sreejith sat with him, smoking a cigarette and saying nothing. Manu, caught trafficking banned research chemicals at Perth Airport, had earned the protection of our agency by snitching on Communard sympathizers in one of Australia’s offshore detention facilities. The Indian Ocean desk of our humint Division granted him his freedom and a flight home, where he kept feeding them intel that was just credible enough to let him keep feeding them intel. Manu staffed his cell with narcotics officers who had been on the take from him before his arrest, and dealt out information according to the same principle of variable-ratio reward that had served him so well as a pusher. I would almost admire it if I didn’t depend on him so much for oppo research on Varughese.

Manu told me the report on the sexual activities of Varughese was complete, that it was very extensive, and that he would be happy to summarize it for me on a call.

‘Hey, bro,’ he said, as his camera came online. ‘How’s you?’

He wore a leopard-print martial arts exosuit and a headband with the sunburst insignia of Imperial Japan. In his own house.

‘Hello, Manu,’ I said. ‘Back from a funeral? My condolences.’

‘No, bro, everybody is alive and well. Very well, in fact.’

‘You said the report is finished.’

‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘I have it here.’ Mouse clicks echoed like feeding termites. He occupied the living space of every newly moneyed heterosexual bachelor the world over: empty walls, black leather chair, heavy bag just in frame. With every click, my expectations ratcheted pneumatically downward.
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‘He doesn’t fuck, bro,’ Manu said.

‘Seriously, Manu? I thought your report was extensive.’

‘It is, bro. I got Sreejith to write it. Nothing gets by him. He is a police Sub-Inspector.’

‘Jesus, Manu, don’t say that on call.’

‘It’s fine, bro. We run everything down here. I’m sending you the file about how Varughese doesn’t fuck. You will see no stone was left unturned.’

I opened the report that Sreejith had more delicately titled On the Possible Asexuality of Subject #1347, Code Name ‘Kabir.’ Its forty-six pages even included interviews with people who’d known Varughese as a teenager. Manu walked me through it.

‘Manu,’ I said. ‘This is the most diligent account of absolutely nothing that I’ve ever seen.’

‘Thanks, bro,’ he said. ‘I told you my khaki dogs are good.’

I sighed. ‘Keep eyes on “Kabir” and his people, but focus on that other angle I messaged you about.’

‘The video lady.’

‘Not on the call, Manu! Secure messages only. Or face to face.’

‘It’s no problem, bro. We’ll reprioritize and hit you back very soon.’

I ended the call and stared at my hands. Manu knew exactly what he was doing stringing me along like this. I was keeping him in snus and exosuits. My hands were tanned and my fingers were long. Once when I was twelve my mother called them ‘fine,’ which I hated hearing, and said they would be well suited for playing the piano. I hated hearing that even more.
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I spent the next two days watching news items about cascading ‘lone wolf’ explosions in other countries with the jealous eye of a hobbled athlete during the Olympics. I put off the inevitable catch-up call with M[redacted] as long as I could. When we did speak, she was especially terse, saying operations elsewhere were becoming a ‘full-time job.’

‘Kerala’s not going like Bavaria,’ I said.
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‘Did it ever occur to you that might be a good thing?’ she asked. ‘In Bavaria you ran before you could walk. You’re just not used to walking.’

‘They’re running in Liverpool.’

‘Home field advantage.’

I hung up feeling worse, and spent a sleepless night talking to some old friends. They reminded me there was more than one way to skin a cat.

Early next morning, Manu messaged me that he had information about ‘Mata,’ the code name I’d chosen for the videographer. I insisted on meeting him down in Thiruvananthapuram, far from any electronics, and folded down the back seat of my rented compact crossover to accommodate my Pleasant Pheasant. I still hadn’t had a chance to surf yet in all my weeks in India, which was partly why I felt like everything was turning to shit. On the long drive down the coast, I did not think about work. I didn’t even think about ‘Mata.’ I thought about tuberiding an endless wave, blue-green water curling around me like a silicone crystal.

I got to Manu’s neighbourhood around noon. It was quiet and shaded, semi-affluent, the houses behind high walls. Certain walls were unaccountably stained red at knee height, as if someone was in the habit of slaughtering goats and chickens in the street. Manu greeted me at his gate and waved the car inside. He wore a new martial arts exosuit, with tiger stripes, but the same Japanese headband.

‘Let’s go for a walk, bro,’ he said.

He took me through many tree-lined streets. Here and there we crossed a garden, a cricket pitch, a small park. Our path seemed totally random, and I wasn’t sure how we would find our way back.

Through a mouthful of nootropic cud, Manu monologued about kickboxing, claiming the ideal style was a syncretic blend of the French savate and the Burmese Lethwei. ‘Savate because you wear shoes,’ he said. ‘Lethwei because you don’t wear gloves. And head-butts, man.’

I was counting the red stains. Up to thirty-eight, now.

‘I’m sure they trained you in all kinds of freaky kung fu shit,’ he said. ‘What martial art do you think is the best?’

‘Gun,’ I said.
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‘You’re too hilarious, bro.’

‘I mean it. Gun. If you can’t use a gun, use a knife. If you can’t use a knife, use something else sharp. If not sharp, blunt. If not blunt, then a garotte, or drowning, or poison, or a pillow, or paperwork. If none of those things are available, then and only then should you be wasting time with your hands and feet. But ideally? A gun.’

‘You packing right now?’

‘Of course I am.’

‘Can I see it?’

‘Fuck off.’

We walked for five minutes in silence. Behind a high wall, a body splashed into water. Children fought for their turn on a diving board in a language I didn’t care to understand.

‘Bro ... ’ said Manu. ‘You ever shoot anyone?’

‘I can’t tell you that.’

‘Ha. So you haven’t.’

He seemed more relieved than scornful. In person, he was younger than I’d thought. Maybe twenty-eight.

‘Anyway, that’s a different question than whether I’ve killed someone. I can tell you right now that you and I both have. You killed the people you snitched on.’

‘True, bro ... but they were Communists.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Of course. But you also killed people you sold drugs to. I’m sure they weren’t all Communists.’

‘The fuck you getting at, man?’ he said. We were heading down a leafy cul-de-sac. Through a fence, a diminutive old woman looked up at us from a bed of hibiscus.

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘This is purely a philosophical discussion.’

We kept walking. Without saying a word, Manu launched a bright jet of red dip juice at the nearest wall. Suddenly I understood.

‘Christ, Manu. That’s terrible OpSec. You’re leaving a dna trail all over town.’

He wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his exosuit. ‘Okay, okay,’ he said. ‘I won’t.’

He’d left a red mark on his tiger-striped sleeve. I had a vision, as if 131from a past life, of a shotgun fired from the back of an elephant, the kick of the stock rattling weak English teeth.

At the end of the cul-de-sac, we came to a forested trail cutting behind some distant villas. The path looked long out of use, the kind teenagers back home used to take through undeveloped subdivisions to smoke weed. But Manu knew where he was going, even as the foliage thickened and closed in.

‘Somebody’s here,’ I whispered. In the bushes, over the cacophony of invisible birds, a person was whistling. It wasn’t a melody I recognized. It wasn’t a melody at all. But it was unmistakably human.

Manu grinned. ‘That’s a bird, man.’

‘Fuck outta here that’s a bird,’ I said. ‘Are you trying to set me up?’

‘No, bro. I swear.’ He pointed to a branch about twenty feet down the trail. A dark blue bird with a long tail whistled like a carefree little fellow working on his model trains.

I addressed the bird: ‘Tell me what you have on Mata.’

‘Who? Oh, right. Yeah, bro. It’s amazing we have this for you. A couple of my khaki dogs sniffed out an auntie who was on the beach in Pozhiyoor when the ufo came. This auntie is so old she probably forgot she wasn’t supposed to tell what she saw.’

‘And what would that be?’

‘She said the videographer ... sorry, Mata, was a nice girl. She thought she might be Afghan. Or Tajik. Or maybe Kashmiri.’

‘That’s it, Manu?’

‘That’s it, bro.’

‘And you say she was very old.’

‘No, bro. Young. And nice.’

‘I mean you say the old woman, the witness, was old.’

‘Yeah, bro. The old woman was old.’

‘Old enough to forget she was not supposed to tell anyone what she saw.’

‘Exactly, bro.’

‘And old enough to forget what she saw?’

‘I told you, bro. She said she was Afghan, Tajik, or maybe Kashmiri.’

‘Manu, I drove four and a half hours to get here.’
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‘I figured because you had something else to ask. Something risky.’

‘Correct. But what you’ve told me is so useless that now I’m not sure I can trust you with the other thing.’

‘You can trust me! My guys are good! Do you have any idea how hard it was to find a single witness who would talk about Swimmer Day? And they have more for you too. Just this morning they told me some yoga Nazis are coming down from Rishikesh. You want a report? I figure you’d know what to do with a thing like that.’

‘Yoga Nazis, Manu? You’re pulling stuff out of your ass. You think I’m an idiot?’

‘No, I promise you this is real.’

‘I’m not taking your stupid bait,’ I said. ‘This thing I’m going to ask is your last chance. If your guys really are any good, they’ll do it for me in a week.’

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Whatever it is, we’ll do it.’ He had removed his headband, as if he finally realized it didn’t meet the gravity of the situation.

‘I want a comprehensive list of everybody in Kerala who wants to explode a bomb,’ I said. ‘Ideological, non-ideological, competent, incompetent, insane, sane. Those fine distinctions don’t interest me. I just want to know their names, addresses, and estimated going rates. Have your cops use precinct databases if you have to.’

Manu started folding his kamikaze headband into a progressively smaller and denser parcel: in half, in fourths, in eights, in sixteenths. I watched with interest. I wanted to see if he would get past thirty-seconds, which is just about the mathematical limit. He saw me watching and flung it in the direction of the whistling blue bird. I wondered if it would unfold itself in mid-air like the parachute men I used to huck onto the roof at [redacted] as a kid, but it just disappeared into the brush, startling the bird into flight.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘Do this right and you’ll be buying the factory that makes them.’

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Come back in a week and we will have the list for you.’
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The week passed quietly. I was looking forward to the drive to Thiruvananthapuram even more than last time, because now I knew a couple quiet coves down south where I could get in some surfing without any kooks asking to borrow my board wax. Even if I still couldn’t digest half the solid food, Kerala was growing on me, in the inevitable way any place does given time. I almost felt bad that I was going to run the old ‘stochastic terror’ playbook on it. My Bavarian playbook. Only this time I was going to get it right, all the way to the end. Wherever that was.

The end of Manu’s street was blocked off by two black Mahindra Bolero evs of the Trivandrum City Police, blue and red lights flashing. Before I had time to play the lost gora tourist and turn around, a low-level constable with an aspirationally sergeant-like handlebar moustache glanced at my licence plate, spoke into a walkie-talkie, and waved me to a stop. I got ready to flash my consular id and demand his commanding officer. But then Sreejith, the crawler who’d so exhaustively elaborated the non-events of Varughese’s sexual life, came through Manu’s front gate, greeted Handlebar with a crisp, palm-out salute, and dispatched him back into the courtyard. Whenever I saw Sreejith on calls with Manu, he was smoking in unkempt civilian clothes, looking for all the world like Manu’s bootlegger and number one bad influence. Now he strutted toward me in a fresh-pressed khaki Sub-Inspector uniform, a braided midnight blue lanyard looped around his left shoulder and snaking kinkily into his breast pocket. I wondered if it was supposed to be a whip. He held a pair of blue latex gloves in his left hand. As he came up to my driver side window, I saw they were speckled with blood.

‘I told them you’re a patna forensics expert,’ he said. ‘You’ll be wanting to see this.’ He corrected himself. ‘No, you won’t be. But see it anyway.’

In the courtyard were two more Boleros and many constables. An old woman with wide-framed glasses laughed and drank tea with Handlebar and a lady cop.

‘It was the housekeeper who found him,’ Sreejith said.

‘She doesn’t look too shook up,’ I said.

Sreejith arched an eyebrow. ‘No housekeeper of Manu’s could have a weak stomach.’
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‘Ah,’ I said. It was a good explanation that convinced me less the more I thought about it.

Sreejith led me inside the villa. In the front lounge, a tv and speakers took up most of one wall. There was also a black leather sectional, an upended ottoman, and a corpse. The dip stain on the tiger-print exosuit was accompanied by new stains now – all blood.

‘Coroner’s not here yet,’ Sreejith said. ‘He was at a children’s birthday party.’

I watched another constable use a stick-mounted scanner to make a digital replica of the room. He looked like another influencer: Hey, guys, I’m Sreekanth, and welcome back to Close-Range Large-Calibre Entry Wounds! Today we’ve got a male, twenty-eight, who took one slug to the solar plexus, ragdolled backwards over a cheetah-print footstool, and leaked three litres of blood onto the four-inch white shag. Now, for a stain like this, I would start by blotting – not scrubbing – the affected area with cold water, or perhaps club soda if it’s cocktail night ...

‘The neighbours didn’t hear the shot,’ said Sreejith. ‘We think the killer used a silencer. No signs of a struggle, either.’

‘Huh. Who do you think it could be?’

Sreejith shrugged. ‘A drug dealer’s life is never long.’

‘Why did you put that white cloth over his face?’ I asked. ‘Is that ... a religious thing?’

Sreejith gave me a pitying glance. ‘We found him like this. Take a look.’

I knelt, making sure not to step in any blood. The cloth was an old-fashioned pocket handkerchief. Across the middle of the fabric, someone with good handwriting had written A Baggl Fotzn isglei afgrissn. Bavarian. I knew that phrase. I had recited it over and over with headphones on in an Arlington classroom full of simpleton Air Force Signals Intelligence men, which made me the star pupil by default. I’d even found cause to use it in Bavaria: A packet of slaps is swiftly opened. Basically, You’re cruisin’ for a bruisin’.

Who in India knew that Bavaria meant something to me? A horrible thought: Das did. I decided not to acknowledge the message at all.

‘Manu didn’t have anything for me, did he?’ I asked. ‘A report in progress?’
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Sreejith repeated his pitying look.

‘And what about the crawler network?’ I asked. ‘Is it yours now? It stands to reason. You’re obviously more capable than he was.’

‘I simply don’t have a clue what you mean,’ he said.

‘About being more capable?’

‘About any of it.’

‘So that’s it, then? We’re done here?’

‘Unless you have any other questions,’ Sreejith said.

It was more threat than invitation. But there was something I really had to know.

‘That lariat type thing you’ve got there.’ I pointed to the lanyard. ‘What’s on the other end? In your pocket?’

Sreejith unbuttoned his breast pocket and pulled out a cylindrical, nickel-plated whistle.

‘This is for two things, mainly,’ he said. ‘Directing traffic and sounding an alarm.’

He put the whistle to his lips and blew. The constable scanning the room almost dropped his selfie stick.

‘Which was that for?’ I said.

‘Both,’ said Sreejith.
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From ‘Swimmer Visitations: A Chronological List’

Incident in Shangzhupu Village, Shanxi province, People’s Republic of China

Zhao Ping, as told to Marisol Echevarría, for Revista Bohemia, República de Cuba

60 days afs

I was in my garden when it came for me. It was still too early to plant anything, but I wanted a head start spreading the compost. My husband would usually help but he was driving our daughter to the train station. She is thirty-three and teaches kindergarten in Taiyuan. We are proud of our daughter for getting an education neither of us had, and not upset that she isn’t married. Sometimes late at night after our chores my husband and I play xiangqi or dou dizhu and have a little drink, and we talk about her, our odd girl, we still think of her that way, our girl, and wonder if she loves women and not men. It doesn’t bother us, but we think she may think it does. The world has changed, even in this little place between the mountains. Anyway, that was why I was alone in the garden when it came.

I was pulling at some weeds and dead things in the seedbed and didn’t hear it. I just turned around and there it was, floating above the muddy ground near the shed, the ground that we have never known what to do with, as though all this time we had been keeping it clear for our guest to arrive. It was a shame my husband wasn’t with me. He loves the stories about the visitors. I often catch him staring into the sky. And I like the stories too. I like how the visitors never hurt anyone. Everyone seems to enjoy themselves, and they never keep you very long. I do feel bad for that one woman who didn’t want them to take her home. But they did, they always do, and even though I had my planting to finish, I thought, what’s the harm, my husband will be jealous of course but also delighted; he will want me to tell the story over and over tonight as we 137play xiangqi, and maybe we will open the good huangjiu we have been saving for a special occasion. But first I thought I should leave him a note. ‘Wait here!’ I shouted to it. It was the fine dark purple of a century egg, and very still. ‘Please!’

It hadn’t moved an inch when I returned with a pencil and a notepad. I wrote: My dearest Bohai, I’ve just gone inside a spaceship. I won’t be long. I promise to tell you all about it tonight. Yours, Ping. I looked at what I’d written and felt a bit stupid, but I couldn’t think of any better way to put it. I had thought to wrap my note around the handle of my shovel, which stood upright in the soil, but I had nothing to hold it in place. The sky was threatening rain. I needed a plastic bag to keep it dry. ‘Please don’t go yet!’ I shouted at the visitor. It still hadn’t moved when I returned with some string and a clear plastic bag. ‘Thank you!’ I said. ‘I’m sorry!’ I put my note in the bag and tied it to the shovel. I was sure my husband would see it. Anyway, I might be back before he was. I stepped through the open door.

The waves were the first thing I saw on the other side, and for a moment I thought the visitor had cruelly decided to drop me in the water. But I touched ground when I stepped out, a dark rocky surface. Or actually one dark, flat rock the size of a farmer’s field, an island among waves of light blue. Not strong waves, really, but loud. I was somewhat frightened. I had never seen the sea. My husband and I are inland people. Yes, his parents named him Bohai, like the sea. I used to tease him about that. Back in the wild money days of this country his parents honeymooned in Dalian, on the Bohai Sea. They could hear the waves from their room. We did the math; he was born nine months later. ‘So you’re named after the thing your parents listened to while making love,’ I told Bohai not long after we met. I had embarrassed him, but also made him see me in a new way. He had never heard me speak so frankly. We went home together for the first time later that night.

As I recalled these good memories I stopped feeling afraid that I was alone on a small island, even stopped feeling disappointed that I would not have a vast and wonderful landscape to tell my husband about. The air was warm, so much warmer than it had been in my garden, and the waves were the beautiful light blue of the beach scenes in the calendar at 138my hairdresser’s, and now finally I could tell my husband I had seen his namesake in person – not the Bohai Sea, but a Bohai Sea. Maybe that would be enough.

‘Oiyeh!’ said someone behind me. ‘Ólah!’ I turned. Coming toward me and waving broadly with both hands was a man. He looked as surprised as I was. He was not Chinese. The only foreigners I have ever seen were some Egyptian engineers who came to our village. I can’t remember if our government had invited them to teach us something or if their government had sent them to learn something. Either way, our village was just a stopover on their journey to do whatever it was they were doing. They asked us about our solar panels, our water filtration systems, our vegetable gardens. We compared notes. They seemed to be having the same problems we were. It felt like a friendly discussion with neighbours, only these neighbours lived thousands of kilometres away and we could only talk through an interpreter, a nice girl from Beijing. At night they smoked cigarettes with us at Gao Yihan’s place and we taught them our games, xiangqi and dou dizhu and table tennis – they were good at the first two but terrible at the last – and one of them even joined us at karaoke, singing an old song called ‘In the Air Tonight,’ which he wailed out for us while pretending to play the drums with table tennis paddles. Most of the other engineers were too shy to sing because they refused our drinks. The ones who drank and the ones who didn’t teased each other and the interpreter laughed but didn’t translate. They were all smiling and whatever they said seemed good-natured enough but perhaps too complicated to share. They stayed for about five days. I liked them. I never knew how they were going to react to the things we think are normal, what they would find easy or hard.

Anyway I thought of them when I saw this man coming toward me on the shore. He looked a bit like them, the same red-brown skin and dark curly hair. He was about my daughter’s age or a little younger, and seemed clever, like her. He wore big glasses and a yellow button-up shirt with short sleeves. His language didn’t sound like the Egyptians’ language, though. The Egyptians always sounded like they had colds, or like something was stuck in the back of their throats. But this man’s mouth was a machine gun.
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‘Abdasbenyó?’ he said, very fast. His face was friendly, hopeful, relieved to see another person. I instantly felt I could trust him.

‘I don’t speak your language,’ I said.

‘Perdoh?’ he said.

‘Do you understand me?’

We looked at each other and both laughed.

‘Ntonses,’ he said, more to himself than me. He stared into my eyes with a focused expression and said something that sounded quite different from his previous attempts: ‘Gonnohwa?’

The word was muddy, as if pulled up from a riverbed, but sounded like the name of a language spoken in the south of my country, one which I do not speak. ‘Bú Gwóngdūng wá,’ I said, and shook my head. I hoped that shaking the head meant the same thing in his culture. It appeared to, because he did not try it again.

‘Zhongwen?’ he said.

‘Shì de, shì de Zhongwen,’ I said, and nodded my head. I am sure I looked happy.

‘Ni hao,’ he said, still smiling, but somewhat sheepishly. I replied with the same. We shook hands. I guessed that was all he knew, both from his sudden bashfulness and the way he greeted me like a schoolfriend, and not what I am, which is – there is no getting around it – old.

‘Do you know any more?’ I asked, slowly and clearly.

He held out his empty upturned hands in apology.

Perhaps I could teach him some more of my language. Or perhaps it would be simpler for me to learn his. I am old, yes, and not educated, but I am quick. I saw my last question had been too ambitious. Too many words. I would have to learn the name of his language using only the words we shared.

‘Zhongwen?’ I asked, pointing to him. ‘Gwóngdūng wá?’ I hoped he would get my idea.

He smiled, shook his head. ‘No, no Zhongwen. No Gwóngdūng wá. Español.’

Which country spoke that? I knew our names for other countries were often not the names they used for themselves, and vice versa. But it was a start.
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‘Yo,’ he said, and pointed to himself, ‘hablo’ – here his lips went ‘bla bla bla,’ but quietly, so I knew they weren’t important words – and finished with ‘español.’

I nodded. ‘Wŏ’ – I pointed to myself – ‘shuŏ’ – I flapped my lips, ‘shénme shénme shénme’ – ‘Zhongwen.’ Now we had ‘I speak.’ We had as well the sounds you make when you want to say nothing at all. The waves applauded us with a dull rumble.

‘Tú hablas Zhongwen,’ he said, pointing to me. I noticed it changed. Hablas, now that he meant me.

‘Nĭ shuō español,’ I said, pointing to him. I hoped he noticed our word for talk didn’t change like his did. They would be a challenge, I thought, the changes, just as I guessed our tones would be a challenge for him. But we were making progress. I would not be satisfied until each of us had mastery over the other’s language, and I was sure he felt the same. After all, what else was there for us to do on this island? There were no plants or animals to look at, and even the rock itself was quite boring. The waves were the waves. And in fact I had begun to notice that the waves were the same waves. Let me explain. They rolled in, the ones near the shore, the blue waves of my hairdresser’s calendar. At their peak, just before they tumbled and fell into themselves, they made a smooth arch, smooth and see-through, like gelatin, of an even lighter blue, almost green, a turquoise jelly catching the sunlight but with nothing else in it, no seaweed or fish or monsters so far as I could see for the second it stayed like that, and then it broke apart in a white flush against the rocks, a crushing, breathy sound like the h in Bohai, like the h in our word for ocean waves, hǎilàng, it seemed on purpose, it seemed that if either of these words were said with a sigh by the exhausted, exhausted like the wave turning over and becoming jelly for a second but no longer, they would sound just as the wave did, and as this happened the waves further from shore rose and fell and whipped into frothy peaks and – this part is difficult to explain – this moment, the big wave turning over and sighing, the waves behind rising and falling here and there, kicked up into bursts of white, this exact moment kept happening again and again. I do not mean that new waves came to replace the old, that new spray, new sounds followed the ones that came. I mean it was the same ones, exactly the 141same – the exact same pattern, the exact same sound, the exact same crash. The same four or five seconds repeated like a .gif I might have looked at to calm myself as a teenager, before taking the exams I failed because ... well, I don’t know why, everyone in my village failed and nobody could explain it. But wait, you will say, you said you were quick, if uneducated, couldn’t you have puzzled it out like you seem to be puzzling out the language of this stranger? And I will admit that I do know why I failed, I failed on purpose because I hadn’t wanted to leave my village, my parents badly needed me at home and it would have been awkward if I won a scholarship I would have to refuse, and anyway I loved it there, I loved it at the time and love it again now in a different, a sadder way, after many years of no longer loving it, but the point is that I hadn’t wanted to leave my village and so I didn’t.

But, yes, that was how the waves were the same waves. Like a .gif. Do you understand me? I hope you do. The waves were the same waves and the sun was warm and also the same, never getting any higher or lower, dimmer or brighter, and I was not hungry or tired and I did not have to use the toilet. We had all the time in the world. In fact, that was where we were, a world of time, of all the time that had run out everywhere else. It had all drained down onto this world, fallen like rain and made a sea, a sea of time, and so whoever stood on the island in the sea of time on the world of time had all the time in the world. And so we were going to learn Zhongwen and español.
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By The Bell Letterist

I was thinking my way forward from a place I should not be. This is my method. I do it at night because I am only alive in the night – I need the roads painted wet with lit neon, the pores of the asphalt soaked with the colour of messages. I need the feral kinesis of late-night lines for drunk food, pairs and clusters on the horns of a decision outside venues, bowed heads at windows in all-night diners. I pass and I observe without partaking. I need the night also for the places no one is, places I should not be, from which I think my way out of their shadow counterparts in my mind. I have been this way since I was small and obsessed with confinement, crawling under beds, into boxes, zipping myself into suitcases, lying at the bottom of closets – make of it what you will. I surely have. It is through my nightlands I light my way, with fence-links cutting into my hands and making them smell like metal, waiting for the sweep of the guard’s flashlight to pass, scrambling up scaffolding and ladder rungs. I get as high and as far as I can. And so here, at the top of this above-ground parking garage slated for demolition, I looked up at cell after drop-ceilinged cell of the office towers that leave their lights on all night and addressed in this alfresco office of my own the locked room of my problem.

My problem room had something to do with the rightness of judgment in the context of a pattern of repetition, repetition as illusion or perhaps illusion as pattern, illusion of repetition arrayed in a pattern that was a true pattern and not itself an illusion but consisting fundamentally of illusions: a hologram with a skeleton, a ghost with a language in code, a book known only before reading and not after. I would think myself to reason’s rooftop and breathe the damp night air of parables I could not climb and would not support me, I was Jacob without ladder, and the thick air of parables would harden into a room, 145and without anything but the dented and rusting tools that had brought me here and sealed me up I had to puzzle my way out again, puzzle or beat the walls until they broke, for there are crude and subtle solutions as there are crude and subtle problems, and if experience serves it is the one that solves the other more often than not: the brutish and ugly problem room can only be unlatched by a watchmaker’s eye and hand for hidden springs, secret catches, and the opposite is true, the problem room that knits itself with spider silk and beats with a quartz crystal heart must be trashed with a club. You must be a vandal in the Temple of Apollo, for every Gordian knot an Alexander and for every Alexander the elegant and invisible mosquito – or the bacterium, even more elegant, even more invisible, if you believe it was typhoid and not malaria that did it – but either way my point stands, it is a matter of contraries, and my problem this night on the roof of the parking garage slated to be knocked down the next morning was that at some angles it appeared crude and at others it appeared subtle, so that I was at a loss as to which tool I should use, and for that matter where, there were pockets of subtlety and pockets of crudeness, and I might swing reason’s cruder tools, the ejection seats of thought as they applied to my problem, at a region itself crude, and the one would make contact with the other as the frying pan of the cartoon dog or wolf or whoever makes contact not with the soft face of his enemy the bird or pig or whoever but rather a concrete wall with a mere painting of same, and the vibration of the impact would travel up the handle like an electric current and through the dog or wolf – or in other words through me, I am the image and the image is me – until the dog or wolf or me was vibrating off the floor, wagging in the air like the tail of the pan, this is all very scientific and vouchsafed by physics, anyway I might swing crude against crude and meet this fate, or I might engage subtle designs upon a subtle zone, feeling my way with safecracker’s hands, with deminer’s hands, and following the fine-spun golden architecture light as air deeper and deeper into the chambers of its mysteries without ever feeling the catch, the trigger, the light switch in the golden darkness, and the sweetness and the richness of the mystery would work its siren lull, I would be embalming myself in the mystery and the nectar of its subtleties, like Alexander embalmed in honey 146according to some versions of his death, though whether the typhoid or malaria versions I cannot remember. The man who cut the knot met his match on the microscale and by some accounts his still-young, still-handsome body, the body of this boy killer taught by Aristotle, this lightning brushfire of the Hindu Kush, this obsessive who had wanted to see all that could be seen up to and including the undersea, to which he descended according to some versions in a glass diving bell, an alien intruding upon a world that had nothing to do with him, nothing against him, nothing for him except for the fact of itself before his eyes, but that was enough, enough for him to descend like an alien to the undersea, safe in his coffin of glass, the weeds and the shells and the tentacles passing before his eyes, he was staring through glass at a pageant of the living world, it was as though he was the first to watch television, the flicker of the tails of the schools, the sleet of white particles sailing past the glass, and perhaps the tentacle of the octopus flattened itself against the glass, the suckers pulsing almost at his face, and the boy killer obsessive who had loosed a fire across the deserts and the hills and the gardens and the olive groves, would he be frightened, after all he had seen, by this, or would he merely watch through the glass, curious but impassive, this moment of contact, both each in their way lightning and brushfire, the boy killer soon to die at thirty-two and the octopus for all its brilliance limited to a few years or even months, they would flame themselves out, these two clever ones, each an alien to the other, the octopus too brief on earth for all its smarts to learn to speak, to begin to understand what Alexander knew, and Alexander with his little pocket of air in the diving bell not long for the octopus’s world, perhaps twenty minutes, longer for his own world but still not long, at the time of his descent to the other world he may have had only an octopus’s lifespan left of his own, I cannot remember, and the fine and golden room is dark but I remember at last what I had been doing before I was waylaid, I was telling you that by some accounts his still-young, still-handsome body was lowered once again into a coffin, not a dry glass coffin this time but a wet coffin, a coffin full of honey, I suppose better to call it a vat, and the golden honey would envelope him, pass over his face like a judgment, fill his nose, his ears, his eyes if open, grey if the mosaic on the floor of Pompeii is to be 147trusted, but that was hundreds of years later, how can we trust the chain of images? Whatever colour his eyes and whether open or closed they were sealed in the honey at last, eyes that had watched another world through a pane of glass and seen a thousand things besides, elephants rearing up in the place where the tributaries of the Indus branch out like an old besom or the five fingers of a hand, this man saw elephants, saw Aristotle, saw Afghanistan and Egypt, and now those who saw him did so through a screen of honey, his body warped as if through a lens by the surface tension, warping too surely in real, not illusory ways, as would any candied man, and that was what I was trying to get to in all this, what it is to have candied yourself by matching subtle with subtle, what a trial it is to match subtle with subtle in the problem room, and yet in the attempt I got so lost among other sweetmeats of the rich mystery I could not keep to the main road for long, I told you what it was to get lost in the subtlety by letting it happen to me, when really the only way out would be to light these fine feathers and nectars and gossamer things on fire, but in thinking in my invisible room up here in the wet air of parables I had come, perhaps, to one realization I could hold onto. The problem changed on contact with my method, if I swung my brutish frying pan the room became a cube of tempered steel, if I crept with wires and filaments the room became a web of tricks and snares, there was something almost quantum-mechanical about it, and perhaps there after all was the answer to my problem, I had delineated the nature of my prison like every philosopher but by coming at the end of philosophy there was no need for it, no point, unless there is a need and a point always to say again in different words what is secretly already known by everyone, we may be closer to poets than I was willing to concede when I started down this philosophical path all those years ago, I was practically doing math those days, my modal logics, then my paraconsistent logics, which led me to dialetheism, paradoxes, parables, then to my rooms of entrapment again which I sought out first when barely more than a baby, I felt I was regressing and I was not even that old, but perhaps this whole shape of collapse and failure was true and would be my legacy, and, yes, I felt perhaps I had left my room if only for now, we had called a truce, the room and I, and in the freedom of my truce with my problem I could 148breathe the air and look at the lights of the city and think on the more banal problem of how to get down from this rooftop and across the fenced-off lot without being spotted. But later, now was the time to enjoy the air and the lights of the city first and foremost, it would not be sunrise for hours, and though the sky was overcast there was plenty to see, the velvet purple nap of sky over city in winter, miasmic light from towers and street lights and glowing signs, and here and there coming through the clouds the blinking lights of airliners making their descent, here and there also the whale-like forms of the airships they were trying to make popular again, less expenditure of carbon, but massive consumption of helium, I could not see the sense in it, it seemed like busywork for our country’s strange and corrupt economy, someone must have liked the owners of the balloon company, the helium plants, deals must have been struck, and now we had people publicly praising the genius of the balloon-makers, ‘visionaries’ they were called, for something that on final calculation shaved just a few decimal points from total carbon output in this country, and now every so often you would be walking along in the sunshine – the general ‘you,’ not me, I only come out at night – and a shadow would pass over you like a descending alien landing craft, very confusing because we have actual alien landing craft poking around now, a problem so absurd I had simply chosen not to think about it at all, though of course in choosing not to I was still thinking about it in secret, and this problem I had come here to masticate, illusion and judgments and patterns, it was the sort of thing you think about on contact with a miracle, or what is popularly understood to be a miracle, in fact at core my problem was miracles, whether it is useful to speak of such things at all, if so when and how, if so what to make of them, I can tell you honestly that up there on the rooftop with the light of the signs and the office towers shining in the puddles and the planes and the airships coming in and out of the clouds, planes like needles threading through wool, airships like thimbles among the needles, I did not know what a miracle was or what to make of them, only that not knowing this had driven me to ponder other things I did not know, and up here in the clouds I seemed very close to nothing, nothing at all, the rooftop of reason I had called it, above only the parable and the broken or shrouded image, needles in 149wool, needles among thimbles, a garment that would be gone in the morning, burned away by the sun, as this parking garage was also meant to be, gone, I could never come back here, and as the needles and thimbles blinked and avoided hitting each other, talking to each other I supposed as they came and went, I saw another thing up there, smaller than either, a sequin if we were to keep it in the handicraft family, and moving as though it didn’t want to talk to anyone, a shy child in a school corridor, this sequin wove and dodged among the straight courses of the needles and thimbles, all quite unconcerned now, this kind of thing had been going on for months and the panic among the civil and military aviation authorities had faded when they saw that the guests never got in the way, birds were more dangerous, the sequins never hit anything, ever, not even the few lunatics in private planes who tried, which was in one sense miraculous, that word again, but paradoxically so, such noninterference made them boring, easy to forget, no longer miraculous these, incorporated into our world like anything, like the internet, like the telephone. No longer miraculous unless they so to speak extended a hand to you. Many of those people were changed forever. Not in ways they considered for the worse, from what I could tell, though sometimes their loved ones disagreed. They were leaving their families like Christian in The Pilgrim’s Progress, sometimes, moving across the world, renouncing beliefs, returning to ones renounced long before, becoming religious, becoming irreligious, revealing what they had known about themselves all along, shattering their whole self-concept, becoming Communards, becoming quietists, embracing hedonism, embracing asceticism, becoming famous, going into hiding. Me, I watched it all. I did not want to go, I told my friends, fellow night people, at Formica tabletops over steaming coffees, paramedics eating lunch at 4 a.m., I could see more by watching, detached from the frenzies and the revelations of the changed, which smacked of New Year’s resolutions, distasteful, and yet alone again I remembered Alexander, Alexander underwater, the round suckers pulsing at his face, seeing what almost no one had seen, and secretly a part of me wanted this, yet as I wanted this I knew as well that I was the octopus here, not the boy killer in the diving bell, that for all my cleverness my efforts at contact would be as mutely inscrutable to the Swimmer as 150the twist of the tentacle arm to Alexander, that for all the life I had lived – thirty-two years, the same as Alexander when the elegant disease stilled his blood and put him in honey – it would be as little to the Swimmer, most likely, as the octopus’s lifespan to Alexander or to me, as I assumed they lived long, without being sure, surprising myself in fact with how easily I had thought of them as alive, if in a strange way, and not robots, although this too was a problem area. They could be a fungus, or a crystal, and why is the one alive and not the other? I had my chance now perhaps to wave my tentacle, to be pitied and misunderstood but learn something new in the process, learn it and hold it my small span of life, and with my mind and its tools so coldly aware of themselves, so disapproving of cant, of frenzy, I felt I could do so without being greatly changed. Say what you will! The craft – the being – the entity – the sequin, I like that and I’ll stick to it for now – pitched and yawed, lower now, among towers and not aircraft, circled rooftop antennae, skimmed balconies empty in the night. I did not know if it was for me. No one ever does. I have seen people, new kinds of people, changed before going away, indeed without going away, begging, pleading to be taken. They make new religions or incorporate ufos into the ones they have already. They wave banners, relics, icons, scriptures. And it never comes for them. It comes for the ambivalent and the unexpecting. It might or might not come. If it did, I had, yes, more than half a mind to go with it. It skipped among the buildings. It beetled, tooled around. This is why I thought they were alive. There is something playlike to them, none of the cold expediency of the computer brain, its paths of least resistance. I have seen ravens fly into headwinds on purpose for the pleasure of being blasted all over the place, like those expensive human entertainments that levitate you in a chamber with a giant fan. Once out a window of the university library years ago I saw a fir tree full of ravens crying so loud I could hear them through the double glazing. Their attentions seemed focused on something in particular, their cries cresting and fading like a wave. There must have been forty or more. I followed their beaks, their eyes. Above them was another raven, huge and formidable, black and streamlined in a way I am ashamed to tell you reminded me of the Batmobile. My father loved those movies. This huge raven would hover high above its waiting audience, 151wings beating hard and fast, and let something silvery drop from its claws – a fish, a stone, a key, a mussel shell. Then – and this was the incredible thing, the thing I had to look up later, still in disbelief at what I saw – it seized the silvery object again in mid-air, and the crowd in the tree went crazy, all calling at once in an amazement as great as mine, and it gained elevation with a few swift beats and dropped it again and again, catching it easily each time, and as I said before I looked it up, not on the internet because I could not trust it but in a bird book in the biology section, and, yes, they do this, and for no better reason than they like to. For no better reason than they like to. These Swimmers with their playlike bobs and weaves. What if it was simply what they liked to do? Coming down here, picking us up – we keys, stones, fish, mussel shells – and letting us go again? Whether for an audience of kindred gathered in some other place or no. It seemed as good a guess as any, that we had been drawn into some animal game, as pieces only, perhaps no more organic to the players than the living system of the go board, its births and deaths, its appetites and maladies, and yet oddly cherished for all that, many had changed but none had died in the claws so to speak, none had suffocated or starved too long out of their element, we were cherished pieces, put away again carefully in a drawstring bag, or so at any rate it seemed thus far. I called it a sequin and was right to. It shone. This I could see without question from where it landed on the other end of the rooftop. Oh yes, it landed. I had gotten ahead of myself and not said so. But it landed and shone. I had not mentioned its colour before. I had been unable to tell. Now, as it rested at the other end of the rooftop an inch or so above the ground, I saw its whole surface was reflective. I had not heard of a mirrored Swimmer before. The gridded lights of an office tower curved along its back. A blinking red neon sign brought a clockwork blush to the Swimmer’s cheek. And right down the middle, stretched thin as in an old-style funhouse, me: the dark habit-like hooded jacket I wear on my rainy night break-ins. The other physical features more or less known to me, known if not loved. I am not telling them to you. That is because they are secret and mine. I have not told you my name because you have no need of my name. I have not told you my gender because I have none. I have not told you my ethnic, my cultural, origin. Whatever yours is, 152mine is not that, or not quite. I am ‘an extravagant and freewheeling stranger, of here and everywhere.’ There is no language I do not speak without a disconcertingly unplaceable accent. I have my memories, that pregnable granary of images, impressions, scenes, leaking or eaten by the mice of forgetfulness, the mice of repression, the mice of oblivion, so many places and tongues those first – how many – fourteen years of thirty-two? Suffice to say I was born somewhere the world ended, and began to grow up somewhere it ended again, and on and on from there, and even my parents were not at home in the place I was born, three or four worlds had already ended for them too, and in any case they came from two different ones, so I mean three or four worlds had ended for each of them before they met on another dying world. On and on, until two places before this place, and now I on my own am in this place, where the night rain makes mirrors in asphalt, but not for dark habits – only for lights. The night rain and the ravens and the gulls. The gulls liked the Swimmer. They were up there somewhere, invisible but wailing, circling. I came closer, less for the Swimmer as Swimmer in this moment and more for the Swimmer as mirror, for myself as distortion, for myself in rare control of my own distortion. I could stretch myself this way and that. The rightness of judgment in the context of a pattern of repetition, repetition as illusion, illusion as pattern, true and illusory patterns, I saw I had been describing a mirror only and this was nothing, I had not thought behind the mirror, above the mirror, all that anguish in the room that met force with force, subtlety with subtlety, when above me the gulls had been circling and I had not seen them, not even as I watched the needles and the thimbles and the sequin, they had been wailing up there the whole time but I had not heard them, had immured myself in my room, anchoritic, and missed everything, claustrophile I, and no wonder, our suitcases were always open and at hand, my parents never even zipped them back up, so sure were they our worlds would end again, and how right they were, but I had missed so much in my cell, above me gulls were flying, and as I thought this, idly moving my reflection this way and that, the Swimmer – it did not become invisible, but at first I thought so. It became transparent. It was still there, I could tell. The world behind was a windowed world. The grid of tower windows still reflected faintly 153across its back. And, yes, now I could see the entryway, the arch in the window. It had become a diving bell. I had wanted to be the octopus, to be Alexander, and now, it seemed, I could. This seemed unlikely to be coincidence, implying that the visitor had access, somehow, to my thoughts, and on that basis, no, I should not go, I would rather not, it would change me, had perhaps begun to already, had read the neurons of my brain, its electric semaphore, and turned those raw bits of information back into an image of a king of the world in honey, a suitcase unzipped in the corner of a small apartment, a tentacle pulsing against glass, all my emblems, the heraldry of my heart, but what it wanted with all this I could not guess, wanted no more perhaps than the lab technician fixing electrodes to the bewildered ape, the rat scrabbling in place. Or it was an angel. Or it was a piece that had broken off from God. I said before they came only to the ambivalent ones and I was ambivalent every second I looked at the clear capsule, even as I came closer, I stepped toward the bell made just for me and then felt ambivalent, then stepped, then felt ambivalent. There was a certain math to this: step, be ambivalent, step, be ambivalent. Even, odd, even, odd. One, zero, one, zero. Perhaps it knew this too, had made its calculations in advance. Because as the math would have it I stepped, felt ambivalent, stepped – and was inside. It had ended on odd, or even, or zero, or whatever, the go piece making the only available move. I expected to step out again into another place, as had everyone whose stories of this type were known to me. But I remained in the bell. Silently, without any sense on my part of movement, we rose. It was, yes, as if I were watching television. The city and its towers and wet streets swiftly became a train-set town, then a lit hieroglyph, then yellow smudges under cloud, then continents in outline, then an ever-receding small spot in the night. All in a few seconds. A second or so more of darkness, the spot of the world far gone, and then a bright white light. I closed my eyes, felt the rays against my lids. I don’t know how long. Then darkness again, then another spot growing quickly through the glass, round and in shadow, an off-white with red veins, a diseased eye, the eye of an old woman I knew once on one of the dying worlds of my family’s flight path, some camp or some island or holding zone, this woman’s eye was scribbled with red zigzags, I was afraid of her, I must 154have been very young, but my parents made me bring her things, food they did not finish on purpose to share with her, she was there on her own, not liked by the others in the camp for sectarian reasons I do not remember, something that did not involve my parents as foreigners among foreigners, foreign to those who kept us and foreign to the others they kept, so we helped her and this was tolerated, ‘they don’t know any better’ said someone with influence there, and the matter was dropped, we helped the old woman with the sick eye, and then one day a letter got through or a summons and she was allowed to leave for somewhere better, not a camp, a city where there were others who prayed or ate or pronounced consonants as she did, I cannot remember what distinguished her from the others exactly because to me all that made her different was her eye, and I was so young that I imagined the old woman with the sick eye going off to a city of sick eyes, children laughing in the playgrounds with sick eyes, watched by sick-eyed mothers and fathers, the artisanate likewise sick-eyed, sick-eyed chefs and bakers, a jeweller looking at the facets of a diamond through a loupe with his sick eye, a sick-eyed proletariat, sick-eyed builders and drivers, and somewhere a camp perhaps where sick-eyed guards with scornful faces watched behind fences the crowds of wanderers with healthy eyes, all suffering and waiting together except for one old woman with a sick ear, who suffered and waited alone. And now behind glass or whatever it was I was coming to the planet of the sick eye, a whole world for such people, I thought incredulously, not seriously of course, but I had another incredulity, more serious, which was that they had known the contents of my granary again. They had read me like a book. I will say more about this later, myself as book, them as readers, them perhaps as writers of a book on contact with the book in me. It is crucial to the whole thing. Something so elemental it can be said, something so elemental it is difficult to, and must be disclosed at the right moment, which is not now. Now I return to the diving bell and its passenger, I myself, inside what I had decided was a living being but not digested, or not physically, we will come to this later, anyway the red tracks on the milky surface grew into canyons, the milky surface grew to my whole field of vision, I was the mote in the eye, I was inside one of the translucent beings we see when our gaze is unfocused, and the milk was 155a rugged land of ice and red canyons, and we travelled now over the surface at what must be a snail’s pace to the diving bell, slow enough for me to observe and understand, but still fast surely, like our worst exodus, my parents and I, they had taken us in helicopters away from the island where they had kept us, the island was threatened by the sea, it tells you what they thought of us that they put us on such an island in the first place, the large unsmiling men in green uniforms crowded us into the helicopters and as chance would have it sat us at a window, my father and I on his lap and my mother next to us, I was getting too big to sit on my father’s lap but he told me it was better this way, the sick people on this helicopter needed more room, more air, as before with the old woman with the sick eye my parents never stopped thinking of the others, it is incredible they survived carrying on that way in those places, it was always the bastards who ate best, but in some way I think their food was self-abnegation, it drove them onward, and we sat next to the thick round window of bulletproof glass and watched the island rush away beneath us, that once-green land covered in fenced facilities, until the land ran out and we sped over waves only, higher than I had ever seen them from the island, I had vague memories of snow-capped mountains from before and would see them again later and so when I think of those waves now I think also of mountains, the white surf ragged like snow patches, but the main thing I remember while we looked out the window is my father making a prayer, rhythmically and in a low voice, almost casually, like he was doing arithmetic in his head, but I have never heard him pray before or since and so I know that for all his usual bluster of calm he was afraid – it was a prayer from his mother’s religion, not his father’s, I learned later, not by asking him, although I could have, they are both still alive, my mother and father, I said I had come along two worlds further than them but I did not mean they had died, I meant only that as soon as they landed on a world with a modicum of safety they never wanted to travel again, and they do not, I go to see them, always, anyway I learned without asking my father, I did not want to bring him back to that helicopter ride over the water, though for all I know it was hardly the worst thing he saw in those days and not blazoned with meaning for him as it was for me, but as I say I learned on my own, on the internet, that it was a prayer 156from his mother’s, not his father’s religion – did you know that, from my four grandparents, I can lay claim to four religions? This is why, whoever you are, I am not quite like you, unless the mathematically implausible has happened, and it is why perhaps I have no religion for my own but the sounding out of problem rooms, my devotion, which I am not afraid to call my devotion and my religion – and as I said it was a prayer from my father’s mother’s religion, a prayer for protection, ‘All these enemies have become my friends, and no one wishes me ill,’ he said, over and over, as we roared over the white mountains of the waves, which had come to mind as we sped over the ice of the frozen eye, the bell and I, and again I was forced to wonder at these strange coincidences, they had everything they needed from me and had reconstituted it in a world, we were flying over the planet of the sick eye as we had flown over the waves on the helicopter and at once I was comforted and afraid, as by my father’s prayer, for all I saw was in some way known to me, and the bell slowed and circled above a huge red boil in the milky ice, a pustule gouting steam, and I understood that we would go into the boil, under the boil, under the ice, into the sea inside, and readied myself for the coincidences sure to come. Steaming tears rushed from the boil, flowed down the runnels in the raw red ice a little way before freezing, a glaze in the channels. We were directly above the centre now. To see it I had to go on hands and knees. Slowly we sank into the steam venting from the opening, its white arms curling and licking at the glass – so to speak – on the other side of my hands, my face. Yes, like tentacles. ‘All those enemies have become my friends, and no one wishes me ill,’ I ran the words over silently in my mind. A ragged circle appeared in faint outline through the steam, sharpened and widened, flashing a phosphorous blue-green that on earth came only from life, from the enzymes of single-celled organisms, luciferase this enzyme is called, from Lucifer, the light bringer, that wayward and foundering angel in another one of my grandparents’ four faiths, my least favourite, with its Satan and Adam and Eve, its rigid ways of being a woman or being a man, two ways of being that I, with no gender, have rejected and which have rejected me, a religion of pedants, for even those who reject religion in Christian lands have a pedant’s rejection, of technicalities and trump cards, and yet the worlds I had fled 157to and learned in as fugitive and philosopher were at least residually Christian worlds, so it had become my job to learn well what I was up against, and I studied the scriptures and poetry and art of the people who decided to let refugees languish on an island up to the very last moment before it was swallowed by the sea, and in this way I learned well of Lucifer, but anyway on earth we call this enzyme luciferase, luciferase in action with luciferin, luciferin and oxygen, I cannot remember who starts it, only that all three must be present, on earth at least, but perhaps as well on sick-eye world, if life this was, and I chose to think so, and the bell descended through the blue-green shimmering water, first all around us and then above us, still bright and lighting my way even as we drifted slowly away from the boil and were under the ice now, the little lucifers were living in the ice and shining down, shining through water thick with clotted matter, motes and mites just visible, they could make a living here in this impossible sliver of equilibrium, the place where ice met steaming sea and neither could destroy the other, but this was not all I was to be shown, I could tell, we were going deeper, and for a moment in the now-black water I was afraid, it was as in the blackness between planets, until the area around the bell was filled with a soft pink-red light, quite easy on the eyes, and I saw it was coming from the bell itself, within and without, it had a luciferase of its own, and the now pink-red water in front of me was still filled with the snow of small things, perhaps living or perhaps dead, but either way a sign of life, the ocean under the ice was full of nourishment, and as we went deeper I kept my eyes open to the possibility of vaster forms and shapes in the darkness beyond the light, as a form like ours with its glow in the deep would be a curio for anything with eyes to see, and once or twice I thought I did see something bigger, the retreat perhaps of a fin into the darkness like someone closing a door smoothly behind them, and I thought of pictures in an old book from my youth, a donation to the refugee children from the Benevolent Society of Something or Other, a book perhaps fifty years old that smelled like bitter vanilla, reading for me has always meant both sweetness and death and this was a dead person’s book I was certain, a gift to the refugee children from a soft-hearted widow, ‘I just hope someone else will enjoy it as much as my dear Whatsisname,’ I heard her 158saying in my mind, ‘he loved this sort of thing,’ this sort of thing being The Hunt for Cryptids: The Continuing Story, a book whose big blocks of text with scientific vocabulary tried my then-limited patience in English but had as a consolation many full-colour plates of photos and illustrations on thick paper, whiter and shinier than the pages with only words, I could find what I wanted immediately by looking at the edges or running them through my hands like a deck of cards, they were different to the touch, if you pressed your thumb or fingertip onto them they clung to it, and in addition to the photos and illustrations were short and clear captions, so that when I saw a black-and-white photo of a shape in the water, a shape like a leaf or the tip of a spear, ribbed or creased down the middle, I learned it was from the 1972 Loch Ness expedition of Robert Rines, who had claimed it was the fin of a plesiosaur, but critics had called it a trick of the sunlight on bubbles, an illusion enhanced by retouching after the fact, at best a fish, theories which the author of my book, even-handed if not totally credulous, listed without passing judgment, anyway this photo I remembered and others also from the same Robert Rines, the 1975 photo that appeared to show a plesiosaur at a distance, beneath the camera and deeper under the water, this too a photo with its critics, who suggested it was merely a large log, and finally and most unsettlingly a photo purported to be a close-up image of the monster’s head, a brown lumpen gargoyle shape with vaguely protruding horns, the goatish devil of a sixteenth-century woodcut, or the loose cling of rotting bark to a sunken stump, the skeptics said, subsequent expeditions had even come across the same stump again, I was sure this was so and yet reading the book at my little table among open suitcases that lumpen face still scared me, we are good at seeing things in shadow places, finding faces on Mars, the eye makes copies of the face in darkened rooms, bleeding or rotten or gurning, and so here in the darkness at the edge of the pink-red light the shadows in the snow of particulate matter were like faces of watchers, horned and contorting and covered in blood, patterns my brain made in the darkness from what might be nothing, and as we descended further I saw another thing, harder to write off as an illusion, pattern of illusion, illusory pattern – below me in the darkness about thirty feet away, for only two or three seconds, I saw another burst of phosphorescence, of 159luciferase – a deep blue now, not blue-green, arcing and connecting like tiny lightning, the light illuminating ... something, I would almost say the slope of a long back, ridged I think, dark in colour, but practically before I could acknowledge what I was seeing it was gone. The bell kept falling. I expected to be cold but was not. Inside was like being in the world’s least remarkable room. Lucifer fell far, I thought to myself, Lucifer and all his friends, nine days if you believe John Milton, until they arrived at a place of flames, a burning lake where Mulciber the master builder erected Pandaemonium, they swarmed within like bees and were forced to ask the questions we do, who and what they were and what to do about it, they too had a problem room, a problem palace by the burning lake, but in this bell I did not fall nine days, it must have been two hours, plenty of time to think about what I have been relating to you, to shuffle the atoms of my memories and impressions as if a box of puzzle pieces until I saw the whole thing nearly, all this account and what it should look like, I composed in my head as horned faces melted around me and once, just once, a deep blue lightning flashed and showed me the broad and arching back of something I would never see again. If the pressure was a burden to the bell I could not feel it. Nothing creaked; no splinters crept from the edges of the screen. And finally, after two hours, something took shape beneath me, as if I was a Victorian balloonist floating over Manchester, over Birmingham, a forest of smokestacks churning out billowing clouds of ashy white as far as I could see in every direction, and as we came closer I saw that the stacks were clotted along the sides with red and orange matter, I would have called it lichen if I were on land and not on another planet, a sea lichen growing on the hot smokers, here and there among them small fans of burgundy quills, urchins feeding on lichens by the heat of the furnace, of itself these things did not surprise me, I had heard of life at the bottom of earth-oceans, clinging to the vents, and therefore why not here, it had happened somewhere else after all, I thought, so what, given time and what I am not sure is good or bad fortune they might grow brains even, become conscious, what a treat for the urchins of hell, as the hot jets poured the fire of the core into the indifferent dark water, so what, is this what they took me two hours and a trillion light years to see, this National Geographic special, I felt for the 160first time ungrateful, even for the first time slightly claustrophobic which is so unlike me, and sorry I had come. And then among the ashy jets I saw what I mistook at first for an air bubble, about the size of a rugby ball, with small ripples running along the surface, stronger pulses involving the whole body shooting it in one direction or another, and as we came closer I saw it was open at the bottom and fringed with fine filaments, but otherwise as smooth as the bell. It jetted, drifted. We drifted too, at the level of the smokestacks now, more or less following. I must stress how poorly ‘jellyfish’ describes what it is meant to. It is a coinage of the beachcomber, the sand-walker, those who only discover them land-stranded and dead. It drifted through a wide gap among the pluming vents and we followed. Here, clustering around the largest vent I had yet seen, were hundreds more of the clear beings. Yes, hundreds, all in motion, none colliding with the other, shoaling like sticklebacks, most staying together but some going their own way as I guessed our guide must have. I watched one of them going off on its own, imagining again the balloonist over Victorian Manchester, Victorian Birmingham, this time from below, from the vantage of the worker leaving the factory on a summer night, there must have been a terrible splendour to the sunsets in a sky that polluted, the whole western horizon over the chimneys must have been soaked in pink-red like the waters of a cove where whales are hunted, and in that light the form of the balloon above the smoking factories – would it have seemed to her a miracle? Or would she have seen it as confirmation of what she already knew, that they were up there and she was down here and the gap between them was unbridgeable, they had had every advantage and would fly to the moon, to the stars, on what they were constantly assuring you was their own steam but couldn’t be, and she would be choking in the brick-work valleys and punished for bleeding on the machines? It drifted upward, the lone one, began to disappear into the darkness above us and from which we had come. I expected to see nothing more of it. But then it cast a light of its own: the pink-red of sunsets once more, and of the bell that had surrounded me and allowed me to come here and see. Now I could say what I had begun to suspect. These were proto-bells. I was sure of it. We had come through time, the bell and I, to their very beginnings. Or we had come to a facsimile, 161a residue of passed time. Or we had come back to the place where the bells had begun but moved on, to watch their stubborn cousins who had evolved no further, as the human watches the lemur, the tarsier. I was most in doubt of this last guess. I was most convinced of the second. But the point was that here, an unimaginably long time ago, they had started. Varughese, the first, how right he had been to call them Swimmers. They had been swimming a long time in the hellscapes of the ash vents before they ever tried to cross the greater seas, the darker depths between. I felt like laughing. It was as if the Pompeii floor mosaic had showed Alexander as an awkward youth with a wilting flower in his hand, before he knew what he really was. But in his case I am not sure if there was ever much of a before. Brushfires light quickly. These proto-bells had bided, I was sure, spent thousands of years accumulating synapses, neurons, habits. Thousands if not millions. Somehow they had learned to swim between worlds. I knew that for earth’s medusas the jelly stage was just one of many, the blooming outward from a kernel, a polyp. At one stage they were something like a coral, a member of that same big family. And unlike the proper corals they had fared better on our world. Unlatching, unfurling, and floating on the current made them survivors. They reproduced at such a rate in our overheated seas that they choked the intake valves of cargo ships. They had every chance of the empire of the world when we lost it. There is even a jellyfish that has eternal life. When it reaches the end of its lifespan it reverts to the polyp stage, is a polyp for a while, and then grows into a jellyfish again. Barring some exterior misfortune there is no reason why this process cannot last forever. So then what stages had the proto-bells undergone, before and after this interlude among the hot vents on the ocean floor? What would they turn into next? The great bells, too, the Swimmers – what if this were all merely a brief, even inconsequential phase for them? A drift across the stars or the dimensions, a celestial rumspringa, gathering – what? Knowledge? Did the bells have a problem room? I supposed they could, as a species, have a problem room, an obstacle to transcend before reaching their next stage, and I supposed we humans could be a part of it. Strange for it to be us. You would think they would have more in common with earth jellyfish, might even be able to communicate with them. Or maybe the 162planet of the sick eye was not past but future, after we blew it all up, we finally really did it, we maniacs, perhaps we did something that froze it over and the jellyfish survived, bided, became gods, angels, fallen angels, devils, and perhaps they had some interest in the deep past of their, our world, wanted to see and know all that this planet and its life had been capable of – but I questioned whether even the bells had mastery over time. Time is time. It is all bought and paid for. I would sooner believe transport between dimensions. I chose to believe this was not true past but an illusion of past, that word illusion again, they had built a hologram with a skeleton I thought, and I chose to believe as well that this was not some future earth, it was absurd, I just wanted to mention it in case you thought you had solved the riddle, unlatched the problem room, the truth is that there are no solutions, not after you have seen what I have seen, there is only what I have shown you all this time, brutal against brutal, subtle against subtle, the chambers of the mystery – and our confounded reason only able to do so much, I have lost myself in a sweetness that is death to me, like those old books I used to smell that filled my lungs with mould, I have been enveloped in a sweetness, I am in the coffin of honey, I am thirty-two and I have been laid low by elegant brutality, and my body will become a crystal shard as hard and clear as this diving bell that showed me things I do not know what to do with. I am slipping into present tense. Perhaps time travel is more possible than I thought. I am in the present tense because although the story is not over, there is a present I live in now that started there on the sea floor of sick-eye world. Against all my safeguards and self-assurances, it changed me. I do not make problem rooms now. I live in an ever-withdrawing problem world, with faces my eyes paint on the falling particulate matter, with fins that stir in the darkness but retreat when they see me, with faint blue flashes in the distance that end before I know what I have seen. There is no division into rooms. It is all one. And there is no solution, only the hard-won knowledge that it will do this if I do that, that if I do this. They have read me like a book and in doing so they wrote one, a book about embalmment in sweetness, a book about the gift of sight from bells of luciferase, a book about a flight across the waves. I said this was crucial and it is but in restating the case I am no closer to saying what I mean. I 163left you on the bottom with the proto-bells and my speculations. We stayed there for some time. The proto-bells took notice. They saw a larger, less flexible version of themselves, glowing with the same light, and shoaled around it as they had the smoke stacks, covering it on all sides. I said they ‘saw.’ I do not know if this is right. Most earth jellies do not have eyes, only light-perceiving nerves on their tentacles. The box jelly, however, has a rudimentary eye operating on principles much like ours. Whether the proto-bells had either of these things I could not say. But I chose to think they saw. They moved like they could well perceive where they were, sight or no. I had a 360-degree view of drifting proto-bells. They had, perhaps, a view of themselves in magnature, a view as well of the lumpen and folded form on the other side of the translucency, a brain perhaps I seemed to them, some bundled nervous tissue of which, though faintly, I could just make out a counterpart in the protos – not little people, let me hasten to add, but some translucent folded forms suspended near the tops of their bells, and I too folded and soft and thinking, they had needed me to complete the picture I thought, they had needed to bring along some bundle of nervous matter, I am getting closer to what I wanted to say before, myself as book, myself as something they digested, but not physically, psychically only, perhaps all I will ever be able to do is inch closer, but anyway I was sure that if they felt or sensed me it was as either some brains or viscera of their great descendant or as its food, as an organism captive in the eating chamber, a strange eating but eating nevertheless, a lulled captive in no apparent distress, as if by hypnotic spiderweb, the pattern so intricate and beautiful that the fly, wonderstruck, lands on the traplines of its own accord, wants nothing more than to merge, blend, adhere to the sticky silk, it is subtle on subtle again, it is burial in death’s sweetness, and perhaps those who refuse transit on the Swimmer are no proof of the voluntarism of the rest but merely duds, unpopped kernels who the corporate retreat hypnotist fails to coax out of polyp stage. Those who report abduction by ufos score high on suggestibility, I read once, perhaps in that cryptid book or in one much like it, it was a debunker who wrote this, a scientist who claimed all such encounters were lies, and who must feel rather stupid now, but in another sense he had a point, suggestibility as he defined it meant vulnerability 164to hypnosis but it also meant – this I had never forgotten – the liability to ‘lose oneself in a novel. Here is another piece of my attempt to say what I mean by the Swimmers reading me like a book, by the Swimmers writing a book on contact with the book in me, they took me in as a book might and so I was reading them too, we are getting into impossible questions about volition and will that once would have walled me in to prise and hammer at but now I let them itch me in the open air, like mosquitos, perhaps mosquitos that bring my death but I do not care, and I thought of how Varughese had not run away, had been adamant in interviews that his mind was not being controlled, but also sang a new song he had never sung before, and the Quartets, too, were given something from outside of them, and so why not all of us, perhaps even before we were born or before the earth was made, perhaps the atoms that would make the molecules that would make our cells were taken in turn long ago by the roving bells and whispered their destinies and after eons of what seemed like random chance they fired or twirled or peeled away at just the right moment for us to do as our distant stewards had wanted? It is a problem, determinism, one of the worst problem rooms of all, and now that I am out in the open and have no rooms I will not presume to feel for its latches, its firewalls, I will try to deal with it as it comes, it has only ever gotten people in trouble in the past, leads to the strangest conclusions, requiring a doublethink to be imagined, even if on some level beyond the ambuscades of the divinity schools they might be true, scientists obliged to take up hard determinism to preserve the phenomena, to keep a lid on the world, though mostly without changing how people live their lives, it becomes a tautology, in my first year at university I asked my professor how hard determinists could still believe in punishment, it hadn’t seemed fair to me to punish people for things they hadn’t chosen to do, and my professor smiled, shrugged, and said, ‘They are determined to punish.’ So accepting predestination would seem to change nothing, became the dog Calvinism of the justified sinners who took it as licence to do as they pleased, which I found impossible to understand, but I also found it impossible to understand the opposite, philosophies of radical freedom and will, Sartre claiming one had freedom even if tied to a pole, a flashy overstatement from a man desperate for attention, nor could I 165grasp Schopenhauer’s will to live, Nietzsche’s will to power, you may wonder how I managed to pass my courses at all with such limited understanding, but it became my method, I would write precise and articulate essays delineating just how I did not understand and be praised for it, which probably was bad for me. I went straight from formal logics to poetry and parables without any intermediary steps, and as a result I was a latecomer to books that might have helped me, I had not lived their ideas from the inside as we do if we read them when young, the reading that almost feels like writing, the words have a warm light to them, like glow-worms crawling one after the other down the white corrals of the printed page, the glow somehow yours as much as the author’s, you complete the circuit together even if two thousand years have passed and the author is dead, but I had not felt this with Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, Hegel, I felt it with poetry and Wittgenstein and logic books and works by the pre-Socratics that then prompted me to read Plato and Aristotle who then prompted me to learn Greek histories and then prompted me to learn about Alexander in his coffin of honey which took me home again to Punjab’s five rivers and the lands of my father’s mother’s people, you see now how it was all connected, and in recalling this feeling of glow-worm words that either led me on or moved at my touch or both, a feeling I had not felt on contact with radical philosophies of the will, I felt I must finally be able to concede one thing to these philosophers, something I could speak of confidently from my own experience – I knew nothing of the will to live or the will to power but I knew something of the will to the aesthetic, it had moved through me as I looked at lines of words and watched them glow, as the words had prompted me to open other books, read other words, it was an inspiration or a fever, the white lines between the printed words became a track for me to follow, and if it was my will that guided me it was not my will alone, there was something outside of me guiding my eyes, placing my hand. I had been broken down into words and my words were added to the great stream, the current of successions that are the heart of Greek histories, as if some dying Antikytherea brain, its copper cogwheels greening from oxidation, grinds together in overheated fervour, spews out everything it ever knew, hearsay on the conduct of kings, queens, philosophers, improbable facts about 166the natural world, and I was reconstituted as words issuing from the dying green brain, I was among them and along for the ride, and though everything was necrotic and green and the brain was dying it was beautiful, of course it was beautiful, it was death’s sweetness, the hypnotic traplines, the coffin of honey, always, and so when I speak of the will to the aesthetic this is what I mean, it is a sweet and a devastating transport, and when I say they read me like a book this, too, is what I mean, I had been read like a book by an interdimensional will to the aesthetic and so had everyone, all those who went away, they had all seen something beautiful or strange or horrible and they had sung Varughese like a song, played the sixty-eight musicians like instruments, spoken that Chinese peasant and Cuban engineer like a language, dreamed that Scottish farmworker like a folktale, it had been the delight of the bells to do this, and if I did not know why I at least now felt I could say what, what it was about, and it must count for something that I had put this much in order. I had plenty of time to think about it. The descent was long. The time on the sea floor was likewise long. The proto-bells surrounded us on all sides. That was where I left you last and if it felt like a long time, well, it was just as long for me then, and I was just as taken in by thoughts of losing myself in novels, the sweet merging of the fly among the webbing, seduction and hypnosis and predestination and choice and the will to the aesthetic moving through me. There had been nothing else to do. The bubbles drifted in their shoal but did not leave. I looked at them and, if possible, they looked at me. I was or was not being invisibly digested, my thoughts were or were not a part of a glow-worm process of reading and writing. After who knows how long surrounded by the shoal two things happened. The great bell sent out two gentle vibrations or pulses. I felt them, but they were not meant for me. Then the pink-red light flickered, rapidly but not regularly, blinking a Morsean syntax for several seconds. These actions had the combined effect of gently disbursing the proto-bells. They floated outward and upward like a fleet of children’s balloons all released at once, as we were warned not to do as refugee children on the one occasion we got them, the visit of a dignitary to the island, photographers and better food than normal and the dignitary’s stiff, boxy suit and perfunctory handshakes with a few parents and words 167in passing with us, hoisting up a baby or two and, yes, actually kissing them on the head, and there was one little boy in particular, not much younger than me but who I still thought of as little because he was, very, a strange little boy who one might not have expected to thrive, either in the camp or the world outside of it, he did not seem meant for this world, with massive eyeglasses that took up half his face and magnified his eyes, you would think he would be unpopular even here among kids who had nothing, who started from a level baseline of nothing, but you would think wrong, we loved him, he became at first a mascot and then in a quiet way our leader, our boy king, because he said what we all were thinking. His name was Iqbal Masood. So when the dignitary came in his shiny suit to shake hands and lift babies and chat with us, smiling with expressionless eyes like a shark, just another of many sharks literal and figurative circling the island and waiting for us to show our soft and edible parts, we made sure Iqbal was in the front row. We knew the dignitary’s people would be disarmed, feel sorry for him, underestimate his powers. He bent down, the dignitary, shiny suit pants tight against his legs. Cameras clackered like cicadas. ‘What’s your name, son?’ ‘Iqbal Masood.’ ‘Pleased to meet you, Iqbal. How did you enjoy the luncheon today? Some mighty fine grub, yeah?’ The dignitary changed his voice for that last question. We supposed he was referencing some catchphrase or commercial that was famous on the mainland before we were born. Years later, Madina Tunyaz, a friend from those days, suggested to me that he was attempting the dialect of his third-generation immigrant constituents on the mainland, who came from a different part of the world than most of us in the camp, and who didn’t speak like us because their families had been living on the mainland for so long. ‘He just saw brown faces and that part of his brain revved up,’ she wrote to me. In any case, he asked Iqbal about the food. ‘They only gave us that because you’re here,’ Iqbal said. ‘Normally we get food in a bag. They microwave it. It’s for soldiers, which is why it has a soldier on the bag, and also why it is high in fat and protein. But they knew you wouldn’t like that.’ The upturned ends of the shark’s mouth faltered. He wanted badly to move on to the next child, but there was no next child – we’d made sure of that. The cameras clicked and crept in closer. There was no escape. Like 168the sword fighter who knows he has made an irrevocable error that in about fifteen seconds will be fatal, he grimly stayed the course. ‘But aren’t you glad to be in this safe, clean facility? Surely it’s better than what you had to deal with before.’ ‘No,’ Iqbal said. ‘This is like being dead.’ He was perfectly calm, as if correcting the spelling of a classmate who kept mixing up i and e. The shark shuffled through his databanks. A man like that could never concede an inch, not in public, especially not to the likes of us, and he must not give this impudent child in huge glasses another chance to say something that would be dissected all day on the internet. ‘It’s a wonderful day,’ said the shark, ‘and it was a pleasure to meet you, Malik.’ He clapped him on the shoulder and turned away, hands outstretched to make some concluding remarks to the room before getting the hell out of there. But Iqbal wasn’t finished. ‘He got my name wrong,’ he said, to the cameras now. ‘My name is Iqbal Masood. I told him that. And he didn’t say anything that made sense when I told him this is like being dead.’ Cameras love stars, and Iqbal was the star in this room. ‘They give us food for soldiers but every day they search our rooms for weapons. Last week they broke my pencil sharpener. I was saving it for when I can go to a real school. So are we soldiers or not? Are we in jail or not? I think they want us to hate them so much that we don’t want to go to the mainland anymore. But they also say we can’t go anywhere else. So what’s it all for? I think they want us to go to the mainland, get in trouble because we hate them, and then get sent back here forever. It’s the only thing that makes sense.’ As the cameras filmed, the dignitary made a backdoor exit. That night, Iqbal made the news on the mainland. The shark and his party were already on the outs with the media and the public over there for reasons that had nothing to do with us. White people’s business. Something about taxes. Typical theatrics in an authoritarian multiparty government really run by the military. Had the shark and his party been on an upswing of popular support, as they were the year earlier, or had the shark belonged to a party the media and public thought well of at the time, they wouldn’t have shown the footage. The bagged rations for soldiers were quickly phased out and replaced by meals from the same catering company responsible for food in the mainland’s prisons. This food was also terrible, but in different ways. Later I learned that many 169shares in the catering company were owned by the ceo of the country’s largest private news broadcasting service. We had achieved a mere lateral move that enriched people who did not care about us. Still, the shark was demoted to the backbench at the next cabinet reshuffle. It was felt he had shown a lack of discretion and should be punished. Not for presiding over the bad administration of the refugee camps, however; simply for publicly losing his nerve. We never met his successor, or any other important visitor, until the day the helicopters came. But Iqbal Masood had been on television. For us that was a triumph, no matter what came after. I remember now what I meant to say about the balloons. They gave us each a white helium balloon at the luncheon. Later, after the dignitary hurried away and the camera crews began to pack up their equipment, the guards suggested we go have a run around outside. Before we did, we received some instructions from one of the social workers. The social workers did not live full-time on the island. They had a two-weeks-on, one-week-off arrangement, so we never fully acclimatized to each other as we did even the most awful guards, who we hated with intimacy, as if they were the favoured and we the unfavoured siblings in an abusive family. We knew what made the guards sweat, and how to make them afraid, and even how to make them cry. The social workers we hated in a different way. They wanted to be our friends, join in our games. They were beneath contempt. The social worker on that day, a blond woman wearing the half-moon glasses fashionable on the mainland at the time, urged us not to release our helium balloons outside. ‘All right, kids. You’re going to have a nice run about. But don’t let go of your balloons. Tie them to your wrists or something. Because, remember, we live on an island. When the balloons come down again, they’ll go in the water, and they’ll look like something good to eat to the fishies! And the turtles, and whales, and sharks ... but it will make them sick! And we don’t want to make the fishies sick, do we?’ We pretended to listen. In some vague sense for us at the time, and much more clearly later, it was notable, this extra care for animal livelihood from one whose job it was to soothe and spy on human beings languishing on an island, soothe us so we would not trouble them, an unrealizable goal, so in effect she was just a spy, the adults saw through her so quickly that she only ever met them in her 170office with guards attendant, mandatory meetings ostensibly for their welfare, but any admission of illegal acts or intention to harm self or others or past or present or intended membership or association with a censured group or individual must by law be reported to the proper authorities and we all knew it, and so why this exaggerated care for endangered life that was not ours, it rubbed me the wrong way, despite my truly having nothing against turtles, fish, whales, etc., for on the day we got our balloons we bore a grudge, and as soon as we got outside we did not run around as instructed but instead looked to our leader, Iqbal Masood, first to congratulate him for his wonderful showing against the shark, to cheer him, embrace him, but second to learn what we must do next, and with the same casualness with which he had spoken to the dignitary, a casualness that among us was so often the engine for the truest and funniest things he said, he told us, ‘We should let go all our balloons at once. That way they won’t know who to blame. And it will kill all the sharks around the island, and we can finally swim out of here.’ We laughed for a long time. You would have to have been there. Iqbal had been leading us in jokes about swimming off the island for months, devastatingly funny to us because although it was impossible the guards warned so sternly against it. The sharks were their favourite warning. Black-silhouette figures waved desperately from the mouths of white-silhouette sharks on posters with angry red lettering in twelve languages. So we laughed until it hurt. We must also have felt unconsciously that in killing off the sharks around the island we would be striking at the shark, the dignitary, though we didn’t call him that yet. That came later, after we reconnected and recounted the stories from that time. Anyway we wanted to hurt the man responsible, and any real sharks or fish or whales or turtles were collateral damage, so we counted to three and all let go, and later, yes, I felt guilt for what I’d done, late at night in dreams I saw turtles choking on white rubber they thought was jellyfish, I did not have the heart or the stomach for the ruthlessness our circumstances asked of us, but I kept it secret and suffered alone through my dreams, and as we released them all at once they floated upward, together at first as if guided by a common principle but drifting, in time, away, one might go off on its own or a couple or triple, the couples and triples travelling a little 171ways with their own microgravity until they too dispersed, all were breaking off and saying goodbye, we were still laughing down there on the muddy grass surrounded by walls, but with sadness now, for ourselves, for each other, Iqbal Masood was our leader but how could a boy like that fare in the wider world, without us, and how could we fare without him, placements on the mainland and the lands beyond were determined by a complex calculus, like a lottery but less predictable, the old woman with the sick eye had been placed quite quickly, there were pockets of fairness among constant unfairness which kept us all on our toes, none of us were certain we would all stay together after the island, and so now on the sea floor of sick-eye world as the proto-bells rose up all together and started to drift apart the same way the balloons had, the way my friends had, the emotions of those times returned for me, the story of Iqbal and the sharks, I have not said what happened to him and I will but not yet, let us stay on the sea floor for now, which at last we were leaving, my bell had rung out and flickered its semaphore, whether it carried any message to the ancient cousins seemed impossible to say, perhaps these floating nervous cells were the Swimmers’ library, their archive, their bookshelves, their data banks, or some ritual or ancient drama was reenacted, or it might merely be the message every animal understands, ‘Please kindly get out of the way.’ But it had a logic and a beauty, the patterned flickers, the deep vibrations, as whalesong does, I could never believe that the varieties of whalesong and birdsong and beedance meant nothing, mindless filigrees on top of function, and I suppose it has been my curse, always, to thirst for something more, even now having seen things that to my knowledge no other person had ever seen, unless they had seen it and kept silent, but as the compass of my knowledge had widened so too had my ignorance, there is some famous axiom to this effect, the coffin of honey was now as vast as galaxies and the honey itself cosmic-oceanic in mass, I was a speck, an impurity in the golden syrup, and at the four far edges of the coffin legions of yellow bees in black arm bands, my cortége, danced the funeral dance, they had eleven or twelve moves and combined and recombined them to the utmost number of permutations possible, which is if I am not mistaken in the trillions, and they hummed like bagpipes just before they pick up the melody, and 172then to my astonishment they picked up a melody, in microtones, I never knew which note would come next or which combination of moves, and they saw in their dancing and playing the way forward to higher orders of combinations, the combination of combinations, the combination of movements with sounds, my funeral in the coffin of honey would last for infinity, never mind that bees too must die, new bees were being born all the time, and the bees who died each joined me in the honey, whose mass was itself expanding, as were the four walls, which were glass in my mind, so that the walls did not appear as walls, and also so that the boy killer in the diving bell and the boy killer not long after embalmed in sweetness had superimposed, he was exploring a golden infinity, for if I were in here and the bees were in here then why not him, too, and if him why not everyone, everything, all exploring golden infinity which is golden ignorance, perhaps meeting in ignorance and infinity but perhaps not, it was my funeral but I was swimming and perhaps among the heavy bonds of gold my hand would brush a wing, as a fin may or may not have brushed the bell, it was my funeral and the bees’ and the boy killer’s and everyone he had ever killed and everyone else’s as well, my hand on a wing, my hand on an antenna, my hand, perhaps, on another hand. I wanted to tell the fate of Iqbal Masood and I will not tell it all now but I will tell you this, that some time after his triumph over the dignitary and the replacement of our bagged soldier food with cooked prisoner food, several months after, probably just before the cabinet reshuffling in which the shark was demoted to the backbench, Iqbal’s family’s number was drawn, surprising no one, it showed us what we already knew, which was that they could have found places for all of us whenever they wanted, the waiting was just how they preferred it, and we heard that our leader and hero Iqbal Masood was to go with his family not to the mainland as we all one day expected for ourselves but to another country, one which was generally considered even better than the mainland but had been too difficult for us to reach, and to a town where immigrants of Iqbal’s mother’s background, an ethnic minority within their home country, resided in great numbers, and moreover a town with a special school for pupils like Iqbal, which would allow him to ‘grow to his full potential in a supportive environment’ was the language in the letter – ‘gifted’ I 173remember it said – and the director of this special school, which normally charged astronomical yearly fees to attend, had been so impressed by the ‘detailed, glowing’ report from facility social worker Wendy Coogan, msw, that in a charitable gesture he had promised to grant Iqbal a full scholarship for the duration of his studies, it was an incredible, once-in-a-lifetime offer, the best anyone had ever gotten in this place, one Iqbal’s parents would be fools to refuse, and that of course is why they made the offer, why the social worker with the half-moon glasses had written her report, they wanted to get rid of the boy who caused embarrassment to the cabinet minister and held an unacceptable level of influence over the other youths in the facility – when they were afraid of us we ceased to be ‘children’ and became ‘youths,’ or worse, ‘youth,’ uncountable – Iqbal was a boy who would surely continue to annoy them as a man, and so they chose to smother him in honey, entomb him in sweetness, he would be neutralized in a way that made them look wonderful, I have been saying ‘they’ because in a sense it was their whole society that wanted this and would bask in the magnificence of their charity, but it must have been the shark who pulled the strings, one of his last acts before the reshuffling of the cabinet, his revenge on Iqbal, a revenge that even his opponents in the media and the other parties would consider sound, they did not want the annoyance of a boy like Iqbal either and even if the minister was an embarrassment and a dunce he was nevertheless one of them, which is why I say ‘they,’ the shark wanted it and they wanted it, and Iqbal’s parents were delighted, I saw tears of joy on his mother’s face, his father smiling wider than he ever had in this terrible place, but Iqbal himself knew what was happening and told his parents so, he told them they must refuse, that it was a trick, that his friends needed him here, and he must go with them to the public housing bungalows on the mainland, even if the whole group did not stay together he would surely end up with some of them, and they could protect each other and not lose sight of the facts, the truth about the society that kept them on this island so long, but his mother cried, and his father called him an idiot, and so when he came to us later with the letter it was grimly, but still with the clarity and flatness we had come to love, and he told us what we must do, in the time that remained and after, and it is insane but when I 174read years later the end of The Brothers Karamazov, where Alyosha gives his speech to the children, it was that day I thought of, we were iron filings in a grey halo around Iqbal’s magnetism that day, grey of near-mourning but not quite, we were too angry to be simply mourning and we had too much to do, ‘we must study,’ he was telling us, ‘we must study everything we can about the people who put us here, about what happened to our home countries, about tactics and strategies and weapons and history and subterfuge,’ it all came out in a rush, ‘when I get to that school they will flatter me and tell me I am special and I will not believe them, I would be nothing without all of you and I will be, I will be a militant nothing, a hardened and sharpened nothing, we must study, and own nothing, and employ no one, we must not please the ones who put us here by failing over and over and going into their jails for petty crimes and get-rich schemes and we must not please the ones who put us here by succeeding the way they want us to, by becoming smiling good examples, if we go to jail it must be for our struggle only, our struggle against all of this, all of these things that should not have happened.’ If this all sounds too eloquent to have been said by a thirteen-year-old, even an odd and precocious one like Iqbal Masood, know that I felt it even then, like divine inspiration, we would talk about it afterwards as though a spirit moved through him and found his words and arranged them in the right order, it was like something in a book, it was glow-worm words, but it really happened, I saw it, and at the end of his instructions to us our faces were wet with tears, and Iqbal’s too, we were seeing him for what we hoped was not the last time but we couldn’t be sure, and he was coming up to each of us now, gripping our hands and saying our names, ‘Madina Tunyaz, I will never forget you; Malalai Khan, I will never forget you; Christopher Melkonian, I will never forget you; Claude Ratsimamanga, I will never forget you,’ he came finally to me, ‘I will never forget you,’ gripped my hand in his tightly and almost indiscriminately, as though my fingers were so many pencils, but I was not upset, it is the right way to grip someone’s hand in the heat of the moment, and having told this to each of us there was a moment or two of awkwardness because Iqbal still had an hour before he must leave properly, on the charter plane that ferried the social workers back and forth, they had barely given Iqbal 175and his parents time to argue about it and say goodbye before taking them away, it was all part of their strategy, and yet it was still in some sense too much time, there was an hour left but we had made our emotional goodbyes already, and against my will a sad song came to mind, against my will because, although there was nothing wrong with the song, we’d learned it from a social worker, not Ms. Coogan with the half-moon glasses, another one, Ms. Glass, whose gimmick was singing and guitar, a song from the mainland beyond the mainland, the little junior mainland, which the people who came there first had sung to one another, after the cataclysmic arrival of the people who came later – a cataclysm they prevented from being total by means of guns, trenches, ambuscades, and cunning; I am sure one day Iqbal would have studied what they’d done just as I did – so it was not an ancient song but a new song, with words in their language and not in their language, eventually known to the world, and recorded by the world’s famous singers, a farewell song about going away over the sea, and its title was ‘Now is the Hour,’ which always seemed more pathetic and plaintive to me than, say, ‘now is the time,’ ‘now is the moment,’ because there is a special pain to time clocked and measured, to knowing how little is a second, a minute, especially when each one brings you closer to something you do not want to happen, an hour for saying goodbye, at once too little and too much, if we had a day it would have been better, or even fifteen minutes, an hour was all wrong, the gaps that over a day would have been as natural as breathing would be excruciating torture over an hour, each gap was precious time wasted, the passage of time is all relative and in giving us an hour to say goodbye they had done something terrible, he had already gripped our hands and given us our instructions and now we had an empty hour no one knew how to spend, I thought perhaps we would all hold on to one another and sit quietly, and when only minutes remained set to our emotional farewells again, but Iqbal did not sit quietly, he reached the very last of us, ‘Jeevan Kulkarni, I will never forget you,’ and then looked at us all, blinking and almost stunned, and said, ‘Remember what I told you,’ and ran off in the direction of his family’s room, and just before he reached the doorway from the courtyard we heard him sob, it was the worst sound I have ever heard in my life, but it 176showed us that he was still just a boy, and we understood he must spend that last terrible hour alone or with his parents, in part because he had wanted us to remember him a certain way, a way I am not sure his sob tainted or rather underscored, he put a kind of punctuation on everything with that sob, but I also think he left early as a small rebellion against time itself, against the pain of the clock, he was taking his revenge on the hour it had now become, of painful parting brought about by the people who make cataclysms, who make languishing, who came to the junior mainland and gave cause for the people who had survived by means of guns and ambuscades to sing to one another goodbye before journeys across the sea, it had been soldiers of these people going off to the First World War who sang it or had it sung to them, and now too Iqbal was in a sense being drafted into a war, he was being drafted into a war with himself which he might well lose, and as painful as it was for our hour to be cut short his revenge against these people and their hour was perfectly explicable, and as the door closed behind him and he was a shadow now behind the darkened glass in the corridor that led to his parents’ room, my fingers still smarted, Iqbal had gripped them hard, and it was the feel of a hand on my hand that I had wondered, as I swam in golden ignorance in the bell that was growing endlessly, in the glass-walled coffin of honey, if I might ever feel again, or if it was too late. Infinite space might mean infinite distance from anyone else, and therefore infinite loneliness, but it may also mean infinite nearness, proximity, communion, all of us interred together like terracotta soldiers, no, that metaphor will not do, the terracotta soldiers are always packed in there together for someone else’s benefit, the hollow subjects of an imperial vanity, and I meant something else by nearness, communion, more like the atoms in a star, the angels on the head of a pin.

There is nothing else to say about my time at the bottom of the planet of the sick eye. I saw what I was meant to, and the bell flashed its message or its warning to the proto-bells, and at a time that seemed to be the right one we rose up slowly to the surface. As before, I had plenty of time to think things over. Why had I been the one to see this secret Swimmer homeworld no one else had? Perhaps I had not been the first, others had seen it too and stayed silent, or had seen it and not stayed silent but had 177not been believed. If some had not stayed silent perhaps I could find them, or they me, and together we would be believed. Perhaps. Would it matter? What difference would it make, knowing that the Swimmers, the bells, the interdimensional will to the aesthetic that read us like books and sang us like songs, came from some distant sick-eye world, and huddled at vents on the sea floor, and flashed a message to medusoid proto-bells? Would we be any closer to unlatching our collective mystery, our ever-withdrawing problem world? Would it meaningfully better even a single individual human life? I was thinking too much like a philosopher. This whole time I have been speaking too much like a philosopher, unless you who may read this are a philosopher, in which case you will surely find all I have been saying somewhat off, and really this has always been my problem, I am too much and not enough at once. I have spoken of latches to tease or destroy, but I have never spoken of appropriate things going into their appointed places. I have spoken of problem rooms and how to shuck them like safes, subtle or brutal, but I have said nothing of keys. Philosophers doubt, fear, and damn keys. This does not make them any less real. Scientists believe in keys. Scientists can point to the things they have done and seen only after a key was found. The splitting of the atom was a key. All the more reason for philosophers to doubt, fear, and damn keys. And yet keys are keys, and a key opens at once a room that the barbarian tantrumist or luxuriated honeysuckler will spend eons smashing into ever-tinier pieces, spinning into ever-finer gilded threads. A key is a key, no matter how you get one. The facile images of Newton’s falling apple, Archimedes’ dripping bollocks in the streets of Syracuse, have truth in their way. Answers sometimes come to the scientist for free. And so perhaps the bells, at play like crows with shells or silver, had in fact been playing with a key, had so to speak dropped it in my lap, and though I myself was no scientist perhaps I could give it to one who knew what to do, some expert in medusoid minds who would decode the flashing lights and pulsing of the Swimmers from the far, frozen sea. Humans and Swimmers might speak. Perhaps the Swimmers would explain themselves no less diffidently than Varughese had: ‘We wanted to see what you were.’ Perhaps they would then retreat, somewhat ashamed, as if a naturalist were to learn just what the birds and bees had 178been thinking of him as he watched them mate, eat, lay eggs. Or perhaps they had higher designs, knew the secrets to a world of peace and plenty, and all we needed to receive these gifts was to reach out to them in the right way. Many people had hoped for this. But this assumed so much. Perhaps their design, if it really was an aesthetic design, an aesthetic will, would disrupt us, change us, in ways not for better or for worse. The absolute transport of the perfectly lateral move. Yet it did not seem quite lateral. It seemed more like the journey of the Wise Man of Chelm, Shmendrik, who leaves Chelm for Warsaw, only to find instead another Chelm. It is really the old Chelm, because he went in a circle, but he does not know that, so he acts like it is new. There is violence to such a circle, but also a certain exhilaration in coming around again afresh to where we were. I remembered Iqbal Masood, and the vow we made, how I have lived it and not lived it, I have lived it in my study and my poverty, I have owned nothing and employed no one, I have lived it by not succeeding and not going to jail for something stupid, but I have not lived it insofar as the rigour of my study, the purity of my life, have not led me to continue the struggle we promised to continue against those who did what they did to us. I became embalmed in the sweetness of my study, the traplines of books, like a catechumen stuck on a step. And the bells read me like a book and showed me who they were, where they came from, and reminded me of who I was, where I came from, and perhaps they were playing with a key, but I had mixed my metaphor before, when I said they played with a key that they dropped in my lap. Because I was the thing they were playing with, and so therefore the key had to be me. I could be a key and an agent of things we may know as a science. This was what all of us had known on the island, in our hateful proximity to the guards whose basest fears and urges we knew like the tides. This was what Iqbal had been telling us. But I forgot the science. We all did. It happened to us, each in our way, after what happened to Iqbal. What can I tell you? He was a blisteringly prodigious student at the gifted school in the distant country, and by his late teens an integral member of an underground party in the town. But his behaviour concerned the ones who watch youths like Iqbal. In his last year at school, at eighteen, he was compelled to have weekly meetings with a therapist. A conversation 179with this therapist on the morality of revolutionary violence – which we who knew him best are convinced was conducted calmly, philosophically, and in the abstract – was sufficient cause for this therapist to identify him as a ‘threat to self or others’ and call the police. He fled the session. Within twelve hours he was dead. The government of the distant country never dignified those of us who loved him with an explanation. Of course we tried to get one. Iqbal’s party and his friends and other refugee youths in town raised hell in the streets for months. Those of us in other countries tried to do the same. Many went to jail. But they never told us anything. And in fighting for them to tell us how he died we were no longer fighting them as them, as the people who’d done what they’d done to us. We were fighting for a thing that once would’ve been the bare minimum of decency. A thing they’d decided never to do again. And in fighting them for one thing, we made them legitimate, and real. Those of us who managed to stay out of prison lost heart. All that was left was our purity and our study, and they inexorably enfolded me. I came to believe in the beautiful unlocking of latches, the crude smashing of dials, rather than myself as a key to a new science. Myself, yes, but only with the others, in infinite nearness. As I thought these things, the faint and distant light of the surface began to reappear above me. I saw better now what I had to do, how intimately related it was to a true science. I saw it but I was raw. I was as raw as I was on the day that Iqbal grabbed my hand, roughly, like my fingers were spindles, and told me by name that he would never forget me.
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Procession of Memories

Those few books he took with him on his trampings through France, Spain, or Morocco included a series of topics with no visible link to the political causes he supported: the Merovingians, the French Revolution, Homer, Suleyman the Magnificent. I remember having a long conversation about Abelard and his reasons for translating the Quran.

Now I think that all of this accumulation of disparate pieces of information was a necessary prerequisite for the writing of the work in which he would distill the sum total of his knowledge and experience.

– Juan Goytisolo, ‘Genet y los palestinos’
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From Rev’ 44: The Year the World Began

By the Calders-Edibiri Collective

A publication of the All-Commune Federation of Swimmer Studies Clubs (ac-fssc)

1126 days afs

Every day brought new tvaps but no answers. Newsfeeds unleashed an ambient rain of conspiracy-driven lunacy. A farmer shot a water tower. A wastewater treatment technician shot a farmer. The Myanmar Air Defence Forces shot down their own cargo dirigible. Stock markets turned volatile, with deleterious effects in those parts of the world that still had one, or lacked Chinese-style capital controls. Precision lens stocks were up, if that mattered. Airline stocks were down, because what if you hit one? When a short-haul passenger jet fell out of the sky in Ankara, whispers of alien intervention were only silenced when the black box confirmed pilot error.

By the second month of sightings, all those people who’d bought precision lenses began reporting that the Swimmers had a preternatural ability to avoid oncoming aircraft. Airline stocks rebounded slightly. But the world’s concerted scientific efforts had borne little fruit, and many people were still reluctant to make long-term plans.

‘Why aren’t the aliens telling us what they’re doing?’ asked the women’s world welterweight boxing champion, in audience with the Coptic Pope.

‘Maybe if we listen properly to the people who went with the aliens, we will see they have been telling us the whole time,’ said the Coptic Pope, adjusting his glasses. His idea of performing Mother Courage for the aliens hadn’t worked out, but he was undaunted.

‘You mean a code?’

‘I mean listen.’

The United Nations watched these developments in sober contemplation from its headquarters in Hong Kong. It was on a long 183upswing in global importance that had begun when atna formally withdrew its membership forty years earlier, in protest at the admission of the All-Commune Council as a full-status member – ‘They aren’t even a state! Not in the Westphalian sense!’ atna’s last ambassador, Nashville ’burb-country sensation Trake Krumbauer III, had fumed in his parting address. The General Assembly now passed a resolution tasking unesco with a worldwide tvap informational tour, meant to calm the fearful and pique the interest of those who professed not to care. The original, high-profile tvap passengers could reassure everyone that they were not aliens, just ordinary people; that nobody had to go into a spaceship if they didn’t want to; and that nothing bad would happen to anyone who did. Then the Seventeen Quartets could play their music, often cited as evidence of the aliens’ altruistic, if artistically impenetrable, intentions. It must be said that unesco’s executive board was not uniformly thrilled to comply, and several members expressed concern that atna or its proxies might endanger the vips. The whole thing hung in the balance, even after the executive agreed to restrict the tour to the better-behaved un member states. It was only following a lengthy speech by the board’s newest member, the Indian applied physicist Dr. Vivek Das, that the plan was finalized and the emails sent on their way.
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Neyyattinkara and Chenkal

Kerala, Republic of Bharat

63 days afs

Just like every other afternoon since receiving the unesco email, Varughese looked at it, contemplated a response, and did nothing. They wanted him to go on a three-month tour of many distant cities. ‘Unthinkable,' he considered replying. ‘Too many people depend on me here.’ Yet a part of him still hungered to meet others who’d gone through what he had – not just meeting a Swimmer, but all the toilsome human nonsense afterwards. So he looked and contemplated and did nothing. Any day now they would try calling him instead, and that would be quite awkward.

As he thought this, the phone rang. Not unesco. Of all people, the Sarpanch of the Gram Panchayat of Chenkal, a village just southeast of Neyyattinkara. Chenkal had voted Congress in the last election, and the Sarpanch, Varughese recalled, was a god-bothering prig who refused to grant May 1st parade permits, forcing the local trade unionists to mill about in the village’s ugliest and least accessible public park. He had also banned 8th Pluviôse Rising Day celebrations altogether, citing the negative impact on tourism and public safety.

The Sarpanch came in hot on the phone, without pleasantries. ‘Some whites are worshipping my Shiva Lingam,’ he said.

‘Oh,’ said Varughese.

The Sarpanch kept quiet on the other end of the line. Varughese vaguely remembered that the Chenkal Shiva Lingam was perpetually disputing some kind of world record with two towns elsewhere in India, who measured their lingams according to different criteria.

‘The world’s largest Shiva Lingam,’ Varughese ceded, finally.

The Sarpanch sighed. ‘Not largest. Tallest. But please don’t press me on this. I am in dire straits. The whites won’t go away.’
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‘Perhaps they thought it was the conning tower of a nuclear submarine,’ said Varughese.

‘Listen ... I wouldn’t have called you without a damned good reason. They aren’t breaking any laws, but they’re making people ... uncomfortable. Certain things they say are quite offensive, and not just spiritually. Things that would get even your Marxist blood boiling. You will see what I mean.’

‘I wasn’t aware I’d promised to pay them a visit.’

‘They’re obsessed with ufos. If anyone has the power to shift them, it’s you.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Varughese. He had a sudden idea. ‘The public housing complex on Vattavila Road. The one they want to bulldoze for a hotel.’

The Sarpanch groaned. ‘It’s chock full of your voters.’

‘Deny the permit. Let those poor people stay where they are. Promise me this, and I will talk to these strangers.’

‘You sneaky Red bastard. Fine.’

[image: ]
‘Sat chuh yew guh. Sat chuh yew guh,’ chanted the whites.

Twenty-five blond, healthy-looking young people encircled the 100-foot, jet-black Shiva Lingam, holding hands. As an ex-boilermaker, Varughese had a hard time not thinking of it as a grain silo. The whites, in loose-fitting yoga athleisure wear and billowing paisley trousers, looked fresh from the ashrams of Rishikesh.

‘What are they chanting?’ asked Daya, barely containing her laughter. Officially she’d come along as bodyguard, but really just wanted a look.

Varughese strained to listen. ‘Maybe ... satyug? The golden age.’

The Sarpanch, a disdainful man of fifty, watched the chanters with his hands on his hips. Four local policemen flanked him, scratching the backs of their necks. He nodded to Varughese.

‘They’ve been at it since early morning,’ said the Sarpanch.

‘Chanting?’ asked Varughese.

‘They meditate too, and do yoga. And break for meals. If anybody wants to go inside the lingam, they let them. It’s not a protest; they told 186me that emphatically. They say it’s worship. And they say some other things. It’s those other things that are the problem.’

‘Is there anyone in charge?’

The Sarpanch pointed out a tall, wiry woman in her early thirties. ‘I think that one. She speaks the best Hindi, anyway. They don’t speak Malayalam. Permit me to introduce you.’

‘My Hindi is quite bad, Sarpanch,’ Varughese said.

‘Worse than your English?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I have a little Hindi from studying and a lot from movies. But my English is the opposite. So my English is worse.’

The Sarpanch conducted Varughese and Daya to the woman at the base of the lingam. She dropped hands with her neighbours and called out instructions – not in English, not Hindi, either. The other whites stopped chanting to stretch, drink from water bottles, and murmur amongst themselves.

‘Excuse me, madam,’ said the Sarpanch in Hindi. ‘Here is the man himself.’

The woman looked at Varughese as though she had expected him all along. She made the Anjali mudra and gave her name, which was hard to catch – something like ‘Yuhttilagrostyn.’

Her Hindi was indeed quite good. She said she had been at the ashrams for three years. Varughese’s Hindi was merely passable, so they filled the gaps with English words everybody knew, though she was not a Hellolander herself; she seemed Swiss or Swedish, Dutch or Danish, with a strange kern to her vowel sounds, like they were sliding on ice, and they slid and skidded as she said they had come down from Rishikesh to venerate the world’s tallest Shiva Lingam, just thirty minutes away from where Varughese had encountered the ufo, and was he aware that all lingams are the same shape as that craft, albeit turned on its end? Thuleans, she said, ley lines, the Knights Templar, Atlantis was in the Indian Ocean, Rama was an alien, and Shiva, Shiva above all, the Vimanas, he knew them, yes? – it took him a moment, vimanam in Malayalam generally means airplane, but she intended something from the epics, flying cars and floating palaces of gold, chariots of the gods, she said, and in his yellow notebook wrote Erich von Däniken to look up later. They built the 187pyramids, she said, and were the true source of the Aryan culture of North India, for godlike white aliens had come and mated with Indian women, thus Northerners’ fair complexions, ‘almost like mine,’ she said, not like ‘down here,’ and she gestured shamelessly at his and Daya’s brown faces as though she hadn’t said anything wrong. He had been polite at the beginning but now she had about five seconds left.

‘Of course the truest Aryans are not Indians,’ she said, ‘they are the Thuleans of Hyperborea, up by the Arctic Circle of my country, not like those reindeer herders there now, no, they were golden haired and civilized, and their blood flows in my veins – ’

Varughese stopped her. Three years at the ashrams developing a credulous mythos of racist rubbish. Far too long. A plan rapidly formed in his mind.

‘What did you say your name was again?’ he asked. ‘I would like to connect you with some initiates to assist in your spiritual studies. Please write it!’

Right under the name Erich von Däniken, she wrote Götilda Gråsten.

‘Oh my,’ Varughese said. He wiped his brow and staggered backwards, open-mouthed, eyes rolling.

‘Okay, machane?’ Daya asked.

‘Never better,’ he murmured, in Malayalam.

Götilda swayed on the balls of her feet, moving her hands as though she was pulling an invisible ribbon out of Varughese’s forehead.

‘What I am about to say,’ he whispered, ‘I have not told another soul. Your name was revealed to me ... While I was away.’

She moved closer, still unwinding the invisible ribbon.

‘Because,’ he continued, ‘all is as you say. Lord Shiva did arrive in a vimana from the stars. And there is a place, known only to true initiates, where his union with a fair princess of the north has long been foretold. All that was missing was her name. Until now.’

‘Where?!’ She was still now, and very close. Her breath smelled strongly of aniseed.

‘Not far. No further northwest from here than the Golden Beach is southeast. These three places form an isosceles triangle. A sacred shape.’

‘Very,’ she said. She was no longer blinking.
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‘The name of the place is sacred too. Soma Beach, in Thiruvananthapuram.’

‘Soma: the ritual drink of the Vedas.’

‘Yes. I knew you would understand. You and your followers must go there. Immediately. Await further instructions. They will not be long.’

Götilda summoned her acolytes. They gathered up their yoga mats, loaded them into a black minibus, and drove away.

[image: ]
Back in Neyyattinkara, Varughese phoned a contact working a mid-level post at the Thiruvananthapuram Port Immigration Office. So-called Westerners and their money were typically all but immune from the penalties of the visa overstay, but the contact was a good Party member and Varughese expected he’d make an exception. He spelled Götilda Gråsten’s name over the phone, pausing to describe the dotted a, the double-dotted o. It was as he suspected. She had come from Sweden three years earlier on a sixty-day tourist visa.

‘Now,’ Varughese said, ‘before you tell me your department is overburdened and underfunded, I sent them to Soma Beach. You know, just down from your office.’

His contact promised the deportation process would begin apace.

Varughese then looked up Erich von Däniken, a Swiss-German serial fraudster whose books had claimed, in so many words, that all the great non-European civilizations had been built by aliens from outer space. Von Däniken’s most famous book, Chariots of the Gods?, was largely rewritten by his editor, one ‘Wilhelm Roggersdorf,’ – a pseudonym of Utz Utermann, who previously edited the Völkischer Beobachter, official paper of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party from 1920 to 1945. Utermann maintained a column in which soldiers of the Wehrmacht mailed in humorous anecdotes from the front. He also edited the official magazines of the Hitler Youth and its female counterpart, the bdm.

‘Myru,’ Varughese thought. It was Nazis all the way down.
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Hyrcania Kolkhoz

27th Pluviôse, Revolutionary Year 44

63 days afs

On the projection room screen at the Wheel, a podium stood on the seashore. It was after C. V. Kutty’s sound check, but before the arrival of Varughese. Cinematically speaking, an understated improvisational hypervérité of wind, clouds, and clipboards.

‘Sixteen,’ said Thaira, from seat number 16. ‘Supplemental?’

‘Sure,’ said Mana, the Selector, calm as a pilot from their recliner in the centre of the room.

‘Wood-grain analysis of the podium. Similar-image search of likeliest manufacturer and model number.’

‘You got it,’ said Mana. Colours raced and stuttered behind the heavy black wraparound sunglasses covering the top half of their face. In a moment, the information blossomed on Thaira’s seatback touchscreen.

‘Are you kidding me?’ said Haris, from seat number 8. ‘That is phenomenally uninteresting.’

‘Don’t be a landlord, baby,’ said Thaira. ‘Podiums hold up half the sky.’

On the big screen, a functionary tightened a red silk scarf that threatened to blow away.

‘Speaking of sky,’ said Haris, ‘I want anything meteorological that’s relevant. Emphasis on relevant.’

‘Eye of the beholder,’ said Thaira.

‘I don’t editorialize,’ said Mana. ‘Bad for my blood pressure. I’m giving you everything. Soraya, how are my vitals?’

Soraya, one of the two Attendants required when a Selector was plugged in, took her eyes off the projector’s instrumentation panels and glanced at Mana’s vitals. ‘Small spike just now, Comrade Selector,’ she said. ‘Boris, maybe give them a drink?’

Boris, the other attendant, raised a straw to Mana’s lips. He had hot 190and cold compresses at the ready, and a pharmacopeia of anti-inflammatories, analgesics, and muscle relaxants. He also had a mild anxiolytic, but if he administered it he had to write a report, and he hated writing reports, so he just made sure the Selectors were well hydrated.

‘Thanks, Boris,’ said Mana.

‘As for you two,’ said Soraya, ‘you know how hard a job Mana has. Don’t make it any harder on them.’

‘It’s all right, Soraya,’ said Mana. ‘I get it. It seems like a fascinating hobby. Like ... birdwatching.’

Thaira opened her mouth, but Boris and Soraya’s expressions made her think better of it. She aimed a whisper eight seats down the row: ‘The only one of us that’s birdwatching is Forough.’

‘Speaking of,’ said Haris, inclining closer, ‘where is she today?’

‘I’m not sure,’ said Thaira. ‘I know she was trying to convince her new comrade in sweat to come along. Jiayun. As a kind of belated birthday present for herself.’

‘He didn’t seem too interested in Swimmers. Bet he forgot the date.’

‘Probably. But she says she wants him to understand –’

Boris cleared his throat. Haris started flicking through expanded radar maps of cloud movements down the Malabar Coast, zooming in on that famous place where the Neyyar flows into the Arabian Sea. He ignored Varughese praising the Golden Beach restoration project to skim through weather data, while Thaira took notes with her carpenter’s pencil. When the Swimmer appeared over the water, they both put on headphones.

‘Eight,’ Haris said. ‘Supplemental. Individual frames of this sequence. Zoomable.’

‘Sixteen,’ Thaira said. ‘Supplementals. Audio isolated with adjustable playback speeds.’

‘Eight. Supplementals. Scrub the audio of ocean noises, shouts, wind, anything Varughese says, any bird or animal sounds, camera operator sounds ... ’

Trace of a smile on the visible half of Mana’s face.

‘There are no camera operator sounds, Haris,’ said Forough, coming in from the back of the room with Jiayun close behind. ‘That’s partly why she’s so interesting.’
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‘Sixteen. Pause until Comrade Birdbath finds her seat?’

‘Way ahead of you, Thaira,’ said Mana. ‘Though “Comrade Birdbath” doesn’t sound very nice.’

The screen froze on Varughese singing ‘The Internationale.’

‘Yeah, Thaira,’ said Jiayun. ‘Why do you call her that?’

‘You’ll see,’ said Thaira. ‘Wait until the intermission.’

‘It’s not the intermission,’ said Forough. ‘It’s the main event.’ She took seat 27 at the back of the room and turned on the touchscreen. Jiayun took seat 28.

‘Let’s resume,’ said Boris, ‘You can continue your ... comradely discussion later.’ He applied a cold compress to Mana’s cheek as Soraya resumed the playback.

Varughese sang. In just a few moments, the Swimmer would open its door.

‘Sixteen,’ said Thaira. ‘Supplemental. Zoomable frames of the upcoming sequence.’

Forough laid a hand on Jiayun’s arm. ‘Thaira is obsessed with the door.’

‘Why?’

‘Because she’s a carpenter.’

‘And what’s Haris obsessed with?’

‘Atmospheric pressure. Aerodynamics. He works on the wind turbines.’

‘Ah. And what are you obsessed with?’

‘You’ll see.’

The camera followed the Swimmer up into the sky until the clouds swallowed it, then returned seaward to frame the shoreline and open grey sea. Forough adjusted her posture. Haris squeezed his eyes shut with a constipated expression. Soraya, still half watching the vitals, grooved to a music only she could hear. Boris smiled at her and pointed to Mana, who had fallen asleep. Thaira stood up and announced she was going to find a toilet.

‘Is it over?’ Jiayun whispered.

‘No. We’re getting to the good part.’

‘What’s Haris doing? He looks ridiculous.’

‘Listening to the stratosphere.’
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‘Oh. And what are we doing?’

Forough traced a Phoenician 𐤔 in the air: ‘Shhhhh’
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The sand on the beach in the video was a golden sand, pale golden, a wheat-coloured sand, a chaff-coloured sand. Sand of honey, sand of bread, sand of patinated bone, sand of the spots of the Persian leopards occasionally still roaming the hills above the commune. Forough had seen one sleeping under a holly bush once in the middle of the day, sick or dying, she guessed, from the shallow rise and fall of its chest in the scattered light under the holly bush, and she’d left feeling guilty in a formless way. The sand nearest the camera was dry and dimpled by the wind, cratered by fleeing cadres, and the sand further from the camera wet and flat and elastic like a hide beaten by the water, a thing Forough knew firsthand because the kolkhoz kids had gone to the Caspian seashore at Anzali with their playgroups, big noisy flocks pointing and looking at everything, their guardians scrambling to keep them together, a ‘motley configuration,’ that Oregon scholar-spy had called them in his ridiculous book The Rhizomes of Credo, meaning raised in a non-nuclear way, with biological parents and sometimes their other partners and friends sharing the work with the capable old people, related or not, and it was mostly the old people with them on the day Forough was thinking of, her first time by the sea, their parents were working, except for her friend Ajwan’s mother, their teacher, well, she was working too of course, but here with them, and Forough’s own mother was neither working nor with them, she was sleeping alone in a room tight with aragh-sweat somewhere else in Anzali, she had not even offered to join them when she learned they were coming, and they came down to the shoreline and, yes, it was quite a lot of water, inland sea or no, and at first Forough was afraid, she stayed on the dry part of the sand, until Ajwan took her by the hand and ran laughing with her right up to the waterline, Ajwan the intrepid, almost a 194sister, who left the kolkhoz as soon as she could as an International Volunteer, but that was all to come, for the white bubbles popped around their shoes, the wet sand pulled at their soles as they raised them, like lifting an upside-down cup off a wet tabletop, and when Forough saw it would be alright she slapped the wet sand as the wave receded, and it tensed up as though alive, as the sand must also do on the Golden Beach in Pozhiyoor, a different sand, for Anzali’s was darker, the dark of thunderclouds, of graphite, of sealskin, but at the place where the water touched them both sands must behave the same, like a living hide or an upside-down cup on a wet table, precisely because what made this our world and not some other world was that like things behaved alike, wet sand on beaches thousands of kilometres apart, you would not find a beach on which these particles in motion behaved differently, all other things being equal, which held for our solar system, our galaxy, our presumably infinite universe. Or had held, before. The Swimmers brought it all into question. Certainly they could behave differently, could come and go as they pleased with scant regard for Isaac Newton and his laws. Yet in a way the whole twentieth century of physics had kindly cleared the way for such an upset, and Forough, a non-physicist, not even a scientist, had followed the story of the unseating of the Newtonian cosmos with an increasingly eerie feeling, each new stage opening the door wider for the Swimmers’ arrival, for relativity was eerie, and the curvature of space-time was eerie, the background radiation that suggested the rapid inflation of the universe was eerie, an inflation that if true would entail not just one but an infinite number of inflating universes, a whole wash of bubble universes like the foam that had swirled at the soles of her shoes, and perhaps no more consequential, and – most eerily – to the denizens of each individual bubble their universe would appear infinite, but to another observer hanging around in the cosmos outside the bubbles (where exactly?) they would all seem finite, and it was somewhat unbearable to consider these things, even when explained by the genial authors of old American popular science books, who to her taste always seemed insufficiently shocked, insufficiently horrified, how could they know these things and, say, pick up their children from soccer practice, although such nonchalance had been general for a long time, in the face 195of even smaller-scale shocks and horrors, but yes, the news from these calm explicators had been eerie and somewhat unbearable, and the further she followed it the worse it became, learning that even bubble universes, while still adhering to the same laws of nature, might have completely different physical constants, Higgs fields, electromagnetism, gravity, and so be unrecognizable to us, let alone habitable, and quantum physics made it even worse, and the string theory which had attempted to bridge relativity and quantum physics made it worse still, and now we were in the territory of braneworlds, landscape multiverses, Calabi-Yau spaces, interdimensionality, and here one genuinely could start speaking of the possibility of different physical laws, if such things can be imagined – a universe where there is gravity only sometimes, a universe where time flickers like a failing lightbulb, a universe without entropy, where objects at rest do whatever they want, where matter can be created, where energy can be destroyed, where anything that can be destroyed can be recreated, where daughters give birth to their mothers, where light is a liquid, where the sea is a language, where souls can be weighed on a scale like a heart in the Book of the Dead. Forough could not stop now as she watched the waves, the ideas were budding off her and each other like ginger roots, coral polyps, tumour cells, she was making world systems in the palm of her hand, or the palm in her mind, as the poem had gone, and here so was she, at the edge, budding worlds and blowing them like the bubbles that had snapped under her shoes, and the only way any of this made sense was for this thing, this pearl, this smoothest pebble or prettiest shell on the shore to have achieved the commerce of worlds, to have gone beyond the edge of space to another edge, another world, but how it could have done this was incomprehensible, impossible, and when her meditations landed her on the essential question of how – or was it why? – she felt depleted, the whole thing no longer eerie but melancholy, the melancholy of defeat, and in her melancholy she returned to what was before her eyes, these videoed waves, each their own, their white curds against dark and bright bands of wet and dry golden sand, and now finally one more thing came into view along with the water, the sky, the sand, a moment that could still reliably cause the sufficiently meditative to gasp – a bird, beating hard against nothing with sturdy long wings and nearly 196hovering, head down, a piece of ordnance, a loitering munition, until it gave a strange shiver and dove, orange beak like a missile tip, wings in a Phoenician 𐤔, shhhhhh, and smashed into the water, came up empty, no tell-tale glitter in the orange scissors, and did it all over again. And again. And again.

‘That’s a Caspian tern,’ she whispered to Jiayun. ‘Isn’t that a wild coincidence? Given that we’re right by the Caspian ourselves?’

‘So?’ he whispered back. ‘They’re migratory. They’re everywhere.’

But privately, in her own meditations, this bird was white-hot with meaning, but a meaning she could not know, and as it smashed into the water over and over and came up with nothing it seemed to be mocking her, and yet also comforting her, finally mirroring her in her drive to do something again and again with nothing to show for it, or not finally, no, because in one last sense beyond finality it had nothing to do with her, it was just a bird, or rather had no more to do with her than anything else, and in this place beyond finality and with the bird’s indifference in her mind, the true meaning of this silver pearl from the space beyond space appeared to her, almost, as it had happened before, this almost-appearing, there was something to this moment, this sequence, the true lesson or answer or nature of whatever it was, and now here it was, she meant the literal thing, the Swimmer, the fifteen minutes were over, and it returned over the waves and it hovered inches above the sand as it had before and it opened its door in an unseeable instant as it had before and Varughese stepped out as if off a train and surveyed the empty beach, the blank podium, and lighted finally on the camera operator, so that it looked like he was staring everyone in the projection room right in the face.

‘My God,’ he said. ‘Have you been here the whole time?’
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The lights came on in the projection room. Forough watched Soraya and Boris ease Mana into a sitting position, unlatch their sunglasses, and carefully lift the apparatus off their head.

‘Not so many bogeys today,’ Boris said.

‘No,’ said Soraya. ‘Thank God.’

Mana rubbed their eyes, blinked at the audience of four, and smiled, looking spent, relieved – almost serene.

‘We need to pack up and debrief,’ said Mana, ‘but they’re probably starting dinner downstairs. Maybe we’ll see you there?’

Haris, Thaira, Forough, and Jiayun filed out of the projection room. The club typically hung around in the hallway to chat after screenings, but Forough was reluctant to start. Even Haris and Thaira seemed more circumspect than normal.

‘I don’t get it,’ Jiayun said, leaning against a poster for an upcoming Jafar Panahi retrospective.

Thaira’s head darted in his direction. ‘Why not?’

Jiayun grinned, palms open, like he’d been caught sneaking sugar. ‘I just don’t.’

‘The most transformative moment in planetary history, and you don’t get it?’ said Haris.

‘Oh, I get that, as far as it goes,’ Jiayun said, ‘though I can’t say I feel particularly transformed. I think I even get your thing, a little, Haris. You want to know what it is. And Thaira, you want to know how it works. Okay. But I don’t get Forough’s thing at all. The fifteen minutes.’

‘I mean, neither do I ... ’ said Thaira.

Forough inhaled. ‘It’s ... durational cinema. Absent presence. The Wind Will Carry Us with no “us.” Hollis Frampton lighting a lemon like a 198sunrise on an alien world. The Color of Pomegranates foretold by yellow seashells washing up on the rocks in the Gulf of Alexandretta in Cilician Armenia in 1313.’

‘This is why nobody trusts poets,’ Jiayun said.

Thaira laughed. Haris too.

Forough narrowed her eyes. ‘Elaborate?’

‘I mean,’ Jiayun said, ‘the Mahdi or Jesus or Ahura Mazda could come down from the sky in a golden chariot and announce an end to suffering – Haris would call it a “transformative planetary event” – and all you’d be interested in is if his wheels “disturbed” the grass, or “parted” the grass, or “crushed” the grass, or “waved it aside”?’

‘Come on,’ Forough said. ‘If there’s a science to studying aliens, then why can’t there be an art? An art criticism?’

‘For a video of nothing.’

‘No, everything. Because the shot frames the world. The horizon. The beyond. Toward the end of those fifteen minutes I achieve a meditative state and get close to seeing something important. About the Swimmers. About poetry. Maybe even about Varughese. About why Varughese. When the fifteen minutes are over, that feeling fades, but I know it will come back. Like the tide. It advances a few millimetres further every time.’

‘Advancing tides are a bad thing,’ Jiayun said. ‘This is why no one trusts poets. You fall in love with images even when they don’t fit the purpose.’

‘Don’t tell me what I do or don’t fall in love with,’ Forough said. She realized she was balling her hands.

Thaira and Haris looked at each other.

‘I think we’re going to help cook,’ said Haris.

Jiayun looked as calm as always, which made it worse.

‘We’ll come too,’ Forough said.

[image: ]
Rather than speak to Jiayun as they waited for the elevator, Forough pretended to listen to Haris and Thaira argue about the sixty-eight distinct colours of the Swimmers who visited the string musicians. Thaira had an interpretation rooted in colour theory. Haris had an interpretation 199rooted in colour science. Their positions were irreconcilable, but they seemed to be having a good time. When she first met them, Forough assumed they weren’t friends, and she still couldn’t quite call them that. Occasionally she wondered if they were lovers, but that also didn’t seem right. They were something else: intimate but chaste, cruel but impervious to hurt, rude but oddly respectful. More like siblings.

As the elevator opened, she asked them what year they were born.

‘Rev. 17,’ said Thaira.

‘Rev. 16 for me,’ said Haris.

‘I see. And were there a lot of kids born on the kolkhoz then?’

‘There really weren’t,’ said Thaira. ‘Maybe eleven my year, and, what, nine yours, Haris?’

‘Eight. Jasbir is our age but he came later, after we all hit puberty, so he doesn’t have the Stain. That’s why you liked him so much, Thai.’

‘Oh, you burnt dog,’ Thaira said. ‘But yeah. ‘The Stain.’ That’s what we called it anyway, us Rev. 16, 17, and 18 kids. The incest taboo. By 19 and 20 there were just enough kids being born or coming from elsewhere to form separate playgroups, separate classes, and that’s when everything changed. I’m sure you and Jiayun don’t even know how many kids were born your year.’

‘Maybe sixty,’ said Forough, ‘sixty-five?’

‘Sounds about right,’ said Haris. ‘And I’m guessing you and Jiayun weren’t in the same classes much before age, say, eleven or twelve?’

‘Don’t look at me,’ said Jiayun. ‘I don’t remember.’

‘I do,’ she said. ‘No classes together in high school either.’

‘There you go,’ said Thaira. ‘You didn’t grow up with your spoons in each other’s soups, so you don’t have the Stain. Must be nice. Cuts down on the commute.’

No, Forough thought. She and Jiayun did not have the Stain, and that was why they could be together, but also why their disagreements hurt so much more than if they had spent their childhoods pulling each other’s hair. Hurt her so much more. Who knew how Jiayun felt.

The elevator opened on the cafeteria level. In the communal kitchen, the on-duty librarians delegated cooking tasks to several high school students, a couple of experimental folk musicians who’d been using the 200ground-floor atrium as a resonating chamber, and seven or eight of the obsessive readers who were there almost every night. The librarians put Forough to work slicing scallions and told Jiayun to wash parsley. They took up opposite ends of the counter and did not speak.
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The cooks laid out the food on a long table, peasant-style. Mana, Soraya, and Boris arrived bearing a couple of bottles of red wine. Compliments were given and rebuffed. Forough and Jiayun ended up with the librarians on one side and Mana on the other. Jiayun exchanged pleasantries with the librarians about the softness of the eggs, which he claimed were his favourite food. Forough didn’t know what to believe anymore. She turned her attention to Mana.

Like many Selectors, Mana had grown up elsewhere and come to the kolkhoz on assignment. From their accent, Forough thought they might be Tajik. They were tall, perhaps thirty-five, with long hair halfway covering their face.

Forough asked Mana what it was like being a Selector.

‘In the moment, you can’t think about what’s happening too much,’ they said. ‘You have a job to do. You have your Attendants, who also have a job to do, and you trust them, and you trust protocol. I’m afraid this either makes me sound boring or self-aggrandizing, like I’m comparing myself to a firefighter. But it’s the first thing you learn. If you get psyched out, it goes to shit.’

‘Like air-traffic controllers,’ Forough said.

‘Kind of, yeah. But they’re looking at an abstract representation of something no one can deny is real. Each little numbered dot is actually a hurtling aluminum tube filled with hundreds of eating, sleeping, farting, living beings. Whereas often I’m looking at things that seem real but aren’t. The necrotic phantasmagoria of the Undead Internet. The logical last putrescence of capital given infinite space to dream. I see babies born out of Mesoamerican clockwork wombs age on fast-forward into eighteenth-century Hogarthian sinners who shiver into frozen mincemeat in the eighth of the Eight Cold Hells. I see limbless lepers tortured by 201Cheshire cats-o’-nine-tails, nineteenth-century soldiers die of gangrene in McDonald’s ball pit play areas. The people look much like real people, and sometimes they call out to me in voices that sound real. They ask me to pass on messages to family or sing a hymn with them or recite the Shahada or hear their death poems. Many of the talking beasts and machine-beings also seem real enough in the moment, even though rationally I know talking beasts and machine-beings don’t exist.

‘But I also see things that are real. I see John F. Kennedy’s head exploding, Budd Dwyer shooting himself, Muhammad al-Durah hiding behind his father in terror. I never confuse the real things for fake things. I have a stranger reaction. The fake things have a different relationship to time, a different rhythm, a different syntax, because they are trained on the ravenous eyeballs of billions of users. In the toxicological sense. So everything is ethereal and flowing and pornographically detailed, whether it be the backlit filaments of long straight hair in the sunrise or the pyrotechnic spray of arterial blood. If you see that enough, you come to expect it of reality, too, even though reality is almost definitionally not like that. The real things, done to real people, with their ungainly rhythms, too fast or too slow, start to seem like poor special effects. This reaction disturbs me, because it suggests I am robbing the real world and real people of their dignity. I can’t think about it too much on the job. But it’s what I debrief about most with Boris and Soraya. The rhythm of life versus the rhythm of a financialized simulation of life. As a poet you must understand what I mean.’

‘I don’t know if I even understand poetry anymore, let alone life.’

‘No one understands life. You just have to live it. Probably poetry is the same.’

Forough nodded but said nothing.

‘Today,’ Mana said, ‘while I was cueing the Supplementals for your Golden Beach video, I saw them execute Elena and Nicolae Ceauşescu again. Did you know he sings “The Internationale” in the moments before they shoot? So via the ghoulish magnetic accretions and desire paths that make up the internet on the other side of the wall, your video, featuring a different man singing the same song, not as his last earthly act but as his first interplanetary one, in a gesture of peace and friendship, attracts 202that video like a dark brother. Maggots in the shape of a corpse no longer there. I talked about it with Soraya and Boris, afterwards. Ceauşescu was a corrupt opportunist who sold out the communist ideal to petty nationalism and woman-hatred and neglect. But before that, long before, he was a peasant from a family much like your Varughese’s. Someone who knew that for those of his class, that song represented the only true way out. And at the very end, that was what he thought about. It is a very heavy feeling. Heavier than tragedy, because there is no dignity to it. Often the algorithms and artifices commit to their thesis that Varughese and Ceauşescu, and by extension Romania and India, are somehow cosmically linked, and so they show me a picture of Ceauşescu sitting on a couch with Indira Gandhi, which is real, and then a picture of them getting married, which never happened, and then they tell me that in Ceauşescu’s Romania there was a craze for Bollywood movies, especially among the poor, movies like Procession of Memories, a film where someone sings a sentimental song and initiates the titular procession in the minds of its characters, and at first I don’t think that’s real either, but it is, and could that not have been happening in the mind of Ceauşescu in his final moments, a procession of memories brought on by a song, and isn’t that what your Varughese keeps talking about as well, with his pearls and his divers and his beloved teacher? Sometimes I must concede certain accidental strokes of profundity to the algorithms. It is the only thing that makes this work worthwhile. That, and knowing I am dredging up things that provide meaning to all of you, when I wade through the Hot and Cold Hells. Can you believe that what I do with the support of my Attendants, with my vitals monitored, with debriefings and counselling, and only for one year of my life, people on the other side of the wall do every day, absolutely unprotected, for hours at a time? For leisure and for work, which are poorly differentiated over there anyway. And they call us inefficient! You wonder how they get anything done.’

‘Why do they want to see such horrible things?’

‘They mostly don’t. But if they want to use their internet at all, they have no choice. And their entertainment-industrial complex has perfected the science of the ‘least objectionable program.’ It predates the internet. Long ago they discovered that television audiences knew television was 203terrible but would watch anyway, as long as they found something slightly less awful than everything else on. The hunt for something slightly less shit in a torment of shit is their animating life force. They are sharks swimming through raw sewage.’

‘It sounds exhausting.’

‘By design. They say our internet is censored, but it is simply not monetized. That looks like censorship to them. Whereas their torment of shit means that ideas don’t have to be censored. Just drowned out.’

‘And you’re going down in your deep-sea diving suit to salvage what remains. A plague doctor stalking the quarantine zones.’

‘Until my year is up.’

‘What will you do afterwards?’

‘Well. I really understand why you want to look at videos of nothing. Those fifteen minutes of waves. It’s peaceful and healthy. So I want a job that lets me stare in a silent place. I’ve heard they always need fire-watchers in the Pamir Mountains, in the shadow of Karl Marx Peak. It’s not too far from where I grew up.’

‘Isn’t that near where Sawyer and Shirazi died? The Wakhan Corridor?’

‘The designers of the Wheel? Yes. But that was on the other side of the river. And a long time ago.’
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[redacted]

I should have gone directly to a consulate after leaving Manu’s place, but I spent the rest of the day at the cove. I flung myself into the waves with no regard for good form, personal safety, or my board. If I was going to go out, I wanted it to be on the water.

I didn’t contact anyone at [redacted] until very late that night, on the satellite phone, in the soundproof basement of my Fort Kochi townhouse with a bottle of Chivas Regal and my loaded pistol in hand.

‘The crawler cell in the South Kerala Investigative Zone has been compromised,’ I told M[redacted].

‘Compromised how?’ She sounded bored.

‘Manu’s dead. I think his own crawlers did it on orders from Das. There’s a good chance they were passing information to the Intelligence Bureau the whole time. So I want to know if I need to get out of here, or ... ’

‘Get a hold of yourself. If you needed extraction, we would tell you. You thought your crawler cell was our only one in South Kerala? No. It’s the only one humint was willing to give you. If the cell was co-operating with Das, then it stands to reason the ib was more or less happy to tolerate your activities until ... when?’

‘When I asked for a list of fireworks enthusiasts.’

‘Yes. And then they told you to back off. Now we know their red line. Fireworks. For now. So keep doing everything else you’ve been doing, and don’t cross their line. Perhaps the line will move in the future. This is all very civil. Don’t tell me it’s getting to you ... ’

‘No. Of course not. Manu was indiscreet. They did us all a favour.’

‘Well, there you go. Listen. It may feel like you aren’t making any impact with the other things you’re doing. Allocating money. Making contacts. You may feel like you’re undergoing trials in the wilderness, but there is a whole ecosystem humming around you, and whatever you 205do, you play your role. So take a few days off. A week. Relax. Talk to your father. I’m sure he misses you.’

Trials in the wilderness, I thought. I’d written that in my journal two months earlier, when I was imagining what M[redacted] had in mind for me in this country. I’d assumed the Doctor and Professor kept her informed about my journals, but this was the closest she’d come to acknowledging it. And I should’ve guessed humint had other cells watching mine. Sometimes we have so many different crawlers operating in one place, for so many different departments and divisions, that they don’t know they all work for the same organization. A couple of times they’ve killed each other and been none the wiser. What I found harder to accept was that I might be only slightly better informed than the crawlers were. I’d been flattered, before, when Deputy Director [redacted] told me I was ‘a weather system,’ ‘a roll of the dice.’ Now I wasn’t so sure. I’d always referred to M[redacted] and the doctors as my ‘handlers’ without considering the word, but I considered now. It made me sound like a mad dog.
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On the evening of my first day of leave, I videocalled my father. He answered me at the tiller of the [redacted], the forty-five-foot sloop he took out nearly every day in his retirement. It was early morning stateside, and he squinted into the rising sun. He wore a blue cable-knit sweater. His light brown hair fluttered in the intermittent breeze.

‘Admiral,’ I said.

‘[redacted],’ he said. ‘How is it over there?’

I do not talk shop with my father. I keep it vague, as if discussing the clinical trials of a new pharmaceutical.

‘Things were developing,’ I said, ‘but slowly. They seemed to be developing much faster elsewhere. I tried to accelerate the pace, but I hit a serious setback they’re telling me I need to accept. I hate it. It feels like I’m shirking.’

‘Well, are you?’
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‘I don’t think so. I’m still ensuring the appropriate contacts receive the necessary direction and encouragement. But it is taking so long to see results.’

‘Rome wasn’t built in a day.’

‘But it was destroyed in one.’

‘Untrue. It took them quite some time to give up the ghost. See, [redacted], there are two ways to go about it: Navy and Air Force. And before you ask, the Army isn’t a way. Only a means.’

‘Go about what?’

‘It,’ he said. ‘Everything we do as a country, and as those who serve her.’

My father shaded his eyes to look eastward, his left hand still on the tiller. I could almost imagine he was some weathered Irish fisherman coming around at Dingle Bay, if I hadn’t known his cable-knit sweater cost as much as a used car.

‘I saw an Air Force man in a video last week,’ my father said. ‘A fighter pilot describing some ufos he saw over the Rockies on a routine patrol. He saw a white one and a black one, and he said they were flying in a way that suggested they were fighting each other. Or trying to. He claimed the ufos were really angels, and the white one was from Heaven and the black one was from Hell, and they had come down here to fight it out because we live in the end of days, and since the people getting whisked off by those things are not exactly good Christians it proved they were doing the bidding of the Antichrist, who he said was among us, but whose identity had not yet been revealed to him. It was all proven by Biblical numerology, he said, and that the Seventeen Quartets, being seventeen groups of four, were of course a reference to 17:4 of the Book of Revelation, or Apocalypse as we would call it, and he quoted from one of those Good News for Bad Readers type of Bibles, which take out all the big words and music and poetry in the version I have, which is the Challoner Douay-Rheims. Not that we are really supposed to memorize chapter and verse. That’s the priest’s job. But out here on the water it can be comforting. One moment ... I have it here: And the woman was clothed round about with purple and scarlet, and gilt with gold, and precious stones and pearls, having a golden cup in her hand, full of the abomination and filthiness of her fornication. Any idea who that is, [redacted]?’
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‘The Whore of Babylon.’

‘Right you are, [redacted]. Almost too quick on the draw there – you aren’t going Protestant on me, are you? Only joking. The Air Force man was trying to say the precious stones and pearls were the bad angels. Or whatever. This Biblical numerology business is the schizophrenia of simpletons. The inevitable downstream consequence of lay literacy. But that’s the Air Force way. The Evangelicals have run it for a hundred years and think they have God-given power to bring destruction from on high. But they don’t know jack shit. They need someone else to lace up their boots. Even the best of them are the midwit children of Bubbas, stringing together words they don’t know the meaning of: “We are taking fire from a firearms-armed individual.” Fire is all they know. Of course we need them, precisely for that reason, but we can never let them have it all their own way. They have no impulse control, no follow-through. Not like Navy men. We understand the ways of the world, the rhythms of global commerce, the meanings of wind and tide. We are ancient; they are brand new. And we know, in the ways they don’t, that maintaining dominion over the Earth requires us to understand the people we dominate. Perhaps even learn from them, as they must learn from us. “Lusotropicalism,” [redacted]. He who wants to pass beyond Cape Bojador must pass beyond pain. Under ideal circumstances, you run your empire the Navy way – but circumstances aren’t always ideal. The Navy way is flexible, therefore stable. The Air Force way is inflexible, therefore unstable. Water and wind, [redacted]. Put them together, and you’re sailing. The Air Force way is needed when we get too lenient, go native. They provide the appropriate shock to the system. But afterwards, when the fire is burned down to embers, the Navy must come in and set things right again. If you entrust everything to Air Force men, you get a damned Children’s Crusade. A suicidal march of sincere believers. They will hack apart all the subtle and secret things that look like “communism” to them, which were in fact all that was stopping the Reds from knocking down our door. I truly believe we lost our way, before – lost the West Coast, lost our beloved tropical islands, lost almost everything – the minute we let our former empire be run exclusively by literal and figurative Air Force men.’
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My father stared out over the cool dawn waters of Maryland. I envied him his sailing and his peace. In my townhouse in Fort Kochi it was night, and insects were kamikazically buzzing into my mesh windows, and the humidity clung to me like a second skin. Some people across the street were playing bad fourth-wave psytrance – the kind that sounds like a demon muttering positive affirmations while beating a pool inflatable with a rubber mallet.

‘I see what you mean,’ I said. ‘But which one am I? You’ve always told me I can’t be a Navy man.’

‘You are in a dilemma in this world, [redacted]. You’re right that you could never be a Navy man. You were too intelligent to be an Air Force man, too well-bred to be an Army man or a Marine, too dangerous for the Coast Guard or Space Force. But you had to serve.’

My father poured a black coffee, sipped it, and bared his teeth.

‘Your intelligence is a problem, [redacted]. It takes a steady type to manage being well-bred, dangerous, and intelligent. That right there is a Navy man. But you are not that. Your intelligence is like a squid’s intelligence, where you wonder what it’s for. Squids don’t live very long, leave no lasting trace of all those big smart thoughts they think. Don’t take it personally, [redacted].’

‘I don’t,’ I said. ‘You might be on to something.’

‘I know I am. I was watching a documentary about squids the other night. There’s one they call the vampire squid. Vampyroteuthis infernalis, literally “vampire squid from hell.” Scared the bejesus out of me. Jet black, red eyes, living in the deepest sea where there’s hardly any oxygen to breathe. Only in the tropics, for some reason. They have thorns of flesh on the insides of their tentacles, and the outsides are webbed together by a kind of floating silk. Largest eyes in nature relative to body size. They’re basically just eyes, brain, and optic nerve in the darkness, trailing a black cloak, startling their enemies with a bioluminescent goo they shoot from their insides. Then they dance around like they’ve got Saint Vitus’s. And that’s you, .[redacted] You’re down there in the tropic dark, seeing the things only you can see, blinding everyone with artificial fires, troubling the waters.’

‘That doesn’t sound so bad. What do they eat?’
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‘They eat shit, [redacted]. And dead jellyfish.’

‘Oh. Do jellyfish die young, too?’

‘Some do. But some can live forever.’
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unesco House

Paris, 6th French Republic

80 days afs

The invitees smiled and shook hands for the cameras next to the hollow wire globe in the courtyard of unesco House. They were then encouraged to mingle over light refreshments in a brutalist hallway, interpreters available on request. Thus commenced ‘Music Is an Intercosmic Language,’ a hastily planned unesco initiative featuring Varughese, Niobis Jacques, Andrew Riddell, and the Seventeen String Quartets, the first human subjects of Transit Via Aerial Phenomenon. At each stop on the tour, the Seventeen String Quartets would perform sections of their evolving interplanetary composition. The duties required of the others mostly seemed to involve receiving bouquets from children in folk costume and being fitted with traditional hats. Varughese was also assured that a Malayalam interpreter would be provided if he chose to make a speech.

The uncomfortable Western-style dress shoes Varughese had bought for the trip could barely find traction on the polished tiles of the reception area. The Quartets told him of their lives together in Aotearoa, days spent weeding, restoring creek beds, making music, ending their previous relationships, and divesting themselves of worldly goods. They related it beatifically, without a hint of stress. He supposed he was happy for them but did not know what to say, not least in English. Many of the musicians did not speak English well either.

‘Wonderful,’ he said. ‘Wonderful. I think so that what is happening is wonderful.’ The musicians beamed, but he wanted to kick himself. It was wonderful, but it was also like looking down from a great height. He scanned the long, windowed concrete hall for the Malayalam interpreter. Each interpreter not otherwise engaged stood under a paper sign, ordered alphabetically along the hallway: macedonian, malay ... His stomach 211dropped. Under the malayalam sign stood none other than Dr. Das. Which confirmed what Varughese had already suspected from his treatment in that windowless room in the isro basement.

Dr. Das made eye contact with Varughese across the hallful of milling attendees and nodded slowly, as if to say, ‘Yes, I know you know I am here to spy on you.’

Had coming here been a terrible mistake? He had wavered up to the last minute, only accepting when, one morning, he had woken up with the frighteningly strong conviction that he must. Varughese excused himself from his current conversation partners and scanned nametags for someone who might understand him better. A Sri Lankan flag caught his attention. It belonged to a woman about Varughese’s age with thick black glasses. Her name was Abheri. She played the viola.

‘Do you understand me?’ he asked, in his slowest and clearest Malayalam.

‘That is an interesting question,’ she replied, in Tamil.

‘I just mean yes or no.’

‘Which are not interesting answers. Nor are they the correct ones.’

Varughese sighed. ‘What is the correct answer?’

‘I understand four strings that resonate with inner voices. “Inner voice” means neither high nor low, which are “outer voices,” but also means something else it is my privilege to explore, in concord with three other explorers of four strings, who are outer voices, such that we four explorers of four strings each are ourselves the four strings explored by a greater exploration ... but when I hear you I hear only one string. I hear one string that is an inner voice whose concords must be sounded in a way I cannot help you to discover. Someone else can. Or someones. Your number may not be four. It may be three. Or billions.’

‘Why do you say “string” and “concords”? I thought those words on Golden Beach.’

‘Why should I not use them? Do they belong to you?’

‘I suppose they don’t.’

Abheri looked at her empty champagne flute. Varughese did too. They looked at it together for what felt like a long time. The dusk of Paris through plate-glass windows lit the finely cut crystal like melting honey.
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‘Would you excuse me?’ said Abheri. ‘I must refresh my association with the three outer voices. And also my drink.’

Varughese squeezed through the crowd, away from Dr. Das, toward two agitated voices at its fringe. A young man in a weathered suede jacket was berating an older man in a grey suit. The older man’s nametag identified him as a senior unesco attaché; the younger man’s nametag had the saltire flag of the Republic of Scotland. He was Andrew Riddell, the farmworker who’d been tvap number three.

‘Hoo monie times did A hae tae tell yes that A dinnae speik onie Inglis?’ said Riddell. ‘Fit A’m spikkin is ain o the offeicial leids o ma countra! An Inglis is nae. A ken Inglis weel eneuch tae hear it, bit A’m shuir ye dinnae onerstaun me affa weel, an A cannae cheinge it. Fit’s mair, A’m nae gonnae cheinge it. Yes needed tae hae a Doric interpreter.’

‘Please, sir, I don’t understand your accent,’ said the attaché.

‘It’s nae an accent! It’s a haill ither leid!’

Later, Varughese would have difficulty explaining what compelled his approach, beyond that he recognized Andrew Riddell as a core constituent. He smiled at the attaché and laid a hand on his arm. ‘I think so that this is my friend and I can be able to talk to him,’ he said.

The attaché’s greying eyebrows looked like two cobwebs suddenly borne aloft. ‘Be my guest, sir,’ he said.

In silence, Riddell conducted Varughese to two brass chairs with red felt cushions, their backs to the plate-glass window, which they turned to face the courtyard and the wire globe. With the sunset shimmering through its quadrants, it looked like a fishing net pregnant with dripping scales.

Yet Varughese no longer recognized the landmasses on the globe. As if sensing his confusion, Riddell began speaking, and the continents slowly drifted into more familiar shapes. He understood that Riddell wanted him to keep an eye on one small area near the equator, and he followed its inexorable tectonic journey northward to approximately 55° N, 3° W. He watched tropical jungles give way to glaciers, which melted, leaving behind a rugged territory scored diagonally from east to west by a great fault line. Strange – he already knew where this was going. He saw Neolithic hunter-gatherers and Iron Age farmers, Pictish engravings of salmon and sea-beasts, Irish monks writing in the green calm of the 213wood. He heard them calling to each other in sun and rain, learned the names they used for hills, for hollows, for river mouths. He saw the light come through the clouds over Mither Tap at Bennachie, laid his hand on an old wall in a country churchyard and knew where the stones had come from. He followed rushing burns and rippling firths, sheltered from the wind in crannogs and bothies. All of this and centuries more, until he understood that Andrew was asking if the space agency of his country had subjected him to any tests, and if they had bothered him any.

‘Oh aye they did that,’ said Varughese. ‘They were affa ill-tricket.’

Then he switched back to Malayalam and told it just as he would to his friends back home, knowing Andrew would catch the subtext – the Indian plate floating for fifty million years up to Asia from the Southern Hemisphere like a helium-filled elephant’s head, the Western Ghats flung up by the sundering of Gondwanaland, ancient Tamil-Brahmi scripts in the mouths of caves, centuries of trade across the seas, tanja-sailed catamarans to Java, the flowering of devotional music and epic poetry, Chinese nets from the fleets of Zheng He – and get up to speed. They discussed how upsetting the tests had been, no longer clear what language they were using. Varughese told of his time at isro in Bengaluru; Andrew explained that Scotland, a member of the European Space Agency, had sent him to esa headquarters in Paris. Neither man trusted the motives of those who had questioned them.

‘It’s aye a sair fecht, Andy,’ said Varughese.

‘ഞാൻ അംഗീകരിക്കുന്നു,’ said Andrew Riddell.

The last traces of daylight died out over the 7th arrondissement, making the plate-glass window a mirror of the reception hall. Varughese and Riddell became aware that someone had been standing behind them, perhaps for some time: a young Black woman in a jacket and skirt of a shimmering seafoam, the atna flag on her nametag crossed out with black marker, who did not look surprised to hear the Indian man speak Doric or the Scotsman speak Malayalam. In fact, she looked as though she had been following every word.

‘Bonswa, misyé,’ said Niobis Jacques.

Sixty-seven million years earlier, a volcano erupted in the Caribbean.
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Paris, 6th French Republic

80 days afs

In a loading bay underneath the Paris Marriott Rive Gauche, a conference hotel like any other, fifteen men and women waited in the light of a single roof-mounted sodium lamp. Some sat on stacked pallets, leaned on jack handles. It was almost spring, but still cold at night in the loading bay, so they beat their hands together or hopped in place for warmth. They whispered in the kwéyòls of Haiti, Guadeloupe, Martinique, Dominica, and St. Lucia, asking each other if perhaps Aimé, the security guard, had run into some trouble shutting off the camera in the booth upstairs. They were cleaners, servers, concierges at the hotel, and they were also members of several clandestine cadre organizations that had put aside their differences because tonight they had been promised a miracle.

It was four minutes past midnight. A police siren – close, if not right outside – dopplered around a corner with its cruel mechanical donkey wheeze. As the flat trochees finally receded, fifteen people exhaled at the same time. The other end of the loading bay, by the door, was without form, and void. Or nearly so. The solitary lamp cast thin tendrils out into the beyond, making it the kind of darkness that, not being total, seemed to swirl in its container like a slate-coloured gas. No one whispered now. If Aimé had any trouble he would have texted them. If Aimé had any trouble he would not have been able to text them. It was five minutes past midnight. If the police came they would not use their sirens. They would be exosuit gendarmes, with flash-bang grenades and laser sights, screaming obscenities and pushing faces into the concrete floor.

A fine rectangle of light appeared at the dark end of the loading bay. A strike plate screeched against a latch, and the rectangle expanded into a brilliant door. Four murmuring backlit silhouettes filtered through: Aimé unmistakable in his buoyant Okap patwa and three unfamiliar 215Antillean voices. They walked toward the waiting group, came into the light of the sodium lamp.

‘Alo zanmi,’ said Varughese. ‘Mwen rive.’ He was beaming, ebullient. Almost as he had been the day he returned from the other world.

‘Alo,’ he said. ‘Alo, alo.’
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Lagos, Federal Republic of Nigeria

94 days afs

The midday heat insinuated itself among the briny, umbrella-lined plazas of the Makoko Fish Market in Lagos, an alley-cat’s Valhalla of prawns and crabs and yellowfin glistening in sagging wicker baskets, silvery croakers smoking on round wire grills, vendors in kaleidoscope waxprints swapping common currencies of Egun, Yoruba, Naijá, and French as they weighed the day’s catch. Nobody batted an eye at three foreigners speaking a patois of their own.

‘I byen cho jòdi,’ Andrew said, fanning himself with a salmon-coloured pamphlet a street evangelist had thrust into his hands.

‘Are ye gaun clean gyte?’ said Varughese. ‘It’s nae sae bad at aw the dee.’

‘കൂട്ടുകാരെ!’ said Niobis, laughing.

They were two weeks into the tour. They had glimpsed Paris, Rome, Berlin, Istanbul, Damascus, and Cairo; mumbled platitudes to press corps; donned fezzes, Tyroleans, and Phrygian caps in the great staterooms of ex-empires. Always, from behind marble busts and grand pianos, Dr. Das watched, and probably listened. They’d even started checking their gifted bouquets and traditional hats for bugs. But today they had no engagements, in a city where they could disappear, so they was rinnin the eerans, leukin for partans for the bree. That is, they needed crabs for a soup Andrew promised to cook for them in his suite later, prelude to their typical evening entertainments: as Niobis read her poetry and Andrew played his guitar, Varughese would take out his yellow and green notebooks – the green one completely blank and the yellow one nearly so, save for the names Erich von Däniken and Götilda Gråsten – and leaf through them in strange expectation, as though they would suddenly fill with stories to share with his friends. Niobis and Andrew did not ask why he did this. It had simply become part of their ritual.
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‘Hey, you wan chop? Dis mgbe sweet no be small!’ cried an old woman selling fresh shucked oysters. She had three stools set up under an umbrella at a wooden bar, and pepper sauce and beer, and it was a warm day even if not truly byen cho, and the beer and the oysters were ice-cold. If she knew who they were, she didn’t care. Varughese swallowed the briny flesh, careful not to cut his lip on the fine shell edge; back home you bought oysters pre-shucked, and you cooked them first. There was a bucket to toss the empties, but he hesitated, held the shell in both hands, angled it toward the sunlight coming in between the flaps of the umbrella. It shone white, pink, teal, and silver. ‘നാക്രെ,’ he thought. ‘മുത്തുച്ചിപ്പി.’ ‘Mither o pearlin.’ ‘Manman pèl.’

Each language felt different, demanded unique faces, postures, plosives, and fricatives. They liked Kwéyòl for tenderness, Malayalam for metaphysics. In Doric they became like farmers watching a hole refill with water. They used it when they wanted to be blunt, to be funny, to rant at the stupidity of the world.

‘It cannae last,’ Niobis said, finally, as they stared at the oyster shell.

‘Richt eneugh,’ said Varughese.

No, it couldnae last. Sooner or later some salaried servant of a major power would put twa and de and randu together and want to study them again, monetize them, weaponize them, or lock them up so no one else could do the same. And by meeting in secret, at each leg of the tour, in loading bays and on rooftops, with members of proscribed revolutionary groups, the three of them were already violating a number of domestic and international laws. Each of them had spent more than enough time in windowless rooms – Varughese in Bengaluru, Andrew in Paris, and Niobis in Washington – windowless rooms which, unlike the Swimmers, would not loft them freely to other rooms, to other wonderful worlds, as even the spare room of the Party offices had seemed capable of doing for Varughese on days and nights alone reading Saravati’s old books under the picture of Naxal Varghese, the room lofting him over the deep green Western Ghats all the way back to the memory of the distant desert with two moons, but also forward to a shadow room where another self sat, sisterlike, and reached out a hand, the other self who would write or had written what he read in his mind that day on Golden Beach, shadow self, 218shadow other, sisterlike perhaps as his own true sister had been, ‘that loss beyond losses,’ he thought, on the stool in the Makoko Fish Market in Lagos with Andrew and Niobis, looking into an oyster shell, and he finally remembered why, on that restless day rearranging the spare room in the Party offices, he’d been so compelled to find that set of four blank notebooks. It was precisely those things he had read in his mind, on Golden Beach and on the planet, that he wanted to write down, things read as though he had already written them even though he did not remember doing so, which meant, of course, that he would have to write them down now, though he’d never found the red or the blue notebooks, only the green and the yellow, so perhaps the red and the blue were the ones he read from in his mind without knowing it, and perhaps they were the writing of the shadow self, sisterlike, or shadow other, or perhaps they had simply fallen down a heating vent, but no matter, he would use the yellow and the green, the yellow’s first page defaced by the names of two fascists, the green as empty and open as time, and what had been and would be written would be the string of concords that had led him from the salons at Saravati’s to the two-mooned planet free from value, and so much more, strings upon strings radiating outward in all directions, Pliny and pearls and ragas and ghazals and the bloodshot right eye of the man who’d slashed Varughese’s hands with a knife, and because the yellow notebook was already despoiled with the names of two lunatic Teutons he would use it for notes, ideas, fragments, false starts, outlines, rough drafts, and the green notebook empty as time would be for polished pages in proper order, and it would be special, like that book Saravati had insisted he read, nearing the end of his political education, the book by the old French thief who wrote, while dying of throat cancer, of how he came to love the people of Palestine, and wrote of living among them for years in their struggle such that it came to encompass everything he had ever known, every fleeting observation and erotic daydream and fragment of medieval history, as though in the months before his death he had decided to load up an ark as a present for the world and set it free on the black waves of his own oblivion, a keepsake urging the world to remember to live. Varughese knew it in the Malayalam translation as The Loving Thrall. He couldn’t recall the title in French. Following Saravati’s 219well-drilled precept to inspect the front matter, his initial reading elicited two shocks: first, that the book was Saravati’s own translation, and second, that she had dedicated it to him. When he asked her why, she merely smiled and showed her missing canines, as though he’d asked the silliest question in the world. He read the book again and again, especially after Saravati’s death, until he forgot it on the train to that hastily arranged secret meeting in Rajasthan. Maybe that was also when he’d lost the red and blue notebooks – who knew? He had never found the time to replace his copy of The Loving Thrall, but thought about it often. If he had any model for what to write in his green and yellow notebooks, it was that one. Not least because the old French thief had assembled his book while knowing he was soon going to die. Varughese did not know if he was going to die, but he knew he would soon run out of time. At least in the conventional sense. The string of concords that had grown inside him had told him so.

‘Tiohtià:ke is our first stop over the wall,’ Niobis murmured. In English, a language they mostly avoided. Yet it did have one advantage. They could speak it when they were overcome by emotion and wanted to stop their voices from breaking. She looked away from the others, held her cold beer bottle to her temple as she perched on the stool. ‘Almost two months from now. When we get there, I have decided to defect. The man I love is on that side, living on the ancestral lands of his people, and he is waiting for me. My friends, you should defect as well. From there, you would have safe passage to any commune in the world. Varu, you could go to that Red Thar you’ve talked so much about. Andy, you could finally see the Isle of Skye. I do not think the Communards would be frightened by what we can do. They respect the human being. The musicians say that in Aotearoa they are treated just like anybody else.’

Andrew nodded as though he had resolved to do the same long ago. ‘Varu, are you coming with us?’

Varughese stared at the oyster shell. Through the distortions of white, pink, teal, and silver, his reflection looked like it belonged to someone else.

‘I wish I could,’ he said.

‘Why not?’ Niobis said. ‘They won’t let you be if you go home. One way or another, living or dead, they’ll put you underground.’
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He thought the face might be Naxal Varghese, the boy from down the road who had died but not thrown his life away.

‘I am not going home, either,’ he said. ‘I am expected somewhere else.’
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Hyrcania Kolkhoz

28th Floréal, Revolutionary Year 44

154 days afs

Hey, Forough Hyrcania Pluviôse. Wake up – quietly, don’t rouse Jiayun again. It’s five in the morning. Wait for your pupils to widen in the darkness, rematerialize the wiry form of your earplugged lover, the flaking spines of your favourite paperbacks. You had another dream about backfilling graves on the beach in Anzali, about Nixon and Nicolae, Elena-Indira, your mother motionless in a sandpit. This makes it six times, but I know you’ll record it in the blue book anyway. You think the repetition is teaching you about sentences. You’ve tried long ones, short ones, simple and complex, with verbs and adjectives of differing timbres, never quite feeling like you’ve gotten it right. Maybe you are learning, but to me it looks like ... dysmorphia of the word. You fought off the body-hatred your mother wished on you, only to harbour your own homegrown terrorism of right form, somehow even more fundamentalist. Jiayun thinks that writing down your dream is making you have the dream, a typically ass-backwards proposition that might just be right. You’d never concede that, though. It’s been uneasy between you since you took him to the movies, getting worse now your bad sleep is becoming his. You don’t know how much longer this can last – this body sweating next to yours, that spare work shirt hung in your closet, these origami dinos on the windowsill, those walks in the rain, more sullen and half-hearted in direct proportion to the brightening spring sky. And little white chicken feathers turning up everywhere, even between the pages of your red and blue books. He says he’s not reading them, and you completely believe it. The feathers just want to be there.

Your mother cannot move, therefore cannot join the boundless human family of the dead. You cannot help her move because you are hung up on verb forms. This is the lesson of the dream, you think, in the gathering 222grey light, just enough now to see your notebook page. Hang, hung, hanged. In Farsi you ‘cut off’ the phone instead of hanging it up, which is no less executionary. Have you cut off your mother? Not quite. All these weeks of dreaming the same dream, passing days in restlessness, a silent possibility has bided its time, waited until now to name itself: you could go see her. Maybe it would quell the bad dream. You slide open your desk drawer as quietly as you can, find the railway timetable, hold it up to the window to read the tiny print in the rising sun.

The window is open a crack, and you smell the fresh winds of late Floréal, almost Prairial, the cucumber scent of borage flowers in the air. A V of geese drifts across the sky to Russia. Jiayun moans but does not wake.
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[redacted]

[redacted]

My updates from M[redacted] were less frequent now, my chats with the Doctor and Professor more gnomic, as if their attentions were elsewhere. Maybe my mission was winding down. Sometimes it worried me, but mostly I just went surfing. So much so that I considered ditching Fort Kochi and setting up at the southern end of the state. Varughese was away with unesco, and for the moment not my problem. Das was also on the tour, in mufti as a cultural attaché, which seemed like rudimentary gumshoe stuff and beneath him. Maybe the ib were more understaffed than I’d thought, or maybe they were cooling his heels after Manu was killed. For my part, I ensured that cheques to journalists and influencers and debating societies got paid, troll farms evaded ban attempts, and the crawlers in the North Kerala Investigative Zone – dependable, lunch-pail guys directed by a Jesuit priest – kept crawling. I felt like a synchromesh in a gearbox, quietly holding a complex multi-part operation together, my role restricted to slight, feather-touch adjustments of speed and intensity. I wondered if I might be promoted to something even more hands-off, especially if the uaps slipped into the background as a meteorological curio in the endless churn of global events. Maybe the top brass back home might make me Chief of Base for all India south of Bengaluru, subordinate only to the Station Chief in Delhi. This would mean the end of my assignment to Psych Division, but more power and less actual work. I would be failing upwards, but I wasn’t sure I wanted that. Squids don’t live very long, and I sensed I was useless without a mild daily risk of death.

Every night, at exactly 20:16 in the evening, I went down to the soundproof basement and tuned my shortwave radio to the 60 m band. This was the ‘cracked station,’ a frequency the ib and Research & Analysis Wing used to backchannel with atna intelligence. Most nights they had 224nothing to say but still made us jump through the hoops. I decoded messages like ‘hello manpreet it is ravi’ or ‘dear hellolander please tell my cousin jagdish in new jersey he owes me 2 lakh’ or ‘good evening darling aliens please abduct me from this punishment duty.’ At the start of my mission, when I was still going to dinner parties, a deputized crawler did this for me, but I no longer trusted any of them enough. Not even the Jesuit.

It was a nightly ritual of futility, like a wino playing keno at the mall. I had zero hope that the Indians would ever stop icing us out. Nevertheless, I got out a pencil and paper, the 2015 paperback Wisden India Almanack, ed. Suresh Menon, and plugged my headphones into my shortwave set. I listened for the interval signal through the static. A fuzzy snippet from an old Bollywood film song called Procession of Memories came over the shortwave. A jazz-funk wah pedal thing in the background, and a guy crooning something in Hindi. The Jesuit had told me that the song described an unexpected reunion between long-lost brothers – a criminal, a loafer, and a lounge singer.

The music faded and a female voice began reciting numbers in Indian-accented English: ‘Five, four, three ... six ... six ... six ... seven, eight, zero ... nine ... three ... two ... ’ She kept on like this for several minutes – a real message, not a sigint stooge phoning it in. Finally, the same bar of music faded back in, and the message repeated. Now it was decoding time. The first number, between one and three digits, was a page in the Wisden India Almanack; the second was the line number; the third was the word, counting from left to right; the final number, only used if a word couldn’t be found in the text and had to be spelled out, was the letter of the word, also counting from left to right. Flipping back and forth was a pain in the ass, but within two minutes I had the opening phrase:

Grias God

‘Oh, fuck off,’ I said. In Bavarian, ‘Grias god’ is basically ‘good day.’ Clearly Das was never going to let Bavaria go. Racing from page to page, I shakily transcribed the rest of the message:
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Grias God

tvapps possibly acquiring hyperadvanced linguistic abilities

v, nj, ar rumoured to be addressing cryptonard cells in

secret – import unknown, subversion likely

fears nj, ar will defect during imminent stopover in

montreal

v defection would be pr coup for us but appears less

probable

we fear he plans something bigger with alien help

moment is getting out of our hands

we will accept any price to regain it

even the surfer’s

[image: ]
Early the next morning, my treadmill run was interrupted by a knock at the door. It was the Jesuit, holding a single sheet of paper with twenty-six names, addresses, and estimated going rates.
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Anzali Soviet

4 Prairial, Revolutionary Year 44

160 days afs

Forough could not find her mother anywhere in the supportive housing complex for working adults, an airy square of low-rise apartments in the rebuilt postwar section of Anzali, close to the Caspian seashore. On the benches of the central garden, careworn men and women in middle age napped with their mouths open. All of them just a little older than the revolution, but none of them her mother. ‘The problem generation,’ Rabia once said, before chastizing herself for the indiscretion and going quiet the rest of the day. Forough hadn’t called ahead before visiting, nurturing a dark intuition they would tell her her mother was dead. She had entertained it all the way to Anzali, almost as a way to make it not true. Now it seemed like it was. Her mother’s usual spot in the corner of the cafeteria was empty, and the door that once read sorghul hyrcania thermidor now read nassim anzali messidor. She rushed to the supervisor’s office, finding a thirty-something man whistling along to a radio ballad as he watered a cyclamen in the window. She asked, a little wild-eyed, if a Sorgul Hyrcania Thermidor still lived there.

‘Sorgul Hyrcania? Not since I’ve been working here.’ He turned from the cyclamen and looked closer at Forough. ‘Unless you mean Sorgul Kordestani. Are you family?’

‘She’s my mother. If we’re talking about the same woman.’

‘Very probable. She had poems in her room from a daughter.’

‘Had? What do you mean?’

The man made a gesture like he was closing an upright piano with both hands. A couple of water droplets leapt from the tip of his watering can. ‘I just mean that she lives on her own now,’ he said.

‘Really. Is she doing better?’
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He pursed his lips. ‘I think she is doing about the same, but living alone suits her better. That’s my diplomatic answer.’

‘You don’t have to be diplomatic. She isn’t.’

‘Then I can tell you it also suits the other people living here better. She was not the easiest person to know. But from what her caseworker tells me she goes in to work when she is supposed to, keeps her house reasonably clean, and drinks in moderation by herself rather than to excess with other people, so we will call it a modest victory for the rehabilitative science of socialist fellowship and pray to God it stays that way.’

‘Is she eating, though?’

He loosed a small groan. ‘The nutritionist says just enough. But it could always be better.’

‘That’s familiar. But I had no idea she’d taken a pre-revolutionary name.’

‘She said she was robbed of her surname as a child. That she was found by other Kurdish refugees on the road out of Hakkâri, but she could only tell them she was called Sorgul.’

‘That’s true,’ Forough said. ‘When they got to Hyrcania the Kurds who adopted her gave her the name of our kolkhoz as if she’d been born there. It was supposed to be an egalitarian gesture, so no one would know who was Gilak and who was a Kurd and so on. I didn’t know it made her so unhappy all those years. So many things made her unhappy.’

The man nodded. ‘There is a whole generation just like her. That was the main thrust of her therapy, really. That she’s not alone. But it seems to have sunk in only halfway. You’ll see what I mean.’

The ballad on the radio faded into the melodic tanbur theme of the hourly news bulletin. Forough and the supervisor gave it their full attention. Communards were perhaps the last people on Earth with a Pavlovian response to the radio news.

‘Warm comradely greetings,’ said the voice on the radio. A woman’s voice, clear, but without the artificial elocution of broadcasting professionals over the wall. She sounded more like a vice principal coming in over the pa system. ‘I’m Akja Hazar Germinal and this is your Greater South Caspian Collective Radio 2 hourly bulletin. First, from Mexico City, 228early reports that Varughese, the Kerala state legislator who first made contact with the atmospheric anomalies known as Swimmers over four months ago, has disappeared while on a global unesco informational tour. This news breaks just one week after Varughese’s fellow contactees Niobis Jacques and Andrew Riddell defected in Tiohtià:ke. Local authorities claim to be short on leads. More details as the story unfolds.

‘Next, the Greater South Caspian Bureau of Climatology reports that the region may need to intensify efforts to hold back the salinization of agricultural lands in the Uzboy River Basin ... ’

Forough wished no ill will to the good people of the Uzboy River Basin, but could not contain herself. ‘Did they just say Varughese disappeared?’

‘I haven’t been following that saga, to be honest,’ said the man. ‘I take it you were?’

‘Do you mind if I sit down?’ Forough asked.

‘Of course not.’ He turned down the radio and sat opposite her, his fingers interlaced like a wicker ball.

‘I’ve had this recurring dream,’ Forough said. ‘It isn’t even about Varughese. It’s really about my mother. But his double is there. A dark double. Or a man the algorithms think is his double. Not our algorithms. Theirs. The other side. And Varughese’s been in my dreams many times before ... I don’t know why I’m telling you this.’

‘Do you know what I think you should do?’ His voice had changed. He was working now. Working on her.

‘What?’

‘Go see your mother. It’s true you may not be able to do much for her. But it’s more than you can do right now for a stranger on the other side of the world.’

‘That’s very annoying, you know. Sanctimonious. No wonder my mother couldn’t stand it here.’

He shrugged and unclasped his hands. ‘Don’t let me be the reason you don’t see her. I’d try the cannery first. It was a condition of her moving out that she take the morning shift. We thought it would cut down on her late nights.’

[image: ]
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Forough found her mother on the shore in cannery whites spangled with fish scales, dragging her gumboots through a foot of water without seeming to notice, seaweed trailing behind her like gutted videocassettes from a hundred years ago. Siren mother, singing her song of drowning in the blackness at the bottom of the sea. She had just finished her shift.

‘I spend my days gutting fish and my nights dreaming I am the fish,’ she said, as she kissed her daughter’s cheeks hello. The contact made Forough feel like all boundaries could dissolve between them. The visits often started this way, but always ended somewhere else.

They walked the shoreline, her mother through the water, Forough on the shore. As tidewater soaked through her canvas shoes into her socks, Forough tentatively told her mother about Qazvin, the poetry conference, Jiayun, her doubts about whether it could last.

‘I knew his parents,’ her mother said. ‘They were serious people. God forgive us and them.’

‘You talk about them like they’re dead.’

‘Yes, dead. They were with “Lightning” Lola Latifi at Ashgabat. The trap in the train station with the white phosphorus, when only sixty-three fedai made it out alive. “Her only defeat in all that blisteringly successful Central Asian campaign,” is how they taught it to us at school. Blisteringly. I mean. Your generation, I’m guessing, they told something different. Or didn’t tell you at all. But what this means is that your Jiayun is a child of war. Like me.’

‘His parents fought in their teens. They were like forty when he was born.’

‘They were forty and they were still those teenagers in the war and in another way they had been dead the whole time, just like they are now. So he is an orphan of war too. Also like me.’

‘I don’t think it’s the same. Your parents really were killed. You even remember the war, a little.’

‘I was three years old. I remember a lot. But the important thing is this: all war orphans are crazy. Without exception. It just comes out in different ways. You know the way I’m crazy, Forough. Tell me.’
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‘You’re not crazy, maman. You’re ... hurting. You have a right to be. The world hurt you.’

‘No. Crazy and hurting are not the same. I’m crazy. Tell me how.’

‘I don’t know what you want me to say.’

‘You never did. But one day you will uncover the ways in which your Jiayun is crazy, and it will hurt you, because that is all you know how to think about, who hurt who. Because you don’t know how to be crazy. Your father is the same. I thought, at first ... this big, strong, guy, younger than me, untainted by the war, by the world before ... he would, I don’t know, be good for me. But he is soft. And naive. Like you. Like all of you utopia babies born after the revolution. You don’t know what pain really is, and so you find it everywhere, and hurt yourselves like children playing with scissors. Except for Jiayun.’

‘Maman. You’re wrong. This is – ’

‘White phosphorus, Forough. That’s my sun. My night is the grave of three hundred Kurds shot for nothing by the side of the road, and one little girl who barely knows what being a Kurd is and doesn’t even know that although she is still breathing she is also dead, and will be dead for the rest of her life. Listen.’

She breathed in, deep, and stared out to sea. It took Forough a moment to realize her mother was reciting a poem. Haltingly at first, but regaining dominion over it with each line, so that by the third stanza she was almost screaming it:


I would unchain the feet of thousands of feverish stars

I would scatter the fire’s blood in the silent veins of the forests

I would tear the veils of smoke so that in the wind’s roar

the daughter of fire may dance drunk in the depth of the forests



‘Your namesake,’ she said, ‘whom you refuse to read. In calling you ‘Forough’ I thought, maybe, you would be my daughter of fire. That we would dance drunk in the forest. But I’ve read your poetry. You write like a grey little mouse lost in a library, drunk on binding glue. It’s no wonder they hated it in Qazvin. You are a daughter of paper. You would burn into nothing if you touched me.’
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Forough watched the water and cried, quietly. A solitary Caspian tern, far off course from the spring breeding grounds, circled the waves without chancing a landing, waylaid maybe by fluke frequencies from a shortwave radio. Thousands of feverish stars had been unchained at the feet, free to tumble drunkenly across the face of a world upside down, but the open mouth of the sea said nothing but shhhhh, it was pursed like the lips of the man watering his cyclamen and saying her mother was no better than before, and though the Caspian sparkled like coins she had no use for them, had never learned to swim, and the lost tern would not land, and no Swimmer would come to her, and Varughese was missing – in another room, the door locked – and Ceausescu sang ‘The Internationale,’ and everywhere, always, they were digging fresh graves.
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The Fifteenth Annual Festival of the Malayalam Ghazal
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Digbeth Civic Centre

Birmingham, England

October 30th, 1983

Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan sits cross-legged on the carpeted stage of an assembly hall. The stage before him is strewn with paper money. Now and then, middle-aged Sikh men in their best suits approach the stage and throw him more. Nusrat wears a cream-coloured long-sleeved shirt, a striped white and burgundy cricket sweater, loose white pants, blue socks, no shoes. At times while he sings he will grab one of his socked feet in a way that is at once deliberate and casual, as though he is an astronaut in his command module – adjusting, for the thousandth time, the lever that keeps him nourished, oxygenated, alive. Next to him, another seated man plays a harmonium. This is his younger brother. The harmonium resembles a chest, a steamer trunk, and the motion required to keep the bellows in operation makes the younger brother look like a travelling salesman constantly in the act of opening his case of samples, thinking better of it, and then opening it again. Everything is constant revolving ingress and egress, calibration and recalibration, heartbeat and breath.
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Mexico City and elsewhere

160 days afs onwards

One day Varughese was there, and the next day he wasn’t. Just a week after Jacques and Riddell defected in Tiohtià:ke. The morning the delegation was supposed to tour the ruins of Tenochtitlan at the Templo Mayor, he was late coming down for breakfast. Polite knocking at the door of his eleventh-floor suite turned impolite, and a concierge was enlisted to unlock the room. The security team, comprising both a unesco-appointed detail and local officers of the ssc cdmx, noted that the bed was unslept in, the windows were closed, all of Varughese’s personal effects were gone, and he had left an enormous tip for the housekeeping staff in several currencies, the unspent portions of his per diems over the last two and a half months. thank you very much i wish you best all workers of the world was written on the back of his previous day’s printed itinerary, and the unlocked balcony door prompted an unsuccessful search at street level. cctv footage merely showed Varughese returning to his suite at ten-thirty the night before. A rumour that this footage might be unreliable, spread among the unesco attachés, was picked up enthusiastically by the press.

The defection of Jacques and Riddell had already been awkward enough for unesco, and Varughese’s disappearance seemed to confirm the trip as cursed. The Quartets were booked for another month of performances, but the attachés’ morale had plummeted. Over the wall, Jacques and Riddell appeared on Communard media looking as surprised as anybody else. They said Varughese had been unwilling to defect due to other pressing engagements, but that he hadn’t indicated what they were. They also revealed that Varughese had entrusted them with two notebooks. The green one contained a hundred-odd-page macaronic Malayalam-Doric-Kwéyòl text called The Swimmer. The yellow had his notes, drafts, and crossings-out. ‘Have them distribute this book as they 236do it here, without money,’ he told them. ‘I understand people might find it confusing. It can’t be helped. Tell them I wanted it to be special, like The Loving Thrall ... ’ Andrew and Niobis duly oversaw the publication according to a standard Communard Artistic Commons Agreement. They even made an audiobook. Niobis recorded the Kwéyòl words from the home she now shared with her partner, the radiologist, and Andrew recorded the Doric from Skye. Daya recorded the Malayalam from the spare room at the Area Committee Office, with Sakshi playing producer and telling everybody to be quiet.

The number of people capable of reading the initial, trilingual edition was perishingly small. A Kerala-born, Aberdeen-educated cardiologist working at a hospital in Port-au-Prince read the book on her day off, and spent the rest of the week in a mental state akin to the surreal time dilations of her residency, when she had pushed her body to its absolute limits and the only thing keeping her awake was an autonomous inner monologue that ranged across centuries. ‘It felt like I had written it,’ she said to her husband. ‘At different times in my life, in different states of mind, from different poles of inspiration or boredom or despair. It’s just a shame the puns can’t be translated.’ It should be said that Andrew and Niobis tried their best, working closely with those rendering the book into the other languages of the world. Each time The Swimmer debuted in a new translation, the reaction was more or less the same: a confusion, a lostness, for those who did not find what they expected to find; for a much smaller portion of readers, who had entered the book with no expectations whatsoever, a certain uncanny consistency of response: ‘It felt like I had written it.’

As the months passed with no sign of Varughese, everybody developed their own angle. His Party officially maintained that he was languishing in an atna-affiliated black site, and held his parliamentary seat in absentia. His parents – very old, impossibly small – were interviewed for the Party paper. ‘First we lost our daughter, all those years back,’ they lamented, ‘and now, it seems, our son.’ The Party rank and file, however, struck a different tone. Some claimed the Swimmers had brought Varughese to their home world to receive instructions for the final victory of the working class and communism, choosing him because 237his Kerala was ‘the world in the world,’ and he himself ‘a strider of worlds.’ During the period when this talk intensified in South India, Varughese’s parents ceased to exhibit recognizable signs of grief. They became light, serene, and refused further interviews – even to the official Party press.

Interest in the Varughese case was hardly limited to the Subcontinent. The Coptic Pope, passing the summer in some leisure reading, called it ‘the most striking Mexican literary disappearance since Ambrose Bierce or Cesarea Tinajero.’ There was a lot of online guff about Aztecs and pyramids, lurid claims of cartel kidnappings that no longer reflected Mexican realities at the close of the twenty-first century. That was the old Mexico, not the confident market-socialist middle power of today. Yet the guff was irrepressible, as guff always is. Some said Varughese had been an alien this whole time, or a Sufi saint, an Ascended Master, an enlightened guru, an Occluded Mahdi, a Bodhisattva, an angel, a prophet, a time traveller. Some splinter sects of the Reformed Scientologists said he was a Cleared Theta Clear, or at least a very accomplished ot viii. A renegade group of Tongan diaspora Mormons in Provo, Utah, claimed he was both Tongan and Brigham Young, a thesis for which they supplied a complex etymological proof. He was the King Under the Mountain, the Emperor of Atlantis, a starchild of pure energy, an unstable tulpa of vibrating antimatter, King Arthur, the World-Spirit, the only human truly alive in a simulation or a dream. His clothes, his mannerisms, his balding pate and small moustache, all were studied and copied, even by people who would have nevertheless insisted they were anticommunists.

Haters and doubters said his disappearance was just deserts for his strange Red fraud (per the denialists) or karmic retribution for having brought Them to our world (per the intergalactic xenophobes), or some inscrutable geopolitical move by the Reds, or his true handlers the globalists, or his true handlers the Islamic fundamentalists, or his true handlers the Chinese, the Hindu nationalists, the Khalistani separatists, the Hellolanders, the decadent perfumed homosexual underground, the revanchist cybernetics industry, the revanchist petrochemical industry, the geoengineering lobby, the ecofascists, the primitivists, the accelerationists, the Basques (so said the infinitesimal types and tendencies of conspiracists, paranoiacs, wackos, and cranks). Cynics said that, bored 238of fame and with his unesco honorarium burning a hole in his pocket, he had simply run off to some secluded island to cavort with nude women with hairy armpits (you know how those Reds are).

There were, quite naturally, periodic Varughese sightings. Many accounts – Varughese and Elvis in the submarine at Disneyland, Varughese in whiteface playing comic relief in a German police procedural about a talking dog – were obviously humbug, but reports of Varughese fishing in Fernando de Noronha, ordering breakfast in Addis Ababa, or feeding a sorrel horse at a ger outside of Ulaanbaatar seemed almost too banal to be made up. In the provocative Unalaska Incident of early Revolutionary Year 45, multiple credible witnesses claimed to have seen Varughese at the Museum of the Aleutians, enjoying an exhibit related to a prehistoric mammal of the order Desmostylia, perhaps best be described as equal parts hippo, walrus, and manatee. As a final, tantalizing detail, the man at the museum hummed a melody later identified as Malayalam ghazal: Umbayee’s ‘Paduka Saigal Padoo.’
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[redacted]

[redacted]

There is a storied tradition of pranks and prank-like actions at [redacted]: trying to poison Castro with thallium salts to make his beard fall out. Doping unsuspecting johns and watching them screw behind two-way mirrors. Killing Kennedy. Just kidding. That was [redacted]. If Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton, the Cold War was won in the hazing rituals of Andover and Yale. And what is a bomb if not the final elaboration of a prank? The Looney Tunes episodes I was shown in the final hours of my Resistance to Interrogation Training understood this as an essential, cosmic fact. A bomb in a Bugs Bunny cartoon is a kind of soot-blasted punctuation, a ruined orgasm of history. April Fools’. This was the attitude I cultivated as I dispatched my most trustworthy crawlers across the state of Kerala, giving money to lunatics who wanted to blow people up. We were very busy, the summer Varughese disappeared. We funded Hindus who wanted to kill Muslims and Muslims who wanted to kill Hindus and sectarian leftists who wanted to kill each other. Once we gave money to a self-identified ‘metarationalist hedonistic utilitarian’ who wanted to kill everyone, for being cruel to insects. We even gave money to people who just wanted to see an explosion. Sometimes they got what they wanted. Sometimes they got it ahead of schedule, from a closer vantage point than they expected. Which was fine. All part of the plan.

Our agency and our Indian counterparts hoped Varughese’s disappearance would imply a secret Communard role in the bombings. We even suggested Varughese was directing operations from a cave in Afghanistan. At the time, I assumed the Intelligence Bureau had simply knocked him off themselves and never told us. That would have been so like Dr. Das: never content unless he was a step ahead. A few senseless acts of stochastic violence, and then the Indian federal government 240could enact sweeping emergency powers in Kerala, break the back of the cpi(p), and render the region safe for atna-based multinationals to build their server farms and manufacturing concerns in peace. But it didn’t fucking happen. Yes, we blew up a laundromat, a gas station, a mosque, and a Communist-affiliated rec centre hosting an all-India chess tournament for the cpi(p) youth wing. Three or four other bombers blew up their own tool sheds. And then something else happened that I still cannot explain.

Militias started to form among Kerala’s poor. This would’ve been acceptable if they were right wing, or even garden-variety xenophobes. But they spewed Red rhetoric about rekindling 8th Pluviôse, about Varughese living on. More troublingly, they spoke of not waiting on the cpi(p) leadership for direction, putting aside their differences with other factions even further left, defending religious and sexual minorities, and smashing the last vestiges of casteism forever. They had somehow secured high-quality weapons, with drone countermeasures, and this wasn’t even the most inexplicable part. That came during my emergency meeting with the New Delhi Station Chief at the consulate in Bengaluru.

They put us in the Very Secure Comms Room, the bombproof broom closet I’d used months earlier to send DipTels. With the lights on, the Station Chief looked seven hundred years old. His eyes were bloodshot and set back deeply in his mummified face. Being shut up in there with him made me feel like a pharaonic grave good, a canopic jar. It made me want to tell jokes, even though objectively that was a stupid idea.

‘They’ve put us in the boom closet,’ I said.

For a second I thought he would slap me.

‘This is some real blowback, [redacted],’ he said.

‘Yes, sir. Real bad.’

‘I was in Kerala during the Revolution, you know. Pluvuh ... Pluh ... ’

‘The January 27th Insurrection,’ I said.

He scowled like I was trying to take away his bedpan before he was finished.

‘Of course,’ he said, ‘the Reds didn’t quite pull it off in Kerala, because we were ready for them. They only managed it in Rajasthan and West Bengal and those other places. But it looked like this. Arguably this is 241worse. Someone – hardly more traceable than a ghost – has been supplying them real firepower.’

‘All the more reason for the federal government to restore order. With our help.’

‘That was the idea.’

‘Was?’

‘Too late now.’

‘I don’t understand.’

The Station Chief closed his eyes. He breathed so softly I wondered if he was dying. Finally he spoke, his eyes still closed. ‘Those Red militias. They have a knack for knowing where your bombers will be before they get there. At first they handed them over to the police, which was fine by us, but now they’ve gotten smart and they’re holding on to one themselves. That philosophy enthusiast who’s mad about what we’re doing to the bugs. Now, he can’t lie. Because of Kant, apparently. And they’ve just gotten him to admit to taking money from a shell corporation any idiot knows is one of ours.’

‘Am I implicated?’

‘You in particular? No. All of us collectively? Yes. So we’re ending Psych Division’s Kerala operation. Better to cool things down than incite another revolution.’

Blood drained from my face. ‘How could this have happened?’

‘It smells like a leak. Of course we’re pursuing that possibility. Anyone with a hand in it will face the severest consequences.’ He opened his eyes and stared at me. There were strange, fish-grey rings around his pupils.

‘But there’s another possibility, raised by Psych Division. I’m skeptical, but I don’t see the harm. A different role for you in this country, if you behave yourself. You’ll need to relocate to Bengaluru under new cover. Something quite unorthodox. But there are worse things in the world.’

‘Agreed, sir. But wait – what is this “other possibility?”’

He closed his eyes again.

‘Your very own Professor F[redacted] thinks the Red militias aren’t speaking figuratively when they say that “Varughese lives on.” He suggests the aliens may even have taught Varughese how to ... how did he put it ... “abolish time.”’
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‘But that’s nuts.’

‘Yes, [redacted]. Quite. But from what I understand, you talk to Hitler in the dark. So I don’t think you are in a position to judge.’




243
46

Hyrcania Kolkhoz

Prairial, Revolutionary Year 44, to Germinal, Revolutionary Year 45

160–490 days afs

Barley, wheat, and vegetables grew, were harvested, and grew again. Clouds, birds, and the occasional cargo dirigible passed back and forth over the kolkhoz on their inscrutable migratory patterns to other lands. Forough watched them when she could, lying in long grass on hilltops on fine days and huddling behind cafeteria windows on foul ones. She never saw a Swimmer. The math was against it. Communards were 8 per cent of the global population, but the total number of Communards experiencing Visitations was still barely a tenth of that, even as the global tally of contactees neared fifty thousand. Thaira had a spreadsheet that proved it so. Forough watched the skies anyway, typically with a book in hand. Often Varughese’s book, The Swimmer, after it came out in an excellent Farsi edition. It felt like she had written it, not least because Varughese had possessed his own pair of two-hundred-page, glue-bound notebooks. She saw them in a news item at the Wheel; they looked much like hers, only yellow and green. As if all four had once belonged together. It did not surprise her, but it made her feel like she was falling into a black hole. She did not tell Jiayun, or Rabia, or anyone. She hoped someone would make the connection themselves, so she would feel less insane. No one ever did.

She was adding to her notebooks with trepidation now, quietly feeling like she was running out of oxygen with each wasted page. If they really were the sister pair to Varughese’s, they deserved better than the blue book’s self-critical reinscription of bad dreams, the red book’s traumatized somnambulism, little knots of metaphysical barbed wire, ruins of ruba’iyat blown like threshed barley in the breeze. She had only five pages left in the latter, but she did not want to fill them until she found a worthy design. Not least because Sòlèy kouché, the first book of poems by Niobis Jacques, had come to her in the Germinal of 45 like a beautiful letter from 244a distant friend. It was reawakening her to poetry as such, and begged a correspondingly thoughtful reply. If she was even able.

Niobis now lived with her partner on the lands of his people. They were expecting their first child. Her days were peaceful and full of love, and she wrote poetry that burnt and corroded like illegal chemical weapons. Never about her life now, that oasis of calm. Always about that city by the frozen lake that had taken so much from her – the languid blood of afternoon dusks, muddy bootprints on cracked beige tiles in underground tunnels, squat brick terrace windows blocked out by foil or the national flags of dozens of countries – images of desolate austerity that suddenly melted away before their true subject, the vast and ardent continent of the poet’s compassion. The poetry transported Forough, intoxicated her, as ghazals are supposed to do, and a ghazal seemed like the natural container for her feelings after reading it. The problem was that Forough, in a conscious revolt against her mother’s tastes, had hardly ever written ghazals, and did not know how to start one. It needled at her, constantly. As did Varughese’s disappearance, and Varughese’s notebooks, and the meaning of her dreams, and the Swimmers’ disinterest in Communards, and the fifteen minutes on Golden Beach. All the small mysteries that took up her time, so that she had none left for life itself. That was how Jiayun had put it, when they finally, definitively agreed to take a break back in Fructidor. A break they were mostly honouring, except when they weren’t. Every three or four weeks they would spend a night or two together and almost recommit.

‘The problem is Jiayun and I are both insufferable,’ Forough confided in Rabia, one warm afternoon in mid-Germinal. The spring had been blessedly free of emergency repairs to the farm equipment, so they were having a ‘spa day’ for the old electric Toyota minibus.

Rabia snorted and wrung out her washcloth. ‘You and I are also both insufferable, and yet, a miracle: we still suffer each other quite happily. That’s just what it means to live on a kolkhoz. Maybe that’s what this is really about for you. Jiayun could easily live here forever. Could you?’

Forough stopped polishing the steering wheel. ‘I don’t know. I think I stick around because I have a bad time when I leave. Qazvin. Anzali. But that’s not the same as loving being here.’
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‘No, it’s not. Any more than missing Jiayun when you aren’t together necessarily means you love him. That’s also how addiction works.’

‘I haven’t seen enough places to know the difference. Or enough people.’

‘True. Careful, though. Start thinking like that and there may never be places enough. Or people. That’s how they live on the other side. On to the next one, on to the next one ... ‘

‘Questo infinito che le cose non hanno in progresso, hanno in giro.’

‘Scusi?’

‘Oh. Just something a little being said about infinity in circulation.’

‘You’re so strange, Forough,’ Rabia said, something nearing pride in her voice.

They took out the shop vac for the upholstery, and then the steam cleaner, which made it too loud to talk for a while. Dried beech leaves rattled in the vac hose, swirled in the miniature maelstrom of the cyclone chamber. The commerce of worlds, she thought. She was no closer to resolving that essential question of the fifteen minutes, the diving Caspian tern, its volition to do something over and over, like these husks twirling in an airless void.

‘Rabia?’ Forough said, as they packed up. ‘I’ve been wondering why it’s so rare for Communards to be visited by Swimmers. Especially alone. When we do go, it’s usually to meet with people from elsewhere. Like when that Cuban engineer went.’

‘Who?’

‘He met a woman from China on an island world. They learned each other’s languages.’

‘Oh,’ Rabia said. ‘I don’t remember that one.’ She yanked off the cleaner head and returned it to its case.

‘But over-wall Communard sympathizers might be upwards of 65 per cent of Swimmer contactees by some measures. What do you think’s going on there?’

Rabia laughed and shook her head. ‘Girl. Think. Look at me. When I was your age, I was a maid. I lived in a tiny room in a rich man’s house with two other girls. I worked fourteen hours a day. Maybe more. I got six days off a year if he was feeling generous, and because I refused to sleep with him he never was. Now look at us. We have finished after just 246five hours, and now I will go hiking with my dear friends Masoomeh and Padideh. We have a picnic planned. We are going to laugh and talk about whatever we want; we don’t have to talk about the days when we all lived together in one room. I don’t have to worry about money because we don’t use money. I don’t have to worry about landlords because there are no landlords. I have a room of my own. I have dignity. I am free. You want to know why the aliens are coming to the people out there and not here? It’s simple. We don’t need them like they need them. That’s the answer to all your questions. Now if you don’t mind I would prefer we stop talking about this. It gets me too worked up.’
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[redacted]

[redacted]

The agency found an apartment for me in Bengaluru, took my measurements for a suit, and told me to cut my hair. When the suit arrived, the pants were too big, the jacket was too tight, and the navy blue fabric was much too heavy for the heat. I phoned M[redacted] to complain. ‘No,’ she said. ‘That’s all on purpose.’ My new apartment, meant for low-level tech workers, had none of the charm or convenience of the place in Fort Kochi. Though I was finally able to eat whatever I wanted. Dr K[redacted] and Professor F[redacted] seemed happy over our call when I described the pleasing firmness of my latest bowel movements. They said this new assignment was a bit of a Hail Mary, but it was the best they could think of under the circumstances. They were calling in together from the same unremarkable white room, which was rare. Whenever they did, I felt backfooted, out of step with the milliseconds of latency between their shared universe and mine. By accident feigned as design. Like everything we do.

‘What I don’t think has been properly appreciated,’ said Dr K[redacted], ‘is that we began the Stargate Project in the 1970s precisely because the Soviets were doing the same thing. They were the first to suspect that telepathy or “remote viewing” might serve as a tool of espionage. For all their supposed dialectical materialism.’

‘We’d like you to meditate on that paradox a little, actually,’ said Professor F[redacted].

‘Yes,’ said Dr K[redacted]. ‘Because there’s an outside chance the Communards are doing something similar now. The Station Chief said it himself. Those Red militias always seem to know when and where the bombs will go off.’

‘Maybe even before the bombers have made up their minds,’ said Professor F[redacted].
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It was morning for me, therefore late evening back home, but they didn’t look to be at the end of a long workday. Their clothes were crisp, their eyes unusually bright. I suspected uppers, or a working vacation to a more congenial time zone. I tried to picture them sharing a seafood platter on a terrace in the floating city of Malé, the ‘Venice of the East,’ and realized I’d never asked if they had families or hobbies or what. They were always just there: two angels of my nature, neither better nor worse.

‘In the past,’ said Dr K[redacted], ‘we wouldn’t have entertained the idea of precognition. Not after Stargate ended so inconclusively. But the Aerial Phenomena have shattered every old scientific consensus. If anything, we’ve approached the problem too scientifically. All this time we assumed the Communards’ lack of scientific interest in the Phenomena meant lack of interest, period. But maybe they’ve been reaching out some other way.’

‘Stargate had the same issue,’ said Professor F[redacted]. ‘They were doing parapsychology, but maybe they should have been doing metaphysics. So that’s your job, [redacted]. Let’s get metaphysical.’

They smiled at each other, a little too theatrically. They were trying to make the best of a bad situation, like parents staying together for the children. I thought of the tawdry denouement of the Bavarian mission. Or my own parents’ marriage. My mother split the minute I went off to college and never spoke to me or my father again unless it was through a lawyer.

‘This seems kind of Air Force to me,’ I said. ‘A make-work project for dumdums.’

‘A little humility, [redacted],’ said Dr K[redacted]. ‘What was it your father said?’

‘He said there was a time and a place for Air Force men,’ said Professor F[redacted]. ‘And this is it, [redacted]. Time to acquire the will to believe.’

[image: ]
The next morning, I got a call from the consulate to put on my bad suit. In the front passenger seat of the black sedan that picked me up, I recognized the mild-mannered aide to the New Delhi Station Chief. A 249Canadian, from Ottawa or somewhere. He was like every ’Najun I’ve ever met. You come away thinking you’ve made a wonderful impression, only to find out later they hate your guts for keeping your shoes on in their house.

I asked him where we were going.

‘First day of school,’ he said.

We turned down a neglected side street of businesses selling used electronics.

‘Just in here,’ the aide told the driver, who stopped in front of a shopfront with a streaky plate-glass window, white curtains drawn, and a sign: christian science reading room.

‘This is a Christian Science Reading Room,’ the aide said, helpfully.

‘But it’s a front, right?’ I asked.

‘No. It’s a Christian Science Reading Room.’

‘So what do I do in there?’

‘You read.’

‘Oh. Every day?’

‘It wouldn’t hurt. On Sundays you can go to the services.’

‘And what does this have to do with the Stargate Project?’

‘Mind over matter,’ said the aide.
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Officially the agency prohibits narcotics. As a young recruit, I told myself I respected the soundness of this policy and would never be tempted to stray. I had other vices I presumed they’d be happy to indulge. Correctly, as it turned out; the night shifts were always to my specifications, no matter how exotic. Later, as I approached the inner circles of the agency, I came to understand that the drug policy was more initiation ritual than code of conduct. You had to pass the test of breaking the rule at the right stage in your ascent, in the right place, in front of the right people. Too soon, and they’d discharge you without a second thought. Too late, or not at all, and you would fester in the grey middle ranks of analysis, logistics, or the Sweden desk, never tasting the more refined pleasures of our work. Certainly never be tapped for Psych Division. It even had to be 250the right drug. Benzos and opioids were beyond the pale. Opiates, particularly if smoked or taken as tincture of laudanum, had a certain cachet among some of the older agents on Near Eastern, Middle Eastern, or Central Asian desks. Cannabis was beneath contempt, but hashish was grandfathered in for the aforementioned old orientalists. mdma was loathed – on the assumption, probably correct, that it might give you the wrong ideas about things. dmt, ketamine, lsd and psilocybin were gauche, just barely tolerated, and only if microdosed in as technocratic a spirit as possible. These substances were meant for inflicting on the public, not on ourselves. Stimulants were better, though meth was slumming it. The undisputed emperor of our agency was cocaine. Cocaine and booze, really. That had been my choice when I judged it time, and Deputy Director [redacted] had expressed warm approval. All this to say that I’d spent my career avoiding any substance that would deny me the knowledge of what is real. Anything that provoked ego death, good vibrations. Hippie shit.

But something of the intoxication floating on the Indian air affected me all the same. It must have been doing so as long as I’d been in country, but I didn’t realize it until I started pretending to be a Christian Scientist. I was training myself to live austerely. No night shifts. No cigarettes. Alcohol only seldom. No prescription meds, or even over-the-counter pain pills. Absolutely no coke. And that ugly suit. I even tried not to masturbate, with intermittent success. But in that climate of self-denial, the waft of bhang and khat in the streets mingled with the sensuous madness of being too hot all the time and the clouds of incense and the spices drying in the sun and the sound of the rain and the colours of the fabrics in the market and every other orientalist cliché, and my five overloaded senses mingled with the echo of a scripture the Christian Scientists turned to often while I was with them – ‘And the stars of heaven fell unto the earth, even as a fig tree casteth her untimely figs, when she is shaken of a mighty wind’ – and, in spite of myself, I felt something. I caught by proxy a fluttering shadow of the beyond. Clearly this was what I had been searching for. Mind was stretching out to me through the illusory haze we call matter, which the Christian Scientists told me wasn’t real at all. We sang a hymn on this theme every Sunday. At first I wanted 251to kill myself, because I don’t even sing ‘Hail Atlantis’ at football games; I just mouth it. With time, though, it sunk in:


Aye, darkling sense, arise, go hence!

Our God is good.

False fears are foes – truth tatters those,

When understood.



The fluttering shadow beckoned on the other side of my tattered senses. Every morning I stood under a freezing cold shower and tried to direct it to the most productive possible ends. I closed my eyes. It seemed impossible.

But then, after many months of trying, two things happened: the phone rang, and I received a letter.
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Hyrcania Kolkhoz

Revolutionary Year 45

9th Prairial

531 days afs

Summer whispered into the hills like a secret spilled at close quarters. It was not yet too hot to think, but it would be soon, so Forough got her hair cut in anticipation, sitting in the vegetable garden under the old orange shower curtain Rabia’s dear friend Masoomeh used as a barber cape, watching black curls blow among the garlic scapes and fava beans. The last five pages of her red notebook remained unwritten, and seemed likely to stay that way until fall. She was gearing up for the melancholy sweetness of a softly disappointing season: on again and off again with Jiayun, pensive coffee and tea and aragh on cafeteria patios, new Swimmer videos at the Wheel, walks along streamlets in the woods, periodic bursts of bad news from querulous atna vassal states, countless half-read books, and letters from Mana in a fire-watch tower in the Pamir Mountains, within view of Karl Marx Peak. Forough read the first one lying in the long grass, shaded by the Wheel, wind teasing her new-shorn hair.

There is an ancient stupa here, Mana wrote, either Buddhist or Zoroastrian depending on who I ask. Cliffside hermit grottos. A nineteenth-century Sufi observatory. And now me. But there aren’t many trees in Wakhan. They cling to the riversides in the valley like lost souls. Most are a kind of cypress called the thuja, which is sometimes used to make incense. I smell them on the wind in the morning and see them looking grave and small next to the great bare mountains. I give them names and feel protective of them. A fire-watch tower seems wholly unnecessary in such a place, but I am apparently the fifth fire-watcher in a row who used to be a Selector. I think everyone knows why I am really here. Old people in the village of Vrang give me bowlfuls of figs and apricots from their gardens with a tenderness that makes me want to cry.
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Forough closed her eyes and imagined Mana in a small, square room with big windows, crunching gifted figs as the Pamir River wended westward, quietly getting better after her year freediving in hell. It soothed her to sleep.

In her dream, Forough lay on her back on the hillside, singing ‘¡Ay, Carmela!’ powerfully and well. Her voice echoed in the hills, among the beech groves, the rustling mountain flowers, the stolidity of the Wheel. A bird circled as she sang. Impossible to say what kind. Only that its wings were spread wide and it glided without beating them against the air, in a broad descending corkscrew coming closer with each pass. From fifty feet up, as Forough bellowed out another chorus, it shat, and the falling white streak landed in her open mouth as sure as a lightning bolt. She woke up laughing, hysterically, and saw Davoud coming through the long grass bearing a thick envelope. He waved to her, a touch perplexed.

‘Hello, Baba,’ she said. ‘I just dreamed that a bird shat in my mouth.’

‘That’s good luck,’ he said, soberly.

‘Mail for me?’

‘Yes. I’d rather we open it in my office. I have a feeling we’ll need to authenticate some codes.’

‘What?’

‘You’ll see.’

[image: ]
They sat side by side at Davoud’s terminal at External Affairs, the envelope on the desk between them. It was addressed to Comrade Forough Hyrcania Pluviôse, c/o External Affairs, Hyrcania Kolkhoz, Greater South Caspian Collective. No return address. Davoud looked at it as though it might explode. ‘This was air-couriered from Red Thar this morning,’ he said. ‘That’s strange enough as it is. Intercom doesn’t approve rush jobs unless it’s life-or-death. Then the courier told me it got over the wall to the Red Thar comrades under extraordinary circumstances. Something about a horse and rider in the desert. I thought he was making it up, but look at this ... ’
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Davoud showed Forough the cyan-coloured airmail etiquette of InterCom in the top left corner, a white two-blade scimitar propeller dividing the words par avion. Three long, coarse hairs clung to the envelope under the etiquette. They looked like they came from the mane of a sorrel horse.

Forough opened it carefully, pulling out errand papers in six different languages. They came with a brief covering letter, an authentication code at the foot of the page.

Davoud typed it into his terminal. ‘It checks out,’ he said. ‘But it’s strange. Whoever sent this used the cipher reserved for messages of highest operational importance.’

Forough read the letter:

Esteemed Comrade Forough Hyrcania Pluviôse,

On behalf of the Cultural Front of the Communist Party of India (Pluviosite), please accept our warm invitation to attend the 15th Annual Festival of the Malayalam Ghazal, held this year in Fort Kochi from 23 to 27 Prairial. It is part of our founding mandate to invite poets and scholars from other literary traditions inspired by the ghazal form, especially those living in the territories of the All-Commune Council. You are most welcome to undertake interviews, archival research, and/or video recordings of performances (equipment to be supplied by the Festival), and we would be especially delighted if you performed a Persian ghazal of your own composition. This year’s theme, ‘After The Swimmer,’ encourages participants to respond in verse to Varughese’s celebrated and, we posit, misunderstood literary memoir. If you are unsure where in the book to turn for inspiration, might we suggest Chapter 5? Perhaps you may ‘solve for X,’ as it were.

We apologize profusely for the short notice. Certain logistical considerations had to be handled with delicacy. To that end, we have refrained from providing a full travel itinerary in this letter, which we kindly askyou to destroy after reading. Should you decide to attend the Festival, we ask that you take the train to Qazvin and seek out the Ramezanali family on Farzaneh Street. Anyone in the ‘Red Market’ in Pounak will be able to direct you. The Ramezanalis will give you the address of the next safe house, and so on, down to Fort Kochi. Do be careful; atna-aligned crawlers and their handlers are in disarray, and their actions are increasingly unpredictable. Do not accept hospitality from anybody else under any circumstances.
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We dearly hope you will be able to join us in Fort Kochi for what promises to be a stimulating artistic exchange.

With comradely salutations,

Sakshi Gopinathan, Regional Co-Chair, cpi(p) Cultural Front P.S. Permit me an idle question on behalf of a former colleague, very much invested in the success of your endeavours, who wonders if by chance you have seen a red notebook and a blue notebook?

‘Have you heard of this festival before?’ Davoud asked.

‘No,’ said Forough. ‘Never, actually.’

‘There must be more to it somehow. Something else they have in mind but can’t say. Or they’re saying it in code. What’s that about some notebooks?’

‘After Qazvin, Rabia gave me two old notebooks she had lying around in the utility room. Turned out they were from Kerala. She thought maybe someone had brought them back from a secret conclave in Rajasthan, about ten years ago. Do you know anything about that?’

‘Officially? Nothing I should be telling someone who is about to go away on a risky journey over the wall.’

‘And unofficially?’

Davoud shook his head and smiled, softly. ‘I’ve read encrypted communiqués that say Varughese was there. And they tried to teach him how to ride a horse.’
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The sun was setting when Forough found Jiayun at a wooden table near the vegetable gardens, teaching Chinese characters to a handful of kolkhoz kids. Tulip, obstreperous as ever, strutted up and down the table, pecking at his flashcards. ‘而,’ she pecked. ‘羊. 成. 笔. 门.’

‘We’re teaching her to read,’ Jiayun said. ‘Read or write. Fariba thinks she’s writing. Saleh thinks she’s reading. Mossi thinks both.’

‘What do you think?’ Forough asked him.

‘I don’t think we’re teaching her anything,’ he said. ‘I think she’s ... teaching us.’
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‘在. 新. 间,’ pecked Tulip.

‘In ... new ... room,’ said a girl. She wore a paper bicorne made from a Russian biodiesel-engine-repair manual Forough had been looking for for months. ‘That almost makes sense!’

‘You’re right,’ said Jiayun. ‘That deserves a song. Ready, kids?’


芝麻油，白菜心,

要吃豆角嘛抽筋筋。

三天不见想死个人,

呼儿嗨哟,

哎呀我的三哥哥。



Tulip kept strutting, oblivious to the serenade that Jiayun and the kids belted out at the top of their lungs.

‘That’s a pretty melody,’ said Forough.

‘It’s the same as “The East is Red,”’ said Jiayun. ‘Actually, this song is older. It’s about eating vegetables and being in love.’

‘What is it they used to say? ‘The East is Red and the West is Ready?’ It’s a nice thought.’

‘The West is Red.’ Jiayun gestured to the pink undersides of the clouds above the hills. ‘Which means you kids should go home now. It’ll be too dark to read my flashcards soon. Remember to keep practicing your stroke order! Fariba, can Forough have your hat? She needs it to fix her биодизель’ные двигатели. Спасибо. Cnacuho. See you next time.’

‘You’re going to confuse them,’ Forough said, ‘teaching them two languages at once.’

‘Yes,’ said Jiayun. ‘But it’s funnier when they make mistakes.’

The last kid cleared out. Jiayun held Tulip under his arm and stroked the back of her neck.

‘Are we on again or off again?’ Forough asked. They walked through the mulberry trees, toward the chicken run.

‘I’ve lost count, honestly,’ Jiayun said. ‘We are Schrödinger’s Couple.’ He held Tulip out before him and looked into her fervid yellow eyes. ‘Why are we like this, oh Oracle?’
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‘We’re strange people, Jiayun. I thought that was something we had in common, before. But our strangenesses are so ... our own. They don’t seem to want to accommodate a neighbour strangeness.’

‘We are two rare birds,’ he said. ‘Rare even unto each other.’

‘Stop,’ she said. ‘Don’t try to be charming. You know how it always starts with us. I had something serious to ask. Not about us and our bullshit.’

‘Go ahead.’ It was getting dark. He was becoming pure voice and form next to her.

‘I’ve been invited to a poetry festival in Kerala. It’s all very sudden and strange. I’m still not a hundred per cent sure it isn’t an elaborate trap; Davoud would barely let me tell you about it. But listen ... while I’m gone, could you check up on Rabia for me, at the motor pool? See if she needs any help? You’ve read enough of those manuals to know what to do.’

‘Of course, Forough. You won’t have to worry about that.’

They walked on through the blue night. Even Tulip was quiet. Moth wings brushed the mulberry leaves.

‘Maybe when I’m back,’ Forough said, ‘I’ll know better if you and I are a particle or a wave.’

‘But maybe you won’t,’ Jiayun said.

‘Yes. There is every possibility.’
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[redacted]

[redacted]

I was standing in a cold shower, grasping at the fluttering shadow, when I got a call.

‘Agent [redacted],’ said the voice. The voice was dry, elderly, delicately male or sturdily female. ‘Sweden desk calling.’

It is rare to hear from the Sweden desk. I assumed there was some mistake. I was dripping all over the bathroom floor and hadn’t even bothered to turn off the water.

‘You’re sure it’s me you want?’

‘Very sure. It’s rare I have the pleasure of contacting an agent in the field, let alone one in India. A crawler cell in the South Kerala Investigative Region has made me aware of something directly relevant to your current work.’

‘Go on,’ I said. That had been Manu’s region, but I remembered M[redacted] telling me humint had other cells down there. Implicitly, more competent ones. I put the call on speaker, turned off the shower, and started drying myself.

‘Are you aware that last year Varughese tipped off the Indian immigration authorities about the visa overstay of a Swedish national named Götilda Gråsten?’

‘No. Should I be?’

‘We thought perhaps you’d heard something from the crawlers you were working with at the time. But I understand that cell was compromised.’

‘The less said about that, the better. Tell me about this Matilda person.’

‘Götilda. The g is a “yuh.” Try it with me.’

I towelled my hair in silence.

‘No? Okay. Gråsten’s from Karlskrona. It’s a lovely old port city on the Baltic Sea. Her people were financiers, lawyers. You could say they 259bankrolled her dissolute youth. Half semesters at various European party schools, an abortive fitness influencer career. At twenty-seven she came to India as a “spiritual seeker.” She studied yoga at the ashrams for three years, becoming increasingly interested in certain “ancient aliens” theories linked to Western New Age derivations of Hinduism. From there, it was a short hop to the esoteric fascism of Julius Evola and Svetri Devi. Following so far?’

‘Oh, I think I know this one. Something like, “Hinduism is the true religion and it was founded by the Aryans, who were from Sweden and also from space, and this is why we have to do ethnic cleansing.”’

‘Basically. They’ll tell you there’s more to it, but there isn’t, really. Gråsten took the Aerial Phenomena as confirmation of everything she believed already. Together with some hangers-on who already looked to her as a leader, she went down to Kerala to try to levitate the world’s largest Shiva Lingam, in Chenkal. Gråsten made a bad enough impression on Varughese that he got her deported, along with most of her friends.’

‘How did she take it?’

‘Not well. Back in Sweden she helped found a new far-right faction called Thulesblodpartiet. One of its credos is that Varughese is a demonic avatar of Kali Yuga, the fourth age of misery in Hindu cosmology, and that his disappearance represents his transition to a pure energy state in preparation for a final battle with Parsifal, the shining white knight of the north, who can only defeat Varughese if he recovers the grail – which is not the cup of Christ, but rather the assembled forces of the Aerial Phenomena, which are the diffused seminal drops of the ancient alien Aryan bloodline of Thule. When they are separated, they can be manipulated by Varughese to serve evil and communism, but when they are together, they will allow Parsifal to initiate a new Satya Yuga, or golden age of white enlightenment on Earth. They are vague about who Parsifal is or how he will recover the grail, but they think it has something to do with mystical aesthetic transcendence through violence. Ideally erotic violence. This is meant to unite the scattered seeds of Thule and allow Parsifal to purge and repopulate the Earth.’

So Manu was right after all: yoga Nazis. ‘Hmm,’ I said.

‘We just thought you might like to know.’
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‘Hmm.’

‘False documents are being prepared for her re-entry into India. If you think she might be an asset to your metaphysical project. Your call.’

‘Hmm,’ I said once more. It was preposterous. Cosmic Nazi bdsm space jizz? But I felt the fluttering shadow. ‘Why the hell not.’

‘Good. We’ll have more details shortly. Your division may also be willing to approve further discretionary funds. Maybe even a return to the coast. I understand you work best there.’

‘Thank them for me.’

‘Of course.’

Götilda Gråsten. What a name. It was easy enough to find photos online. She was tall, blond, about thirty, and tautly muscled in the way of yoga fanatics. She was demonstrating complex poses in most of the photos, some nude, and usually in front of a stark black banner with white Sonnenrad. There was even one of her shooting a bow and arrow with her feet.

She was not my usual type. Too old. But the possibilities inflamed my imagination. Aye, darkling sense. Why wilt thou not tatter. I watched, helpless, as months of Christian Scientist self-discipline fell away in a heartbeat and I began to vigorously jerk my shit. Only, before I could get too carried away, I heard something fall through the front door mail slot. I crept to the door. A funny time to get mail bombed, naked as I was. Even worse if someone was waiting until I got to the peephole to jab something sharp through the mail slot, just below waist height. I gave it a minute before checking. Nobody in the hall. The object they’d left me was a little booklet, five by seven, perhaps a hundred pages long, plain beige cover. A bit battered. Probably too small to conceal a device, but I passed my handheld detector over it all the same – clean. Front, back, and spine completely blank. No bibliographical information except for a title page – the text evidently typewritten, once, but now a samizdat photocopy of a photocopy of a photocopy:

The Bell Letter
By The Bell Letterist
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The copying made the text somewhat ragged, the white space peppered with black flecks like a photo negative of a starry night. A religious tract, I assumed. But it began like some kind of fiction.

I intended to skim a few lines before returning to the pictures of the Swedish Nazi’s sun salutation. But in spite of myself, and in spite of the text being a sanctimonious, mewling, scolding, pretentious, didactic, propagandistic, gender-bending, Communist, and above all weak effort – written by a pathetic, ingrate refugee stewing in resentments – the shadow fluttered. Like a bat caught in an air duct. Before I knew it I’d reached the final page. It was dark outside, I was hungry, and my back ached from crouching naked in the same position for so long.

I did not know whom I had to thank. I remembered a violent Elizabethan play where a letter literally fell out of the sky, and I remembered that, according to the official narrative, the passport of one of the 9/11 hijackers had been found lying in the street several blocks from the crash site. It strained all credibility, as did what had just happened to me. But a sophisticated operative accepts the mystery. I remembered my father’s words – ‘Your intelligence is like a squid’s intelligence, where you wonder what it’s for’ – and that vampire squid from hell, a huge pair of eyes at the bottom of the sea, dancing in spasms of luciferase and eating shit and dead jellyfish. And now here were the jellyfish and the luciferase and the sea floor all together. The stage was set. The only thing missing was me, to swim down and feed on the dead jellyfish and weave blinding patterns in the darkness. My nature and my destiny. This was what my intelligence was for.

In the end it didn’t matter if the ‘Bell Letterist,’ this bitter, lonely Red, had really seen the things they said they had. It didn’t even matter if the things they’d seen had meant the Red things they said they’d meant. Only one question mattered: How could this text help me make a new reality, with my mind as master over false matter? A reality that, because I had made it, would be right by definition? In my conversations in the dark with the absent videographer, I’d said that the history of ufos and the history of art were the same thing. What if it was true? What if Nuremberg and Kenneth Arnold and all the rest had truly seen what they’d seen, and they truly were chrome and typography, and that was ... part of it? In a 262deeper way? If it was not true, or if it were true in a way that would not serve the plan I had in mind, I could make it so through a selective reading and reworking of this text that had providentially dropped in my lap. A night with stars in photo negative. I could negate the negation, bring back a stark blackness against which white suns burned.

Violence and sweetness. Drowning in a delicacy. I saw Götilda and myself, covered in blood and honey, contorting naked against a black banner with a white sun, on an ark in the Indian Ocean, with fourteen fair youths of good family, who would be initiated into the mysteries of Thule and its scattered seeds. Strewn as if untimely figs by a mighty wind.
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Qazvin

Alborz-to-Hormuz Free Trade Corridor,

Jointly administered by the Gulf Transnational Authority (gutna) and the Atlantic Transnational Authority (atna)

10th Prairial, Revolutionary Year 45

532 days afs

Hey, Forough Hyrcania Pluviôse. It’s me again, meaning it’s you again, doing whatever it is I do to you. I’ve been waiting for a year and a half for you to bring me back to this chessboard, in the triangle parquet with the flaxen dying weeds. To finish our game. I knew you’d find your way back here, even if you didn’t. Eighteen months of seasons, of sun and smoke and snow, it waited, these weeds, this chessboard, this lost piece of your Osiris-scattered you, scattered since that day in the university courtyard when you ripped your verses into swirling infinities. It was late winter the last time you were in Qazvin, and you left the weeds to shiver with the old men smoking outside the cafés and ashing into bitter black runnels in the sidewalks. This time we are in the kindliest stretch of early summer. The days are long and bright, but the deep green leaves have yet to be sickened by the inevitable droughts under the Dog Star. Wouldn’t it be nice if you wrote the first lines of your first ghazal here?

Do be careful, the letter told you, and you should be, not least because the crawlers know you sat here before. I don’t know if the enemy queen in black bubble shades has been sliding up and down on the bias through this sad, windy square the whole time, or if they fired her that day for failing to keep her cool in the face of alien invasion. On balance I think she’s still on the payroll, so watch out for that, hey? See if you can lose her in the rooky wood, the pawn shops, under the cover of knight. Knights, rooks, pawns, queens – synecdoches for class society itself, along with the right currency, the right passport, sufficient gusts of refrigerant-cooled air. The poorer the people, the hotter you are. But 264you are holding your own, this time. If I were someone else I’d say I was proud of you.

Do be careful. But not so careful. This is a fine place to write poetry. Now as then, every chess square on this table, black or white, is tattooed with little scribbles. They used black or coloured pen on the white squares, and gold or silver pen on the black squares, or they gouged directly into the black squares with something sharp, or even wrote black on black, so that you’ll have to shift your head to catch their traces in the sunlight at the right angle. But you didn’t notice last time because you were too in your head to shift it. You were talking to me. I had to notice for you. The older glyphs have faded and they’ve added newer ones. The free spaces are less free. Most of it is illegible, like two or three words heard from a conversation that began and will end in another room. The noms de guerre of two-bit hoods and hustlers; the phone numbers of the devastatingly horny or the devastatingly lonely or the unwitting victims of unkind pranks. But, hey, peep that unassuming black square off to the left of the blackside middle of the board – call it C5 – when you hold your head a certain way. Read it for me, will you?

It’s in the other room.

Don’t look at me. I didn’t put it there. If the author had some deeper intent that required you to know a thing or two about chess moves, famous openings, the effort was wasted. I can hazard a guess, but only hazard. Which, speaking of: although for expediency’s sake this Persian conversation is being rendered in the bastard tongue of Helloland, its Frenchified Bog German with Danish characteristics – and don’t ask me how I know that, because the metaphysics are too much even for me – their hazard rings a bell, is French hasard, is Spanish azar, is Arabic az-zahr, which means the dice, although literally it means a bouquet of flowers, like that poor boy tried to sell you last time, and there is also Turkish zar, dice, which makes you think of the words words زاری and زھر in your language, zâri and zahr, which mean a bitter cry and poison, or maybe maybe زر, zar, which means gold, and you vaguely remember that in your mother’s mother tongue of Kurdish there is some kind of ‘zar’ sound for child, or tongue, or both. So when I say the Hellolandish ‘hazard a guess’ you are thinking of a poisonous golden cry on the tongue of a child, who may be you, or me, 265or your mother, or the boy selling flowers, or someone else you do not yet know. Don’t you feel a line coming now? A throw of the dice on the chess squares, off to an almost invisible little place on the left.

Write it in the little red book. Quick. Because across the street, in the café where once you saw them see V see the sea saucer on tv, you see a black-lensed chess queen drink tea and see you, see her raise a tea saucer to the left lens like she’s about to read an eye chart at what in vanished usa was called the dmv: ‘m-o-p – m-o-p-p – i-c-u – i-c-u-p – s-h-a-h-m-a-t.’ Funny colours. Isn’t there somewhere else you have to be?
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From The Swimmer by Varughese

Chapter 5

Many times I have wondered: Why me? I am not alone. All my comrades in space travel share this wonder. The unesco tour offered us many opportunities to ponder the question. When they weren’t busy rehearsing, we tried to ponder it with the Quartets, but they were only truly comfortable if all four members were present, so we started to think of them less as individuals than as beings with four heads: ‘Here comes Natsuki-and-Hilda-and-Felipe-and-Maha!’ Their company was pleasant enough, but one always felt like a fifth wheel. So, late at night in hotels in foreign cities, it was Andrew, Niobis, and I who pondered most, after eating the dishes we taught one another to cook, finishing the card games we taught each other to play, and pouring the drinks we taught each other to drink. Before any teetotal friends back home cast aspersions, I must say I was also successful in teaching them to drink slightly less than before. I confess that I enjoyed the experience, which made our conversations flow easily into the small hours.

We compared life histories, likes and dislikes, dreams, pains. We discovered we were all Communard sympathizers, marooned among the capitalists by accidents historical or personal. Andrew and I came from places of unfinished revolution. Scotland had achieved independence, but only half of the new Scottish Republic had managed to go over to the Communards after 8th Pluviôse. His Moray, like my Kerala, had ended up on the wrong side of the wall. Niobis’s story was different, and out of respect for her wishes I will say only that a Communard who loved her had managed to secure papers permitting her to leave atna territory, but another man denied her passage. Despite the melancholy she bore, she was no less insistent in telling of her Swimmer to our small assembled crowds in basements and back alleys with a poetic insight that surpassed 267all of us. I felt quite protective of her, which she alternately appreciated and teased me for without mercy.

Each of us, according to our home societies, was also a child of the working class – or, if you like, the poor – or, if you like, the people who learn early not to hope for too much. The three of us also, of necessity, had lived in our minds, in our dream worlds. Yet only I had the chance to materialize my dream world before the Swimmers came – not by my own bootstraps, but rather because a special program of the Keralan Boilermakers’ Union allowed me to leave the informal economy, which had claimed my father as a piecework boatbuilding labourer and my mother as a vendor of lottery tickets, and join the formal one as a boilermaker, and be identified early, I think precisely because of my dreams and the world in my head, as one who could serve the Union and the Party as an activist, and attend cadre school, and the salons of our shining comrade Saravati Veer – herself a dreamer, perhaps the dreamer – whereas my comrade-dreamers Andrew Riddell of Moray and Niobis Jacques of Toronto had not been afforded such luck, and Niobis had dreamt on her eternal winter journeys in crowded streetcars through the frigid canyons of King Street, Bathurst Street, Dundas Street, College Street, Gerrard Street, to clean up scrap paper, smudges, vomit, urine, feces, worse, in hospitals, care homes, schools, morgues, rocked in the icy cradle of the ringing car like a stillborn angel – I am writing not what Niobis told us but only what I envision in my mind, for her words were better, they were perfect, I can only crudely approximate her pure poetry in my poor prose, for poetry was the form into which her dreams assembled, she had notebooks and notebooks, she told me, and a few times had even performed her poems in a little upstairs room that was too cold in winter and too hot in summer, poems whose reception had been slightly confused but broadly positive, though every time an older poet approached her afterwards with ‘suggestions,’ ‘constructive criticism,’ offers of mentorship, she mistrusted them right away, since intentionally or not their ‘critiques’ had been wounding to her, and increased her doubts, so that she stopped going to the open recitals, and had never published anything, and did not know how it was done.
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We knew, Niobis and I, that Andrew had a form for his dreams, but it was difficult to get it out of him. He was funny, quick, and generous once he knew he liked us, which did not take very long, but in other ways deeply reserved. He was too sociable to be called ‘shy.’ He was protective. Especially, we could tell, of the things dearest to him. It wasn’t until the third city of our tour, Berlin, that Niobis asked him, as we sat together in his hotel room (he always hosted), about the guitar he had hidden under his bed. I had never noticed such a thing. Andrew’s face turned red, as it did whenever he was questioned too insistently. Diffidently, with none of the jokes at his own expense that he employed when he truly felt confident, he admitted that he played.

‘But,’ he added, ‘I’m not like the Quartets. Those are real musicians.’

‘They’re not here now,’ Niobis said.

We egged him on until, after draining his drink, he slid out the guitar case, opened the latches, and tuned the strings by ear, all without looking at us. His face was very red. Then he began to play. He fingerpicked such complicated melodic lines that it sounded like two people playing at once. He sang a song in Doric. Then he sang another one. And another. His voice was rough but strong, his playing fired with wistfulness, rage, and regret. He knew these songs. I closed my eyes and saw the iron-cold shore of the North Sea, the mist and rain and unforgiving waves, where once Andrew’s father, a farmer’s son, had worked as a deep-sea diver on the oil rigs, dangerous work that had claimed his life, and I saw the wind-lashed little fermtoun where Andrew’s mother scraped a living caring for the children of the wealthier farmers, whose farms Andrew himself worked, haymaking like mad on hot days in the baler’s stifling cab, spitting dust through the tattie hairst in October, ditchdigging in downpours, exhausting work nevertheless preferable to him than a life without sharnie beets, solemn summer twilights by the water of Spey.

He finished, put down the guitar, and before we could applaud he began to tell us what the songs meant. One was about a woman who wished to be back again in a place behind a mountain, where a river ran, and who loved two men now dead, one killed and another drowned in a river, but not the river running behind the mountain; the next song had been about a battle, an army from the wild uplands and an army from 269the rain-torn lowlands who fought in the middle and died in droves, and two brothers, leaders of a great clan, debate whether the day is lost as they fight back to back against all comers, and by the end everyone still alive on both sides is a loser; a final song, less melancholy than the others – though some melancholy in the songs of that country is inescapable, no matter how cheerful the melody or words – about an uncommon man, perhaps really a common man suddenly flush with spending money of dubious provenance, who tells all who will listen that the times will be good in his company, that he has acres of land, that drinks are on him. The black rivers of the woman in her loneliness, the red rivers of the battlefield, were transformed in this final song into rivers of whisky, stout, porter, brandy, wine, and we all three floated out together on the current of intoxication, for he played this final song for us again now that we knew what it meant, something we had known before, which was what it means to be lost – in a vision, or joyful blindness, or what songs are, what poems are, what ghazals are, and in fact the ghazal takes as its very theme this bliss of lostness, this ecstasy of dissolution, in its songs of love and drunkenness that are never only about being drunk with a lover or in love with wine, but rather with God, with the universe, with the miraculous presentation before us of all things, drunk and in love with pearls, with pears, with bees, with bears, with trees, with tar, with soil, with stars. Each in its own way and according to its manifold unfoldings, the dizziness of category, it would be enough to knock the patient Aristotle from his seat on the dock as he watched through the spotless window of the summer shallows the comings and goings of the octopus, watched for hours, watched with a patience that would see sediment disturbed in the ridged sand and see each grain fall back into place and see the shallows clear as glass again, a human patience practically unmatched before the invention of the photograph, so our shining comrade Saravati Veer told me, and therefore scarcely matched after it, for Aristotle himself had been a camera and after the advent of the camera itself no one else need ever be one, but he had been, though I do not know if in his patient watching he got lost, it is a great question for me, and for my friends Niobis and Andrew, because we three lost dreamers all seemed to share so much, which brings me back, again, to the wonder with which I began: Why me, 270why us? Of course we talked about it. We even tried to talk about it with the musicians, who were, after all, like us, but even more like their counterparts in their quartets, with whom they got lost together, in music and each other, and lost as sixty-eight people in a vaster love, a vaster music. And in fact it was one of the musicians, at break time in the rehearsal room at the muscon Centre in Lagos, who told us about an idea she’d read about years earlier, an idea that had lodged in her memory and only recently resurfaced: ‘Those who report abduction by ufos score high on suggestibility,’ she paraphrased, apologizing if she had it slightly wrong. ‘They are the kind of people who are also easily subjected to hypnosis, or who frequently report the feeling of “getting lost” in a novel.’

This galvanized everyone in the rehearsal room, to the extent that we got lost in the idea of getting lost. A quick survey revealed that thirty-two of us had at some point in our lives been hypnotized – Niobis by a magician at a childhood birthday party, and thirty-one of the musicians in contexts ranging from therapy to stage shows to unconventional warm-up routines. And each of us in our ways had been swallowed up by visions, by incantations, by the articulated structure, the flowing of notes or words or ever-recalibrating delicate ideas. It marked us all. Only, the quotation the musician had recalled was from some past authority who wanted, in so many words, to label people who claimed alien contact as nuts. That they lacked epistemological hygiene or good taste, and so tricked themselves into a dream come true. After the swimmers, this stance was no longer possible. Even if only a small number of people on Earth had been offered transit, millions more had seen swimmers in flight, and nearly everyone had seen the footage. Yet the undeniable commonalities among us passengers, despite differences of culture, geography, and upbringing, suggested that the debunker’s theory was unintentionally correct. This was confirmed in Bangkok, where one of our dinner guests would be Sengphet Vannavong: the first person to refuse to go up.

It was someone’s idea of a publicity stunt, I think, to subject us to this man. He arrived late to the restaurant, excusing himself by lamenting how difficult it was to find a good cleaner nowadays. He did not know or care that he was largely talking to people more of the serving class than the served – even the musicians, before their collective epiphanies, had been 271a special kind of novelty servant. He did not take much interest in any of us at all. Yet he dominated the evening, complaining ceaselessly about the food, the temperature, his seat cushion. No one in a twelve-seat radius could get a word in. A man like that would never get willingly lost. He was the psychological equivalent of a main battle tank – heavy, armoured, slow moving but always on the attack, always blasting away at a world he could never mollify. As he berated the server, jabbing his index finger at a crouton that was only soggy because he’d hardly paused to eat a morsel, I wondered how he had ever been approached by a Swimmer at all. But the more he rattled on, the more I grasped that our dinner guest was so lost in displeasure that it became oddly sublime. He was singing an anti-ghazal, of anti-reverence, anti-love, anti-openness – he was clipping the wings of angels and tying lead weights to the feet of cockatoos, he was the hangover after the flush of drunken contact with the divine.

One of the musicians nudged me and said, ‘He complains in counterpoint.’ It was depressing, exhausting – and ultimately clarifying. The Swimmer in Bangkok must have thought, ‘Here is one hypnotized by his own displeasure. Let’s see if he bites.’ An experiment, I suppose. Or perhaps, long before, the accountant had been more like us. Perhaps as a child. And some unwatered seed of yearning for lostness slumbered under the sands.

All this to say that the accountant’s temperament set him apart. It had something to do with patience, or with getting out of one’s own way. I have written here of the patient Aristotle watching the octopus from the dock on the petal-blue Aegean, a sea of lapus lazuli, and how the intoxication of lostness would be enough to knock him from his perch, but I failed to express the true relationship of the one to the other. Intoxication, I see now, is not monotony’s rupture but rather its reward, one stems from the other, as Aristotle knew, for the heroic patience required to sit daylong through a tragic Greek trilogy, not to mention the physical endurance, was rewarded by catharsis, all the more powerful because the spectator, such as Aristotle, would be nearly delirious from sunstroke. Patient unto madness. Still unto transport.

Still unto transport. So had been Niobis, Andrew, the musicians, and I. So had been Aristotle’s student, Alexander. You would not think a 272precocious boy who raced to what he thought of as almost the end of the Earth – and what we think of as barely its beginning – only to die at thirty-two, with so many ambitions unrealized, could ever be called ‘patient.’ But such wild successes could only have been forged in patience, by one who would not be discouraged at the first sign of difficulty. And of course with his patience came his ecstasies, and with his stillness came his transports. He was a drunk. By some accounts it was what killed him. And as if to pass final commentary on this immense contradiction, this dialectic of plain stillness and sweet transport, it is said that the grieving followers of Alexander folded his body, like a nut in confectionery, into a coffin of honey. How perfect. Pearls, pears, bees, bears. He had seen them all, and sent them back to Aristotle, the watcher above the water, as he inched ever closer to, without in fact reaching, the place I grew up. Aristotle who had peered through blue-green shallows like glass, to watch the continuous unfolding of the brilliant but doomed octopus, a cosmic genius within the tiny allotment of its two-year span, so that Alexander locked in the frozen golden ripples of honey might be one last specimen for Aristotle, one final flare fossilized at the moment of quietus, to be watched through his own shining shallows on a shore known only to those who attain it and cannot come back to tell us, and so he sent himself back to the watcher above the water, who could watch and watch and know who knows what, be transported who knows where by shared stillness, teacher and student, watcher and swimmer, swimmer and teacher, watcher now ... diver? Perhaps Aristotle dove, for he died in a city by the sea, a year after Alexander, and perhaps now was ready for his own enfolding in the glass, the ripples that had ebbed and flowed before his eyes for so long.
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Somewhere between here and there

Sometime between 17th and 18th Prairial

Revolutionary Year 45

539-40 days afs

It took a week of sitting to get to the festival, the most exhausting and enchanting sitting of Forough’s life – mostly on trains, for uncountable hours at a time, but sometimes on buses, and even once on a riverboat. The carriages rocked their way through green highlands, arid lowlands, the purple darkness of nighttime scrubland and desert, and the languages on the signs in the towns changed from Farsi to Balochi to Urdu to Marwari to Hindi and Gujarati, and as they did so she added to her ghazal, painstakingly, at a rate of about a couplet per day. She was writing a poisonous golden cry, au hasard, the sound of a universe breaking open from love run ragged, raspy, unromantic, almost dinosaur-like in its rawness. But she still did not know who the cry belonged to. When she could write no more, she read Varughese’s book, and especially its fifth chapter, or read the Shahnameh, and especially the chapter about Sekander, otherwise known as Alexander the Great. ‘A world spirit in a diving bell,’ she thought, and the carriages kept rocking, decanting her reading into a nectar of radiant laudanum. It was with her awake and with her asleep and with her in that restive boundary zone between the two that every long-distance traveller knows so well.

At each new sympathizer’s safehouse, a new disputatious family of working-class autodidacts welcomed her like a long-lost cousin, helped her wash her two changes of clothes, and packed her lunches for the train ride onward, sometimes with a hand-drawn map. The Ramezanalis of Qazvin gave her the address of the Alizadehs of Isfahan, who sent her on to Zahedan in the People’s Republic of Balochistan – no safehouse required because it was a constituent member of the All-Commune Council – where the Department of External Affairs, a much larger operation than 274back home on the kolkhoz, gave her the address of the Tarakais of Quetta, who sent her back into Communard territory, Jaisalmer in Red Thar, whose own Department of External Affairs would neither confirm nor deny that her invitation letter had come to them from India by horse. They directed her to the Chauhans of Ahmedabad. Next would be the Siddiqs of Mumbai, presently, as soon as the train came out of this tunnel, much longer and darker than expected. She didn’t remember falling asleep and missing her stop, but perhaps she had.

The train pulled in underground. Fluorescent lights flickered above signs she could not read. She remembered distinctly from the Chauhans that the Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus did not have underground platforms, that it was splendidly easy to navigate, that the building was an inexplicable colonial folly of Italianated Englishmen, diavoli incarnati. This station was not that. She tried to follow the disembarking crowd, but each person seemed to have a unique destination in mind, and soon she was alone, hauling her rucksack through off-white service tunnels, radio chatter audible behind thin walls, but no one to ask the way. She ascended an unceremonious metal staircase, opened a door, and was out on the street – well, a street. Some place’s street. Surely not Mumbai’s. There were plaster-faced apartments with birdcage balconies, modern glass condos, fading Edwardian townhouses, but nothing corresponding to the landmarks on the Chauhans’ map to the Siddiqs of Suleman Street, hand-drawn on a scrap torn from a back issue of a workers’ paper called Red Horizon: the Terminus, the sea, the grand hotel, the Gateway to India. Every other woman seemed to be wearing black sunglasses and staring right through her. She may as well have been in Paristan, the great capital of the fairy empire of not-home, where colourful pageanted tributaries prostrated themselves at the hologram throne of their cowled and black-lensed chess queen.

It was muggy, heavy, grey; the wet monsoon seemed poised to break out at any moment over the pedestrians shuffling in Gothic gloom. Across the street, on the steps of an old colonial building, a saffron-clad sadhu clocked her and spoke into his smartwatch. Another crawler. She had seen hundreds on her journey south, in increasingly improbable disguises: construction workers in Isfahan hanging from girders with pocket telescopes; delivery motorcyclists in Quetta chauffeuring empty hotbags; 275in Ahmedabad, jugglers and buskers and clowns. They had not done anything to her – yet – but they had interfered with her, simply by making themselves known. It was hard to stay sane knowing her every idle movement was being filed on cloud storage, but thus far she had managed, not least because she never saw crawlers in her dreams. Ever since Pakistan they had been good dreams, very good, of gardens, temples, booksellers’ stalls, and the sea, copious good dreams that had taken her to the end of her blue notebook and beyond. Another consolation: on any given day over the wall, the skies might be graced by two, three, up to a dozen Swimmers. She showed her foreignness in those moments. She was the only one still looking up.

She looked up again now. A lone Swimmer, navy blue, wove lazily in and out of the heavy grey soup of the nimbostratus. It looked almost sick, if they could get sick. She didn’t know. No one knew. She was hungry, and she had eaten everything in the tiffin box from the Chauhans long before, and the smells as a woman scooped samosa chaat from a concave tawa nearby were too much to bear. Forough had no money, because Communards have no money, but the woman smiled kindly to her customers and perhaps would not mind giving directions. There was a line for the woman, and Forough felt the press of others filing up behind her.

‘Kahaan hai Suleman Street?’ she tried when it was her turn, afraid she’d mangled the word order.

The woman angled her head, raised her eyebrows, and said something perhaps meaning Forough had better buy a samosa. Behind her in line someone snicked in disapproval at the holdup.

‘I’m sorry, I’m just very lost,’ she said, turning to the customers behind her, trying in both her Frenchified English and Farsified Urdu. They didn’t like the latter. At all. A suited man with a leather valise pointed at her summerweight kolkhoz work jacket and pronounced some harsh words, but only one she understood: ‘kamyunist.’

Across the street, the crawler-sadhu spoke once more into his smartwatch and began striding toward them, fording the traffic with coplike palms.
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Forough broke from the vendor and the customers and turned down the nearest alley, walking quickly but not running. At its end, tarpaulin-covered shacks with corrugated walls stretched out in all directions. She wove among them, checking always to be sure the crawler wasn’t following. Twenty, perhaps thirty minutes passed quietly as she squeezed among the narrow lanes, the Chauhans’ map unwittingly clenched in her fist. When she finally unravelled it, the newsprint clung to the palm of her hand like a sodden handkerchief. She wasn’t even sure now if the map led to the Siddiq family of Suleman Street or the Suleman family of Siddiq Street. She gave it another fifteen minutes before total disintegration, fewer if the slate-coloured clouds overhead were serious in their threats.

Embers of panic crackled at the edges of her consciousness, fanned nearly to flame. The Pact was supposed to protect visiting Communards from arbitrary search and seizure, vigilante attacks in the street. But ask Sawyer and Shirazi how that had gone for them, Forough thought. Ask their bones, scattered in the dust on a mountainside in the Wakhan Corridor, peaceful now and home to Mana’s fire-watch tower and bowls of figs and apricots. She tried to fix on that soothing image again, Mana behind wide windows, and felt the steady return of calm. Yet she was still lost. She needed a shower, a change of clothes, water – but anywhere water ran, in the streams amid the maze of iron and tarpaulins, it ran brown, with floating islands of tangled wood, wire, cloth, and plastic. Steaming air gusted through the alleys, whipped up whirlwinds of lost lottery tickets and cigarettes and cinema stubs. Against all her best efforts, the map smeared into compost. She passed the same open square full of street vendors three times, and another, almost identical square twice.

A blister broke open at her heel. She limped through an alley choked with fumes from small-scale leatherworks, through an alley full of metalworkers where a little girl poured liquid mercury, through an alley where police kicked a huddled, blanket-covered form. They swore, spat. Her eyes went to a cracked brick at her feet, the skull of the nearest policeman. She was almost ready to forget everything, forget the Pact, forget the phrase ‘diplomatic incident.’ Until a hand at her shoulder forced her away. A man in an apron covered in blood and chicken feathers glared at her.

‘Stupid bokachoda,’ he said. ‘Go back to Afghanistan.’
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‘Landlord!’ she said. An insult on the kolkhoz. But he just looked confused, and pointed down an alley much like the others.

‘Go!’ he said. ‘See? Afghanistan!’

She went, making sure he wasn’t following her. There was chicken blood on the shoulder of her work jacket, now. The alley opened onto yet another square. On the wall, in a yellow script Forough was surprised she could read, was the word afghanistan.

[image: ]
It had taken a special kind of desperation, in the middle of a cascading global climate crisis, to willingly head south. But this was what the residents of ‘Afghanistan’ had done, almost fifty years earlier, and stayed as the crisis ever so softly abated, and some even raised families, sent for relatives. Some few, Forough thought. This was an autonomous zone of the semi-criminal old, a place for hiding and silently drinking tea and remembering or forgetting. Not just Afghans, although they seemed to predominate. From what she could hear and read in the neighbourhood’s wheatpasted central square and adjacent narrow lanes, there were Tajiks, Kurds, Balochs, and Persians too, living tightly in a handful of old sand-coloured apartment buildings, with rugs drying on the balconies in traditional patterns she recognized. She doubted these people would know the old kolkhoz jokes about landlords, but they might know about, say, Rostam son of Hormizd, that panther-clad hero of the Shahnameh whose difficult birth was aided by the Simurgh. A strange half-at-homeness to this.

Forough’s mother called out to her from a balcony. She started. No, not her mother. But she had the same eyes, the same sharp impatience, the same Kurdish-accented Persian.

‘Girl! Why are you here?’

‘I am looking for the Siddiq family! On Suleman Street.’

‘No, I mean - why are you in this country?’

‘I’m on my way to the 15th Annual Festival of the Malayalam Ghazal, in Fort Kochi. I’m ... a poet.’

‘A poet! There’s someone you should meet at Number 3. He’s been waiting for a poet.’
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‘Is his name Siddiq? Or, well, Sadegh?’

‘Maybe! He uses several names.’

She remembered the letter’s warning: Do not accept hospitality from anybody else under any circumstances. But the chicken blood on her shoulder was starting to stink. The popped blister had soaked through her sock. She decided ‘Maybe!’ was close enough.

Number 3 was a narrow brick building covered in wires. It looked like a sleeping robot, with two shut windows for eyes. The only name on the buzzer seemed fake, or a joke in three languages, an Azeri first name and a German middle name and an Armenian last name: ‘Tofiq Adelbert Ohanian.’ She pushed it, producing a rancid mechanical sound, like curdled electricity. It echoed down the empty street. Some roosting birds flew away. Finally a voice came out of the speaker, dark, thick, like Turkish coffee: ‘How did you get this address?’

‘A woman on a balcony. In the square. She said you were expecting a poet.’

‘Good enough,’ said the voice.

The door clicked and she pulled it open, onto a narrow stairway up into darkness. She climbed amid a faint smell of stewed tomatoes, burnt rice. She was certain the room she needed was on the top floor, confirmed by crude paper signs on the lower levels with arrows pointing upwards. ‘not yet,’ they said. The final door had no sign. She knocked, and the thick voice told her to come in. The smells of stewed tomatoes and burnt rice intensified as she opened the door. She did not smell Turkish coffee. The room looked like it hadn’t changed in fifty years, the faded carpets worn paper-thin. A man came halfway out from the little kitchen. He too was faded, worn, paper-thin. It was incredible that a man so thin had a voice so deep. He must be completely hollow inside, she thought, and wondered if he would remark at the bloodstain on her shoulder. Instead he stared at her face for a long time.

‘You aren’t Turkish, are you?’ he said. It made her uneasy, because she had just been thinking about Turkish coffee.

‘No,’ she said.

‘What about Uzbek? You don’t look Uzbek. But some people are Uzbek in secret. Their manners betray them.’
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‘No, not Uzbek. Did you want me to be, sir?’ The honorific felt strange in her mouth, like he’d compelled it out of her against her will.

He coughed or laughed. ‘No,’ he said. ‘So what are you?’

These kinds of questions were discouraged back on the kolkhoz. Yes, they all spoke Farsi, and most spoke other languages of the region, Gilaki or Kurdish or Azerbaijani or Armenian, and, yes, their cultural context was broadly Persian, but their animating philosophy was proletarian internationalism. She contemplated telling the old man that a third of the people back home had ancestry from outside the greater Persosphere, but settled on terms he would understand: ‘I am half Kurdish and half Persian.’

His whole body relaxed. The hand Forough couldn’t see behind the kitchen doorway came out empty and joined its partner in a strange embrace. ‘Two great peoples,’ he said. ‘As a matter of fact, one people. I am sure you understand this better than most.’

She nodded vaguely. What the hell was he talking about?

To the right of the door there was a small picture of Shah Reza Pahlavi in a perfunctory oval frame. Its colours had faded to pale blue and pink from years of getting blasted by sunbeams at the same angle every day. Beside it on the wall was a large green flag Forough had never seen before. It wasn’t an Islamist flag. Wrong shade of green. And it certainly wasn’t communist. Probably something nationalist. Even its shapes looked angry: a diagonal black line interrupted by a central white circle enclosing a slashed equal sign in red.

The old man motioned to a cushion on the thin carpet. ‘Sit down so we can conduct our business.’ He disappeared into the kitchen, came back with a metal tea service, sat down slowly, and poured two cups. He blew on his. Little brown waves leapt at the rim but never quite made it over. He waited for her to speak.

‘I’ve been thinking about Kay Khosrow,’ she said. ‘And his cup that contains the world. There is a truth in it that runs much deeper than children’s fables about crystal balls. Or, if you like, the children’s fables run deeper than we suppose. Because Kay Khosrow’s name shows us he is a prophet and a poet, and perhaps there is no difference, and perhaps this cup or ball that contains the world is really poetry, and if poetry is an infinite glowing bubble - ’
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‘ – Jamshid, you mean.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘It’s the Cup of Jamshid, not Kay Khosrow. I repudiate the false Kay Khosrow who was three-quarters Turkish and responsible for the ultimate decline of our magnificent culture. Did you know, my dear, that sodomy is a Turkish vice? It was unknown to our people before then.’

She didn’t know what to say. Only that there was no point asking if he was Siddiq of Suleman Street.

‘I have a gift for you,’ he said. ‘I have been expecting a poet. For years. Years. And you are the first one. Please give me a moment. It’s in the other room.’

He got up again, slowly, and went into the kitchen. There was a lot of shuffling and banging around. She drank her tea. He came back with a flat cardboard box and laid it on the floor next to the tea service. Forough couldn’t read its German text. A complicated war game? There were pictures of tanks and planes and explosions. Forough had seen men playing them in sid -rooms at internet cafés since she crossed the wall. They always looked like they’d been there for hours. Forough was mildly afraid he would force her to play.

‘Can you read English?’ he asked her.

‘Not as well as French, but I can.’

He eased the lid off the box. ‘Someone gave this to me a long time ago. A poet. I don’t remember who. I can’t read it at all. Perhaps as a literary exercise you could translate it into our magnificent tongue of tongues.’

Forough expected a fold-out cardboard battlefield of hexagons, little widgets to indicate brigades and divisions. But it wasn’t that at all. In aged paper, held together by rusted staples, was a manuscript of about a hundred pages. The typewritten title page read:

The Bell Letter
By The Bell Letterist

[image: ]
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She hadn’t wanted to stay any longer in the apartment with the offensive old man, much less accept a present she presumed to be a bizarre nationalist screed. But as she got up to leave, he insisted she take the manuscript, with a desperation that, against her better judgment, filled her with pity. So back down the stairs she toted a war-game box with a hundred pages sliding around inside like a snapping turtle. Outside it was night, and the pavement was shining. The wet monsoon must have come while she was in the old man’s apartment, although she hadn’t heard it. The streets were even quieter now, totally emptied of people, but somewhat less tangled, conforming again to a legible grid. Even the air felt less heavy. It was a relief to be alive and on the move, even if there was nobody to ask where she was. Finally, the last of the dark side streets disgorged her at a blindingly white high-speed rail station.

The clerk at the toll booth was a woman with grey hair, in a starched burgundy uniform and black neckerchief. Her eyes were closed, and her breathing had the steady rhythm of a light doze. Forough felt sorry to wake her. She hesitated at the window.

‘You don’t have to pay,’ said the woman, without opening her eyes. ‘You are a Communard.’

‘I know that,’ said Forough. ‘I just wanted to know where I was. I’m looking for Suleman Street. Or Siddiq Street.’

‘There is no Siddiq Street,’ the woman murmured. ‘There’s a Suleman Street, but it’s in Mumbai.’

‘You mean I’m not in Mumbai?’

‘No, dear.’

‘Then where am I?’

‘Not Mumbai. You have to take a train to Mumbai. But it’s free. You are a Communard.’

The turnstile swung open. Forough boarded the next train, sank into the plasticated leather seat, and slept her first dreamless sleep of the journey.

She woke up in Mumbai, in the bright open railway yard of the Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus, which looked precisely as the Chauhans had said it would. It was morning, and the sky was clear, and everyone under the elaborate marble arches was congratulating each other on their 282weeks-long run of perfect weather. The moment she left the station, an elderly ice-cream seller beckoned her over. His cart was decorated with profiles of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and, for some reason, Enver Hoxha.

‘You probably want the Siddiq family of Suleman Street,’ he whispered. ‘They are good comrades. They take care of Red students. I try to keep an eye out at the station when we know one is coming. You’re early. It’s not even noon.’

‘No, I’m late,’ she said. ‘I was supposed to be here on the seventeenth.’

‘Good thing it’s the seventeenth,’ he said, and laughed.

She followed his directions and found the Siddiqs in twenty minutes. They were two high school teachers with two university-aged daughters. The teachers were still at work, but the daughters were home. They commended her for arriving so early. Forough attempted to describe the place she’d been the day before, the day that wasn’t, the false Mumbai with its exploding monsoons and melancholy Afghanistan and hollow old man who hated Kay Khosrow. They had no idea what she was talking about, and neither did their parents when they came home that evening. Out of great concern, the Siddiqs made her pass most of her stay resting in the spare bedroom. It was still decorated as it had been when it belonged to the youngest son, Abdul, with cut-outs of chess grandmasters above the headboard and model spacecraft hanging from the ceiling. Since he’d been killed in the bombing of a Party-affiliated youth centre in Kerala the previous fall, the Siddiqs could not bear to alter it in any way. Later, when the nice poet from Hyrcania Kolkhoz had left with her boxed manuscript for the next city on her journey, the Siddiqs would say that having her stay in what had been Abdul’s bedroom, peaceably reading and writing, had given them an unexpected sense of closure.
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Mumbai

19th Prairial, Revolutionary Year 45

541 days afs

In two hours, Forough would take a train further down the coast. She was lying in what had once been Abdul Siddiq’s bed, reading a children’s illustrated encyclopedia, thinking of four things at once. She thought of what Rabia had said: ‘We don’t need the Swimmers like they need them.’ She thought of Varughese, alone in a steaming garden in Java, scribbling the fifth chapter of The Swimmer in his yellow notebook just days after his fateful dinner in Bangkok. She thought of The Bell Letter, spelled out character after character by the darting type slugs of an antique machine. And she thought of what she’d just read in Abdul’s old encyclopedia, about a species of deep-sea Antarctic jellyfish called Deepstaria enigmatica. A drifting bell in dark waters, fine and thin, with no tentacles, no stingers, and no venom, like an animate parachute. And, per the article, symbiotic. Deepstaria enigmatica liked to port around little isopod passengers. Sea bugs. No one knew why.

She traded the encyclopedia for her red notebook. The blue one was now full: dozens of pages of bad dreams; some eight pages of good ones. But the red one had a ghazal in need of a few more couplets to establish who had been doing the singing all along, and when that task was finished she would still have one page free for something else. No, she thought. She would not have it free. It would be satisfying, for reasons she struggled to express, to work out of order, to fill the last page now. She could finish the ghazal after she finished the end. And the end, she saw now, would have to be one last ruba’i.

She could start with a hadith: ‘I was a hidden treasure; I loved to be known. Hence I created the world so that I would be known.’

And she could put alongside it a phrase of Varughese’s: ‘ ... the miraculous presentation before us of all things, drunk and in love with 284pearls, with pears, with bees, with bears, with trees, with tar, with soil, with stars.’

And next a phrase of the Bell Letterist’s: ‘ ... and I meant something else by nearness, communion, more like the atoms in a star, the angels on the head of a pin.’

And for the last line of her ruba’i, which must do what the poet Sa’ib said the last lines of all ruba’iyat must do – ‘thrust the fingernail into the heart’ – she provided a phrase of her own:

‘The interdimensional will to the aesthetic is Red.’
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Maharashtra just before Goa

21st Prairial, Revolutionary Year 45

544 days afs

Hey, Forough Hyrcania Pluviôse – are we there yet? Just kidding. We’ve always been there, or never will be, and the snapping turtle will beat Achilles, and it’s heels all the way down. I can’t help myself, can’t stop being this venomous little viper whispering waspish advisories at vespertine whistlestops (holy fucking shit, stop, now, and if you say ‘crepuscular’ I’m going to kill you). Vespertine whistlestop. By Lenin’s beard. Why would I say that when I could just say ‘tiny regional train station in the evening’? That’s really what it is, and where we are. A station among small rice fields and tilapia ponds, within sight of the sea. You are sitting on the roof of the train, though roof riding is illegal, because some religious festival or political demonstration down south has overbooked the carriages, and the local rail authorities will turn a blind eye to roof-clinging farmworkers, seamstresses, bricklayers, janitors, childminders, and cooks provided they have the decency not to get killed. They carry little, and wear their everyday work clothes, and have been kind to you, showing you just how to hold on, and a young mother dandling her little daughter saw your kolkhoz work jacket and whispered, ‘There’s a girl who comes from Paradise.’ Isn’t that interesting enough on its own? Why this push to make everything special?

It’s something you, me, and the V-man have in common, each in our ways. All of us captifs amoureux before the idle golden Poetry, this sprig of parsley garnishing the dish of parboiled shit we have collectively decided to call the world. If we are all experiencing the same world, which your Narrow Road to the Deep South has strongly implied to be untrue. Now that it’s, what, southern Maharashtra, that state almost without end? All that cosmological exuberance about multiverses, bubble universes, bosuns, strings, Calabi-Yau spaces – cranked to a million once They 286showed up – was just an overelaborated way of saying what anybody with a thinking brain had known forever: that there are worlds within worlds, worlds beside, on top of, worlds, even as each within itself is a state without end, like Kay Khosrow’s infinite little globe of poetry, and sometimes they cross the frontier, as you are soon bound to, into Goa in your case, though probably without the catastrophic break implied by the collision of worlds when They arrived. They Swimmers? They Portuguese? What’s the difference? Well, the Portuguese in Goa, being more like you and me, were capable of the rankest inhumanity from the moment their carracks poisoned the horizon at Kozhikode. The Swimmers on Earth, being about as unlike you, me, or the Portuguese as humanly imaginable, seem never to have gotten certain memos. The ones about stealing and killing and torturing, mainly. If they’ve come for our spices, so to speak, they have an awfully funny palate. Are venomless smokestack jellies feeding even now on strings of coded messages about violin recitals on an alien world? Or a Chinese pensioner learning, through advanced intergalactic Pimsleur Method, a Spanish so cubanisimo that when she appeared on Mexican television the studio audience lost it because nobody told her ‘coger’ was rude off-island? Maybe so. This would also mean that they are feeding on The Bell Letter, ergo feeding on themselves, or feeding on images of themselves, but not malignly, and maybe they are growing, the ancient cousins, on the sea floor of sick-eye world, and maybe when they grow they will go away to our world and gather the food they fed on.

Unlike the relationship between me and you, which is all parasitic, baby, the Swimmers seem at worst to practice harmless commensalism, at best to enjoy true mutualism with humankind. Since you read that Bell Letter you’ve been doing some jellyfish studies on your own, and learned that the ones it describes most closely resemble an Earth-species called Deepstaria enigmatica, which acts like a floating carriage for chitinous water bugs. It’s something the Swimmers have loved to do for eons, maybe. They get ... whatever they get, and we get the sublimity of gazing through a fluttering veil. It is as if whales or loons or hummingbirds were drawing succour from anyone they ever inspired to a pleasant thought. But who knows where this is going. What damage might be done by running away 287from your family like Christian in The Pilgrim’s Progress. How all that energy from all those encounters with devastating beauty, with the languages of others, with alien musics might be harnessed. How the microbacteria on Varughese’s chappals, Niobis’s off-brand Keds, Andrew Riddel’s wellies might evolve on distant worlds.

At least you know where you are going. To Fort Kochi and the 15th Annual Festival of the Malayalam Ghazal, to recite a poem you still haven’t finished. But first to Goa. If the train will ever start moving again. Because right now, yes, you are here at the tiny regional train station in the evening, the (fucking hell) vespertine whistlestop, and they were passing around a thermos of tea up here earlier and now, more furtively, a flask of something stronger, and to pass the time we are riffing, whistling, sprinkling parsley over this shit-world which we have established is only one of many.

So relax. Look to the sky. Look to the Swimmers making lazy turns inland over the treeline, three, four, five of them, amber, brass, copper, umber, perhaps waiting as you are waiting, though it is not clear for whom. As you near the end of this journey the sight of them in the flesh (so to speak) has finally stopped amazing you, as it stopped amazing the people on the other side of the wall a year ago. You sip from the flask shyly passed to you. Not aragh, certainly. Whisky. That’s the devil, you know. It will lead you astray. Over hills and mountains, and to ... another room. Heaven forfend. Your mouth burns, and the sun settles in peach tones beyond the silvery sliver of the sea, and something new wheels in from the water. Not Swimmers. A flock of white and grey seabirds, black capped, orange beaked: Caspian terns. They could even be from back home, following you on the ghazal trail, the spice winds, the Parsi exodus, all the routes that have tied your world to this one down through the centuries. They circle the tilapia pools without diving. They see the fish are too big for their beaks and they cry, harsh, gravelly, unromantic cries, cries that loop around themselves and each other like sighs played backwards. Cries of hunger and solidarity and hope for better, primeval and never ending. With the resignation that always comes – however mixed with gratitude – when an ending finally announces itself, you sigh and shake your head and open your red notebook. A little white chicken feather floats out.
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Internal Communique:

All-Commune External Affairs, Threat Assessment Division

South Asia Branch

Red Thar Collective

18th Floréal, Revolutionary Year 45

510 days afs

All comrades in the Threat Assessment Division are apprised of the following items, brought to our attention by reliable over-wall informants in Kerala, by the Open Source Intelligence activities of our analysts, and by several fellow Communards on errands. A more detailed summary of each item follows on subsequent pages of this report. The items are as follows:

Rumours of a cult of whites on a modified superyacht travelling up and down the Malabar Coast, flying a black banner with white Sonnenrad

Rumours that an atna national speculated to be co-leader of the cult was also a conspirator in the South Indian bombing campaigns of Revolutionary Year 44

Rumours of experiments intended to attract Aerial Phenomena

Rumours of experiments on the basis of a belief that violence is an aesthetic act and that the violence of the aesthetic is what attracts the Phenomena

Rumours of a numbers station in German broadcasting from somewhere in the Indian Ocean
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Rumours that the interval signal of the numbers station was an old German folk song whose melody we know best as ‘The Red Flag,’ but which may be known abroad as ‘O Tannenbaum,’ and which our analysts have discovered also served as the melody of a pro-Confederate anthem, ‘Maryland, My Maryland’

Rumours of a ritualized reenactment of the John F. Kennedy assassination using live ammunition, with reference to the Frazerian concept of the Killing of the King

Rumours of a diving bell constructed according to the description in Aristotle’s Problemata and employed as both a punishment and a reward

Rumours of sex magick involving cephalopods

Rumours of sex magick involving medusoids

Rumours of a ritualized reenactment of the last days and funeral of Alexander the Great, involving several days of wine-based debauchery and a transparent sarcophagus filled with honey

Rumours that the transparent sarcophagus was merely the diving bell repurposed for another end

Finally, please note the following item from the ap wire three days ago. As always, we receive news of the deaths of probable atna agents with skepticism, and do not rule out the possibility that other members or associates of the cult or the bombing campaign survive and remain as threats.

thiruvananthapuram, India (ap) – atna Department of State employee Jameson Morris, 38, born in Norfolk, Virginia, and most recently a resident of Bethesda, Maryland, was found dead on the shores of Golden Beach, Pozhiyoor, Kerala, last Wednesday.

290
His cause of death is believed to have been an anaphylactic reaction to a sting from a Portuguese man o’ war while surfing.

Morris’s father, atna Navy Rear Admiral (upper half) (Ret.) Carlisle ‘Sligo’ Morris, gave the following statement to the press from Tobernalt, his summer residence in North Beach, Maryland: ‘Jimmy loved surfing, and as a family we have fond memories of summers together on Chesapeake Bay, where he first learned the sport. We are proud of his years of dedicated service to his country, and it consoles us to know that he died doing something that brought him so much joy.’
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Here and there

Now and then

Before and after

The crowds were still with Forough on the train roof when they finally pulled into Ernakulam Junction. At each stop southward they had become quieter, more wordlessly in tune, like pilgrims sharing an old, well-trodden road. She assumed their festival was somewhere further south, like Thiruvananthapuram, but they all disembarked together, and she walked with them to the ferry to Fort Kochi. A light, expectant mood flitted among the voices and faces around her. Surely they were not all coming to the 15th Annual Festival of the Malayalam Ghazal, which she had imagined to be a small, academic affair.

‘Comrade Forough Hyrcania Pluviôse?’

A woman in her seventies, followed by a girl in her early teens, had joined her. They did not seem related, but they shared an easy familiarity, as if the woman had been entrusted with watching over the girl when she was small.

‘My brother told me you’d be coming,’ said the girl.

‘Do you know where it is?’ Forough asked. ‘My letter didn’t say.’

‘It’s under the ice and it’s here, and it bloody well says it in the letter,’ said the woman.

‘Walk with us,’ said the girl. ‘Tell us what is on your mind, Comrade Poet.’

‘I’ve been thinking about Sekander,’ Forough said. ‘Alexander, you might know him as.’

‘Good,’ said the woman. ‘That will get you closer.’

‘To solving for X,’ said the girl.

The ferry, a modern blue catamaran, waited at the terminal. The crew said that today nobody had to pay, and the seats filled quickly. 292Forough, the woman, and the girl found the last available places. Those left at the jetty were smiling, joking, seemingly happy to wait for the next one.

Forough continued: ‘The first thing is that in the Shahnameh Sekander’s father is not Philip II of Macedon. His father is Persian – is in fact Darab, the king of Persia, and the father of King Dara who Sekander will both defeat and honour.’

‘Because there is no West,’ said the woman. ‘There is only East and more East. I don’t know how many times I had to tell them.’

‘The second thing,’ said Forough, ‘is that Darab sends Sekander’s mother back to her home country because she has bad breath, even though he has cured her of the bad breath using a herb called ‘Sekander,’ which she will use as the name of her child. Sekander’s mother’s home country is not Greece, or even Macedonia. It is Rum. And Rome is Rum. And Byzantine is Rum. Even into the twentieth century, some Greeks still called themselves “Romans.”’

‘There is no now. Only then and more then,’ said the girl, watching the crew unmoor the ferry and point out the life vests.

‘The historical Sekander lived in the fourth century bce, and yet the Sekander of the poem is a Christian who goes into battle under the cross. Yet he promises the dying Dara that if he has a son with Dara’s daughter, Roshanak, the son will keep sacred the traditions of Zoroastrianism. Roshanak is basically Sekander’s niece, which is weird as hell, but also very Zoroastrian. But then almost the first thing Sekander does when he is in charge is tell everyone to revere and give charity to the Sufis, who don’t exist yet.’

‘Yes they do,’ said the girl. ‘If they existed now then they will exist then. If they will exist then, they existed now. Like me. Like my brother. Like anybody.’

‘I know, and I think she knows, but let her work it out,’ said the woman. The engines rumbled and the ferry set out across the lagoon.

‘He goes on a pilgrimage to Mecca, even though it is not yet the Islamic holy place, and later he comes to an accord with Qaydafeh, the wise and powerful queen of Andalucía, which also isn’t yet called that.’

‘But, Saravati – ’ said the girl.
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‘ – she knows,’ said Saravati, as if shepherding another young cadre through Capital at her salon.

‘Sekander keeps having a certain kind of encounter with mendicants, ascetics, philosophers, and holy people. They trace a pattern, starting with his first teacher, Arestalis, who urges him toward humility and acceptance of his human mortality. It is the same with a wise man of northern India, from the court of King Kayd, who impresses Sekander in a battle of metaphors. His refusal of riches, because true wealth is in wisdom, moves Sekander. But he only partly understands. He continues his frantic scramble all over the world – not for riches, really, though he is sure to make use of them to placate foreign powers – ’

‘ – and don’t forget his massive redistributions of wealth to the poor,’ said Saravati.

‘Ferdowsi wants us to feel that Sekander is not conquering for revenge, or for domination, or hatred, but rather for knowledge. To which I add: beauty. I think Sekander is in love with knowing and seeing all that may be known and seen in the world. I think he is enveloped in sweetness. Hypnotized by transports.’

They fell quiet for some time. Forough gazed back at the crowd left behind. Those Swimmers she kept seeing earlier – amber, brass, copper, umber – had descended to the jetty. People were boarding them as they would any other boat.

‘Get to the part about the Brahmins,’ said the girl.

Forough shook her head as if emerging from a dream. ‘Yes, of course. Into the back half of his adventures, which have broken completely from the historical record, Sekander seeks the mountain-dwelling Brahmins who wear leaves as clothing. They have no possessions and can only give Sekander handmade trinkets of sentimental value. I find that part kind of sweet. Sekander has seen so much bloodshed. He may never fulfill his need to see, to know, to experience all. He asks the Brahmins for their secret. Understanding who they are dealing with, they ask him, ‘Why do you long for the world in this way, why do you breathe in the scent of this poisonous flower so eagerly?’ And they warn him, “To make oneself suffer for another’s profit is the act of an ignorant man or a fool.”’

‘To die for someone else’s value,’ said Saravati. ‘Like in The Swimmer.’
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‘You taught my brother that,’ said Varughese’s sister.

‘No,’ Saravati replied. ‘He knew all about that long before he met me. As do you.’

‘As before,’ said Forough, ‘he swears he is a changed man and will follow their counsel. Like any reformed drunk. He mouths their doctrine and promises to give them anything they want, which proves he hasn’t learned anything. At a moment in the poem when things are getting almost hallucinatory, he breathes ever more deeply of the poisonous flower.’

‘Save the next part until we make landfall,’ said Saravati.

Along the whole opposite shore, a greater multitude awaited them. They soon felt the cutting of the engines, the boat’s slow drift and gentle thump against the tire-bumpered dock. The crew hopped out with mooring ropes and extended the ramp to the jetty. The welcoming party cheered the new arrivals, both from the ferry and the Swimmers, and embraced the ones they knew. Two figures pressed through the crowd to greet Forough and her companions: a boy in his early teens, who said he was Iqbal Masood, and a thirty-something who introduced themselves as the Bell Letterist and said they were neither a woman nor a man. As with Saravati and Varughese’s sister, these two did not look related, but seemed familiar to each other. Only this time the younger one seemed like he had been entrusted with watching over the elder.

‘She’s thinking about Sekander in the Shahnameh,’ said Saravati. ‘Help us help her think about it?’

‘Have you gotten to the part about the sea monster?’ the Bell Letterist asked.

‘Almost,’ said Varughese’s sister, as they paraded into the centre of town.

‘Sekander and his army leave the Brahmins and march down to the shore of a wide ocean. We learn that here the men go in veils, everyone lives on a diet of fish, their clothes are brightly coloured, and they speak neither Arabic nor Chinese nor Turkish nor Persian.’

‘I bet it was Malayalam,’ said Iqbal. ‘I bet it was this ocean.’

‘A dazzling yellow mountain suddenly comes out of the water. Of course Sekander wants to sail out and explore it. But one of the philosophers in his entourage suggests that more expendable men go instead. 295The mountain is actually a huge fish, and it devours their boat. The expendable men are expended, as Sekander watches from the beach. The philosopher says something kind of fatuous about prudence.’

‘Not all philosophers are ascetics,’ said the Bell Letterist. ‘I know from experience. This one wanted to make sure he kept getting his paycheque.’

‘After this, they find a swamp full of enormous reeds. They think it’s disgusting, so they don’t stick around, but it’s inhabited happily by people in reed houses. The army finds another place, uninhabited, by a beautiful lake. We are expressly told that the water tastes like honey. But it induces drowsiness and defenselessness to attack by snakes, scorpions, wild boars, and lions. The lions give them the worst trouble. In a manoeuvre strangely reminiscent of American counterinsurgency tactics in Vietnam, they retreat to the swampy reeds and burn them down. It is not clear what happens to the village.’

‘They should’ve listened to the people who lived there longest,’ said Iqbal.

‘Let’s skip ahead to the part about the talking birds,’ said Saravati, as they moved along with the crowd under the palms and the roofs of Portuguese buildings.

‘Yes,’ said Forough. ‘After many similar adventures, Sekander finds some birds on a mountainside who speak Greek. They mostly do not tell him anything. They ask him questions. He replies with what the philosophers have been telling him from the beginning, the things he keeps averring without ever quite understanding. The birds say something that I think begins to capture why that is. ‘You take pleasure in your pain,’ they tell him. They ask him, quite cruelly I think, if the wise men where he is from go to the tops of mountains. He says yes, of course. They tell him he should go to the top of theirs, but warn him he won’t like what he sees. And at the mountaintop Sekander meets the Angel of Death, who calls him a slave of greed, and he descends in tears, knowing his time is running out. Yet he is able to cram in a few more adventures, though they are all getting a bit sad. In a palace made of gems he finds a fountain of tears. Next to it is a dead king, alone on a throne made for two, with the head of a boar instead of a man. The fountain of tears repeats what the Angel of Death has told him. So does 296a talking tree, later. And the Emperor of China, who has been waiting for him this whole time.

‘In Babylon, knowing he will die soon, Sekander writes a letter to his mother specifying how he wishes to be interred. And – this is interesting – as his unnamed illness progresses, he asks that they bring his sickbed outside, to the fields, under the sky. I suppose so this aesthete par excellence can expire with the clouds passing overhead, the murmurs of the wind in the wild grasses, and the songs of the birds in their hidden nests in the trees.’

‘And he is buried in a coffin of honey,’ said the Bell Letterist.

They moved down to the beach with the crowd, past salt-eaten whitewashed walls. Rows of great blue-green cantilevered lift nets hung from the docks as if waiting to catch a trapeze artist far above. Colourful wooden fishing boats bobbed unattended in the sea. The fishers had joined the crowd.

Forough looked across the narrow straight to Vypin Island’s church-capped promontory. She felt a momentary dizziness, a purple flash in her eyes. When she opened them again, there was no Vypin Island, no fishing nets, nothing of Fort Kochi. They were all still walking along a shore – some place’s shore – but now the sand was a golden sand, pale golden, under an unaccountably overcast sky.

‘Are we still in Kerala?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ said Saravati. ‘This sea tastes not of honey but of tears. Its pearls were won in pain.’

Waves washed the golden sand. Bubbles blew and burst among the grains.

‘There’s something I’ve never told anyone before,’ Forough said. ‘I thought to, once, but I worried he would tease me. Maybe I will tell him anyway, some day, if we discover how to love each other. What I wanted to tell him was that, back when I first heard about “Swimmers,” I thought Varughese was making a pun about the Simurgh. An important creature in Persian poetry. One that aids heroes. It is always found near water, and its spirit is purely good.’ She looked at the others. ‘Do you think Varughese had this in mind?’

‘No,’ said Varughese’s sister. ‘But he will be pleased to hear that.’
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‘Which reminds me,’ said the Bell Letterist. ‘Iqbal, I learned a poem I thought you might enjoy.’

‘Tell me, comrade.’

‘It’s an English poem, by Swinburne. Yet another Saxon foe I have swallowed and incorporated. It’s called “A Swimmer’s Dream.”’ The Bell Letterist recited the first stanza:


Dawn is dim on the dark soft water,

Soft and passionate, dark and sweet.

Love’s own self was the deep sea’s daughter,

Fair and flawless from face to feet,

Hailed of all when the world was golden,

Loved of lovers whose names beholden

Thrill men’s eyes as with light of olden

Days more glad than their flight was fleet.



‘Love’s own self was the deep sea’s daughter,’ Iqbal than even the poet knew. Forough, you were not Simurgh.’

Out on the water, a shape flickered. Or two shapes flickered one in front of the other. Or two shapes rapidly took one another’s places. Or they occupied the same place at different times. Or they were the same shape, the same form, the same time, the same essence – inseparable. A carrack. A superyacht. The square sails of the carrack billowed and strained in the wind. The superyacht glistened like a bayonet. The red crosses painted on the canvas had sharp edges, militant and cruel. The black banner with white Sonnenrad flying from the comms tower seemed big enough to blot out the moon. The small, white figures tangled in the rigging were like moths caught in a spiderweb. The small, white figures tangled in improbable tantric poses on the observation deck were like maggots twisting at the bottom of a garbage can.

The crowd on the shore leaned on one another’s shoulders, heads lifted, defiant. Forough remembered some of Rabia’s stories about the days just before 8th Pluviôse, when the masses in the streets would turn a corner to encounter a barricade of riot police, forcing a collective 298decision to either charge them or run away. The day they finally decided to charge was the day history itself turned a corner. The energy Forough felt now, from every person, was what she imagined the energy had been like then. Whatever happened, the people on the shore were ready. History was never going to double back on itself again. From now on, it would move in a different way.

The water stirred near the flickering shapes or shape. A translucent curve broke the surface, like someone underwater was inflating a huge balloon. It rose up dripping over the water, a jellyfish, floating in lunar tranquility toward the carrack, the superyacht. Easily five times the size of either, it was cloudy, milky, translucent, with a certain faint pattern of rough tessellations. Forough thought of the cracks in Rabia’s hands, the scales of a pangolin, the bark of a peepul tree.

‘Deepstaria enigmatica.’ said the Bell Letterist.

The Deepstaria rose overtop of and enclosed the ship or ships. Digestive enzymes rained down from the roof of the jelly interior, melting fibreglass and burning Madeira laurelwood. The screams of the crews were muffled, as if coming from a gigantic plastic bag. Slowly, almost insouciantly, the jellyfish sank back under the waves to consume its disintegrating prey.

Saravati Veer shook her head. ‘That which gives life may take it away. A truism that nevertheless stays true.’

Everyone on the beach stayed quiet for a moment. The wind rustled in the dead leaves of a beached mangrove tree. Then, from somewhere behind them, someone started to sing:


ഉണരുവിൻ പട്ടിണിയുടെ തടവുകാരെ, നിങ്ങൾ

 ഉണരുവിൻ ഭൂമിയിലെപ്പീഡിതരേ നിങ്ങൾ



And someone else joined. And someone else. And someone else. And Saravati joined. And Varughese’s sister joined. And Forough joined:


خرد در دھانۀ آتشفشان در غرش است

اين آتشفشان ناگزيرِ آخر است
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And the Bell Letterist joined:


Del pasado hay que hacer añicos.

¡Legión esclava en pie a vencer!



And Iqbal Masood joined:

ঘুচাও এ দৈন্য হাহাকার,

জীবন-মরণ করি পণ৷৷

And so did everyone who was there, however they could. And they continued down the beach.

‘Not long now,’ said Varughese’s sister.

There were thousands of people ahead of them on the beach, and thousands behind, still singing, but they began to slow their pace and spread out along the shore to get a better view seaward.

‘You’re needed at the front, Forough,’ Saravati said.

Saravati Veer and Varughese’s sister and Iqbal Masood and the Bell Letterist surrounded her like an honour guard. They laid their hands on the shoulders of the people in front of them, smiled, told them the videographer was coming. People made space so that there was a straight path right through the multitude to the other side.

A podium stood in front of a beach. The waves crashed gently behind it in a continuous white line. Small fishing boats in faded pastels bobbed out on the horizon. The sky above the water was an impenetrable light grey. No one was at the podium or near it. But off to the side, on a tripod, stood a video camera. Forough looked through the viewfinder and saw what she had seen so many times before. The waves washed in and out over the sand, loosed bubbles of breaking spume: experimental new worlds in collective straining for wholeness, holding together as long as the surface tension would allow. Like any world. The sand of honey, chaff, leopard’s spots. Also as before. But unlike before, all the hundreds of times before, when there had been nothing but the sea breeze buffeting the microphone to guide her meditations, this time singing, from thousands of voices, cascaded down the beach. A shiver fluttered across her cheek.
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‘The Internationale’ found a new rhythm. A raga. A ghazal. She swore she could make out lines from ‘Yeh Jo Halka Halka Saroor Hai’ in the style of Ustad Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan. She might have almost believed he was here. No, not almost. She could easily believe he was here. That song was about being enveloped in beauty, intoxicated by sweetness – in a sense ruined by it – but it was ultimately a song about transcendence, of coming to see all anew with eyes cleansed by ruination. That was the missing step. That was what the Bell Letterist had been intimating, in their rhapsody of patterns of repetition within systems of judgment, or systems of repetition within patterns of judgment, or whatever it had been, repeating over and over without seeing what came after, perhaps without even knowing there was such an after, or could be, until by the end of the letter perhaps they had, or perhaps they had not, but certainly they saw it now, along with everyone here, and perhaps that had been the true problem before, to have gone away from the others, to have sought the privacy of the problem room, to have been afraid to have opened the door that had really always been there and to have joined the rest in singing of the wine of love, of a love that is destruction, of being free of all care in a night that is beautiful.

The ghazal was changing again. ‘The Internationale’ was returning, with new motifs alongside it, interwoven within it. They were singing the strange song Varughese had sung on the planet to which he had been welcomed as a guest. Only it was no longer strange. It fit into the raga as if written that way. They were singing the melody lines of the Seventeen String Quartets. They were singing a poem of Niobis Jacques set to the melody of ‘Jock Stewart’ as played by Andrew Riddell. Different rhythms, different keys, different scales, different tempos, but not a single sour note. And, moving in among these, hesitant at first, like a question, like a swimmer in a forest of seaweed, was a ghazal about a Caspian tern. Forough’s ghazal. A ghazal about a bird who dives over and over into the water in search of a shimmering beauty she thinks she sees there, who travels from the dark sands of Anzali to the light sands of Malabar in her search, smacking headlong into the sea again and again, and it was just at this moment in the raga that, out on the horizon, the Caspian tern came as it had so many times before, and many in the crowd began to 301cheer the bird who had seemed to her before, privately, in her meditations, to be white-hot with meaning, a meaning she had believed she could not know, now a public bird, with a meaning known by what came before it and would come after, and as it smashed into the water and came up, over and over, it no longer seemed to surface with nothing, it surfaced with itself, with the worlds that followed from this, the poem in the globe, the poet in the diving bell, this drive to do something again and again with everything to show for it, and now here it was, she meant the literal thing, the Swimmer, the fifteen minutes were over, it was back, and it came over the waves as it had before and it hovered inches over the sand as it had before and it opened its door in an unseeable instant as it had before and Varughese stepped out as if off a train and surveyed the crowded beach, the blank podium, and lighted finally on her, so that it looked like he was staring her right in the face.

‘My God,’ he said. ‘Have you been here the whole time?’




302
Acknowledgements

Thank you to Matthew Tomkinson, Andy Zuliani, Nathan TeBokkel, and Thalia Williamson for giving thoughtful encouragement early on, and to Sam Moore for being a sympathetic and reasonable ear. My sincere gratitude to Akin Akinwumi for believing in this book.

Many thanks to Pasha Malla, my editor, for joining me on this intercosmic voyage. I am so grateful for your tenacious dedication to the project.

Thanks again to Alana Wilcox, James Lindsay, Crystal Sikma, Philip Bardach, and the whole team at Coach House Books. Together you make Coach House a very special place in Canadian letters.

Thanks to Natalie Olsen of Kisscut Design for a cover that went above and beyond.

Thanks to the Canada Council for the Arts for a grant that gave me time to sit, write, and think.

Thanks to my dad for showing me the Great Comet of 1997. Thanks to my mum, my brother, and my sister for staying up late with me to watch Star Trek.

Finally, boundless thanks to my wife, Erica, for filling my days with light and love.




Credits

pp. 63-4. ‘Delshad Khatun’ from The Mirror of My Heart: A Thousand Years of Persian Poetry by Women translated by Dick Davis , copyright © 2019 by Mage Publishers. Used by permissionof Penguin Classics, an imprint of Penguin Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House llc. All rights reserved.

p. 182. The translation from the Spanish of a passage from Juan Goytisolo’s essay ‘Genet y los palestinos,’ collected in Genet en el Raval (Galaxia Gutenberg, 2009), is the author’s own work.

p. 230. Excerpt from ‘God’s Rebellion’ by Forugh Farrokhzad, translated by Elizabeth T. Gray, Jr., from Let Us Believe in the Beginning of the Cold Season, translation copyright ©2022 by Elizabeth T. Gray, Jr.. Compilation copyright © 2022 by New Directions Publishing. Reprinted by permission of New Directions Publishing Corp.




About The Author

303
[image: Black and white photo of the author, Geoffrey D. Morrison. He faces forward, wearing a patterned shirt, with a textured wall behind him. He has dark, curly hair, a moustache, and wears glasses.]
Geoffrey D. Morrison is a language teacher and trade unionist who lives on unceded Squamish, Musqueam, and Tsleil-Waututh territory. His debut novel, Falling Hour (Coach House Books, 2023), was longlisted for the Dublin Literary Award and a finalist for the Ethel Wilson Fiction Prize. The Coffin of Honey is his second novel.




304
Typeset in Albertina and Agrandir

Printed at the Coach House on bpNichol Lane in Toronto, Ontario, on Zephyr Antique Laid paper, which was manufactured, acid-free, in Saint-Jérôme, Quebec, from second-growth forests. This book was printed with vegetable-based ink on a 1973 Heidelberg kord offset litho press. Its pages were folded on a Baumfolder, gathered by hand, bound on a Sulby Auto-Minabinda, and trimmed on a Polar single-knife cutter.

Coach House Books is situated on occupied land, which is the traditional territory of several Indigenous nations, including the Mississaugas of the Credit (an Anishnabek people), the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, and the Wendat and Petun nations, and is now home to many First Nations, Inuit, and Métis people. This land is covered by the Dish With One Spoon Covenant, an agreement between different First Nations communities to share resources peacefully and equitably, and by the Two-Row Wampum, a covenant of mutual respect and non-interference between early settlers and the Haudenosaunee. The land is also subject to Treaty 13, sometimes called the Toronto Purchase, signed between the settler colonists and the Mississaugas of the Credit.

As a settler organization, we acknowledge that we have violated these treaties and agreements. We acknowledge the grievous and ongoing harm of colonialism, and we strive to work toward a future of justice and reconciliation.

Edited by Pasha Malla

Cover design by Natalie Olsen, Kisscut Design

Interior design by Crystal Sikma

Author photo by Erica Schaub

[image: Coach House Books logo: Side-view illustration of antique Challenge Gordon Press, focused on its large wheel with curved spokes]
Coach House Books

80 bpNichol Lane

Toronto on m5s 3j4

Canada

mail@chbooks.com

www.chbooks.com


OEBPS/Images/section-break.png





cover1.jpeg
GEOFFREY D. MIORRISON





OEBPS/Images/copy.jpg
CERTIFIED
% CANADIAN

PUBLISHER

Canada Council ~ Consell des Arts. iy
B onegaea guasmss Canadi

onTARO ARTS CoUNGIL

Lo TS OE O (Y ey @






OEBPS/Images/bck_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/bck_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Logo.jpg
COACH HOUSE BOOKS, TORONTO





