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“All money is a matter of belief.”

—Adam Smith 


book 1 : raymond

Hong Kong, February 2002


1.

SILENCE SWOOPED OVER THE FLOOR OF THE stock exchange. In the concentric circles of trading booths, red jackets draped seat backs, computers in sleep mode flashed hypnotic patterns. Raymond stood in the empty pit, fists hanging by the sides of his body, face leaking sweat despite the chilly draft from the air-conditioning vents.

He raised his head, slowly craning his neck toward the giant LED screen hanging from the ceiling. As he stared at the red and yellow digits frozen in time, it finally sank in.

I’m finished.

The jacket dropped from his slackening hand. A second later, his knees collapsed, dragging his wiry five-foot-eleven frame to the floor. He knelt on a carpet littered with trading slips, deafened by the sound of his own ragged breathing.

What am I going to tell Wu?

The face appeared in his vision: dark and scuffed like an aged chopping board, black lips bent in a smile. Raymond recalled his first visit to the gangster’s godown in Kwan Tung three years earlier. He remembered, vividly, walking in the long shadows of boxes stacked in neat columns under the sloped ceiling, his heart beating irregularly with the thrill of eating the forbidden fruit. He looked up at the boxes as he passed them, trying to guess their contents: fake Rolexes? Pirated DVDs? Sex toys?

They came to an office furnished with a steel table, two chairs and a filing cabinet under a poster of pop star Franky Soo. A large window overlooked the warehouse they’d walked through.

The gangster motioned him to have a seat and opened a drawer.

“Some people are crazy about guns, but you know me. I like getting my hands dirty,” Wu said, holding up a meat cleaver. “I used this for my first chopping. A heroin dealer who killed my brother. You should’ve seen what I did to him. A butcher would’ve been proud.” He grinned and raised the kitchen implement toward the bare bulb dangling from the ceiling. The blade, cared for like a family jewel, flashed, light streaking down its precise edge like a comet, expanding and dissipating when a twirl of the wrist turned the knife. The gangster ran his nicotine-stained fingertips along the shiny surface as if he were petting it, the other hand almost blending in with the handle’s dark wood.

“Weight is paramount,” he explained. “The heavier the blade, the greater the chopping momentum. The trick is not to hack through the bones, but the space between them. It’s an art.”

On the exchange floor, Raymond’s stomach convulsed. The projectile vomit came up with a force that nearly ripped his lungs out.

A few minutes later, he exited the stock-exchange building in a daze, descending the stairs to street level one step at a time. On the pavement, he raised his arm. A taxi swooped across three lanes and came to an abrupt halt near his feet. He slid into the backseat of the beat-up red and silver Corolla.

“Where do you wanna go?” the driver asked.

Raymond stared at the man’s eyes in the rearview mirror as if he’d been asked a trick question.

“Where do you wanna go?” The voice snapped with impatience.

“Uh … TST,” Raymond mumbled, and turned to look out the window. They were on Des Vouex Road in Hong Kong Central. A clump of Filipino maids gossiped in the shade of the overpass. The pedestrian light blinked red, and an old man with thin legs hurried comically on the zebra crossing. A tram lumbered to a halt in the middle of the street, the rickety box-on-wheels a glaring anachronism against the backdrop of steel and glass towers.

Everything looked so normal, yet brightly surreal at the same time. Suddenly, Raymond jerked his head as if he’d been shaken awake.

Fifty-three million. How the fuck did you lose fifty-three million? In just a few months?

Actually, it wasn’t that hard. You started with one wrong decision. For example, you went long on the Thai baht even though the Bangkok property market looked a bit shaky. It wasn’t as stupid a bet as it seemed. The government had been using its foreign-exchange reserves to prop up the currency. There was nothing to suggest that this policy was going to change. But one day after swearing to defend the baht, the government floated the damn thing, and you were a hundred grand down.

On another day, you’d cut your losses and move on. But that day, you made the rookie error of letting your ego get in the way. You doubled down, and that failed, too. One thing lead to another. As your mistakes cascaded, your judgement fell by the wayside, as did your appetite. You were living on coffee and treacly buns from the Chinese bakery down the road.

Each time you looked in the mirror, you balked. The face, long and narrow, crowned with spiky hair, was now a Bubble Wrap of zits. Eyes pink and muddy, as though they’d sucked away all the blood from the body. You’d turned paler. Your veins were more prominent, so your skin started to look like marble, but not in a nice way.

You tried to project confidence, but your shoulders, burdened by your secret, were letting you down. One look and other traders knew you were sitting on an Everest of losses. Toward the end, the risks you took were plain ridiculous, based on nothing more than hope hanging by a spider’s thread.

At this point, Lady Luck, gold digger that she was, decided that now was the time she was going to walk out on you. In fact, when you rolled the dice for the last time, she went out of her way to fuck you over. Something completely unprecedented happened: the cunts at HKMA raised the interbank rate to two hundred and sixty percent.

Game over.

The same shit happened in casinos. Suckers threw good money after bad until there was no money left, good or bad. But casinos had well-defined table limits. At Wu’s joint in Macau, for example, it was half a million for high rollers. If you ran out of money, the establishment would extend credit, but not beyond what they judged to be your means to pay it back. That was why stock markets were more dangerous than casinos. There was no ceiling, but there was also no floor.


2.

THE BAR IN THE BACKSTREETS OF TSIM SHA TSUI looked like a dozen others along the strip: high tables, checked floors, paper lamps hanging from the ceiling. Raymond had shrunk into a corner like a man hiding from the world. He was on his second scotch when he caught sight of George, maneuvering his belly through the narrow gaps between the tables.

George looked like a cartoon drawing come to life: round face, large eyes, ears jutting out of the head like wing mirrors. His hair was plastered down to the scalp, a sharp fringe cutting his forehead in half. He placed one palm on the table and levered himself onto the high stool with a grunt.

“I can’t stay for too long,” he said, sounding exhausted. His face bore the sleep-deprived look of a new father.

Raymond drank some whisky to steady his nerves. “I’m in trouble.”

George rolled his eyes. “Of course you are.”

“No, this time, I’m in deep shit.”

Raymond leaned closer and told George everything: working for Wu, losing the gangster’s money in the stock market.

George gasped. “How much did you lose?”

“Fifty-three,” Raymond whispered.

“Million?!” George shrieked. Raymond gestured for him to keep his voice down.

The lights dimmed, and the music became louder. The TV on the wall behind them played Cantopop music videos: Cantonese pop songs with the chorus in English.

“Can you turn it down?” Raymond scowled at the waitress, a flustered-looking woman in a tank top and Daisy Duke denim shorts. She nodded and left hurriedly.

“You idiot! How on earth did you get mixed up with this guy?” George said, finally coming out of shock. “How did you two even meet?”

Raymond lowered his head and curled his hand around the whisky glass.

Walk into a bank with a gun, the police will come after you. Walk in with a suit, they’ll give you their pension. Crime doesn’t pay. Not as much as leveraged buying and selling of financial instruments. I’ve got a special talent. I can read the market like an open book.

These had been his exact words to the gangster when they’d met four years earlier, a drunken business pitch made in a dimly lit whorehouse in Jordan. The encounter had taken place the same day the assholes at Sterling Finance fired him for making risky trades. Even though these so-called risky trades had earned his bosses fat bonuses. Fucking corporate hypocrisy.

“I needed a job,” Raymond said.

“Why didn’t you get a normal job … you know, like normal people?”

“I was bored. And I’m not normal. You should know that by now.”

“Bored? If you’re bored, you go and see a movie. Not hang out with gangsters!” George cried in exasperation.

Raymond waved his hand dismissively. He didn’t expect a middle-class wage slave like George to understand that boredom was a curse of intelligence. A yearning for something higher and purer. And that’s what he had with Wu: the game at its purest, just you against the markets. No one from Risk telling you what you could and couldn’t do. You had all the leverage you wanted. But there were no soft landings, either. You were like a tightrope walker crossing a canyon. The stakes were high. But the knowledge that falling wasn’t an option got you home every time.

Except this one fucking time. Raymond gritted his teeth and turned to the TV. The music was driving him insane. The waitress was walking past, tray under her arm. He reached out and grasped her wrist.

“I told you to turn the TV down. Do you people ever listen?”

She snatched her arm back and shot him a dirty look.

George shrugged. “You know what? Maybe you should just come clean. Sometimes that’s the best way to play it.”

Raymond gaped at his friend’s stupidity. “Are you crazy? Do you know what they’re going to do to me? Have you seen any mafia movies?”

Color drained from George’s moon face. “You had everything going for you. Money, car, a flat in Mid-Levels. Then you go and do this. When will you stop pissing on live wires and grow up?” His voice trembled, along with the rolls of puppy fat in his cheeks.

“Please, George.” Raymond winced as if he had a headache. “If I wanted a lecture, I’d have gone to college.”

George sighed and looked away.

A movement over his shoulder made Raymond snap straight. A short, dark man in a bright yellow shirt was scanning the room as if searching for someone. Raymond hurriedly jumped off the stool, elbow knocking his glass as he scrambled to his feet. But next second, he realized the man wasn’t who he thought.

“Wh-What’s going on?” George asked, startled.

“Nothing. Nothing.” A relieved Raymond returned to the stool. His hands were still shaking as he straightened the toppled glass.

“What am I going to do?” Raymond held his head in his hands.

George leaned in. “I know someone who might be able to help,” he said, raising one eyebrow.

“Who?” Raymond asked, bracing himself for another harebrained suggestion.

“Granny Lau.”

“Has she got the money?”

“No, but she has special powers. She’s a villain hitter. My uncle went to her when he was having problems with his boss. A few days later, the boss …” George clucked and made a slashing gesture across his bulging throat.

“Dead?”

“Fired.”

Raymond thumped the table.

“Damn it, George. My life’s in danger and the best you can do is come up with some superstitious crap?”

He swiveled to the TV, gnashing his teeth. That infernal music. Had the waitress turned it up? She was behind the bar, wiping a glass while gazing adoringly at the boyish face of Franky Soo on the big screen. Franky appeared to be looking straight at Raymond, crooning in a syrupy voice:

“I’m not afraid of dying

’Cause I know I’m going to be happy forever …

Yes, happy forever … with youuuuuuuuuuu.”

Raymond picked up his glass and hurled it at the TV.


3.

THE TUNNEL FINISHED IN ABERDEEN IN THE south of Hong Kong Island. Raymond squinted behind the wheel as the Maserati passed from darkness to light. Buildings rose on either side of the snaking highway: skinny condominiums interspersed with squat public housing and shopping malls, cranes erecting more condominiums, more shopping malls. An entire urban universe crammed between the hill and the ocean, cloaked in the golden spray of the setting sun.

Raymond drew a deep breath, inhaling the new-car smell as if he were snorting a drug. His last automobile, a red 911, had been wrecked while attempting a drift. It was a bit of a shame. But if you took into account the sheer exhilaration he’d felt moments before the spinning vehicle crashed into a concrete barrier, you could argue it was worth it. Because unlike some people, he wasn’t out to compensate for a small cock. He’d bought a race car so he could race it. And when you raced it, shit happened, right?

Now, as he sat low in the new Maserati, holding the wheel at three and nine, he felt the same surge of recklessness. He locked his elbows and squeezed the pedal. The vehicle accelerated in a squeal of high notes. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a camera flash. But Raymond didn’t ease up. A four-hundred-and-fifty-dollar speeding fine wasn’t a problem. A fifty-three-million-dollar debt was.

He kept his foot on the throttle until the freeway fizzled into a two-lane road, then he let go, relaxing his arms at the same time. The orange tach needle retreated across the dial as the vehicle slowed behind a glowing taillight. He let out a sigh of pleasure. Invigorated by the rush of adrenaline, his mind returned to his fifty-three-million-dollar problem.

There was no written contract between them. Every three months, Raymond sent Wu a statement of account, like a normal finance company. The last one was forged. As was the one before. Raymond had crammed them with enough fictitious trades to confuse the gangster in case he looked closely, which he never did because he trusted Raymond. In theory, Raymond could keep mailing these forged statements. But at some point, Wu would want his money back—if not all, then some of it. The problem was, Raymond didn’t know when. It could be the next day. It could be a year away, or five. How long could he play this dangerous poker game, pretending everything was fine?

So, option one: dump the car at Hunghom, catch the train to Shenzhen and disappear into the vast countryside of the mainland. But the triads, like McDonalds and Starbucks, were everywhere. Raymond remembered one instance when a low-level functionary had disappeared with some money that belonged to Wu. A year later, they tracked him to a small village in Canada, which was bad news not only for the man but for his entire family, whose chopped-up remains were found in oil drums floating off the coast of Lantau Island. The recollection sent a chilly spasm down Raymond’s spine. At that precise moment, the scene outside darkened.

From the open sky of the city, he’d entered the dusk of the forest. Headlights turned on automatically, illuminating the tarmac in overlapping funnels. Behind the wheel, the instrument panel was aglow.

The road clung to the hill, rising and dipping in a broken tunnel of figs, cassias and bauhinias. Smudges of ocean, darkened in the setting sun, appeared and vanished from view. This was the other Hong Kong, concrete and nature coexisting in an uneasy truce.

For the next while, his attention was focused on getting through the winding stretch. When the road straightened and levelled at the top of the hill, his mind returned to the problem.

Option two: replace the money. But how? It would take forever if he were to rely purely on income from commissions. To make that kind of cash, he needed to think like an entrepreneur. There were seven million people in Hong Kong. If he could extract eight dollars from each person, just eight, he’d have the money he owed Wu plus spare change. Easy when you looked at it that way. Of course, he knew it was anything but. He needed something extraordinary, a big idea.

A range of blow-up dolls resembling movie stars. He’d suggested this once when he learned about the triad’s involvement in the sex-toy market. Wu laughed but informed Raymond that he didn’t see the need for this diversification.

Raymond recalled other random ideas he’d had over time: a calorimeter for dogs, a heated knife that would make it easier to spread butter, sneakers with a built-in foot massager. He discarded all of them, as they didn’t feel big enough.

So, if he wasn’t going to run away or replace the money, then what was he going to do?

Option three: No Wu, no problem. Raymond swallowed.

“You’re like a brother to me,” the gangster had said to him once. “We were both fucked by life, but we fucked it right back, didn’t we?” Of course, Raymond knew this declaration of brotherly love came with a disclaimer. If Wu found out about the fifty-three million dollars, the statement would be rendered null and void, as would Raymond’s existence, so he was fully justified in striking first. The question was how.

He cast his mind back to a couple of Wu’s foot soldiers from Yau Ma Tei who’d once privately grumbled about their boss. Would they do it if he made it worth their while? Raymond wondered. But next moment, he decided this was way too risky. Loyalty was a highly prized commodity among the triads. If word circulated back to Wu, that would be the end of it.

Raymond pounded the wheel in frustration. He’d been through this thought process several times in the last forty-eight hours. And in each instance, he’d reached the same dead end. There had to be something else.

He glanced out the window. The foliage on either side tapered to a clearing. A village appeared in the fading light, a cavalry of colorful one-and two-story houses climbing the hill slope. A slice of Hong Kong from a bygone time, preserved in formaldehyde.

He sped through the village, then past the university campus. As he came over the top of the ridge, the sporadic clusters of lights gave way to an endless sprawl, broken only by the ever-shrinking black ribbon of the harbor. Orange lights, white lights, yellow lights, glittering like an army of conquering fireflies.

A series of sharp bends brought him to a flyover that dipped sharply through the skinny high-rises of Sheung Wan. Lights streaked past his window as his foot squeezed the pedal. The engine’s operatic pitch, the tailwind of gravity, the judder of the wheel in his hands. They were making his stomach tingle. He pushed back in the seat, arms straight, picturing himself in a sci-fi movie, piloting a levitating car at warp speed through a built-up neon dystopia.

Option four: a jerk of the hand, left or right. The drop was a few hundred feet. In the blink of an eye, problem solved.


4.

ANYONE WHO SAID SUICIDE WAS AN ACT OF cowardice was full of shit. Driving a car off a flyover. Slashing one’s wrists in the bath. Swallowing an entire bottle of barbiturates. These weren’t for the faint of heart. On the contrary, they required courage beyond the ordinary. And if one did possess the said measure of courage, then what was to hold one back? A sense of purpose, perhaps. To some this could be an elusive thing. Yet for Raymond it had never been a problem, right from day one. Or come to think of it, even before.

“The eighth day of the eighth month is doubly lucky. You’ll be promoted to supervisor if your wife gives birth on this day,” the fortune-teller had said to Raymond’s father.

The following month, at a time engineered precisely by a C-section procedure, Raymond arrived in the world, a wrinkly good-luck charm covered in amniotic fluid, a fragile six-pound lottery ticket for a man looking for a handout from life.

Unfortunately, things didn’t quite go to plan.

Barely a week later, at a construction site in Lai Chi Kok, a ten-ton concrete pipe slipped through the leather restraints and fell on his father’s foot, smashing every bone below the ankle. The doctors at King Edward Hospital somehow managed to piece together the jigsaw of phalanges and calcaneus, but they could do little to stop the recurring pain except prescribe palliatives well beyond the means of someone on a disability allowance.

So, who’d had to cop the blame for this tragic outcome? Not the lying fortune-teller. Not Raymond’s father, for being stupid enough to believe the fortune-teller and for daydreaming at work. Not the private hospital that took his last penny for the C-section operation. You guessed it. It was Raymond’s fault. And not a day passed when he wasn’t reminded of it. Usually, with the aid of a belt.

The tragedy of life was that no matter how bad things were, one got used to it. The crack of leather against skin, the bruises that made it painful to lie on the back, the festering odor in the apartment where not even air had escape. With time, they all folded themselves into an everyday sense of normalcy, until one day he was old enough to realize that this wasn’t normal. Normal kids didn’t cower under the bed when they heard their father’s footsteps. They didn’t press their palms to their ears when their mother mewled like an orphaned kitten after being badly beaten. And with the realization came a new purpose. Escape. But Raymond knew he had to bide his time.

For years, he braved the treadmill of abuse and guilt, keenly noting the changes in his body, appreciating that his lanky frame might never possess the strength to take on his father, but that it was capable of speed and agility. So, after school finished, he went straight to the playground. He removed his fawn shirt, folding it neatly, placing it to one side next to his shoes. Then he practiced running up and down the football field in his undershirt and shorts with the fervor of someone training for the Olympics, much to the amusement of other kids who’d gathered around to watch the spectacle. But he let their laughter wash off his back.

The moment of reckoning arrived one Sunday, shortly after his thirteenth birthday, when his father dragged his mother by the hair into the kitchen. Something in Raymond finally snapped. Maybe it was the hormones, all the testosterone from watching Rambo the previous night. Maybe it was the fact that she was being called a slut, a word whose derisiveness he now fully understood. But whatever it was, Raymond charged, letting out a war cry, and then with the hammer concealed behind his back, he hit the monster. Right on the balls. A place where it really hurt, not just physically but also psychologically. Because even at that age, Raymond was perceptive enough to know much of his father’s pain and frustration arose from the impotence caused by his medication.

The man sank to his knees. Boy, what a sight that was, the bastard doubled over in pain, hands clasped between his legs, globule of spittle abseiling from the open mouth. Raymond savored every moment of it. And when he saw the lumpy face screw with rage, he turned around and ran, out the door, down the stairwell to the ground floor, through the long corridor, past the screaming children in the playground.

After exiting the gates of the housing estate, he charged down the sidewalk, not daring to look back or stop until he reached the safety of the congested streets of Kowloon City. There he sneaked into an unattended coffin shop and hid inside a rosewood casket. When he emerged the following morning, the shop owner almost fainted, thinking Raymond had risen from the dead.

In a sense, he had. And what a life that second one was, fate overcompensating, lavishing him with everything it had denied him thus far. Starting with the moment he turned up at his friend George’s doorstep (because he didn’t know where else to go). The flat was much nicer than the shithole in Lok Fu he’d run away from, and he was welcomed by parents still grieving the loss of their second son. Talk about luck.

And then meeting George’s uncle. That was a stroke of luck too, because it was the uncle who introduced Raymond to share trading and gave him his first break. That wasn’t to say it was all down to good fortune. Far from it. But once you’d made a decision based on intuition, smarts and sound judgement, there were variables outside your control. That’s where you needed a little bit of luck. And when it was working for you, you had to milk it. Not just milk it, but push it. But the problem was knowing when to stop. You wanted to go right to the edge, except you didn’t know where the edge was until you crossed it. And now here he was, on the wrong side of the edge. Nothing to look forward to except a fifty-three-million-dollar debt and the business end of a meat cleaver.

The more Raymond thought about it, the more he realized that what was keeping him alive wasn’t a sense of purpose. It was pure mathematics. He’d been on this planet for only twenty-eight years, and the first thirteen didn’t count.


5.

A WEEK AFTER LOSING THE MONEY, RAYMOND was sitting on his couch, mouth turned down, body sagging and crumpled like a deflated balloon. The TV babbled away with some crap daytime soap. The kind his mother used to watch.

The late-morning sun washed the pale granite floor, lapping the edges of the barely used kitchen. A faint smell of garlic from last night’s takeaway hung in the air.

There wasn’t much by way of furniture in the eighteenth-floor apartment: a white rug to match the sofa; ghost coffee table; floor lamp with a long, curving stem; a TV cabinet. But what was there had come at a hefty price tag. Sleek, modern and cold, with no trace of sentimentality. No old photographs in frames. Nothing tying him to the past or any moment in time. This was more like a hotel suite than a home, one that he could check out of any time. But right this moment, he didn’t look like he was going anywhere.

What am I going to do?

The phone rang. His body snapped taut. He leaned over to check the caller ID, and a bead of sweat dribbled from his temple when he saw the number.

Wu.

The leather squeaked as he clawed the armrest. He bit his lip, not daring to answer, because Wu would know from his voice that something was wrong.

The phone rang and rang.

Finally, it stopped. But the silence that filled the room in its wake was just as terrifying. A few minutes later, he wiped his temple and picked up the phone. It felt warm in the meat of his palm. He dialed with shaking hands.

George’s voice crackled at the other end.

“Wu’s been calling,” Raymond said with a dry mouth.

“You think he knows?” George whispered.

“If he did, there wouldn’t be a phone call.”

A gentle breath and the line went quiet.

“George?”

“Yes.”

“Say something, for God’s sake.” Raymond winced, cradling his chest. His heart was pumping so hard he was afraid it was going to explode and splatter the living room with blood and shards of flesh.

“Maybe you should see that villain hitter,” George suggested gingerly.

“What’s she going to do?”

“Smack his photo with a shoe. Then chant magic spells to invoke the power of Kuan Ti. She’s good, Raymond. Really good,” George said, as if he were recommending a new TV he’d just bought. “Do you want her details?”

Raymond winced in despair. A week earlier, he’d scoffed at this suggestion. But now he was willing to try anything. Even this nonsense.

[image: Image]

THE ADDRESS WAS in Sham Shui Po in northwest Kowloon. A warren of damp, decaying tenements crowned by aerial farms; windows with dripping air conditioners; laundry hanging from sticks like flags; stalls crowding the streets, packed with all sorts of tacky merchandise. The same shithole that Raymond had stumbled into as a seventeen-year-old after losing his virginity in a one-woman knock shop in Mong Kok.

It took him awhile to locate the building. He’d missed it the first time because the block number was hidden under a wallpaper of real-estate notices. He turned the handle of the metal door and pushed it open. The shopping bag in his hand brushed his knee as he walked in. It contained a Polaroid and a pair of brand-new hiking boots, still in the box. The photo, taken on board Wu’s yacht in Macau, showed the gangster posing behind the brass wheel, dressed like a bad Elvis impersonator. The boot was a size nine Timberland, oiled leather, mid cut with padded tongue. If the villain hitter was going to whack Wu with a shoe, it made sense to get something tough.

There was no lift. The concrete stairs were littered with cotton earbuds and cigarette butts. He climbed, two steps at a time, stopping on the third floor in front of a red door. After checking the number, he knocked.

The door opened an inch. A face peered through the gap: wan, bony, wrinkled like a cliffside. A single pale eye darted up and down his body.

“Granny Lau?” he asked.

She nodded.

“I need you to take care of someone for me. I’ll pay you well,” he whispered.

The eye staring at him widened. She uttered a shrill cry and slammed the door. Raymond recoiled. Then he remembered George warning him that she was a bit eccentric. So he waited a few moments and knocked again.

“Go away or I’m going to call the police!” the voice screamed behind the closed door. The mention of police made Raymond swivel and bolt down the stairs.

Back on the street, the wind whipped the shop signs and filled his nose with the smell of raw meat. Stripped carcasses hung in the butchery next door, their color enhanced by tube lights wrapped in pink cellophane. A man with a bloodied apron unhooked a large roasting cut and placed it on a flat wooden disk. The cleaver came down hard, thwacking the meat. Raymond’s heart seized.

He walked hurriedly through a current of sharp elbows and haggling voices on the busy street. Once he got to the main road, he stood at the edge of the curb, eagerly scanning for the red-and-silver shape of a taxi. A wink of sheet metal caught his eye, a mauve Lamborghini with a diamond-studded license plate, parked between two beat-up Nissans.

His breathing stopped. Was it him? There couldn’t be two idiots in Hong Kong with such awful taste. A quick glance at the letters on the plate dispelled any doubt: TMD, abbreviation for “Fuck your mother” in Cantonese.

It was him.

Raymond walked backwards, very slowly, as if retreating from a hissing cobra. Then he turned around, gathering pace as he walked back toward the market. At what point he stopped walking and started running, he didn’t know. But soon, he was blasting through a blur of honking cars, screeching brakes, babbling voices, frenzied sales pitches and the urgent cries of the blinking pedestrian lights, knocking an elbow here, stepping on a foot there, tripping on something without quite falling over. Somewhere along the way, a metallic object gouged his bony leg. But he didn’t stop to soothe it. Fourteen years earlier, he’d run like this to escape his father.

His father with the belt. Wu with the meat cleaver. Same fear.


6.

RAYMOND HAD NO IDEA HOW LONG HE’D BEEN running. But when he stopped, he was gasping for breath in a small park. He turned away from the glare of the sun and wiped his face, grimacing when a blade of pain stabbed his lungs.

The park was located inside a run-down public housing estate. The kind he’d grown up in: squat dichromatic blocks with swimming-pool tiles on the wall; apartments set along mile-long corridors, thick with cooking smells; washing lines strung beside front doors. A low-rise, low-rent ecosystem.

The children’s playground to his left was empty. The elliptical lawn in front was filled mainly with old men, walking laps on a maroon track or playing checkers on concrete tables. On his right, a lady with a pointy straw hat and gumboots was scooping up dead leaves in the garden.

Raymond rested on a concrete stool.

“Who said you could sit here?” rasped an unfriendly voice from the other side of the table. It came from a dark, shabby-looking man with helmet hair and tobacco-stained teeth.

“This is public property,” Raymond shot back. “I’m entitled to use it as a taxpayer. In fact, I pay more tax than you. If anything, I should be telling you to fuck off. But I won’t. So, are you going to thank me?”

The argument appeared too much for the man’s peasant brain to counter. “What’s the world coming to? One can’t even enjoy privacy when honoring ancestors?” he moaned.

“Tell you what. I’ll give you privacy if you’ll give me fifty-three million.”

The man laughed. “Do I look like I’ve got fifty-three million?”

“I guess not,” Raymond said, eying the holes in the man’s fake Guess T-shirt. “You’ll have to put up with me then, won’t you?”

The man shook his head in resignation. He tossed a cigarette in the air and caught it with his mouth, perhaps in an effort to impress Raymond. He lit it with a cheap plastic lighter and tipped the flame to an incense stick in a holder, then closed his eyes and joined his palms, cigarette clenched between his lips.

After he finished praying, he removed half a dozen mandarins from a cloth bag and placed them next to a rice bowl.

“My father appeared in my dreams yesterday. He said he hadn’t eaten for days,” the man explained.

“If it were my father, I’d let him starve. A real asshole.” Raymond snorted. “He’s still alive. If he died, my mother might come and live with me.”

The man ignored Raymond’s comment and produced an open biscuit tin from his bag. He arranged a small paper house and car in the tin, the tip of his tongue sticking out between his lips, like a little girl playing with a dollhouse.

“He wanted a house and car, too? How demanding,” Raymond remarked. “Question. Logical one. If there were people up there driving cars, don’t you think we’d be able to see them through a telescope?”

The man inserted his hand into the cloth bag and took out a thick wad of notes.

“Whoa. You lied about having no money.”

“It’s not real,” the man said.

“I know. Can I see it?”

The man grudgingly peeled off a note and gave it to Raymond. He arranged the rest in a neat pile next to the house and car.

Raymond held the note up to the sun, as though checking if it was counterfeit. It looked like an American dollar, except the words “Federal Reserve” were replaced by “Bank of Diyu,” and in Benjamin Franklin’s place was a fierce-looking Chinese emperor with a goatee and handlebar moustache. Raymond recognized this as hell money, the currency of the underworld. He remembered burning these at his grandmother’s funeral.

His eyes slid back to the man, who flicked his lighter and held it to the paper house. The house caught fire. Fanned by a breeze, the flames swelled and leapt to the car and then the pile of money. The burning notes curled, buckled and blackened before dissolving into flecks. The man closed his eyes and ushered the thickening smoke toward the sky.

“Do you really think your father’s got a house, car and loads of money because you burnt bits of paper? Hmph. You know what this is? Guilt. A constant reminder that you’ve never done enough for your parents. A guilt that ought to die with them. But society’s found a way of keeping it alive so they can sell you bits of paper like this,” Raymond said, waving the hell money note in his hand.

The man dropped his cigarette and crushed it under his feet. “I feel sorry for you,” he said. “A man who doesn’t honor his ancestors is a lost soul. I’m not stupid. I know burning paper money isn’t going to make my father rich. It’s just a symbol of respect. Besides, if there were a way I could get real money over to him, I would.”

Raymond’s eyes widened when the man uttered the words. He looked at the hell money in his hand, then at the man.

“What?” the man asked, unnerved by Raymond’s stare.

“You just gave me an idea,” Raymond said, and left.


7.

AT FIRST GLANCE, THE LIBRARY LOOKED LIKE yet another shopping mall, a brightly lit atrium with polished floors, a cascade of escalators at one end and bubble lifts jetting up and down the wall at the other. The reference section was on the ninth floor. Raymond walked through the anti-theft sensors and was welcomed by the pleasing sight of bookshelves, rows upon rows of them, the light from the window shining on the colorful striations of spines.

It took him back to the only part of his childhood he could reminisce about with any fondness: sitting in the air-conditioned comfort of a library, a world away from the beatings at home. Not to mention the jibes at school, boys making fun of him for looking like a bamboo pole or being unable to shoot hoops.

Sometimes he’d spend the whole day there, crouched behind a tower of books. When he finished one pile, he’d bring another one out, the hunger in his mind far exceeding the one in a stomach fed by plain noodles and soy milk. He devoured books on finance, business and English, things he considered important for his avowed goal of making money. Because money was the ticket out of his shitty existence, not quantum physics or amphibian anatomy. In a way, he’d come full circle. Back then, money was going to save his spirit, now it was to save his life. One could split hairs, but weren’t they the same thing?

The section on Chinese mythology was under the green sign pointing to the fire exit. Raymond crouched to the bottom shelf and tilted his head to read the spines. He dragged selected titles out with his finger, made a pile and took it to a table.

Just as he sat down to read, he was startled by a loud roar, one of those summer storms that arrived unexpectedly. Large drops of rain splattered the window, within seconds dissolving everything from view: the treetops and tennis courts of Victoria Park, barges in the harbor, filing-cabinet blocks of Tsim Sha Tsui. Soon there was a wall of water, as if the building had sunk into the ocean.

He picked up the first book, Beliefs Concerning the Afterlife. The title was embossed in gold on a smooth red cover. He opened it, inhaling the smell of rum and tea that rose from the aged pages.

Chapter 1: The Duality of Souls.

Every living being has two souls, Hun and Po. Hun represents the sublime self—it’s light and airy, just like a cloud. The Po soul is indissolubly attached to the body’s material elements. It represents the tangible, including the seven sensory gateways: two eyes, two ears, two nostrils and one mouth. Hun controls the Yang spirits, and Po controls the Yin. Upon death, the Hun and Po separate and seek to reunite again …

Po, being the body soul, needs constant nourishment in the Land of Yellow Springs. It needs money to buy food and rent accommodation. Members of the deceased’s family can aid its journey by burning paper money and offerings …

A low growl broke his concentration. He craned his neck to peer over the top of the milky glass partition. A boy in a pale blue school uniform was slumped over a desk, snoring away. Raymond scowled and returned to his book.

Chapter 2: Judgement and Reincarnation.

The underworld is like a large city, teeming with Hun souls awaiting judgement at the Ten Courts of Hell. Each court is presided over by a judge who rules a specified behavioral domain. Tribute can be paid to the judges by burning paper money …

Souls hope for an early release from the underworld so they can cross the Golden Bridge and enter the court of the Jade Emperor. But the chances of obtaining an easy release from the cycle of birth and reincarnation are near impossible …

The storm continued to pound the window. Raymond sat hunched at his desk, forehead furrowed with the concentration of someone studying for an exam. When he was in this frame of mind, he could burn through the pages. He swiftly worked his way through his pile of books. When he finished, the rain had stopped. Night had fallen on the city. The floodlights of the tennis courts shone brightly above the canopy of trees in Victoria Park.

Raymond leaned back and rubbed his eyes. They felt heavy, as if all the words he’d consumed in the last few hours had accumulated in a weighty mass behind the corneas. He knitted his fingers and sat still as if meditating.

A few minutes later, he took out his diary and opened a fresh page. A tingle of excitement shot through his body as he wrote the words neatly:

“Afterlife Dollars.”
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, RAYMOND PULLED up outside the Kowloon City ferry terminal, a long, single-story block with a wavy roof. A group of students scurried toward the gangway as a vessel belched its horn. An old lady in a floral shirt stood beside the car and reprimanded him for parking in a bus zone. Unable to bear her screeching voice, Raymond raised his window. Suddenly, exhaustion hit him with the force of a dumping wave. He closed his eyes and let out an extended sigh. He hadn’t slept one bit the previous night. At first, it was the excitement of the idea that had kept him awake. When that fizzled, the inevitable worry:

Is it going to work?

One minute, he thought it would. Next minute, it felt completely harebrained. If he wasn’t sure himself, how on earth was he going to convince bank managers or venture capitalists? He pictured himself in a boardroom trying to pitch the idea to a bunch of stern-faced investors. What would they say? In all likelihood, they’d pick up the phone and ring Castle Peak mental hospital to report a missing patient.

Assuming that didn’t happen and he somehow managed to raise the capital, what about the logistics of setting up a business? Where would he even start? Then the question. The most important one of all. The reason he was doing this in the first place. Would he make fifty-three million before Wu found out about the missing money?

At some point during the night, he’d decided that there was no way he would, that it was all a bloody pipe dream. He crumpled the piece of paper on which he’d scribbled the rudiments of a business plan, and flung it away in frustration. But this morning, he retrieved it from the bin, uncrumpled it and examined it again.

Something happened as he stared at the scrawling of numbers and words on the crinkled page. The old tightrope-walker feeling hummed inside him. This time, the canyon was wider and the rope greased. He’d no idea how he was going to reach the other side, but the sheer impossibility of the task was calling out to him as a challenge. Besides, what were his choices? But it was good when life didn’t present you with any forks in the road. You had to walk the only path available and hope for the best.

A hand tapped the glass, interrupting his thoughts. George was waving in the window. Raymond released the central lock and pushed the passenger seat right back. George squeezed his body into the coupe’s tight space with a series of huffs and grunts. His next challenge was finding enough slack in the seat belt to pass over his ever-growing belly.

“You need a bigger car,” George grumbled after completing the onerous task of seating himself.

“You need to lay off the fried chicken,” Raymond said with a smirk.

The ferry terminal shrank in the wing mirror as he pulled away from the curb. He piloted the car through the middle-class hell of Kowloon City. Each street identical to the next: newly painted tenement blocks with grocery shops, medicine stores and chicken rice stalls on the ground floor, and flats on the floors above. An entire suburb populated by people like George.

“Remember when we used to fish back there?” George said, tilting his head at something in his window.

Raymond knew what he was referring to without looking. It was a pagoda at the end of a pier, near the old Kai Tak airport. As kids, they’d go there on weekends with a fishing line spooled around a can of Coke, and scraps of meat from the butcher’s floor for lure. A cheap pastime for two kids with limited pocket money. They had snagged plenty of plastic bags, bottles and hard hats, but hardly any fish.

“You had no patience for fishing, as I recall,” George continued. “More interested in watching planes land than catching fish, always hoping for a crash.”

“What’s your point?” Raymond said, sensing the prelude to a lecture.

“Your problem is you’re not just an adrenalin junkie, you’re drawn to destruction. Including your own.”

Raymond scoffed, “You missed your calling in life. You should’ve been a shrink, not an accountant.”

George sighed and looked out the window. For a while, neither of them spoke. The silence between them had an edge these days. Raymond blamed it on Trudy, George’s wife. For some reason, she didn’t approve of Raymond, and George had to sneak off to meet him as though he were having an illicit affair.

Buildings fell away behind them as they climbed a hill. The harbor appeared when they reached the top, a gleaming sliver of water trapped between Kowloon and Hong Kong. A few seconds later, it disappeared behind a screen of tropical vegetation, plumped by the previous night’s rain. A brown road sign announced they were entering a nature reserve.

“I may have found a way to pay Wu back,” Raymond announced.

George looked at him.

“It’s a long shot. But still my best hope.”

“What is it?”

Raymond breathed softly.

“Afterlife Dollars.”

The words felt fragile in his mouth, as though he were releasing a newborn chick into an abattoir.

George blinked.

“You know how they say you can’t take your money with you when you die? Well now you can,” Raymond explained.

“You mean like hell money?”

“Kind of. But for real.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s like a forex service. You give me Hong Kong dollars and get Afterlife Dollars for your next life.”

“And where are you getting these Afterlife Dollars from?”

Raymond shrugged. “Nowhere. That’s the beauty of it.”

“But you said it’s real?” said George, utterly confused.

“Only in people’s heads. Like heaven and hell. Something to hold on to, you know …” Raymond raised his eyebrows suggestively.

George gasped. “A con! You want to con people!” he cried, shaking his head in indignation.

Raymond grimaced. “You know, that’s exactly the kind of ill-considered remark I was hoping you wouldn’t make. What do you think money is, huh? I’ll tell you what it is. It’s a piece of paper that’s not even big enough to wipe your ass. Yet banks and governments have everyone believing it can be exchanged for goods and services. Isn’t that a con? By your own definition?”

“No, it isn’t.”

“Yes, it is. Only you don’t see it because you’ve taken it as a fait accompli.”

“Fait what?”

“Fait accompli. French. Something that has already occurred and you’ve got no say in it. Therefore, you accept it as gospel truth.”

“You’re such a smooth talker. You can justify anything.” George snorted.

“I’m not justifying anything.” Raymond gritted his teeth. “I’m trying to bring you around to a more enlightened point of view. Nothing’s real. Everything’s make-believe. That T-shirt you’re wearing,” he said, jerking his thumb at George’s wide torso. “Why did you buy it? Because you think it makes you look cool,” Raymond said before George could answer. “Is it really making you look cool? Or is it clever marketing? A brand that makes you believe it’s cool by parading some cool people wearing it. But in reality, it’s just a piece of crap made in a sweatshop. What I’m proposing is no different. For centuries, temples and churches have grown rich by selling afterlife myths. But these myths have passed their expiry date. The public is craving something different, something fresh. I’m doing what every smart businessman does: exploit a gap in the market. Give the public what they want. Don’t you understand, George?”

“First gangsters and now this,” George thundered. “What’s going on? I feel I hardly know you anymore. You know how this is going to end, don’t you? No one will believe your crap. You’ll get your ass thrown in jail for fraud. And when that happens, don’t come crawling to me, expecting me to help you.”

Raymond recoiled, stung by George’s vehemence. Where was this hate coming from? Had the poison Trudy relentlessly poured into his ears finally gone to his head?

Raymond inhaled sharply and looked straight ahead, anger concentrated in the extremities of his body. The hands gripped the wheel tightly, foot slammed the gas pedal, causing the automobile to surge through the dappled forest light. A yellow traffic sign warned of a winding road ahead.

George opened his mouth, but all Raymond could hear was the blood thrumming in his ears.

“Slow down!” George shouted.

Raymond held his foot on the pedal for a few more seconds, then transferred it to the brake.

“Fuck,” he muttered softly.

“What?”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Raymond looked down at his foot.

“What? What?”

“The brakes don’t work.”

George gaped at the windshield. The road wound like a slack rope from the top of the ridge, with the bush on one side. On the other side, a strip of brown earth about three meters wide separated them from a thousand-foot drop into the valley.

Suddenly, the car’s left-side wheels slid off the camber and ploughed into the dirt. George pressed his palms on the dashboard and screamed as they careened toward the drop. Raymond wrenched the steering wheel to drag them back to the road. The automobile overcorrected, screeching across the centerline into the oncoming lane. The red-and-silver shape of a taxi appeared from around the corner. George screamed again as Raymond swerved sharply to avoid a collision. The taxi clipped the wing mirror as it passed the Maserati.

“Kill the engine,” George cried.

“I can’t. The power steering won’t work.”

“Watch out!”

The road hooked sharply to the left. The car flew into the bush, bouncing on uneven ground, dry branches snapping across the windscreen. A few moments later, they joined the road as it wound back on itself. But the momentum carried the car over the centerline again, depositing them directly in the path of an oncoming bus.

George opened his mouth and bit his fist. Raymond swung the wheel, dragging the automobile across the tarmac. For a few heart-stopping moments, the car skirted along the cliff edge.

“We’re going to die!” George burst into tears.

“Shut up! I can’t drive with you crying like a bitch.”

Raymond held the wheel tightly, face taut with concentration. It was like maneuvering a supermarket trolley moving at breakneck speed. He had to steer carefully; too hard, and the rear tires would go skidding over the edge. He turned the wheel gently, in small arcs, coaxing the vehicle away from the brink.

Finally, the car returned to the tarmac with a thud.

“Oh God, please help us!” George cried, hands joined in prayer.

“Kuan Ti,” Raymond said. “Pray to Kuan Ti. Chant his name.”

“Kuan Ti. Kuan Ti …”

“Louder.”

“KUAN TI. KUAN TI …”

“Say it as if you were a six-year-old.”

“Koo-an Ti. Koo-an Ti. Koo-an Ti …”

“It’s not working. Kuan Ti likes nursery rhymes. Sing ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep,’” Raymond commanded.

George blinked.

“Sing, asshole! Do you want us to die?”

“Baa baa black sheep, have you any wool? Yes sir, yes sir, three bags full. One for the master. One for the Dane. And one for the little boy who lives down the lane.”

Raymond gently leaned his foot on the brake. The car slowed down.

“It’s working!” Raymond cried.

George stared blankly.

“Look.” Raymond slammed the brake to demonstrate. The sharp deceleration jerked the car and pitched their bodies forward.

George gasped in relief. “Thank you! Thank you for saving my life,” he gushed to the sky, cheeks glistening. With sweat or tears, Raymond wasn’t sure which.

Unable to contain himself, he stopped the car, killed the engine and burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny?” George frowned.

“You singing ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’ …” Raymond chortled. “Bet you’d have stuck your finger in your ass if I’d asked you. The brakes were fine. I just wanted to make a point. People don’t think straight when faced with death. They’ll believe anything they’re told. They’ll do anything they’re told. That’s why my product’s going to work. And I’m not going to end up in jail.”

George’s mouth fell open. “You … you risked my life, your life, to make a point?” he stammered.

“Wasn’t a risk. I knew what I was doing. And by the way, it’s ‘one for the master, one for the dame,’ not ‘Dane,’” Raymond said.

George’s moon face clenched and turned crimson, the hand on his lap curling into a fist. Raymond turned away, bracing himself for a punch.

“You cunt,” George hissed. He unclasped his seat belt, got out and slammed the door.


9.

LOW VOICES SIMMERED IN THE OAK-PANELED booths of the cigar lounge. Pete Lawler’s face reappeared from a cloud of smoke, lean, tanned and wrinkled before its time, which gave the Englishman the appearance of an aging rock star. His bright blue eyes twinkled as he smiled to a Thai girl at the next table. She smiled back and mouthed, “I’m okay.” As Pete got older, his girlfriends seemed to get younger. This one looked all of thirteen.

A few moments later, his gaze returned to the table, smile extinguished, all business again.

“So, what do you think?” Raymond asked.

The adman frowned thoughtfully. “Not what I was expecting. I usually get briefed to create ad campaigns for beer and shampoo. This is, how should I say … out of left field.”

“For a moment, I thought you were going to say crazy.” Raymond laughed.

“There’s a fine line between crazy and genius.”

“Which am I?”

“We’ll only know in hindsight. Your story about an afterlife economy sounds like complete bollocks. But then so does all the talk of pearly gates and seventy-two virgins. And that’s not stopped people believing in them, has it?”

“That’s exactly what I thought.” Raymond smiled with relief. Finally, someone on the same page.

Pete exhaled, twisting his mouth to blow smoke away from Raymond. “Perhaps we should start by asking the question, why do we believe in bollocks?”

Raymond shrugged. “Because we want to?”

“Precisely. And if there are a billion others believing in the same crap, then that gives us permission to leave our brains at the door. Now here’s the good news: we live in a money-driven world. If you’re telling me I can take it with me to my next life, I want to believe you.”

“Yet you say I need to have the numbers to make it believable. How can I get the numbers if people don’t believe me in the first place?”

“I know, catch-22.” Pete extinguished his cigar and leaned into the light.

“Here’s how it works. There are always people willing to try a new product: the innovators. You know, the type to line up around the block for the latest gadget. They’re going to try it because it’s new and exciting, gets them social currency. Then you have the early adopters, who take their cues from the innovators. These guys in turn inspire the next group in the chain. That’s how ideas spread. Scientists say we’ve descended from apes. They’re wrong. We’ve descended from sheep. Whether you’re selling beer or Afterlife Dollars, it’s the same principle. You need a critical mass to trigger herd behavior. It’s called the tipping point.”

Raymond nodded, envying how smoothly the words seemed to roll off Pete’s tongue. Raymond’s English, like everything else he knew, was self-taught. You could learn the vocabulary from books, but not fluency.

“So how do we get to the tipping point?” he asked.

“There’s no magic formula. Part strategy, part luck. In your case, the strategy is obvious. Do you know why churches are struggling to put bums in seats?”

“Because they’re not cool?”

Pete smiled. “I couldn’t have said it better. Going to church is like hanging out with your grandparents. That’s why we’d rather spend Sunday at the shopping mall, worshipping at the neon altar. Because brands are cool. They give us permission to indulge, have fun, live life. They don’t judge or preach. When you walk out of a mall in Causeway Bay, you don’t feel like crap because you failed to meet an impossible moral standard. If you’re to get anywhere with this, you have to take your cues from the likes of Coke and Nike. Credibility will come from how you present yourself. You’re not a fortune-teller on Temple Street, but the afterlife version of Citibank, selling the dream of every person on this planet: to live happily forever.”

“So, you think it’s possible?”

“Anything’s possible, Ray.” Pete grinned, revealing newly whitened teeth.

Raymond narrowed his eyes. He distrusted Pete’s disingenuous charm as much as he admired it, and wondered if the adman was merely saying what he wanted to hear. In the end, it didn’t matter, Raymond decided. This conversation had given him that little nudge of encouragement to take the first step. And that was what he sorely needed right now.

The meeting concluded with a firm handshake and an agreement to get together again in two weeks’ time to discuss the advertising campaign. Raymond watched Pete weave through the curtain of smoke, arm in arm with his barely legal girlfriend. Raymond remained still and upright in the leather chair, palms resting on his lap as if meditating. A few minutes later, he wrote in his diary:

“BANK OF ETERNITY.”

He leaned back and studied the name, picturing it in glowing neon, emblazoned on the top floors of a skyscraper in Hong Kong Central.

The business would have a unique cost structure, he realized. There’d be no production or manufacturing costs, but his biggest expense would be creating and sustaining a myth, everything from advertising to staff uniforms and the design of the premises. The margins were high, which meant he could potentially earn huge amounts of money in a short span of time. Maybe this madcap idea wasn’t so mad after all.

He raised his arm to get the waiter’s attention just as his phone vibrated on the table. Raymond dropped his hand. Like an animal attuned to danger, he knew who it was without looking at the caller ID. He also knew he couldn’t put it off any longer.
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IT WAS EARLY EVENING WHEN RAYMOND ARRIVED in Wan Chai. The street was lit by a buffet of neon signs that enticed passersby with the promise of debauchery. Girls in short skirts stood outside bars like window dressing, flashing coquettish smiles. Raymond kept walking.

A few minutes later, a sign appeared around the corner: a graphic of a coconut palm, and the word “Tropicana” glowing in a sleazy shade of pink. A bouncer guarded a purple door, intimidating even from this distance. Raymond’s legs trembled below the knees. He stopped and drew a deep breath.

If he knew, you’d already be dead. Keep cool, and everything will be fine.

Keep cool. Sounded simple. His mind got it, but the problem was making his body understand. He wiped the bead of sweat from his forehead and thrust his hands in his pockets. He was clad in a polo shirt, jeans and boat shoes. Dressed casual, and as he walked toward the bar, he tried to act casual too, as casual as you could be while concealing a fifty-three-million-dollar debt in the vault of your chest.

The bouncer greeted him with a curt nod and held the door open. Raymond went in. The door squeaked behind him before clicking shut, like the jaws of a trap. From the dusk of the street, he was now in a chilly darkness. The decor was inspired by a beach theme as suggested by the sign outside: rustic outdoor tables and stools, fake palms, colored lights strung across the top of the thatched bar, waitresses in grass skirts fawning over a handful of early birds, tragic middle-aged men who contributed handsomely to the establishment’s coffers.

No one took notice of Raymond as he slipped through the premises. He went past the toilets and stopped at a black door. There was no sign on it, but something about it warned unsuspecting patrons to keep away.

Raymond knocked.

“It’s me.”

“Come in.” The voice, a Doberman’s growl, chilling even when muffled. Raymond turned the knob with clammy palms.

The gangster rose behind an untidy steel desk, arms spread, face lit by a wide grin. He was dressed in a red paisley shirt and white pants, the low light shining on his greasy hair. His teeth shone too, like porcelain turrets. They were fake. The set he was born with had been removed by his amateur-dentist father when he was nine years old, punishment for disgracing the family name when he was arrested for stealing.

“Raymond Li. At last. Do you know how restless I get when I don’t hear from you?” he said.

“Sorry, I’ve been traveling. These time zones can be a real pain,” Raymond said with a sigh, casting his mind back to his last jet lag for a bit of method acting.

Wu slanted an eyebrow. “Traveling? Where?”

“Russia, Taiwan, Canada.” Raymond had bought travel guides and read them up, just in case.

“Some holiday.” Wu snorted.

“Not holiday. I was scouting for investment opportunities. Looking for the next big thing, to make you money. So, what did you want to see me for?”

It was the wrong thing to say, Raymond realized the instant the words left his mouth. You never got straight to it with Wu. You meandered. You ambled, went around in circles and non sequiturs.

The gangster narrowed his eyes. He sat down, gesturing for Raymond to do the same. The chair was cold and uncomfortable, just like the rest of the room.

“Is there something you want to tell me?” the gangster asked, drilling Raymond.

“What do you mean?” Raymond said with a dry mouth.

“You look like shit, Raymond Li. What’s wrong with you?” the gangster snapped. “Have you had an AIDS test?”

Raymond laughed, perhaps a little too loudly. “You’re right,” he said, raising his hands. “I haven’t been feeling myself lately.”

“Or maybe it isn’t AIDS. Maybe it’s …” The gangster clicked his fingers twice as he searched for the word. “Psychological,” he said in English. “Maybe you worry too much.”

“Worry about what?”

Wu shrugged. “You tell me.” He leaned back and opened the drawer. Raymond stiffened, expecting to see a meat cleaver. But instead Wu pulled out a packet of Lucky Strikes and a Zippo.

Raymond breathed again. Wu drew out a cigarette from the pack and lit it. The Zippo’s flame cast an orange glow on the scar across his cheek. He looked at the cigarette fondly after exhaling.

“Did you know my first gang was called Lucky Strike?” he said. “A bunch of fifteen-year-olds roaming the Walled City. More balls than brains. I’ve been smoking the same shit for thirty years. Thirty years. That’s loyalty. What do you think of loyalty, Raymond Li? Is it a good thing?”

Raymond smiled nervously. Was this a veiled message or another one of Wu’s stream-of-consciousness meanderings?

“Loyalty is a good thing. But it’s important to reaffirm it from time to time,” Raymond said, wringing his hands under the table.

“I wanted to talk to you about the last statement.”

Raymond swallowed. “What about it?”

“I showed it to my associates in Macau. They said the returns were too good to be true. They couldn’t believe you made so much in a dead market.”

Raymond’s heart stopped.

It’s over. He knows.

He gripped the armrest, bracing himself.

Put me out of my misery.

“Now they want you to invest their money, too. So tell me, would you be interested in taking on their business?”

Raymond pursed his lips, pretending he was giving the matter due consideration. But inside, he was doing cartwheels.

“Of course, it would be an honor to manage their share portfolios.”

Are you out of your mind?

The voice in his head screamed so loud Raymond feared Wu could hear it. But think about this logically, he told himself. His debt was so large that the sum was inconsequential. Whether he owed fifty-three million or five hundred, the penalty was the same. What mattered was he now had the startup capital for the business.
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“YOUR TABLE WILL BE READY IN A FEW MINUTES,” the maitre d’, a skinny man in a maroon waistcoat, divulged after checking the clipboard. Raymond nodded and distracted himself by studying the fish tanks near the entrance. Their cascading arrangement reminded him of Hong Kong’s social hierarchy. The small tanks at the bottom, cramped with mollusks and shrimp, were the tenement blocks of Central and Sheung Wan. On the next tier, the crabs, crayfish and scallops in larger tanks represented the more upmarket condominiums in Mid-Levels, where he happened to live.

Above that, of course, the big fish swimming in big tanks. This was Victoria Peak, where the sidewalks adjoining the winding roads had dog latrines. As an eleven-year-old on his first visit to these rarified heights, this was the first thing he’d noticed: a sunken sandpit with tiled edges, almost the same size as his bedroom. Its sight stirred something within him. Call it a sense of perspective. He’d known all along that he hadn’t been a beneficiary of fate’s lottery, but for the first time he realized that there were dogs that were living better than him. Over the years, he held the image of these canine toilets in his mind in the same way people gazed at photos of cars or boats they aspired to own. He might have been born in a shitty hospital in Lok Fu, but he was going to die in a grand villa on the Peak, the land of fabled wealth and dog latrines. That seemed like a distant dream in the context of everything that was happening currently. But in the last few days, he’d made some progress.

He had a business plan and the capital not just to run the business, but also to pay Wu if he desired to cash in a part of his investment. See, that was the great thing about money in the kitty. You could use it to borrow more money. You could move it around, juggle, take from one to pay the other. If the gangster liquidated his entire portfolio, that could get a bit tricky. If everyone wanted their money back at the same time, then it was game over. But the probability of that happening was lower than just Wu wanting it back. And that’s all Raymond had to work with at the moment: probabilities.

“Your table’s ready,” the maitre d’ announced.

He escorted Raymond through the busy restaurant to the VIP section, where one paid handsomely for the privilege of dining in a private room with gaudy chandeliers and purple carpets. Like everywhere else in Hong Kong, the room made the most of a small space. A round table with eight chairs pushed under it, with just about enough space to walk around. There were no windows. An exhaust fan whirred in the top corner of one wall.

As expected, Lim Wei was the first to arrive, his burly frame clad in a creaseless beige shirt and olive pants. He was ex-military and fitted the stereotype neatly with a square jaw, closely cropped hair and rigid bearing. Upon seeing Raymond, the corner of his mouth rose slightly, the closest he got to smiling.

“This is all very fancy,” he said, gesturing to the chandelier.

“Only the best for you,” Raymond said, shaking the man’s hand. “It’s been awhile.”

“Yes, a long time. The last time we met, I had a shirt on my back.”

“Sorry to hear about your divorce. That’s why I stick to escorts. You pay one way or another. At least this way, there are no lawyers involved.”

“Don’t get me started on lawyers,” Lim Wei grumbled. “Bloodsuckers, all of them. Except my lawyer, of course. The guy practically gave everything away.”

The rant was interrupted by the arrival of a man with boyish good looks. Yau was the polar opposite of Lim Wei: small build, smiley face, long hair. He was dressed in a Liverpool football shirt and baggy jeans, and carried an easy confidence that made him a good salesman.

Lim Wei looked at his watch. “Mmm. Only two minutes late. One of these days you might actually be on time.”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Yau said with a snort. “I don’t have a clock up my ass like you, nor do I have Raymond’s ten-thousand-dollar Rolex.”

“That could soon change. The Rolex bit,” Raymond said. “I have an idea that could make us all rich.”

Lim Wei and Yau looked at each other, eyebrows arched. Raymond went to shut the door behind them. The three of them then sat in a close huddle as Raymond outlined his product and business plan. After he finished, the room was filled with a ponderous silence. Lim Wei’s face, as always, was expressionless, and Yau frowned as if in deep thought. Raymond gave them a few moments to digest what he’d said. Then he asked, “So, what do you think?”

“Let me get this straight. Afterlife Dollars don’t really exist?” Yau said.

“Is that a problem?”

“How’re you going to convince people to buy a product that doesn’t exist?”

“You know the story of the emperor’s new clothes? We just need to convince enough people that the emperor has clothes. Let me show you something.”

Raymond took out two sheets of paper from his pocket and unfolded them.

“I briefed an advertising creative director to develop a campaign for the product. This is what he came back with.”

He presented the first ad. Lim Wei and Yau leaned forward at the same time to read it.

“LIFE’S SHORT. BUT AFTERLIFE ISN’T,” read the headline.

“I love this ad,” Raymond said. “It puts things in perspective by reminding people they have a limited window of opportunity to secure their comfort in the afterlife.”

Then he showed them the second ad:

“LIFE INSURANCE IS NO GOOD TO YOU WHEN YOU’RE DEAD.”

“People think preparing for their death means getting life insurance. But that’s really not going to benefit them. So we encourage them to be selfish and think about their next life. A complete paradigm shift,” he said, parroting a buzzword he’d learnt from the adman, Pete.

Yau tilted his head and read out the tagline, “‘Solutions for the afterlife.’ A bit dry, don’t you think?”

“I agree, but I thought it was important to convey stature. The word ‘solutions’ makes us seem like a trustworthy corporation,” Raymond replied.

But Yau didn’t appear convinced. “I don’t know if it’s going to work,” he said, shaking his head.

“I do,” Raymond said. The doubts from a few days earlier had been replaced by a fanatical confidence. “Our product appeals to two of the oldest fears known to man. Fear of death and fear of poverty. No other product does that. We price it attractively, too. Three thousand Hong Kong dollars. Eternal happiness for just three grand. Bargain. The thing is, we don’t even need to convince them totally. We just need to plant a seed of doubt: what if there is an afterlife economy? Is it worth missing out just for three grand? That’s all we need to do.”

Raymond turned to Lim Wei, who’d been silent so far. “What do you think?”

“I’m thinking of my divorce payments,” the burly ex-serviceman replied glumly.

Raymond smiled. “If this goes to plan, you’ll be able to afford a few more divorces.”

“One’s enough, thank you very much.”

“Mmm. I don’t know,” Yau said, twisting his mouth in a grimace. “I don’t know.”

“Stop saying you don’t know,” Raymond snapped. “A man of your intelligence should be able to express your opinion in a more articulate manner.”

“It feels like a long shot. That’s what I’m trying to say.”

Raymond rolled his eyes. “Do we really have to go through this?”

“What?” Yau asked, shrugging innocently.

“I know you too well. You’re going to start off by saying this is too much of a risk. I’ll say the risk is all mine—you’re investing nothing apart from sweat. Then you’ll say something about opportunity cost. I’ll dispute that by saying you’re brilliant, but can’t hold down a job. Like me, you can’t stand fools, especially when they happen to be our bosses. I’ll remind you that you’re running out of options. You’ll get offended and sulk for a bit. Then you’ll come around and say maybe a bonus could make you change your mind. You’ll mention a figure. We’ll go back and forth before we agree on something. I don’t have time to waste, so let’s just cut to the chase. Here’s my offer to you both: three months of your current pay as a signing bonus, plus two years’ salary in advance. This not only gives you both some security, but it’s also a sign of my confidence that the venture is going to succeed. And it’s on top of a seven-and-a-half-percent stake in the company. So tell me, do you want to come on board or return to your dead-end jobs?”

The two men exchanged wide-eyed glances.

“I want this up and running in three months,” Raymond said without waiting for an answer. “Lim Wei, your first task is to find branch space. It needs to be inside a shopping mall. Somewhere aspirational without being too upmarket. I’m thinking Tsim Sha Tsui.”

Then he turned to Yau. “The product will live or die on how we sell it. We need to formulate a sales strategy and start recruitment.”

“I don’t recall saying yes to him. Do you?” Yau asked Lim Wei.


AFTERLIFE DOLLARS SALES GUIDE

Compiled by Yau Mai Ching, Sales Director,

with input from Raymond Li, Chairman.
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Understanding—The first step is to study your customer and gauge their attitude toward Afterlife Dollars. Do they believe in the concept or are they skeptical? Most customers are likely to fall in the middle. Also, try to understand what brought them here, e.g., life-threatening illness, death of a loved one, near-death experience.

Confidence—Do Afterlife Dollars really exist? The answer depends on you. If you project confidence, then the customer will believe you. When you’re explaining the mythology, speak slowly and enunciate your words clearly. Your posture should be erect. Never hesitate. Never show doubt.

Knowledge—Know the product back to front. Each of you must become experts in Chinese afterlife mythology. Your customer is looking for answers. You have to convince them that you’ve got them.

Friendliness—Smile. Show empathy if the customer divulges any personal information. If you can establish why they’re here, you’ll be able to build a better rapport.

Patience—It’s easy to sell when someone’s positively predisposed. But remember, even skeptics, in some corner of their minds, want to believe. Otherwise they wouldn’t be here. Be patient. If a customer’s difficult to convince, just plant a seed of doubt and hope they come back another time.

Important: If a customer accuses you of fraud, remain calm and stick to your story. If they’re proving to be particularly difficult, notify the management team immediately.
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March 2002

FIVE TO EIGHT. THE TELLERS WERE AT THEIR seats: four heads and torsos framed by steel windows. The afterlife consultants, stationed in grey booths, sat erect and motionless, like terra-cotta warriors in red jackets.

Raymond inspected the rows of empty red chairs in the waiting area, on the lookout for anything that shouldn’t be there: lint, dirt, loose threads, scraps of paper. When he couldn’t find anything to fault, he fussed over his own appearance, smoothing his shirt, straightening his tie, brushing a lock of hair from his forehead. Then he paced near the entrance in an attempt to burn off some of his nervous energy.

In the corridor beyond the closed door, a group of tourists from the mainland wheeled large suitcases, presumably stocked with baby formula or some other crap. The bank was deep in the bowels of a shopping mall, sandwiched between a coffee shop and a ladies’ fashion store.

A few seconds later, he stopped pacing and turned around. His gaze swept the width of the branch: the reception, waiting area, teller counters, grey consultation booths, a white door marked “FOR STAFF ONLY” and behind it, an entire back office working away, hidden from view. For a moment, it was hard to believe this was actually happening because ten days earlier, it didn’t look like it would.

The first uniforms that arrived from Shenzhen were the wrong color. The software had crashed while testing; turned out it had more bugs than a bed in Chungking Mansions. And then nearly a third of the staff quit, citing bouts of conscience.

Yet they’d made it. The new uniforms were ready the previous night. Raymond collected a few speeding tickets driving across the border to Shenzhen to pick them up. The software was quickly patched, following threats of bodily harm from Lim Wei. And Yau managed to find fresh recruits and train them.

This pretty much summed up the story in the last three months. When one door shut, they had to find another. If there were no doors, they had to look for a window. And if there were no windows, well, they just had to find another way out.

Just coming this far felt like an achievement. The end of a grueling marathon. Except they were nowhere near the finish line. The finish line was fifty-three million dollars away. Fifty-three million dollars that meant the difference between life and death.

Raymond gulped and looked at his watch.

One minute.

Still time for another disaster. He stiffened as he imagined everything around him collapsing: the branch, the back office, the surrounding shops, the spiderweb of corridors in the mall. Everything knocked over like a film set bulldozed by a gust of wind. And standing in the midst of the debris, the short, dark silhouette of Wu, gleefully stroking his meat cleaver.

Fortunately, nothing of the sort occurred. The branch stood intact. As did the mall. And instead of Wu, Lim Wei’s barrel-chested figure appeared in his vision, dressed in a white shirt and olive-green trousers. Their eyes met. Lim Wei’s were dark and puffy. Raymond imagined his looked the same. Like two soldiers who’d shared many a cigarette in a trench, they conversed without saying a word.

A few seconds later, Lim Wei walked up to the double doors, stood on his toes and undid the bolts. Then he glanced over his shoulder at Raymond, who nodded.

The doors were thrown open.

Bank of Eternity was officially open for business.
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“TICKET NUMBER FIFTY-SEVEN TO COUNTER THREE.”

The electronic voice echoed in the branch. A man rose from his seat, prim, snowy hair, face a street map of wrinkles. He wore a blue business shirt, grey pants, and carried a briefcase as if he were going to work. Raymond stood behind his desk and greeted the man with a plastic smile.

“Welcome to Bank of Eternity. I’m Raymond Li. How can I help you today?”

“I saw your ad in the paper. I want to know what’s all this afterlife business.” The man’s voice was gruff and clipped. He sat in a rigid posture: back straight, arms close to the body, fingers splayed across the briefcase resting on his lap.

Raymond braced himself. The last two customers had been relatively easy, superstitious old folks who didn’t ask too many questions. But this one looked like a tough nut. He had the humorless face of a bureaucrat. A lifetime of barking orders, throwing his weight around. Long retired, but unable to let go.

“Of course. The answer is more familiar than you think. Do you burn money at ancestor funerals?” Raymond asked.

“But that’s just a ritual, is it not?”

“Of course. But aren’t rituals symbolic of things that actually exist? The money you burn might be fake, but the need for finances in the afterlife isn’t.”

“Why on earth do I need money when I’m dead?”

“When you die, it’s just your body that dies. Your soul lives on,” Raymond explained. “It splits in two: Po and Hun. The Po soul is associated with the body; it’s the yin: wet, heavy and earthly, whereas Hun is our mind and heart soul, the yang—fiery, dry and heavenly. Po goes to the Land of Yellow Springs of Kao-Li. It’s a transit area of sorts. A place for the Po soul to rest while the Hun soul is judged in the Court of the Yama King for your worldly actions.”

Raymond paused to check whether the man was with him. He noticed a tiny blemish in the man’s tidy appearance: a carefully concealed missing shirt button. No one to mend it for him. Divorcé or widower? More likely, the latter.

“Your first expense is a tribute that must be paid to the judges,” Raymond continued, as if reading from a teleprompter behind the man’s back. “Your second expense is payment for food, shelter and entertainment for the Po soul in the Land of Yellow Springs. And once Hun and Po are reunited, you become an immortal being residing in the Court of the Jade Emperor. This is the bit where you’re supposed to live happily ever after. But guess what? Here too, there are no free rides. There are no free rides anywhere. Not in this life or the next. But none of us know this when we die. So what do you do when you need money?”

The man shrugged. “Get a job?”

“Precisely. But that’s next to impossible with nearly fifty percent unemployment in the afterlife. You’re only left with two choices: roam the netherworld of hell for eternity, or come back to earth to earn money. But here’s the catch. Once you return, your memory’s wiped clean. You’ve no recollection of what happened up there. Thus, you’re trapped in an endless cycle of birth and rebirth.” Raymond’s voice was soft and guru-like, as if revealing the mysteries of the universe.

“Wait. Are you saying my good deeds count for nothing and my only option is to bribe the judges?” The man fumed.

“It’s not that they don’t count. But the standard of virtue required by the Yama King is absurdly high and these days, it’s impossible to keep away from bad karma. Take your shoes, for example. A cow was killed for those. Same for your briefcase. I bet your shirt was made in a sweatshop somewhere. You see what I mean? You’ve committed three bad deeds without even knowing it. Truth is, you need to be someone like Mother Teresa to meet the rigorous entry criteria. And let’s face it, most of us aren’t. We’re just regular human beings having to make difficult moral choices. And we don’t get it right all the time.”

The man narrowed his eyes and looked Raymond up and down. “How do you know all this? You don’t strike me as particularly spiritual.”

Raymond greeted the man’s skepticism with a knowing smile. “Because I’ve been there.”

“What do you mean, ‘been there’?”

“A near-death experience. I saw what’s on the other side.”

“And what did you see?”

“I saw heaven. I saw hell. You know what happens in hell? They don’t deep-fry you in vats of boiling oil. Oh no, they don’t. Nor do they torture you by peeling your skin from your flesh. You know what they do to you? Nothing. That’s right, nothing. They just build a wall and condemn you to one side of it. The side of filth and dire poverty. That’s hell for you. An eternity of a stomach that can never be filled, desires that can never be satisfied, a subhuman ghetto from which there’s no escape. Can you imagine that?”

The man flinched, clutching his chest as if he were in some kind of discomfort. The action opened up his shirt where the button was missing. Not much of a gap, but wide enough to expose a thick surgery scar. Bypass, Raymond guessed.

“So how much would I need?” the man asked.

“Not as much as you think. I’ll have to refer to the Karmic Calculator to give you an estimate—”

The man raised an eyebrow. “Karmic Calculator?”

“A tool to help us assess your financial requirements based on good and bad deeds committed in this life.”

“Ah! But you said a few minutes ago that didn’t really matter.” The man looked pleased at the prospect of catching Raymond out.

“I didn’t say that. Your worldly actions matter to the extent that they affect the tribute you pay Yama’s judges. It’s a sliding scale. The more serious your crimes, the more you have to pay.”

The man’s snowy brows arched with renewed skepticism. “Okay. All right.”

Raymond turned to his computer and opened the Karmic Calculator page: a list of yes-or-no questions, inspired by something he’d found on the internet.

“I’m going to ask you a few questions. Most of these won’t apply to you, but I’m just checking off a list. Have you killed anyone?” Raymond asked, eyes darting from the computer to the man.

“Good heavens, no.”

“Have you lied, stolen, cheated or appropriated property that doesn’t belong to you?”

“What kind of a question is that?” The man looked affronted. “In my thirty-seven years of service, I received no less than fourteen commendations for honesty and dedication.”

Raymond flashed an apologetic smile and moved to the next question.

“Have you knowingly and intentionally beaten, injured or caused physical harm to anyone?”

This time, the man hesitated. Only for a moment, but long enough for Raymond to see it. A stain of guilt in the eyes, which lowered and looked away. Suddenly, the person sitting across the desk in the blue shirt and grey pants was no stranger, even though the man looked nothing like Raymond’s father.

“No,” the man said. “No.”

Raymond held his gaze for a few seconds and turned to the computer. He avoided looking at the man through the remainder of the questions. When they were done, he clicked his mouse. The hourglass spun a few times, and then the computer displayed the results of the Karmic Audit in a red box.

“Your score is 7.7,” Raymond announced.

“Is that good?”

Raymond shrugged. “It’s average. For this, I recommend at least three hundred thousand Afterlife Dollars. At the current exchange rate of 0.01, that’ll work out to only three thousand Hong Kong dollars. Cheaper than a handbag next door.”

“Can I see it?”

“See what?”

“The money. Afterlife Dollars.”

Raymond shook his head. “Sorry, that’s not possible.”

The man scowled. “Why not?”

“It’s spirit money. You can’t see it, just like you can’t see spirits.”

“Then how do I know it’s there?”

“You’ll get a statement of account each month.”

“But how do I know that money’s actually in my account and isn’t something you created on that computer?”

“I don’t have the power to create any money. I’m just a middleman. A money changer, if you will. But I can assure you all our deposits come with a guarantee—”

“Guarantee from who? God?” A drop of spittle flew from the corner of the man’s mouth.

Raymond flinched inside as he recognized the anger foaming in the face across the table. It was the sort that very quickly escalated to rage, making you pick up whatever was in front of you and hit whoever was in front of you.

“Our deposits are guaranteed by the Afterlife Central Bank,” Raymond said, displaying an artificial smile. But behind his mask, his patience was thinning.

“And who runs this bank?”

“Entities in the afterlife.”

“So you expect me to shell out three grand based on a guarantee from ghosts? Do you really think I’m that stupid? I know what you scoundrels are up to. Taking money from people, knowing full well they can’t come back for it when they’re dead. You think you’re going to get away with it, but I’m onto you—”

“I’m onto you, too.” Raymond leaned forward, looking the man straight in the eye, giving him that icy stare he’d learnt from Wu. The man fell back in his chair.

“I spoke to your wife the other day. She told me about your bypass while she was mending a shirt in Yama King’s palace. She was relieved to hear you survived the operation, because she was in no hurry to see you. You used to beat the crap out of her, right? Did the same to the kids. That’s why they don’t want to have anything to do with you. The only thing you cared about, your job, finished years ago. Now you’re clinging on to your briefcase and some meaningless certificates. You have no friends to play checkers with and there’s only so much TVB you can watch. That’s why you’re here. There are moments when you regret having that bypass operation, because it’s only prolonging this torture of emptiness. You pine for death. You think it’ll bring relief. I have news for you: it won’t. I knew everything about you before you walked in, but I still went ahead with this consultation. You want to know why? Because I believe everyone deserves a chance to be happy. Even a man like you. So as far as I’m concerned, you can take it or leave it. I don’t give a shit either way. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have other customers to attend to.”

Raymond’s heart pounded in his ears as he finally released the man from his stare. He’d gone out on a limb. What if the man hadn’t had a bypass? What if his wife was still alive?

The man remained expressionless for a few seconds. Then a tiny teardrop trickled out of one eye. He wiped it hastily and took a deep breath.

“How much?” The voice was barely a squeak.

“Three grand,” Raymond said, not sure what felt better: taking the money or bringing the prick to his knees.
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THE WAITING AREA was empty at closing time. Raymond rose from his seat, stretching legs stiff from being pinned to the desk all afternoon.

“How do you think it went?” he asked Yau in the next booth.

“I don’t know about you. I’ve been busy,” Yau said, letting out a sigh of exhaustion. “I could use a drink.”

Raymond frowned. “Who’s got time for a drink?” He had more work to do in the back office. From the corner of his eye, he saw the receptionist edge into view. A mousy woman with sharp bangs.

“Sorry to interrupt, but there’s an elderly lady who wants to be served. I told her to come tomorrow, but she won’t listen.”

“It’s fine, I got it.” Yau smiled at the receptionist. She smiled back and lowered her head. Raymond’s eyes darted between the two. Were they fucking?

Yau waved to the customer.

She walked slowly, leaning on a stick. She looked like a skeleton wrapped in a floral shirt and black pants, both of which must have fitted snugly at some point, but right now, she floated in them. Her wig was poorly chosen: black and shiny, curls falling over her forehead and into her sunken eyes.

“Hello, madam. Welcome to Bank of Eternity.” Yau’s greeting was awkward.

She fell into the seat and clutched her head, wincing in pain.

“Madam, are you okay?” Yau asked.

Her voice was barely a whisper. Raymond had to lean in to listen. “I’ve got cancer.”

Yau swallowed. “I’m sorry …”

“Don’t be. Got what I deserved. Was a real bitch to the girls.”

Yau suddenly turned to Raymond. “Just remembered … I’ve got another appointment. Would you mind helping the lady?”

He rose and left hurriedly. Raymond frowned inwardly and shuffled over to Yau’s desk. He sat in the chair and studied the woman. Her eyes were cloudy and unfocused; she looked lost in a planet of pain.

“My grandmother had cancer too,” he said. “Good news is, from what I can see, you don’t have long to go.”

The woman raised her head, her face brightening as if that were the best thing she’d heard all day.

“I can’t wait. Can’t wait,” she whispered.

“You’re going to a better place. There’s no pain in the world of the Jade Emperor. No sickness, no suffering, no old age, no death. Just happiness.”

A smile appeared on her face, a faraway look as if she was picturing this world. It must have been a pretty smile once. She must have been pretty. That was the thing about death. It made you ugly before it killed you.

“Happiness,” she said, as if the mere utterance of the word would turn it into a self-fulfilling prophecy.

“Yes, that’s where you’re going. A place of eternal happiness. Only three grand.” He could have said three million and she’d have given it to him. But let’s not get too greedy, he thought.

After taking her check, he chaperoned her to the taxi stand, then returned to the branch. The back office was a large windowless area sectioned off into little grey cubicles. The management team had private work spaces at the rear, Yau’s sandwiched between Raymond’s and Lim Wei’s. Yau was at his desk, working on his computer, tie hanging loose around his throat.

Raymond closed the door and stood over Yau, arms folded. For a few seconds, Yau continued to type as if Raymond weren’t in the room, then he stopped.

“I couldn’t do it, okay? Couldn’t,” he said, shaking his head.

“What do you mean, ‘couldn’t’?” Raymond fumed. “It’s your goddamn job.”

“It’s one thing to take money from some rich asshole. But an old lady with cancer? There’s got to be a line somewhere.”

“Line? First of all, that sweet old lady used to be a madam in a brothel. Second, we didn’t just take her money.”

Yau scoffed, “Of course not. We sold her a false promise.”

Raymond clenched his jaw. “That false promise is going to help her sleep better tonight. Not only that. Tomorrow, it’ll make the pain much more bearable, because she thinks she’s going to a better place. And when the end comes, she’ll have a smile on her face. The little sugar pill we gave her will help her cope with this ordeal better than any goddamn medicine. And what did we take in return? Three thousand dollars. Pfft. Three grand that would have otherwise gone to some fucker who couldn’t even be bothered to look after her when she’s in this terrible state. There’s only one truth in life, Yau. There’s no afterlife. We’re born. We die. Money, career, love, friendship, shopping, movies, sport, dogma. These are just illusions we’ve created so we don’t have to think about this depressing fact on a daily basis. And the day you’re forced to think about it, you’ll need the mother of all illusions to cope. What we’re selling here is no more false than anything anyone else is selling out there. We just happen to be at the end of the supply chain. Do you understand?”

Yau turned away.

Raymond placed his fists on the desk and leaned toward him.

“Do you understand? Yes or no?”

“Yes. Damn it. Yes.” Yau crushed an empty Coke can in his fist and flung it into the bin.

Raymond leaned away, bemused by the theatrics. “The conversation with that lady gave me an idea,” he said. “Hospices, nursing homes. We’ve got a captive audience right there. I want you to recruit a mobile sales team.”
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JULY ARRIVED FASTER THAN EXPECTED. INSIDE his prison-cell-sized office, Raymond shut the door and closed the blinds. He sat in his chair, fingers laced together under his chin, his stomach a tight ball as he stared at the sealed manila envelope on his desk. It had been sitting there for a while now, but he was dreading opening it. The last time he’d felt like this was when he got the results of his HIV test a few years earlier. That too had come in a yellow envelope.

He did now what he did back then: hold the letter opener in his fist as if it were a dagger and steel himself with a deep breath. Then he sliced open the envelope and emptied its contents. A single sheet of paper:

“FINANCIAL STATEMENT APRIL–JULY 2002”

Not an AIDS test report, but a document with life-and-death implications nonetheless. He scanned the columns of the spreadsheet, heart thudding in his ears. His face fell when he saw the net profit figure.

How’s it possible?

You set the bar low, toned down expectations, told yourself not to get your hopes up, yet somehow disappointment found a way to get to you. He looked at the number again, and this time the computer in his brain performed some quick calculations.

One hundred and sixty-one years. That’s how long it was going to take to pay back the money he owed Wu.

One hundred and sixty-one years!

Raymond trembled. Suddenly, the door burst open. Yau entered the room, face lit by a broad grin, eyes wide with excitement.

“He’s alive! He’s alive!” he cried.

Raymond drew himself erect. “Who’s alive?”

“Franky. Franky Soo.”

Raymond gave him a blank look.

“Haven’t you seen the news?” Yau said. “Franky’s plane crashed this morning. We thought he was dead. But they just found him floating in the sea near Ninepin Island. He survived the crash. Thank God!”

“Fuck Franky Soo. Fuck his Cantopop. Look at this.” Raymond flung the financial results on the desk.

Yau tilted his head sideways and looked at the spreadsheet.

“Ah, the first-quarter results. What’s the problem? I think it’s good.” He beamed.

“Good? You call this good?”

“It’s black. Businesses take years to break even. We’ve actually turned a profit in three months. You know, you really ought to chill out. Go on a holiday or something. All this stress is going to kill you.”

Raymond pounded his fist on the desk. “Chill out? Don’t tell me to fucking chill out. Not when I’m holding this place together while you’re sneaking off to a love hotel to fuck the receptionist.”

“My personal life is none of your business,” Yau hissed. “I work just as hard as you. I work like a fucking dog. If that’s not good enough for you, find a new sales director.” His face was clenched with the look of a man who’d been pushed to the edge.

Raymond sighed and sat down. He couldn’t afford to lose Yau. Not just yet.

“Have a seat. Please.” He flashed a placatory smile.

Yau exhaled softly and lowered himself into the chair. Raymond waited a few seconds for the air in the room to cool down.

“I’m under pressure from investors,” he said quietly. It wasn’t far from the truth. Of course, Yau had no idea who these “investors” were. Neither did Lim Wei. No one knew. No one could know.

“They aren’t happy with the results. They want us to make money faster. How do we do it?”

“Our advertising isn’t working. We need a sales promotion,” Yau replied in a hushed tone. Like Raymond, he was treading water. The air-conditioning hummed over their subdued voices.

“Like what?”

“Funeral vouchers?” Yau suggested.

Raymond nodded. It wasn’t a bad idea. Funerals were expensive in Hong Kong.

“Or premium grave plots,” Yau continued, encouraged by the response, “like the one in Aberdeen. An afterlife with ocean views.”

“That’s good. But I want something everyone can get. Something that can be produced cheaply: T-shirts, caps, mugs, that sort of thing.”

“Many of our customers are old ladies. Why don’t we give out stuffed toys?”

At once, Raymond’s eyes glazed over. The room blurred in his vision as a memory rose to the surface. The time, eight years earlier, when he took his mother to the shopping mall.

“You can have anything,” he’d said, hand tapping the wallet in his pocket. It contained a freshly minted gold card. His first.

She scanned the brightly lit shop from the entrance, eyes gleaming as if she were looking at a cave full of treasures. A first for her too, this department store.

“Anything?” she asked in a tiny, birdlike voice.

“Yes, anything.”

She was off, pushing and elbowing her way through the scrum of Chinese New Year shoppers, touching handbags, feeling the fabrics of dresses against her cheeks, giggling when salesgirls squirted perfume on her wrist.

Finally, she stopped in front of a bin full of stuffed toys. She scooped up a teddy bear and hugged it to her breast. Then she put it down and picked up another one and did the same, laughing like her body was possessed by the spirit of a five-year-old. Raymond stood beside her with a tight smile, aware of bemused looks from other shoppers.

“I want them,” she said.

“Which ones?”

“All of them.”

“All?”

“Yes, all.”

Her eyes shone with greed while his glowered with a mixture of anger and sadness. Life didn’t give you what you deserved. It gave what you demanded. And all she could ask for was some stupid fluffy animals. Could you blame life for treating her like shit?

He bought her the entire lot like she’d asked, and paid to have them delivered to an address he remembered despite his best efforts to forget. He hadn’t seen her since.

Of course, he’d ring her from time to time, but even then, he didn’t say a word. He’d just listen to her breathe or cry softly, like he used to all those years earlier when she’d come to his room, covered in bruises. He’d escaped from that hell, but he hadn’t managed to get her out. God knew, he tried. He did everything he could to break the chains shackling her to the monster. But he didn’t succeed. That was the tragedy of life when the people you loved, people who loved you, were weak: you had to cut them off because they made you weak.

“Raymond. What do you think?” Yau repeated his question, bringing Raymond back to the room. “Free Jade Emperor stuffed toy?”

Raymond pursed his lips, rolling the suggestion in his head. Suddenly, it became clear to him.

“We don’t need a promotion. We need a whole new image,” he said. “As you pointed out a little while ago, our customers are old people. By going for low-hanging fruit, we’ve ended up with a granddad image. If we have to grow the market, we need to attract a younger audience.”

“That’s going to be tough. Young people don’t think about death.”

“You’re wrong. This isn’t about death.” Raymond smiled.

“Then what’s it about?”

“Planning for the future. We tell them that they need to save for their afterlives just as they’re saving for retirement. In fact …” Raymond bounced in his seat as an idea struck him. “How about we introduce a new product? Afterlife Provident Fund, where people make monthly contributions, a setand-forget option that comes straight out of their salary. From our perspective, it’s guaranteed cash flow.

“Young people are more interested in shopping and enjoying life,” he continued. “So we tweak our story. Less mythology, more consumerism. We should also introduce online banking. But first, we need to find a way to connect with the masses. A celebrity endorsement. That’s what we need,” Raymond said, thumping the desk. “Someone who appeals to young and old alike.”

Yau opened his mouth to say something, but next moment checked himself.

“What?” Raymond asked.

“I was going to suggest a name. But you’re going to kill me.”

“Who?”

“Franky Soo,” Yau said after a beat. “I know what you think of his music, but the rest of Hong Kong loves him. You should’ve seen the scenes in the coffee shop when news of the plane crash broke. Even men were in tears.”

“You know what? I think that’s a great idea.”

Yau jerked with surprise. “You do?”

“I do. In fact, I think it’s the best idea you’ve ever had,” Raymond said. He left the room, leaving Yau nursing the backhanded compliment.

[image: Image]

THE RECORDING STUDIO was on the tenth floor of a building in Causeway Bay. Lim Wei was in the foyer, whispering into his mobile. Raymond stood at the glass wall, hands laced behind his back, admiring the view. It was a clear day, bright enough to see the jagged ridgeline of Lion Rock skimming over the Kowloon skyline.

In the foreground, sailboat masts clinked in the typhoon shelter. A trick of perspective made it appear as if a green-and-white Star Ferry was going to collide with a sampan, but next second the vessels passed each other harmlessly. Each day, the harbor seemed to get narrower, choked in the neck by a flotilla of red-and-green reclamation barges dredging up land for apartments, as if there weren’t enough of them already. Where would they find the people to fill these apartments? he wondered. Was there a machine that produced them? There was a machine. It was called mainland China.

“Franky will see you now,” a sultry voice announced behind him. It was the receptionist, a woman in her mid-thirties who sounded better than she looked. “Studio number three. Left at the end of the hall.”

Lim Wei finished his call promptly and joined Raymond. They walked down a long corridor with orange walls on one side, blue on the other. Framed compact discs gleamed in the low light.

“Who else is going to be there?” Raymond asked.

“Just Franky.”

“No manager?”

“He died in the crash.”

“Don’t you think it’s strange that one week after the crash, he’s in the studio?”

“Maybe it’s his way of coping,” Lim Wei replied.

Raymond snorted. “You and your amateur psychology. Can’t you see he’s cashing in on a marketing opportunity? Good for him.”

“Did you listen to the CD I gave you?” Lim Wei asked.

“Are you crazy? I’d rather listen to a bunch of schoolkids scratch their nails on a chalkboard.”

“That attitude isn’t going to get us anywhere.” Lim Wei frowned. “Franky has a big ego.”

“So do I.”

“Yeah, but he’s a rock star.”

“Pop star. There’s a difference. And Cantopop. That’s like the lowest of lows. The amoeba of music. And are you saying I’m not good enough to have an ego? I’m a player, a risk taker.”

Lim Wei cleared his throat.

Raymond looked at him. “What?”

“Nothing.” Lim Wei opened a heavy black door and gestured for Raymond to go in.

It was their first time inside a recording studio. A track of spotlights shone on a large mixing console that looked like something out of a spaceship. A window at the far end showed an empty recording booth. On the black sofa by the door sat one of the most well-known faces in Hong Kong: lean and angular, crowned by a sculpted pompadour. Franky Soo appeared to be practicing, bobbing his head and humming quietly while reading from a lyric sheet. He was dressed in a smart black T-shirt and jeans, looking more like a businessman on his day off than the goofy Romeo of his music videos. His eyes were deep brown and exuded a certain brooding intensity. Raymond was liking the person in front of him more than the one in the poster that hung in teenage girls’ bedrooms.

After the introductions, everyone settled down. Lim Wei and Franky shared the sofa. Raymond dragged over an office chair and sat down, arms folded across his chest.

“Before we talk business, I’d like to say something,” he said. “I’m not a fan of your music. But I’m a big fan of you as a person. I read your story. You grew up in Shek Kip Mei. A shithole. I’m from Lok Fu, another shithole. We’re boys from poor housing estates. Nothing was given to us on a platter. We had to earn it.”

“Uh, okay.” Franky appeared bemused by the compliment.

“There’s something else we have in common,” Raymond continued. “We’ve both had near-death experiences. Of course, in my case, I was actually dead. Gone for a whole hour. Brought back before there was serious organ damage. Tell me something, Franky. The stuff that happened last week, did it make you wonder what’s on the other side?”

Franky gave him a sharp look.

“It must have done,” Raymond said, a tiny hint of a smile in his voice. “I know what’s on the other side. Because I’ve seen it.”

Franky’s eyes narrowed. “What did you see?”

Raymond told him. The story rolled off his tongue without effort. He’d lost count of how many times he must have done this. Practice made perfect. Franky leaned back on the sofa and listened with a closed face.

“So you’re here to sell me your product? Is that what this is all about?” he said when Raymond finished.

“Not exactly. We’d like you to endorse it.”

Franky’s cheek rose, a confused half smile. “Why me?”

“Because I’m trying to convince people with preconditioned views about life and death. Your music has the power to reach them.”

Franky cackled. A strangely harsh laugh for someone with a melodious voice.

“Forgive me, Mr. Li. I find it amusing that you don’t like my music, yet you want to use it to sell your product.”

“I don’t like your music, but people do.”

Franky laughed again. Lim Wei shook his head.

“You’re honest. I’ll give you that. And now it’s my turn to be honest.”

“I’ll pay you,” Raymond said, anticipating Franky’s refusal.

“It’s not about the money. It’s about image. Your product doesn’t fit with my brand. Sorry.” Franky looked at his watch.

“Oh, but it’s always about the money,” Raymond said with a knowing smile. He leaned toward Franky. “Tell me, what went through your mind when the plane was going down? When you were in the water and felt something move under your feet?”

Franky glared, cheek muscles twitching to suggest he was fending off a surge of horrific memories.

“It’s a real ‘oh fuck’ moment, isn’t it?” Raymond said, holding Franky’s gaze. “When you realize it’s happening. That moment we all dread. What do you do? Flap your hands in panic? Watch your life flash before your eyes? Remember all the things you’ve done? All the things you wish you’d done? You want to cut a deal with the man upstairs: one more chance, please? I’ll tell you what I felt when I was dying. It was none of that. Just anger. I felt I was being robbed. Not just of life, but everything I’d worked for. You know what would have been a real tragedy had you died in that crash? Grief-stricken people in Hong Kong rush out to buy your albums. Millions of copies sold. But who gets the money? Not you. No, you’re in some ghetto in the afterlife, slaving away, while in this world, some asshole is using your money to buy sports cars and install gold-plated shitters in his toilet. Is that fair, Franky? Is that fair?”

Not fair. That had to be the only logical answer. Especially for a mercenary individual like Franky, a man who could drag himself to the recording studio one week after a traumatic, near-death experience to cash in on a sales opportunity.

“So, you’re saying that I can collect my royalties in the afterlife?” Franky asked.

“Not under normal circumstances. The Afterlife Central Bank clearly stipulates the time of death as cutoff for all transfers. But I might be able to negotiate an exception. Just for you.”

“And in return, you’d like me to endorse your product?”

Raymond smiled.

The pop star leaned back and folded his arms, sinking into deep thought. Raymond and Lim Wei exchanged glances.

“Ten,” Franky said finally. “Five in Afterlife Dollars.”

Raymond pursed his lips. He could see what Franky was doing: hedging his bets like any smart businessman. The five million in Afterlife Dollars wasn’t a problem. It was the remainder, the five million Hong Kong dollars. It was much more than Raymond had hoped to pay. It would require dipping into the buffer fund, money he’d set aside in case one of the gangsters decided to liquidate his investment. If he spent it all, he’d be leaving himself completely exposed. Was that a risk he was willing to take? And if he did, what were the chances that it was going to work? He had only a few seconds to decide.

“So, what do you say, Mr. Li? Do we have a deal?” Franky said, taunting Raymond with a smile.

“You bet,” Raymond said, pumping the pop star’s hand to seal the deal. But inside, his heart was running. He was now all in.

This had better work.
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March 2003

A POOL OF DAYLIGHT WASHED A FLOOR LITTERED with wood splinters, wire ends and bits of joinery. Raymond tiptoed, careful not to step on any sharp objects. He passed the newly installed teller windows and went through a doorway.

The light dropped sharply as he entered the back office. But even in the semi-darkness, he could see this section was complete. The walls had been painted, floors carpeted. The cubicles were up, as was the false ceiling with its banks of currently non-functioning lights. In less than a week, this branch would be ready. Their fifth, to add to the ones in Tsim Sha Tsui, Yau Ma Tei, Kowloon Tong and North Point.

The inspection complete, Raymond was about to leave, but something in the empty space called out to him. He lowered himself, feeling the hardness of the floor through the thin carpets as he sat down. He realized what had made him stay: the absence of ringing phones, endless meetings and the clamor of people outside his office, demanding to see him.

Silence. A rare treat.

He stretched his arms and legs, releasing a sigh of pleasure. The ache in his muscles was delicious, the result of working eighteen-hour days. He leaned against the cubicle wall, mulling the events of the last few months.

Like buses, good luck arrived all at once. First, it was the Franky Soo commercial. The day after it ran, the queue at the branch snaked all the way down to the atrium. More branches had to be opened to keep up with the demand. At the same time, they were also dealing with a new bank manager, one who was much more lenient than his predecessor when it came to approving short-term loans to fund the expansion. For the first time, it felt like this crazy venture could actually work, and one day, he might be able to pay off his gargantuan debt.

The arrival of voices and footsteps signaled that the workmen had returned from their lunch break. Raymond looked at the glowing hands of his watch. It was time for him to leave.

Twenty minutes later, he was back in the hustle and chaos of the office. As soon as he walked through the sliding doors, he was accosted by Lim Wei, who drew him into a quiet corner in the waiting area.

“A lady wants to speak to you,” he said in a low voice.

“What lady?”

“A customer.”

“I haven’t got time for customers anymore. You know that,” Raymond snapped.

“This one insists on talking to you.”

“I don’t care. Get rid of her.”

“I tried. She won’t go away.”

Raymond looked up and down Lim Wei’s burly frame. “You let yourself get pushed around by a woman? No wonder your ex-wife took you to the cleaners.” He snorted.

“Just talk to her,” Lim Wei said wearily.

“Where the fuck is Yau? Why isn’t he doing this?”

Lim Wei shrugged and started walking. Raymond hissed and followed. They went past the teller counters to the back office, and came to the small meeting room.

“You brought her in here?” Raymond frowned.

“What was I supposed to do? She was making a real scene out there,” Lim Wei whispered.

Raymond dismissed him with a brusque wave. He flashed a couple of fake smiles to change his grumpy countenance, then pushed the door open.

The meeting room was small and square, grey walls like the rest of the office, no windows, a round white table, three chairs, a waist-high cabinet running along the length of one wall. She was sitting at the far end, dressed in a loose black top, no makeup or jewelry, totally sexless. She appeared to be in her early thirties, with short, spiky hair and the face of a ticket examiner: dark and unsmiling.

“So, you’re Raymond Li?” she asked, looking up and down his body.

“You sound disappointed.”

“Not really. I just didn’t know what to expect.”

As he sat opposite her, he noticed her handbag on the table: inconspicuous, like the rest of her outfit, clasp closed but unzipped on the sides.

“You asked to see me. Here I am,” he said with a thin smile.

“I want to hear your story. How you happened to come about Afterlife Dollars.”

“You didn’t need to wait for me. Any of my staff could have told you that.”

“It’s more convincing coming from you, is it not?”

“I’m sure it is. But if I have to convince every customer personally, I won’t have time to run the business.”

“I’m not every customer, Mr. Li. My aunt’s a billionaire. She wants me to do the due diligence before investing in your product.”

Raymond studied her again. The boxy top, the plain, unmade-up face. No signs of wealth anywhere, but then again she spoke Cantonese with an accent, suggesting she’d studied overseas.

“Okay, what do you want to talk about?”

“I want to hear about your near-death experience. How it happened. And what happened in the moments you were dead?” she said.

“Why are you interested in that particular part?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

“Isn’t it the most important part of your story?”

“Very well.” He drew a deep breath, as if summoning the strength to talk about a traumatic experience. In reality, he was recalling the details of the made-up story. Consistency, the trick to lying.

“Do you remember that terrible typhoon a few years ago?”

She nodded.

“It happened then. I was driving back to Mid-Levels—”

“Where were you driving from?”

“Stanley.”

“And what were you doing out there?”

“I took the car for a spin.”

She raised her eyebrows. “In that weather?”

“Stupid, I know. But it didn’t look so bad in the morning, and I was getting cabin fever. So, I was driving along, everything fine, just a light drizzle. But when I got to Repulse Bay, it started to pour cats and dogs. I could hardly see out the windscreen. Then suddenly, out of nowhere, a pair of headlights came at me. I turned sharply to avoid the vehicle. Next thing, I was flying off the embankment. Then, wham! The car hit the ground.” He thumped the table to illustrate. “I was out. Black. Like someone turned the lights off.”

“Then what happened?”

“I was in this darkness, feeling a wild rush. Without a frame of reference, it took me a few moments to realize I was falling. I screamed in panic, but no sound came out of my throat. It was terrifying. Then suddenly, I landed on hard ground. I looked around and it was no longer black. I was in this awful place. The buildings were run-down. The streets were damp with overflowing gutters. The stench. My God!” He screwed up his face. “Do you remember the Walled City before it was demolished?”

She nodded.

“That’s what this was like. I looked up. The sky was the sort of grey you see before a storm. But you could sense that the storm never came, and neither did the sun. For a moment, I was confused. Didn’t know where I was or what was going on. But I got a feeling I wasn’t alone. I turned around and saw this gwailo in a tattered suit. He looked and smelt as if he hadn’t showered in weeks. He was staring at me with his crazy eyes. Suddenly, he caught my arm, scaring the daylights out of me. Took me a few moments to recognize him, because all the photos I’d seen of him were black-and-white. Can you guess who it was? Baron Rothschild.” Raymond made his eyes wide. “Can you believe that? One of the world’s richest men, now living like a vagrant.”

He held that amazed look for a moment. Her face was deadpan.

“‘Are you really Baron Rothschild?’ I asked him. ‘You’re not dead yet, leave!’ he shouted at me. ‘Go, before they get you.’” Raymond assumed the character of the dead billionaire, raising his voice, gesturing theatrically. “So I ran down the street, bumping into more people along the way. Most of them strangers, but some were familiar: John Rockefeller. Henry Ford. Andrew Carnegie. More billionaires living like bums. My mind boggled, but I didn’t stop to think about it. I ran and ran till I came to a bridge. A boom gate blocked my path. ‘Let me through,’ I pleaded to the man at the guardhouse. He sized me up and then much to my relief, raised the gate. Perhaps he could see I wasn’t dead yet. The bridge must have been a few miles long. When I got to the other side, I felt warmth on my skin. The sun!” He turned his palms up and smiled at the white light on the ceiling. “Can’t tell you how delighted I was. I was in the most beautiful garden I’d ever seen. The flowers were blooming, insects buzzing. Freshness and life, everywhere you looked. It wasn’t just beautiful, there was also an element of supreme serenity, as if this state of well-being was permanent. I walked amongst lush hedgerows, soaking it all up, when I saw a high gate. And beyond it, a building that looked grander than a third-world dictator’s palace. I was gawking like a tourist from the mainland when I heard a sound behind me. I looked over my shoulder and saw a man observing me from his buggy. He patted the empty seat next to him, so I jumped in. He gave me a tour. Luxury villas. Shopping malls. Movie theatres. Concert halls. Restaurants. Opulence and grandeur on a scale beyond imagination. Then finally, it struck me. This was heaven, and what I’d seen earlier was hell.”

Once again, he made his eyes wide and once again, she returned a blank look.

“After the tour, we sat in a coffee shop,” he continued. “It was then my kind host revealed his identity: chairman of the Afterlife Central Bank. That was when I was hit by revelation number two, the existence of the afterlife economy. Everything in the afterlife runs on a commercial basis. The likes of the Rothschilds were in hell, not because of karma or anything, but because they had no money? Can you imagine my shock when I learnt this? It was then I floated the idea: currency exchange between our world and the afterlife. It would allow more people to experience paradise, while the influx of earthly money would benefit the afterlife economy. There’d be fewer ghettos. My host had his reservations. He was worried that the increase in money supply would cause inflation. But I assured him this could be managed. So we were in the midst of a lively discussion when suddenly, my body began shaking. I was wrenched away from my seat and hurled into a dark tunnel, the same one I came through when I passed out. And next thing, I woke up, and I was in an ambulance. The paramedic who revived me looked relieved when I opened my eyes. ‘You asshole, I want to go back!’ I shouted. You should’ve seen his face.” Raymond chuckled.

“How long were you dead for?” she asked dryly.

“About an hour.”

“Sounds like you were gone a lot longer.”

“Time moves differently in other dimensions,” he said.

She looked at him skeptically. “So what happened after you were revived?”

“I was keen to go back to the afterlife and finish the conversation. At first, I toyed with the idea of inducing a near-death experience. Controlled asphyxiation or carbon monoxide inhalation. But I realized it could go horribly wrong. So I tried various meditation techniques. Finally, I found one that worked. My friend at the Afterlife Central Bank was delighted to hear from me. In my absence, he’d discussed my idea with the board. It seemed everyone was in favor of it. So we thrashed out the finer points. You know, stuff like exchange rates, settlement protocols, remittances and so on. And that’s how it all started.”

“What meditation technique did you use to contact the Afterlife Central Bank?”

The question triggered an alarm bell. No one had asked him this before. He looked at her. Her spiky hair, the unsmiling face. Was she with the police? Couldn’t be, because the police had been taken care of.

“Have you heard of the pineal gland? It’s up here,” he said, tapping the center of his forehead. “Taoists call it the third eye. When stimulated, it can receive signals from the next world.”

“So, if I did this meditation, I could talk to them, too.”

“Maybe. There’s a knack to it. And it depends whether anyone wants to talk to you.”

“Can you teach me?”

He laughed. “Now you’re asking me for my secret sauce.”

“It’s okay. I’m not going to tell anyone.”

“Do you know what Afterlife Dollars derive their value from? Spiritual effort. The ability to establish a reliable line of communication with the afterlife is proprietary information. It’s critical to maintaining the bank’s competitive edge. I’m sorry, I can’t share it with you.” He looked at his watch.

“In other words, I have no way of knowing if what you’re saying is true or not. How convenient,” she scoffed.

“The knowledge I carry is a curse. Can’t prove any of it, yet I can’t sit tight and do nothing, either. We’re all trapped in a hamster-wheel of birth and rebirth. And purely by chance, I happen to have the keys to the cage. For a long time, I was tormented by the question: should I keep the keys to myself because I fear no one’s going to believe me, or share it and help people? I decided the latter. And having made that decision, I have to accept that disbelief and cynicism come with the territory.”

“How noble of you.”

“I’m no saint,” he said, dismissing her sarcasm with a shrug. “I’m just a businessman with a niche product.”

“You’re a smart businessman, I’ll give you that. I mean, selling Afterlife Dollars to patients drugged up to their eyeballs on morphine. Genius.” She laughed.

Raymond looked at her.

Who are you?

“I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong end of the stick,” he said, voice calm and even because he knew she was trying to provoke him. Goad him into making a wrong move. “Like I said before, I have a responsibility to help people. Especially those who aren’t well enough to come to the branch, because they need it more than anyone else. As a matter of policy, we don’t sell to patients we consider non compos mentis. But if their relatives decide they want their loved ones to enjoy a happy afterlife, then we can’t say no. Now, miss, I believe I’ve patiently answered all your questions. I think it’s time you answered mine.”

He leaned toward her and smiled. She leaned back.

“Who are you? Why are you here?”

“I told you. For my aunt.” Her eyes fluttered nervously.

“Once again, why are you here?” He gave her the bully stare he’d learnt from Wu. For one moment, he got the impression she might buckle. But next second, she leaned in, close enough that he could smell her coffee-and-cigarette breath.

“I’m onto you, Mr. Li,” she said. “But I understand you’re trying to earn a living. And you’d like to do it without too many people asking questions, if you know what I mean.” She raised her eyebrow suggestively.

He leaned back, pretending to be perplexed.

“For instance, the police,” she said, twirling a finger. “You don’t want them asking too many questions, do you?”

“Ahhh!” he exclaimed, as if the penny had just dropped. He held up his forefinger. “Do you mind waiting here just one moment?”

She blinked as he rose to leave. Soon, he was back in the room with Lim Wei. A look of alarm crossed her face when she saw the two men standing next to each other. She rose, holding up her handbag in front of her body like a shield.

“Lim Wei. This lady here said something about the police,” Raymond said, his gaze fixed on her.

“You want to talk to the police?” Lim Wei said. “Sure. Hold on.” He took out his phone and dialed. Her eyes darted nervously.

“Freddy,” Lim Wei said into the phone a few seconds later. “How are you, old buddy? I’ve got someone here who wants to talk to you. I’m going to put her on. Here, miss.” He held the phone out to her.

“Who’s this?”

“Freddy Chang. Police Commander, Kowloon.”

She pushed past them and bolted out of the room.


16.

A CON OF HEAVENLY PROPORTIONS

From our special correspondent, Lesley Zhang

If you’ve watched TV recently, you might have seen a slick song-and-dance advert featuring pop star Franky Soo. The ad ends with an unusual promise: eternal happiness for just three thousand Hong Kong dollars. Now, if this has made you part with your hard-earned money in the hope of gaining an entry into heaven, beware: this is nothing more than a hoax crafted from a blend of ancient Chinese beliefs and modern consumer fantasy. The scheme is the brainchild of one Mr. Raymond Li, a stock-market trader with a dubious reputation. Mr. Li claims he can communicate with spirits from an Afterlife Central Bank. But when pressed for proof, he refuses to provide any, claiming that one needs supernatural abilities to be able to see the spirits. His story of a near-death experience that triggered his psychic journey is full of holes. Mr. Li claims he was in a car accident near Repulse Bay on July 17, 1998. Yet there is no record of such an incident having occurred on that date.

Furthermore, Mr. Li appears to be conducting his fraudulent operations with the full knowledge and collusion of certain police officials, including the commander of Kowloon …

Raymond stopped reading halfway through the article. Stung by shock, he stared at the accusatory newsprint for a few seconds. Then his eyes darted to the photo of the reporter under the headline.

Her.

The newspaper crackled in his hands.

On the other side of the desk, a guilty looking Lim Wei diligently avoided eye contact with Raymond. His head was lowered, gaze wandering everywhere.

“You asshole! You let a journalist in here!” Raymond shouted, apoplectic with rage.

“How was I to know?” Lim Wei protested.

“You don’t let unauthorized people in the office. That’s a rule, you numbskull.”

Lim Wei raised his palms in an attempt to placate Raymond. “I’m sorry. I’m going to fix it.”

“How the fuck are you going to fix it? It’s already out there.”

Raymond flung the newspaper aside and ran his fingers through his hair. A sick feeling rose from his stomach when he thought of the repercussions: customers finding out. Wu finding out.

Suddenly, the door burst open. A man appeared in the doorway, face white as the shirt he was wearing.

“The police … They are here for you.” He was looking at Raymond.

Raymond gasped.

“Go. I’ll deal with them,” Lim Wei urged. But Raymond stood motionless, mouth open, arms hanging at his sides.

“Go!”

Lim Wei pushed Raymond. The force from the muscled arms propelled him out of the office and sent him stumbling into the corridor. He regained his balance and charged as if the carpet under his feet had turned into a bed of blazing coals. He dashed out the fire exit, down the stairwell. Slap-slap-slap-slap. The sound of his feet pounding the concrete echoed in the shaft.

In the carpark, he stopped in front of his Maserati and tapped his pockets, feeling for the key. He kicked the license plate in frustration when he realized he’d left it in the office.

He turned around and ran, darting up the corkscrewing ramp, lungs gulping swigs of the sharp petrol fumes that hung in the air.

A pair of headlights swung around the corner. A car screeched to a halt inches from his feet. The wing mirror gouged his ribs when he ran around it, a trailing voice screaming profanities behind him.

After ascending three levels, he slowed to a brisk walk and went around the lowered boom gate. At the carpark entrance, he looked left and right before slipping out onto the pavement.

It was a bright morning, just after rush hour. Light traffic on the four-lane Canton Road: a handful of cars, a double-decker bus, a beeline of taxis at the rank outside the shopping mall. Not many people on the pavement, either. A few office workers on a coffee break, tourists strolling lazily, peering in shop windows, a grey-haired lady dropping her cigarette among the flowers in a planter.

Raymond thrust his hands in his pockets and lowered his head, eyes darting keenly. The sky-blue shape of a policewoman appeared in his vision. She was leaning toward a shop window, perusing a shiny object behind the glass. He turned abruptly, merging with the procession of bodies at a zebra crossing.

Once he reached the other side, he slipped into a busy side street lined with Chinese medicine shops, noodle restaurants and money changers. The neon signs jutting out from the building facades glowed in broad daylight. He walked calmly for about ten meters before his body jerked with a second wave of panic. He burst into a sprint, no idea where he was going; all he knew was that he had to keep running.
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AN HOUR LATER, Raymond emerged from the gates of Central MTR Station, one of the thousands expelled from the belly of the relentless subterranean human conveyor belt grinding through the city. He ran up the stairs to the south exit, two steps at a time. Once on the street, he looked left and right, then chose the right.

Between the steel-and-glass towers of Central and the skinny apartment blocks of Mid-Levels, the sharply rising hill was covered with cramped low-rises and narrow alleyways. Raymond prowled these streets with his head lowered, stopping every now and then to give his aching legs a rest or to watch something that momentarily caught his eye: a coconut bra in a market stall, a woman with purple hair shining shoes, a man doing tai chi on a static escalator. But otherwise, he was an animal on the move.

After a while, his wanderings brought him to a small Zen garden in the shadow of high-rises in Sheung Wan. His phone rang as he was passing through a green-and-red pagoda gate. He rushed to occupy a bench beside the koi pond, then answered the call, hand cupped over his mouth.

“Have they gone?” he whispered.

“Just left,” Lim Wei replied.

“Who were they?”

“ECU.”

“Huh?”

“Economic Crimes Unit. Seems there were complaints about you.”

“Was that journalist behind it?” Raymond hissed.

“She’s got everything on tape.”

“How’s that—” Then he remembered. Her handbag on the table. The recording device must have been inside it. He pounded the bench.

“I told the police you’re in Macau,” Lim Wei said. “That’ll give our lawyers a couple of days to figure something out. Meanwhile, I suggest you lay low. Don’t go home or come to the office.”

“Where do I sleep if I can’t go home?” Raymond moaned.

“Find a hotel, goddamn it.”

Suddenly, a noise erupted at Lim Wei’s end. It sounded like a clamor of angry voices.

Raymond stiffened. “What’s going on out there?”

There was no answer. Just a crackle, whoosh and repeated thumps, to suggest Lim Wei was running with the phone in his hand. The voices in the background grew louder.

Finally, he came back on the line. “It’s the customers. They’re demanding their money back. I’ve got to go.”

“What? Lim Wei. Hello—”

Raymond was speaking to dead air. The phone slowly fell away from his ear. His head slumped, and he stared numbly at the orange shadows circling in the koi pond.

The article. Police. Angry customers. Could it get any worse?

The phone rang again.

Wu.

He flung it away as if it were a live grenade.
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THE BAR WAS a dimly lit wash of black: black walls, linoleum, tables and high stools. The waitress arrived, a glass of whisky sloshing in her hand. She was attired in black, too: a low-cut top over a pink pushup bra, tight shorts. Raymond gawked at her feline figure.

He licked his lips and scanned the other female patrons in the premises. A Chinese woman with bright red lipstick, stirring her cocktail. A saucy Filipina, checking her compact mirror. They barely cast a glance in his direction. He was the wrong skin color. The ladies were there to deploy their wiles to snare some rich gwailo with a flat in the city.

He drank up, wincing as the whisky burned his throat. He dabbed a serviette on his mouth and glanced up at the TV on the wall.

The channels changed from football to the news. He stiffened, half expecting his picture to flash across the screen. Instead, a somber-looking anchorwoman with a rose pinned to her beige dress stared back at him. The sound was turned off and her speech appeared in a crawler:

“The mystery respiratory illness has claimed six more lives, taking the total death toll to fifteen. All but one of the victims are believed to have visited a hotel in Hong Kong Central. Officials from the Department of Health have refused to comment, saying they’re still investigating the matter.”

Raymond shouted to the waitress, who was behind the bar. “Can we change it back to football?”

The waitress stopped wiping glasses and clicked the remote.

“Thank you,” Raymond said, when she came to clear the table. “You seem nice. Unlike that journalist who fucked me over. Don’t know what she’s got against me. I’m just a man trying to make a bit of money.” He covered his mouth with the back of his hand and stifled a burp.

“Another one?” she asked, removing the empty glass. He nodded. As she walked off, he looked at her swinging hips and sighed.

“Her name’s Lesley,” he continued when she returned with the drink. “I should teach her a lesson. But I don’t harm women. That’s what my father does. He’s a cunt. I’m a cunt, too. Just a different sort.”

He grimaced at his own slurring words and maudlin tone. If there was one thing he hated more than being drunk, it was self-pity. And right now, it was dripping out of every pore in his body. He drank up and asked for the bill, then stumbled out of the bar after leaving a huge tip.

A cool evening had descended on Lan Kwai Fong. Music and voices spilled from bars in the shophouses that ran up the hill. Raymond panted as he hurried up the steep slope, picturing himself on the deck of a sinking ship without a single lifeboat in sight.

He paused at the top of the hill, allowing his heaving lungs a moment to regain breath. A lady thrust a bunch of roses in his face.

“Only twenty dollars,” she said.

He looked at the flowers, old and shriveled, just like her. He removed his wallet and gave her a fifty.

“Keep the change.” He ran toward a taxi parked at the rank.

“Mister, don’t you want the flowers?” she called out to his back. He gave her a wave over his shoulder and climbed in the backseat of the waiting cab.

“Robinson Road, Mid-Levels,” he said to the driver.

Are you crazy? a voice screamed in his skull as he yanked the seat belt across his body. The police might be waiting for him. Or worse, Wu. But he was beyond caring. He was sick of running away. That’s what he’d been doing, not just this afternoon, but all his life. And what was the point when Wu’s long arm would find him anywhere? Why not just get it over with? If he was to get chopped up by a meat cleaver, better now when he was drunk. Wasn’t that what they did when they performed amputations on soldiers in the days before anesthesia? Ply them with alcohol?

A short while later, the taxi dropped him off in front of a skinny tower halfway up Victoria Peak. He craned his neck at the building. The row of yellow lights in the grey silhouette was broken by a gap on number eighteen. His floor.

His heart galloped as he walked past the empty concierge desk to the bank of lifts. Once he reached his floor, he moved noiselessly to his door and turned the key in the slot, waiting a few seconds before opening it.

A waft of cool air blew into his face. He took a step, half his body in the light of the corridor, the other half in the darkness of the flat, ears pricked for sounds. There was nothing aside from the gentle hum of the air-conditioning, which was always on because he hated the smell that filled the apartment when it was turned off.

He closed the door and turned on the light. The living room emerged from the blackness, cold and empty. He collapsed heavily onto the sofa, his body wrecked with exhaustion. He wanted to close his eyes and go to sleep, but he knew that wouldn’t end his troubles. There was only one way to make it all go away.

He inhaled a deep breath and extracted his phone from his pocket. He held it in his palm for a few seconds as he steeled himself for the call. Then he dialed.

A voice answered: small, birdlike. Raymond’s chest cramped. He lowered his head and pressed the phone to his ear. He could picture her doing the same. He was his mother’s son, after all.

“Raymond?”

There was panic in her voice. She knew. Damn mothers always knew. He held the phone to his chest and closed his eyes. Tears streamed down his face. He wanted to say something, because this was the last time he’d be speaking to her, but his throat was choked with too many words. The only person in the world he loved. Pain and love woven together so tightly you couldn’t separate one from the other. And regret, too. His biggest regret in life: that he was going to die without saving her.

He brought the phone back to his ear. She was still there, beseeching him to say something. “Raymond … Raymond …”

He hung up and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. Then he strode purposefully to the study, where he sat down at his desk and typed his will on the computer.

He’d have bequeathed her everything—house, car, bank accounts, shares—but he knew it’d end up in the hands of the one person he didn’t want it to. So, he was going to ask for all his assets to be liquidated, a part of the proceeds to be used to buy her a lifetime supply of stuffed toys, the rest going to charity: a society for children abused like he was. The one he sent money to each month.

He finished composing his will and emailed it to his lawyer. Then he crossed the living room and opened the sliding door to the balcony. He stood at the railing, admiring the city skyline spangled with lights. Not a bad view if this was the last thing you were going to see. A front-row seat to one of the world’s premier dick-measuring contests, hundreds of them shooting up to the sky, glowing in the dark. The biggest one of them all, IFC Two, rising eighty-eight floors from the edge of the harbor, its foreskin pulled open to expose a glowing tip. The Center, to his left, not as big as the IFC but endowed with girth. On his right, the Bank of China Building, thin and long with crisscrossing veins.

He’d hoped that one day his own member would be represented in this hallowed pantheon, bigger, more impressive than anything out there. Bank of Eternity Tower. Shopping center on the lower floors, offices on top. In moments of extreme optimism, he’d even pictured what that would look like. But it wasn’t meant to be.

He sighed and peered over the railing. Hundreds of feet below, the tarmac, bathed in streetlights, wound like a gorge. There was no shame in this, he thought as he studied the drop. No shame at all. Most people would’ve defaulted to this after incurring a fifty-three-million-dollar debt. But he hadn’t. He’d given it a good shot, defied the odds to get this far. But if stuff happened that you had no control over, what could you do?

With a deep breath, he eased one leg over and mounted the rail, one foot in the air, the other on the balcony floor, hands holding on.

A second later, the body swung tantalizingly, both feet now in the air. A stiff breeze blew across his shoulder. His pelvic bone, the fulcrum of the seesaw, pushed into the rail, hands tightening their grip on the metal’s cold, rounded surface.

He dropped his head to his shoulder, tipping his weight decisively in one direction. At the same time, his hands let go. He fell through the air, and then there was a thud as his body hit the balcony floor and rolled over.

Why couldn’t life let go?
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THE NEXT MORNING, RAYMOND WOKE UP ON THE couch, body hot and hemorrhaging sweat. The curtains were open, and the sun blazing through the naked French window was frying him like a bug under a magnifying glass.

A blinding pain shot through his skull when he tried to sit up. He clutched his head, glaring at the source of his present misery: an empty scotch bottle by his feet. His brain wandered in a fog, slowly recalling events from the day before that had culminated in profound inebriation.

Suddenly, he stood up.

The police. Wu.

A few minutes later, he was racing through the front door, one arm inserted in his shirtsleeve, the other sleeve hanging loose. He finished dressing himself in the lift. On the ground floor, he walked briskly through the lobby, waving to the concierge hunched behind the desk.

After exiting the building, he joined the street that would have been splattered with his remains had he jumped the previous night. It ran halfway up Victoria Peak, snaking west toward the city as it followed the contours of the hill. Lanky condos rose sharply on either side before leveling off to long, squat blocks with a string of small businesses on the ground floor: estate agents, maid agencies, convenience stores.

Raymond walked briskly along the narrow pavement, skirting pools created by dripping air conditioners. A woman was approaching him: a Filipino amah, walking a grey poodle. The leash was spooled in one of her hands, and the other hand clutched a rolled-up newspaper for scooping up dog shit. Her face was obscured by a pale-green surgical mask. When she saw Raymond, she crossed to the footpath on the other side of the road.

He turned and looked at her, then shrugged and carried on. A short while later, he entered the humming mouth of the Central–Mid-Levels escalator: a series of walkways that dipped sharply between the skinny residential blocks of Mid-Levels, flew over the shops and bars of Soho, and deposited commuters in the business district. The system was encased in a long glass tube with metal ribs, which caused Raymond to liken the journey to being ingested by a snake: eaten at one end, shat out the other.

It was before ten a.m. The escalator was going down. He stood on a step and held on to the handrail, head lowered to avoid looking at the overhead cameras.

Adjacent to the escalator was a set of stairs. An overweight family of four was laboring up the steps, the father in front, followed by two boys and then the mother trailing behind. All four of them stopped at the same time and wiped their foreheads. Sweat dripped from their noses onto their masks. They were wearing masks, all of them.

Raymond turned around, continuing to stare as he passed them. A few moments later, he stepped off the escalator and emerged onto the street near Soho Square. He stood and gaped.

The torrent of humanity at the busy five-way junction was foaming with masked faces: office workers in business shirts, laborers in undershirts, women in short dresses, women in suits, women haggling at fruit stalls, old ladies pushing scrap-laden trolleys, old men snoozing in the shade of the overpass, millionaires and chauffeurs, shopkeepers and waiters, illegally parked truck drivers, jaywalkers. Just about everyone’s face was obscured by a piece of fabric, tied behind their ears.

Raymond blinked to confirm that he wasn’t in the midst of a bizarre apocalyptic dream. Then he darted to a nearby cafe. The customers, most of whom looked like tourists, were all glued to the plasma screen on the wall. Plates of breakfast on the tables lay untouched, coffee cups steaming away. The TV was turned to the news.

“DEADLY VIRUS HITS HONG KONG,” the caption ran over the picture of a glum-looking anchorwoman in a grey suit. The sound was turned up.

“Panic is spreading in the city following reports of a lethal virus outbreak. Over one hundred patients with pneumonia-like symptoms have been admitted to Prince of Wales Hospital, all of whom are believed to live in the same housing estate in Kowloon Bay. The authorities have quarantined the estate in a bid to stem the spread of infection. Schools have been ordered to close in the area. Anyone with a high fever has been asked to report to a hospital immediately. But experts are saying that it might be too late to contain the virus, which seems to be more infectious than avian flu …”

Raymond raced out of the cafe before the bulletin finished. On the pavement, he waved to a taxi, beseeching it to stop, but the driver ignored him. He craned his neck, looking up and down the street in search of another cab. Not a single red-and-silver chassis in sight. He broke into a run, using the full stretch of his long legs to propel his body forward. At the bottom of the hill, he stopped at a pharmacy on Queen’s Road. Less than ten minutes later, he entered the gates of Central Station, his face behind a mask to blend in with the crowd.

A train was waiting on the platform. He jumped through the closing doors, bumping into a man, who glared at the physical contact and moved away.

The empty platform rushed away in the window as the train gathered speed. Raymond clung to a pole for support. The metal was cold in his hand. Soon they were in the black of the tunnel. Without doors between compartments, the train was a long cave of brushed chrome that constantly shifted shape. Bodies swayed this way and that as the train snaked through the subterranean passage. Masks erased faces, so all Raymond saw were eyes: discs in anxious shades of brown and black, looking here and there but never at each other.

Then all of a sudden, a sneeze a few meters away, an explosion of biological ordnance. Bodies in the immediate vicinity moved hurriedly to avoid the infinitesimal shrapnel of germs. Faces turned so pale that they blended with the masks that covered them. Raymond had never seen terror like this, not even on the eve of a grade-eight typhoon.

The train stopped. Doors opened. Doors closed. The train moved. The panic eased, but the fear remained, hands gripping handlebars tightly, eyes gazing anxiously at the transit map above the door. The red light on the map indicated they were under Victoria Harbour, somewhere between Admiralty and Tsim Sha Tsui. There wasn’t a soul there that couldn’t wait to get out of the fast-moving germ trap. Raymond was glad he was wearing a mask for another reason: it was concealing a smile.

Thank God I didn’t jump.
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TRAFFIC ON CANTON Road had thinned to a trickle of cars. Raymond entered the mall, deserted like the street outside. The sound of his footsteps racing down the corridor drowned out the pipe music. He arrived at the office through a side door. Lim Wei was talking to someone on the phone. As soon as he saw Raymond, he muttered something and hung up.

“You’re not supposed to be here.” He frowned.

“We need to have a meeting. Where’s Yau?” Raymond asked, ignoring the disapproving tone.

“Yau quit. Said he’d had enough. Frankly, I feel the same.”

“Quit? Now? Are you out of your mind?” Raymond cried. “Have you seen the panic out there? All you have to do is sneeze and people think they’re going to die. We’ll never get a better opportunity to sell our product.”

“Are you involved with gangsters?”

Raymond gaped. “What? Where did you hear that nonsense? That journalist? How can you believe her? After all she’s tried to do to us.” His voice was high with feigned indignation. “Forget her. Forget the police. Forget everything that happened yesterday. Today’s a beautiful day. Today, we’ve discovered an oil well in our backyard. It’s gushing in high fountains, and you want to walk away just because of some lies that bitch wrote? Don’t do this to yourself, Lim Wei. Don’t do it.” Despite his efforts to keep calm, desperation had entered his voice.

Lim Wei picked up the phone.

“Who’re you calling?”

“The lawyer said I should turn you in.”

Raymond’s heart seized.

“So you’re trying to cut yourself a deal? Go ahead,” he said calmly. “Make the call. When they arrest me, I’ll tell them everything: how this was actually your idea and you asked me to run it, because you thought I was a better front man.”

Lim Wei slammed down the phone. “That’s a bloody lie.”

“Truth is nothing but a lie well sold. And let’s face it, Lim Wei, you’re a man of many strengths, but selling isn’t one of them. Trust me, I’ll have no problem convincing them about my version of the story. Especially when it’s your pretty little autograph on all important documents, not mine. And if the police don’t buy it, don’t you worry”—Raymond looked under his fingernails, then looked up—“It’ll be easy to convince my gangster buddies. Boy. I don’t think they’ll like hearing you lost their money.”

Lim Wei blanched. Raymond smiled. There was something undeniably thrilling about making a man twice your size shake in his boots.

“You’re a cunt,” Lim Wei hissed.

“So are you, Lim Wei. So are you. Only I’m better at it than you are.”

“What about the staff?” Lim Wei snorted. “Half of them want to quit. The other half are scared shitless. Are you going to threaten them, too?”

“Of course not. That’s your job.”
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IN THE CONFINES of the waiting area, fifty-odd staff members gathered in a close huddle as if posing for a company photo. Except no one was smiling.

A trail of whispers greeted Raymond when he arrived. He walked past frowning faces, avoiding eye contact with anyone. He hated crowds. Unlike individuals, they were hard to manipulate. To control them, you needed to be big or loud, and he was neither. So he left it to Lim Wei, who was both.

The murmurings in the room ceased when Lim Wei stepped forward and cleared his throat.

“A lot’s happened in the last twenty-four hours,” he addressed the gathering in a somber voice. “I’m sure you want to know what’s going on. That’s why we’ve taken the extraordinary step of convening this all-staff meeting, to answer your questions. Set your doubts to rest. But before that, our chief would like to say a few words.”

He turned to Raymond, gesturing for him to speak.

Raymond looked at him, confused. What are you doing? This is your job, Raymond said with his eyes. Lim Wei responded with a sly smile. That’s when it struck Raymond:

Fucker’s getting me back.

Faced with no choice, he stepped forward to speak. He could sense a change in the mood as he took over from Lim Wei. Faces hardening, mouths curling openly with contempt. He’d lost their respect after running away like a common criminal the day before, he realized. But he needed to put that behind him.

He straightened his back and expanded his chest in an attempt to pump some authority into his posture.

“There’s an old saying: envy is the greatest measure of success,” he said. “When you do well, people want to bring you down. They spread nasty lies. Accuse you of all sorts of things. That newspaper article you saw yesterday was a prime example. The journalist who wrote it hates us because we didn’t give her a job. So forget about her. Forget about that article. That’s history. Let’s talk about the future. Let’s talk about—”

“Why were the police here?” someone in the front row interrupted.

Before he could answer, another question was hurled at him.

“Why were you running away if you were innocent?”

He turned to answer that but was overwhelmed by a machine-gun fire of questions, strafing him from all directions.

“Are you involved with gangsters?”

“What about customers wanting their money back?”

“Is it true that we’re bankrupt?”

“Are we closing down?”

“Closing down? I haven’t been paid yet.”

“I’m not risking the virus for this shit.”

“Yeah, me too. Pay us now.”

“Pay us now. Pay us now. Pay us now. Pay us now …”

They chanted in unison, clapping hands, thumping feet. Raymond looked on helplessly as the meeting descended into a farce. Finally, he turned to Lim Wei, who was watching the proceedings, looking smug.

“You made your point. Now can you please take over?” Raymond pleaded.

Lim Wei nodded. Next moment, his voice shook the branch. “SHUT UP. SHUT UP, ALL OF YOU.”

At once, there was silence.

“What’s the matter with you assholes?” Lim Wei shouted to a room full of bowed heads. “I thought you were smart. I thought you wanted to make money, better your lives. Seems I was wrong. The boss wants to talk to you about a golden opportunity, and all you can do is whine like a bunch of sissies. Pay us now. Pay us now …” he mocked. “What the fuck’s that about? If you want to be like that, there’s the door. Get out. Right now. Forget getting paid; I’m going to fuck each one of you in the ass for breaking your contract. So, who wants to leave?”

Not a muscle moved in the room. A pack of hyenas a few moments earlier, now a litter of cowering pups. Raymond nodded in admiration.

“Now the boss is going to talk. Unless you have something useful to say, keep your goddamn mouths shut. Understood?”

“They say the virus out there attacks the lungs,” Raymond said. “But I say it’s going to infect the brain first. With panic. When the body count goes up, so will the fear. We’re looking at the opportunity of a lifetime to market our product. But like all opportunities, you need to seize it with both hands. Give me the next few weeks of your life. In return, I’ll make you all rich. Fifteen percent.”

The mention of the figure evoked a trail of gasps. Even Lim Wei looked astonished.

“Yes. Fifteen percent,” Raymond repeated. “If this goes as well as I think it will, some of you will be making hundreds of thousands. Maybe even millions. But we have to act now.”

Murmurs of excitement broke out in the room. A man in the front row gingerly raised his hand. Lim Wei moved to silence him, but Raymond gestured for him to speak up.

“I agree the virus is a great marketing opportunity, but we can also die from it,” said the man.

“Don’t worry, we’re going to make the premises completely germ-free. Surfaces will be cleaned and disinfected every hour. While in the office, each one of you will be required to wear masks and gloves, and maintain social distancing. We’ll take your temperature regularly. If you feel remotely unwell, you’ll be sent home. We’re going to take over the hotel upstairs. That’s where you’ll be sleeping after work, to eliminate your chances of catching the virus on public transport. All meals and drinks will be catered.”

“But what if a sick customer comes to the bank?” the man asked.

“Customers won’t be coming here. We’re going to encourage them to bank online or phone in. That way, they don’t have to risk coming out and catching the virus, either.”

The man nodded, looking satisfied with the answer. Raymond scanned the audience for more questions. But there weren’t any. The room buzzed with a new energy, everyone keen to just get on with it.

Lim Wei clapped his hands twice. “Okay, let’s get to work. Let’s make some money.”

The crowd dissipated back to their seats. Lim Wei and Raymond didn’t exchange words till they were behind a closed door in the back office.

“Fifteen percent. That’s rather generous,” Lim Wei remarked.

Raymond shrugged. “If I’m asking them to take a risk, I have to make it worth their while.”

“You need to make it worth my while, too. I want Yau’s share plus another ten percent.”

“Better. Much better.” Raymond smiled. “When I’m down, I don’t mind people using it to their financial advantage, but I can’t stand being betrayed. Yau’s share plus five percent. Now, how soon can we get a commercial on air?”


18.

THE PORTABLE TV BORROWED FROM MALL security hissed and crackled on Raymond’s desk. The image rippled from black-and-white to a wash of gaudy colors, then black-and-white again. He thumped its side and twisted its antennae. The picture settled after a few jerks to something with grainy color. Seeing that this was as good as it was going to get, he returned to his seat. The aspirin he took thirty minutes earlier was having its effect. The headache from the hangover started to lift just as the news bulletin came on:

“Another day. More body bags. This scene’s becoming all too common in the city’s hospitals as attempts to control the deadly virus seem to be failing. The death toll has surpassed one hundred, and more cases are being reported all over Kowloon and Hong Kong Island. The World Health Organization has issued a warning against traveling to Hong Kong. All major airlines have suspended flights to Chek Lap Kok airport. Embassies have recalled their staff. Some say this could be the worst disaster to hit the city since the great typhoon of 1937. What exactly is this virus, and how can you avoid being infected by it? Joining me now to answer these questions is our health expert, Dr. Gregory Tan. Good evening, Dr. Tan. Can you tell us a bit more about this virus?”

The camera panned from the news anchor to a bespectacled man in a blue shirt.

“The virus has been identified as a rare variety of H5N1 coronavirus, a type of Influenza A strain virus, transmitted to humans from birds,” explained Dr. Tan.

“So this is a type of bird flu?” asked the anchor.

“Not really—the origin of the virus is unknown. What makes it deadlier than avian flu is the fact that it stays in the air for at least twenty-four hours. For example, in the Kowloon Bay housing estate, the virus is believed to have traveled through the light well from one flat to another, infecting dozens of families.”

“Goodness,” the anchor said. “If it’s that contagious, do you think the authorities are doing enough to stop it?”

“I think they’re doing their best, but their biggest challenge is the city’s geography. Hong Kong, as you know, is one of the world’s most densely populated areas. Seven million people living in close proximity to one another makes it easy for a virus like H5N1 to spread. That’s why it’s important for each and every one of us to take extreme precautions.”

“What happens if someone is unlucky enough to catch the virus?” the anchor asked.

“Unfortunately, antibiotics are ineffective against this virus.”

“So you’re saying there’s no cure.”

Dr. Tan shook his head. “Not at the moment, although scientists are working on a vaccine.”

“Dr. Tan, thank you for joining us on the show.” The anchor turned to face the camera. “More on this after the commercial break.”

The mention of the break made Raymond uncross his legs and sit up. The screen went to black for a second, and then their commercial came on. It opened on a pristine white room. A man in a red suit slept on a bed of yellow chrysanthemums. The camera moved to a soft close-up of his face: Franky Soo, smiling as if in the midst of a blissful dream.

The music kicked in, a string of gentle piano keys drifting into the room, causing Franky’s eyelids to flutter twice and open. He smiled at the camera—that soulful look teenage girls swooned over—and then he was on his feet, crooning.

“I know we’re not going to live forever,

But our love’s like an endless river.

My love for you is true

’cause I want to die with you …”

As he sang the words, his lean, compact body moved with the effortless grace of a ballerina, twirling, shuffling, pirouetting out of the room and into a shopping mall. The lights of the high ceiling were mirrored in the pale marble floor. On either side were high-end designer stores with enticingly lit window displays: watches, shoes, jewelry, gadgets, clothes, all styled and presented against plush velvet backdrops. Sales assistants in yellow suits lined the corridor like a guard of honor, each slipping a shopping bag on Franky’s wrist as he skipped past.

A few moments later, he slid to a halt near the bottom of an escalator. He placed his collection of shopping bags down and extended his arm toward the sky. The camera, which now represented his point of view, showed an endless stack of floors, rising in the atrium. A bubble lift with blinking fairy lights shrank as it ascended swiftly toward a white infinity. The shop assistants cartwheeled toward Franky and finished in a circle around him.

“Death won’t tear us apart,

’cause I’ve given you my heart.

You and me forever …

I’m gonna be happy forever …

With youuuuuuuuuuu.”

As the music charged toward a crescendo, Franky and his entourage dropped to their knees. The tall, imposing figure of the Jade Emperor emerged from a puff of smoke, golden robe and gem-studded crown sparkling in the bright light.

The camera switched to a swooping aerial view, the kind of shot Hollywood movies finished on before the end credits rolled. Franky, Jade Emperor and the shop assistants were now like tiny action figures frozen in time.

“Death can come anytime. But if you’ve got Afterlife Dollars, you can enjoy happiness in the next life, too,” a voice reassured over the helicopter view of heaven. “Call 1 800 IMMORTAL or visit our website.”

After the commercial finished, Raymond turned off the TV. It would take a few milliseconds for electromagnetic waves traveling at the speed of light to distribute his message to living rooms in shoebox apartments all over the city. A few seconds for brains to process it. Would minds gripped by fear of an invisible courier of death react as he hoped, or would they see it for what it was, an opportunistic exploitation of a national tragedy? Panic and cynicism locked in a duel. Who would triumph? Unlike face-to-face consultations, he couldn’t do anything to swing it his way. All he could do was wait.

He sat still, hands steepled under his chin. A string of sounds poured through his open door: the gentle hum of the air-conditioning, tapping of keyboards, a cough. Then somewhere in the distance, a faint jingle: two rings and a voice muttering something indistinct. Another ring, this time closer, voice clearer: “Thank you for calling Bank of Eternity. My name is Shen …”

Then another and another and another. Soon, a medley of voices, a collage of pitches and timbres crashing into each other over a bed of ringing phones.

Raymond stood in the corridor, savoring this sweet symphony. Then he returned to his desk to plot his next move, because he knew this was just the beginning.


19.

“YOU’RE LISTENING TO RFHK, HONG KONG’S favorite radio station. Time now for a virus update, brought to you by Bank of Eternity. Ten days after the outbreak, the death toll is nearly five hundred, most of them in East Kowloon. But worryingly, cases are also being reported in the west, as well as Mong Kok, Yau Ma Tei, and Tuen Mun. It seems no part of the city is safe. The government’s advising us to stay at home. But tell me, if you don’t go to work, how are you expected to feed your family? With one in three cases proving fatal and no cure in sight, survival is purely a lottery. So what are you supposed to do? The only thing you can do is hope for the best and prepare for the worst. Should the unthinkable happen, you’ll be glad to know that you can enjoy the same lifestyle in the next life that you do in this one. For just three thousand dollars! It’s like you’ve never died at all. How, you ask? Call 1 800 IMMORTAL now or visit BankofEternity.co.hk. Eternal happiness for just three thousand dollars. That number again, 1 800 IMMORTAL.”
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“HI THERE. IN today’s Bank of Eternity virus update, the Department of Health has announced they’ve identified the index patient: a farmer from Guangzhou who came to the city on business and stayed in a hotel in Central. He died a few days later, but not before infecting other hotel guests. That, my dear friends, is how this whole damn thing started. Now, if this piece of information is supposed to make us feel better, I’m afraid it isn’t working. In just three weeks, since the arrival of the farmer, the virus has claimed over a thousand lives. If this continues, ten percent of the population will be wiped out by the end of the year. We can only hope that’s not going to happen. But with the virus spreading at an alarming rate, the smart thing to do is protect yourself for any eventuality. With an Afterlife Dollar account, should the unthinkable occur, you’ll be able to enjoy the same lifestyle in the next life that you do in this one. And for a limited time, we’re giving ten percent off on purchases over three thousand dollars, plus a free H5N1 coronavirus survival pack, designed by renowned healthcare experts. Call 1 800 IMMORTAL now or visit BankofEternity.co.hk. Eternal happiness for just three thousand dollars. That number again, 1 800 IMMORTAL.”
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“GOOD MORNING, HONG KONG. Hope you’re staying safe wherever you are. Today, we’re not going to talk about the virus death toll because now, it’s just become a meaningless statistic. Instead, we’re going to discuss real people who’ve been affected by the pandemic. Particularly one group of people: healthcare workers. Nearly ten percent of all casualties so far are either doctors or nurses who’ve caught the disease while treating patients. Brave souls who are putting their lives on the line to save others. We’d like to honor their sacrifice with a generous fifty-percent discount to all medical professionals who are at the forefront of this fight against the deadly virus. We hope their noble deeds in this life are rewarded in the next. Simply give us a call at 1 800 IMMORTAL or visit BankOfEternity.co.hk. If you’re not a healthcare professional, we can ensure eternal happiness for just three thousand dollars. That number again, 1 800 IMMORTAL.”
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“THE PANDEMIC HAS entered its second month. Apart from the thousands who’ve died, the virus has claimed another casualty: the economy. With airlines suspending flights and leisure activity coming to a standstill, hotels, bars and restaurants are empty, and thousands have been laid off. If you’re one of them, here’s some good news: we’re always looking for people who are talented, hardworking and keen to make a difference. Send your resume to Bank of Eternity Recruitment, PO Box 1723, Tsim Sha Tsui, Hong Kong. Of course, we can’t promise every one of you a job, but we’ll do our best to employ you. If you don’t need a job but would like to secure your future in the afterlife, do call us at 1 800 IMMORTAL or visit BankofEternity.co.hk. Eternal happiness for just three thousand dollars. That number again, 1 800 IMMORTAL.”


20.

A VIRUS. A STRAND OF PROTEIN AT THE FRINGES of life. Small enough to escape the eye of a microscope, yet incredible in its appetite for mayhem. You had to respect the damn thing. Unlike earthquakes, hurricanes and tsunamis, it eschewed showmanship in favor of efficiency, entering the body, multiplying, turning the body against itself, against others. Natural disasters operated within geographical confines, but a virus knew no boundaries. It went where people did.

The H5N1 coronavirus went far, spreading in a matter of weeks to mainland China, Taiwan, Singapore, Vietnam, Canada, the US, Germany and the UK. And for Raymond, that meant one thing. Opportunity. Because wherever the virus went, it created a market for his product. So he decided to leave the day-to-day running of the Hong Kong operation to Lim Wei and focus on these new markets.

He started in mainland China: Beijing, Shanghai, Chengdu and Hangzhou, before traveling further afield to Seoul, Taipei, Tokyo, Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, New Delhi and Djakarta. He hopped from city to city, meeting potential partners and franchisees in glittering hotel lobbies. Deals were made, in many instances on the spot. Not the way he’d have liked to do it, but with these things, it was important to ride the momentum. So he had to trust his gut instincts and get on with it.

After Asia, he embarked on a whirlwind tour of Europe and North America. As he went from one country to another, he realized that operating in foreign markets meant more than opening an office. The mythology that underpinned Afterlife Dollars had to be tweaked too, to adapt to the local culture. So everywhere he went, he met with religious experts to flesh out the product story. When he did this over a period of time, it occurred to him that the basic underlying afterlife narratives were similar across cultures, across faiths. The rewards of heaven, punishments of hell, stories designed to encourage moral rectitude, presumably with a view to maintaining social order, not only made all conflicts over religion and ideology seem stupid, but also simplified his task considerably. It allowed him to create a template and change the details for each market. But those details were all-important. And he had to get them right.

In June, he returned to Hong Kong after nearly three months on the road. The plane flew over the city on its descent into Chek Lap Kok airport. Raymond leaned toward the window from his first-class seat. Thousands of feet below, the buildings, reduced to the proportions of a scale model, looked familiar yet alien.

This feeling persisted even after he landed and lined up at customs. The queues were long, as masked officials armed with ear thermometers checked temperatures of incoming passengers. It seemed the authorities were more concerned about screening for viruses than drugs. There were fears that rising temperatures and summer storms would provide renewed impetus to the pandemic.

Finally, he left the airport in a taxi. As he crossed Stonecutters Bridge, he caught sight of the buildings of Central in the distance, rising above the red gantry cranes of the port. Ten minutes later, when he emerged from the mouth of the harbor tunnel, the buildings loomed over him, mirrored surfaces glittering in the noon sun. He no longer gazed at them with infatuated eyes. The city was like a woman he’d been chasing all his life, in whom he’d suddenly lost interest when he saw something better. A world bigger than Hong Kong.

Soon, he arrived at the office. For a moment, he stood in the granite foyer and studied the directory on the wall. Bank of Eternity occupied the top ten floors of the fifty-two-story building. When he’d left three months earlier, they were still operating from the cramped back office in the Tsim Sha Tsui branch. It boggled his mind when he thought about it. But thinking about something required you to step outside the frame of reference. When you were in it, everything seemed normal.

The lift opened on the top floor: fifty-two. The receptionist was about to stop him, but realizing who he was, she rose at once.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Li. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

She smiled obsequiously and led him to his office. A plain-looking woman rose from a desk outside his door. She was in her late forties, short hair, sharp fringe. As she reeled off his appointments for the day, Raymond felt flustered inside. It was as if his life had been taken over and he was being told what to do.

He stopped her. “Did Finance send something over?”

“Uh … yes. It’s on your desk.”

He went inside without waiting for her to finish. The office looked bigger in real life than in the photos Lim Wei had sent him. Bigger than most of the hotel rooms he’d spent the last few months in. It occupied the northeast corner with views of Tsim Sha Tsui and Lai Chi Kok on one side, Central and Mid-Levels on the other.

The desk was in the middle of the room, L-shaped, red mahogany with leather trimming. It even had a built-in safe. The chair had a high, curved back, taller than he was when he sat in it. Seized by some childish impulse, he swiveled back and forth a few times. Then he turned his attention to the orange envelope in the in-tray. In the last few months, he’d been too focused on expansion to look too deeply into the financials. He knew they’d been doing well. Just how well, he wasn’t sure.

He took the envelope and held it in his hand, like a little boy trying to guess the present inside the wrapping. Then he sliced it open and removed a spreadsheet. His eyes widened when he saw the cash profit.

It took a few moments for it to sink in and when it did, it was impossible for him to sit still. He rose and paced the room, his body consumed by a sense of supreme lightness. This was how it must feel to be released from prison, to be manumitted from slavery, he thought. The ball and chain of a fifty-three-million-dollar debt, gone.

If he were prone to theatrics, he might’ve knelt and kissed the carpet. But instead, he stood with his hands behind his back, gazing out the window. The story of the last two years leading up to this moment was contained in the view before him. The binocular-shaped Hong Kong Stock Exchange to his right, where it had all started. His first branch, in a squat block across the harbor to the left. Then, back to the right, the recording studio in Causeway Bay where he’d secured the endorsement contract with Franky Soo. Further right and closer in the foreground, his apartment building halfway up Victoria Peak, where he’d nearly jumped when it had all gone wrong.

He also recalled the adman, Pete Lawler. That meeting had taken place in a building on the waterfront that looked like a block of Swiss cheese.

“A genius if you can pull this off,” he recalled Pete saying. Admittedly, the virus outbreak had been a generous serving of good fortune. But wasn’t that what business was all about—a bit of luck to supplement a leap of faith? He remembered another thing Pete had said, about the tipping point. The point where the irrationality of mob behavior set in and truth became a self-justifying prophecy.

The tipping point had been reached. Of that, he was sure. He now had the numbers to entrench his myth in the collective consciousness, especially in the Far East. The other markets were going to be tougher to crack, but the pandemic had given him a foothold.

One day, the world would be his.

Maybe I am a genius after all.

The phone rang behind his back. He ignored it.

A few moments later, he heard someone enter the room. His assistant stood at the door.

“The police are here for you,” she said.


21.

THE LIFT OPENED NOISELESSLY ONTO A SUNLIT foyer on the fifty-seventh floor. A large embossed chrome sign on the wall behind the reception desk triggered a cramp in Raymond’s stomach.

“SECRETARY, DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE”

A woman with blow-dried hair and bright red lipstick glanced up from her computer. The police officer accompanying Raymond leaned toward her and muttered something. Raymond stood back and looked at them with a mixture of anxiety and confusion.

Officially, he wasn’t under arrest. The officer hadn’t come in waving a warrant. Neither had he read Raymond his rights, nor snapped a pair of handcuffs around his wrist. None of that cop-show stuff.

“Sir, do you mind accompanying us?” The request had been polite but firm. Raymond complied. Twenty minutes later, here they were, in the office of the highest law-enforcement official in the land.

The woman ushered him through a frosted-glass door. He entered a large grey room with a metal filing cabinet against one wall; a large framed photograph of the chief executive on the other; sparse, tidy desk in the middle. The secretary was at the window: a beige-and-black hole in the floor-to-ceiling view of the Tsim Sha Tsui skyline.

He turned around and looked Raymond up and down. He was a small man with sharp eyes and a hard, wrinkled face. The youthful shine on his precisely parted black hair suggested it was dyed.

“Sit,” he ordered.

Raymond lowered himself into a chair. The secretary sat down and opened an orange folder. He licked his fingertip and turned a page.

“I’ve never seen anyone with so many speeding tickets. Must be some kind of a world record,” he mused.

“Is that what I’ve been summoned for? Speeding fines? Must be a slow day around here.” Raymond snorted.

The secretary looked up from the file. “Slow day? Do you have any idea what else is in here?”

Raymond shrugged. “Lies, false accusations.”

“Now why would anyone make false accusations against you?”

“There’s an expression in English. Tall poppy. When you grow too quickly, people try to cut you down. Success breeds envy. As a successful man yourself, you should know that.”

“Don’t you go comparing yourself to me,” the secretary fumed. “My idea of success is putting men like you away. You’ve done pretty well in this pandemic, haven’t you?”

“So have companies selling face masks. How come they haven’t been summoned here? I won’t apologize for being a businessman. Not when my product is serving the country in its hour of need.”

“Hour of need?” The secretary chuckled. “Whose need, Mr. Li? Whose need?”

“Do you know how many people are losing their jobs every day? Hundreds. Guess who’s employing them. Me. Victimizing me is not only going to hurt the economy, you’re also robbing people of the one thing that’s giving them the confidence to brave the virus. What do you think will happen when you close their Afterlife Dollar accounts? You think they’ll take it lying down? There’ll be riots. The virus is bad, but you are making things worse with your misplaced crusade. You’ll be known as the man who fucked the city when it was on its knees. Tell me, is that what you want for a legacy?”

The secretary inhaled sharply. “Are you threatening me? Bad idea.” He read from the file. “Thirty-seven counts of fraud. Twenty-nine violations of banking and financial services code. Embezzlement of company funds. False reporting … wait, what have we got here? Money laundering for the Blue Lotus triad. I’ve got this special prosecutor for economic crimes, Wey Fong. He’s a real dick. I mean, I’m saying it, so you can imagine. If he gets his hands on this, you’re looking at, let’s see … minimum seventy years.”

Raymond swallowed.

The secretary smiled. “What’s the matter? What’s the expression in English … ah, cat got your tongue?”

Raymond said nothing. There was nothing to say.

It’s over.

“Nothing would please me more than seeing you in jail,” the secretary declared. But next moment, he pushed Raymond’s file away.

“I summoned you here not to arrest you, but because of a ten-year-old boy on life support,” he said, voice softening along with his face.

Raymond blinked, surprised by the turn of events.

“Do you have children, Mr. Li? If you did, you’d understand my pain.” He sighed with remorse.

“He banned us from wearing masks,” the secretary said, glaring at the photograph of the chief executive on the wall. “‘The cabinet needs to lead by example.’ That’s what he said. So I did as I was told. I acted as if the virus didn’t exist. On my son’s birthday, we went to the beach. We played in the water, built sandcastles, ate ice cream. Next day, he came down with a fever. Hundred and two. I rushed him to the hospital. ‘Please, God, not the virus,’ I prayed as they took him in. A few minutes later, the doctor was sitting me down and giving me the news no parent wants to hear.” He drew himself erect and wiped a tear from his eye.

“Five years ago, I made a promise to my wife on her deathbed. That I’d look after our son. I failed, Mr. Li … because of him,” the secretary hissed at the photo of the chief executive.

Wrong. Because of you, Raymond thought. Because you were too much of a wimp to stand up to your boss. You put your career before your son. And now he’s dying, you’re whining like a bitch, expecting the world to feel sorry for you.

What a loser!

“Here’s my problem, Mr. Li. It hurts to let scum like you walk away, yet—”

“If you arrest me, you lose your only chance of a happy afterlife for your son,” Raymond completed the sentence. “You already failed him once. You don’t want to do it again. I know you don’t think much of me, but I understand your pain. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure your son wants for nothing in his next life.”

“How will you do that?”

“I’ll ring the office and instruct them to open an account in his name and deposit one million Afterlife Dollars into it. I’ll also have a word with the chairman of the Afterlife Central Bank to give him special treatment. Your son will enjoy eternal happiness. I give you my word.”

“How much is it going to cost me?”

Raymond waved his hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about it.”

“You trying to bribe me?”

“Not bribe. An act of compassion from one human being to another,” Raymond corrected. As the secretary fell silent, Raymond savored the man’s dilemma, knowing there was only one possible outcome. Because only he could offer redemption from the guilt of being a callous father.

“You’re free to go.” The secretary sighed.

“What about that?” Raymond gestured to the file.

The secretary clenched his jaw and threw the file into the bin.

Raymond brought his hands together and smiled. “While you’re at it, could you also drop the speeding charges and reinstate my license? I’m missing driving on these empty roads.”
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RAYMOND STEPPED OUT of the secretary’s office and closed the door behind him. He walked past the unattended reception toward the foyer. He didn’t look left or right. Most of all, he didn’t look back. He crossed the bank of lifts to a door leading to the fire escape, walking down the fifty-seven floors to the main lobby. He lowered his head as he passed a group of policemen near the reception. After exiting through the revolving doors, he waited till he’d gone past the carpark before bursting into a sprint.

A few minutes later, he entered a coffee shop, heading straight for the empty table at the far corner. He sat down and placed his palms on the table, giving his heart a few moments to settle. Then he took out his phone and dialed the number before there was another twist in the tale.

The phone rang for a long time before someone answered.

Raymond cleared his throat. “Is Wu there? It’s … Raymond.”

There was a moment’s silence.

“Are you trying to be funny? Wu died of flu three months ago,” the man growled, and hung up.


Book 2 : Sanjit

Mumbai, April 2011


1.

SANJIT SHARMA WAS GOING TO DIE.

Here’s what happened:

On the Monday exactly a month before his thirtieth birthday, he consulted the doctor after suffering a few inexplicable falls. Tuesday, he was subjected to a battery of tests in the hospital. Thursday, he was told he had amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. Translation: you’re fucked.

So how does one deal with this shit? Where does one even start? Sanjit started at the most logical place: a bar. Let’s just call it “the Loser Bar,” as it was full of briefcase-toting middle-aged men drinking rum and cola at low Formica tables, dead souls trapped in dead-end jobs and dead-end marriages. Except in time, Sanjit was going to be deader than them, not just in a manner of speaking, but for real.

He glared at them as he walked in. Brushing off attempts at conversation, he hunched at a table shielded by a lattice screen, downing one glass of vodka after another as the tinny speakers cranked out a string of lugubrious Bollywood songs. He drank and drank. But hours later, he felt nothing except a sick roiling in the depths of his stomach. The smell of Chinese food wafting from the next table added to the nausea. He rushed to the bathroom to throw up, but even that turned out to be a failed project, as nothing came out apart from air and two globules of spittle. It seemed he couldn’t catch a break.

After flushing the toilet, he freshened himself at the basin. The face staring at the mirror was lean and angular, more striking than handsome. Beads of water clung to the ends of his long curls and pointed chin. Eyes, brown and bloodshot, were shaded by wispy lashes. How he wished this weren’t him, that he were in another body. Anybody without the disease. Even one of those losers in the bar.

He raised his fist to punch the mirror, but next second, grimaced and pounded the wall. Ten minutes later, he was out of the bar and on his motorcycle, warm wind howling in his ears. He didn’t know where he was headed. But he knew the one place he wasn’t going. Home.

Besides, what was the rush? The night was young and the road empty. There were more stray dogs on the prowl than vehicles, packs of devil eyes glowing in the dark, snarling from the curbside. He barked back at them as he whizzed past, safe in the knowledge that they’d never catch up, then laughed hysterically at his own false bravery. After a while, he wasn’t sure if he was laughing or crying. Then he realized he was crying.

Why me?

He grimaced, as this was precisely the kind of shit his drama-queen mother had been saying all day. He was sick of listening to her wail like a disconsolate widow, beating her forehead till her glass bangles broke. “Why him? What’s he done to deserve this?”

So had he run away from her only to steal her lament?

First of all, it was his disease. It was destroying his body. Therefore, his lament. He’d taken the first step toward wresting his life from his mother’s suffocating grip, which was claiming back his own self-pity. A legitimate entitlement for a man in his situation. If he were seventy, you could at least argue he’d enjoyed a decent innings. But how did you explain something like this befalling a twenty-nine-year-old?

Was it karma? Couldn’t be, because nothing he’d ever done warranted this dreadful punishment. Then what was it? Would someone please care to explain? He clenched his jaw and looked up at a sky covered in the milky blanket of light pollution. But the sky didn’t answer. It never did.

The motorcycle screamed in the deserted street. A high compound wall to his left gave way to hills of scrap metal, gleaming in the moonlight. On his right, he passed a slum: flimsy shacks of corrugated metal, crisscrossed by overflowing drains. A billboard rising above the plateau of low roofs was crowned by a row of spotlights, shining on a headline:

“DRINKING AND DRIVING IS A CRIME.”

He raised his hand to give it the middle finger. Not only had he been drinking, he also wasn’t wearing a helmet. What was anyone going to do about it? He swapped to the oncoming lane to overtake a doddering autorickshaw.

A car shone bright discs of light in his eyes. He squinted and raised the throttle. The automobile jerked forward. Game on: car vs motorcycle. Two headlights against one. Unfair, just like life.

The car surged closer. The horn grew louder. Each millisecond, a new detail materialized from the darkness: grill, bumper, bonnet, windscreen. Sanjit smiled and kept his hand clamped on the throttle. He was playing this game as if he had nothing to lose. Come to think of it, he didn’t.

Moments later, the car swerved sharply out of his way. Sanjit watched it fly off the road in his rearview mirror, sparks flying from the underside as it scraped the pavement.

He raised his fist in triumph. Under his shirt, his heart tumbled as if inside a washing machine. The shot of adrenaline annulled the drowsiness from the alcohol. He sat erect, eyes wide, as if cold water had been splashed on his face.

For a while, he coasted on the empty road, allowing his heart to settle. Then, clamoring for the rush again, he geared down and turned up the throttle. The bike surged forward, squealing like a tortured animal. The image of Dr. Pandey flashed in his mind.

I’m afraid the prognosis isn’t good …

Fuck you, doctor. Fuck your prognosis.

A red light glowed in the night’s darkness, but he didn’t slow down. Life was too short for traffic signals. Especially when you had amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, aka maladie de Charcot, Lou Gehrig’s disease or motor neurone disease. Now, how many people could claim to be afflicted by something with four names?

The Mercedes-Benz of diseases.

The traffic light passed above his eyeline, still red. He cocked his wrist and blasted through the intersection, entering a honking beam of headlights and exiting it before he could be crushed by whatever was at the end of it.

[image: Image]

HE STOPPED BECAUSE he ran out of road. Beyond the jagged rocks exposed by the low tide, the sea and the moonless sky merged seamlessly into a wall of black, dotted by the blinking red and green lights of fishing boats anchored in the shallow waters. Behind him stood soaring million-dollar apartment blocks. To his left, slums. Both just a collection of lights. Darkness, a great leveler. Like death.

Sanjit parked his bike next to a closed kiosk. In the evenings, this seaside promenade was frequented by walkers, joggers and snuggling lovers. The presence of acrobats and vendors selling roasted corn or peanuts added a carnival atmosphere. Of course, there was none of that right then. The pavement, soaked in orange light, was filled with sleeping bodies, scattered haphazardly like corpses in a battlefield.

A man sat on a bench, knees drawn to his chest, palms grinding something. Tobacco? Ganja? He paused when he saw Sanjit approach, but resumed a second later when Sanjit sat down harmlessly. The man resembled someone who lived on the street: torn vest, striped undershorts, scent of a hard day’s work oozing from skin basted with sweat and grit. His long, skeletal fingers filled the cigarette paper with whatever he was rolling. When he finished, he ran the glued strip across his tongue.

“I envy these people,” Sanjit said, breaking the block of silence separating them.

The man laughed. “How can you envy someone who sleeps like a stray dog?”

“Because they sleep peacefully. I can’t remember the last time I did.”

The man lit the cigarette’s rocket tip, ribs billowing as he drew a deep drag. He held it in his lungs for a few seconds before exhaling a thick rope of smoke. The smell prickled Sanjit’s nose. Ganja.

“You know the trick to sleeping well? Don’t dream,” the man said, coughing. “Each one of these people came to Mumbai with a dream. It wasn’t sleeping on the streets and shitting by the train tracks. But they learned quickly that this city makes mincemeat of your dreams. So tell me, what broken dreams are you nursing? Being a movie star? Like the people in the apartments behind us?”

“I’ve had many dreams, but that was never one of them,” Sanjit confessed. As a boy, he’d dreamed of playing cricket for India: a leg-spinner who’d bamboozle batsmen with his mix of leggies, googlies and flippers. After graduation, he hankered to join his relatives in America, the land of dreams. And when the Indian economy opened up, and the American dream was imported along with a whole raft of consumer goods, he was forging one of his own. If he couldn’t be a champion cricketer like Tendulkar, then he’d be a billionaire like the Ambanis.

The man had a point. None of these dreams had brought any happiness, only the emptiness of a broken promise. In some instances he’d come close. He’d made it as far as the selection stage for the state cricket team. Who knew what might’ve happened if he hadn’t broken his wrist in an accident one day before the trials? A few years later, he was all set to get on that Air India flight to Dallas, but had to change plans when his father died and his mother tore his plane ticket to shreds. As far as the last dream was concerned, it was largely academic, because the body was withering. And along with it, the dreams would wither too. They’d be cremated and transformed into fumes that would rise in the air and linger like ghosts. Life might have robbed the sleeping pavement-dwellers of their dreams, but death was robbing him of his.

“Are you crying?” The man was looking at him closely.

Motherfucker.

Sanjit drew himself erect. But it was too late. There was no stopping the burst hydrant in his eyes. It was another thing Dr. Pandey had warned him about: sudden, uncontrollable bouts of crying. But this was just the beginning. Soon, everything would be out of his control. Limbs would disconnect themselves from the brain’s machinery. Starved of nourishing electric current from the mother ship, the muscles would waste away. Fingers would curl up like old paper; flesh would disappear in small, regular instalments, leaving his body cratered with dents. Every now and then, his legs would fail to respond to his commands, like they had the day before, when he fell in the bathroom. Ditto for his arms. Soon this would become a permanent state of affairs. He wouldn’t be able to walk. By corollary, he wouldn’t have the ability to dance at the disco, ride his bike, play cricket or wipe his own ass. He’d lie like a vegetable, collecting bedsores, except vegetables didn’t have a functioning consciousness. But he would. He’d be aware of every needle, every spike, every stab of pain in this nether zone between life and death, with the power to do nothing but pray for the latter.

Why me? What have I done to deserve this?

He veiled his face with his hands, sobbing loudly into the darkness of his palms.

The tears ceased after a while. They had to, because unlike sorrow, they didn’t come from a bottomless well. He uncovered his face and wiped his nose with his fist. The man was still there, sitting at the other end of the bench, lighting his second joint. Sanjit averted his gaze, ashamed that he’d just cried like a girl in front of a complete stranger, even though he knew shame was a luxury he could ill afford.

Luckily, the man didn’t make things worse by offering hollow words of comfort. Instead, he passed Sanjit the joint.
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NEXT MORNING, THE ARABIAN SEA EMERGED from the darkness, an endless grey sprawl marching toward a silver horizon. The shore, extended by the receding tide, resembled a cracked lunar surface, dotted with little pools of water. Several figures squatted on the exposed black rocks, answering nature’s call. Some of them covered their faces out of shame. Others had been doing it too long to care. The million-dollar apartment blocks, which had been a stack of lights the night before, towered superciliously over the neighboring slum, the richest of the rich and poorest of the poor existing in a state of uneasy codependence. The palm-lined promenade was changing hands from the latter to the former, the last of the sleepers hastily rolling up their bedding to make way for joggers and walkers in their Nikes and New Balances.

Sanjit cranked out an almighty yawn and twisted his neck to snap out the cricks. The bench he’d lain on during the night wasn’t exactly comfortable, but for the first time in weeks, he’d managed to sleep right through to morning. Not only that, he’d woken up with every cell of his body tingling with a strange sense of euphoria, a feeling incompatible with having a deadly disease.

At first, he couldn’t understand why. Then it struck him. He was feeling like this because of the disease. Because it liberated him from things like expectation, duty, love and morality. There was nowhere he had to go, no place he had to be, nothing he had to achieve. And for the first time the previous night, he’d exercised this freedom.

He wanted to thank the man who gave him the joint, but there was no sign of him. It was time for Sanjit to leave too, but where was he going to go?

He looked over his shoulder at his motorcycle, parked next to the kiosk: a black-and-silver hunk of metal with a kaleidoscope of reflections trapped in its curves. The headlight was angled toward him. In that instant, a conversation took place between man and machine, resulting in a plan. He’d seen the sun set in the sea, but never rise from it. So he was going to head east, to Calcutta. And from there, north to the Himalayas—Darjeeling or even Sikkim—because another thing he’d never seen was snow.

Buoyed by the idea, he jumped to his feet, but stopped abruptly when he remembered something. He breathed softly, eying the gold band on his finger.

Do I really need to do this?

Couldn’t he just leave without telling her? He realized he couldn’t. He went over to the kiosk to use the pay phone. After unhooking the receiver, he pressed it to his chest as he gathered the courage to make the call, then dialed her number.

A voice answered, dry and crackling with anxiety.

“Hello.”

Sanjit swallowed. “Reshma.”

“Sanjit! Where are you? How dare you disappear like that? Mama’s hysterical.” She scolded him as if he were an errant child.

“I couldn’t take it anymore.”

“Take what?”

“She doesn’t let me go anywhere. Won’t let me out of her sight for a second. She hugs me all the time and cries as if I’m already dead. I can’t take it.”

“So you run away. What are you, a teenager?”

“Even prisoners are allowed to go to the toilet by themselves. I’m not. She wants to stand there while I take a dump. I’m not going home. Not now. Not ever.” There was no anger or melodrama in his voice, just steel.

The line went quiet. She must have realized this wasn’t a tantrum. She knew exactly what his mother was like, though she’d never uttered a word of complaint. She was one of those annoyingly nice people, never an unkind word about anyone.

“Okay, don’t go home,” she said. “Come to my place. We’ll get married and live together.”

“And then what? You wipe my ass, clean my bedsores? Wake up—this isn’t some fairy tale. It’s a nightmare. My nightmare. You don’t have to be a part of it.”

“It’s my duty to be with you … look after you.”

The earnestness in her voice made him laugh.

“Duty? What duty? You’re not in the army. I discovered something yesterday. Freedom. Such a beautiful thing. I want you to be free. Free of me. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. Just go.”

“You’re dumping me.”

“I’m not dumping you. I’m asking you to dump me.” Of course he was dumping her. And worse, he was trying to transfer the guilt to her. He closed his eyes and thumped the wall, hating what he was doing, what this bloody disease was making him do.

He listened quietly as her hurt and anger poured out of the receiver in a hot stream. She called him all sorts of things, none of which he bothered to deny. Selfish? Of course. But if you couldn’t be selfish when you had a terminal illness, then when? Irresponsible? Fuck responsibility. Life had no business expecting it after what it had meted out to him. He wedged the phone between his ear and shoulder and slipped the gold band from his finger.

“Sanjit, please don’t,” she pleaded, as if she could see him removing their engagement ring. “I love you.”

Sanjit winced.

She wanted him to say it, too. Even if he was going to leave her, she needed to know that it wasn’t because he didn’t love her. But he couldn’t bring himself to say it, not because the words were stuck in his throat. They weren’t even there in the first place, not in his throat, nor in his heart or anywhere in his being. Because unlike her, he knew the difference between loyalty and love. He’d been in love once, but not with her. This was an arranged marriage. He’d chosen Reshma because he thought she’d make a good mother to the five kids the astrologer said he was going to have one day. What a load of bullshit that was turning out to be. No kids. No future. Nothing. Just this fucking disease.

He listened to her cry for as long as he could. And when he couldn’t bear it anymore, he hung up and walked off, leaving the ring gleaming on the pay phone.

He returned to his bike and sat motionless for a few moments, hating himself for what he’d just done. But it had to be done. One day she’d thank him.

A kick of the pedal roused the bike from its sleep. The sea exhaled a warm breath, and palm fronds swayed in the breeze, waving him goodbye. A tingle of excitement shot through his body as he set off. The beginning of an adventure.

He entered Bandra’s concrete sprawl, threading an irregular sine wave as he weaved through the beginnings of Mumbai’s traffic chaos: cars, cycles, auto-rickshaws, buses, all trying to imitate random molecular motion on asphalt. Buildings rose and fell and then leveled off to a cluster of low roofs as he passed through a small hamlet. The road narrowed, shedding sidewalks.

Sanjit felt a twitching in his thigh, then out of the blue, his legs turned weak, as if they were made of paper.

Not now.

He looked down in panic, commanding his sneaker-clad foot to move a few inches from the step to the clutch so he could change gears. But this missive from the brain was lost somewhere in the vast neural black hole below his hips.

A sustained horn made him look up. He’d strayed into the path of an oncoming bus. He swerved back to his lane. But just a few meters ahead, a stopped auto-rickshaw was blocking his path.

Fingers crushed the brake. The force of the sudden stopping was like a slingshot, launching him out of his seat. Feet that suddenly came alive groped for ground as he flew toward the rickshaw. A second later, his head slammed into its hard yellow canopy. Pain, blinding pain filled his skull. Then more blows when he went to ground: a jab on the forearm followed by another punch to the head from a fist of stone.

One last thought in the nanosecond before losing consciousness: What if he never woke up again?
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MUCH TO SANJIT’S DISAPPOINTMENT, HE DID wake up. An inert ceiling fan and a tube light with black ends emerged from the blur. He rose slowly, dulled brain trying to process the familiarity of his spartan surroundings: single bed, sweating water jug, vase with fake geraniums on a low table, the stinging smell of fresh paint and bleach.

Then it struck him.

Of all the bloody hospitals in the city, why this one?

Suddenly, the door flew open and Dr. Pandey marched into the room. Sanjit stiffened reflexively, as if he were in his late father’s presence.

“Didn’t expect to see you so soon. You must really like this hospital,” the doctor remarked. He was short and round, with a moustache that dwarfed his mouth. It was one of those moustaches that tempted you to pull, to see if it was fake. But the stern eyes deterred anyone from attempting it.

He whipped out a penlight and shone it in Sanjit’s eye.

“How’s your head?” he asked, blowing a large cloud of onion breath in Sanjit’s face.

“Hurts a bit.”

“I bet it does. Looks like you may have suffered a minor concussion,” the doctor diagnosed. “But it could’ve been worse. You had no business riding that motorcycle. What if you’d been on the highway?”

“With some luck, I’d be dead.”

The doctor’s face softened. He laid his hand on Sanjit’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Have you been taking your antidepressants?”

“Yes,” Sanjit lied.

“This must be hard for you. But we must accept God’s will and face it with courage and dignity. How would your mother feel if you’d died in an accident?”

Sanjit stiffened at the mention of his mother.

Had he called her?

He remembered his mother exchanging numbers with the doctor when he was there a few days ago. The perceived threat of her arrival galvanized him into action. He jumped to his feet and drew out his sneakers from under the bed.

“What are you doing?” the doctor asked, perplexed by the sudden burst of activity.

“You said I’m fine, so I want to go.”

“Don’t you want to wait for your friend?”

“What friend?”

“The Mohammedan fellow. The one who brought you here. Ah, there he is,” the doctor said, looking over Sanjit’s shoulder.

Sanjit turned around. The man who filled the doorway had the build of a sumo wrestler. He was dressed in work clothes, the fabric of his white shirt stretched taut around his belly. His plump face was hidden under a beard that looked like it could house a flock of birds. A complete stranger.

“You can take your friend home now,” the doctor said to the man. “Keep a close watch for the next twenty-four hours. If something’s wrong, bring him straight back. And make sure he doesn’t go anywhere near his bike. Understood?”

“Understood,” the man replied.

Sanjit stared blankly at him after the doctor left the room.

“I’m sorry … who are you?”

“Who am I? Have I changed beyond recognition, or have you?” The man spoke with a lilt, as if reciting a poem.

“Perhaps we should go to the Bandra railway yard and steal some mangoes to jog your memory?” His left cheek rose in a lopsided smile.

Sanjit gasped.

“Ali! Oh my God!”

He looked Ali up and down with wide eyes. “The last time I saw you, you were like this.” He waggled his little finger to indicate how thin the Ali of his memory was. “How long has it been?”

“Fourteen years.”

“Fourteen? What have you been doing all this while? Eating?” Ali’s belly made a hollow sound when Sanjit tapped it.

“Oy. Stop it.” Ali moved to slap Sanjit’s hand, but wasn’t fast enough.

“We’ve hardly talked and you’re already making fun of me,” he moaned.

“Ha. Still sensitive, like a girl. Remember what they used to call you back in school? Alisha.” Sanjit chuckled.

Ali made a face.

“This is crazy. Meeting like this. I mean, what are the chances?” Sanjit exclaimed.

“Tell me about it. I was in the coffee shop when I heard the crash—”

Sanjit grasped Ali’s forearm. “The bike. Where’s the bike?”

“Relax. I took it to a garage.”

“Which one?”

“The one near Turner Road petrol pump.”

“You can’t leave my bike with any old mechanic.” Sanjit frowned. “Let’s go and pick it up.”

“You heard the doctor. No bike. Let’s get you home first.”

“Fuck the doctor. And I’m not going home,” Sanjit hissed.

Ali raised an eyebrow. “Okay. Where were you planning to go, then?”

“Calcutta. I want to see the Bay of Bengal,” Sanjit replied warily.

Ali scoffed, “Calcutta? You couldn’t even make it out of Bandra without nearly getting yourself killed. And even if you made it to Calcutta, have you thought about the future? What happens when you become an invalid?”

“How do you … ? The doctor told you.”

Sanjit gritted his teeth. He’d grown to hate that word: invalid, as if he were going to turn into a wrong password.

Ali squeezed his shoulder. “I really think you should be with your family.”

Sanjit pushed the hand away and let out a sigh. So, was the freedom that he’d experienced that morning just an illusion? Another one of life’s failed promises?

“I can’t go back home,” he said, clenching his jaw. The thought was making him sick with despair. “You remember what Mama was like, don’t you? The time she called the cops when I came home late after the Deep Purple concert? She’s a hundred times worse now.”

Ali responded with diplomatic silence. Sanjit’s mother had never approved of him, largely because he was Muslim. She blamed him for corrupting her son—little realizing it was the other way around.

Ali clicked his fingers. “I have an idea. Why don’t you stay in my spare room?”

Sanjit looked at him.

“I’m serious. There’s a lot going through your mind right now. Just come and chill out at my place for a bit.”

Sanjit pursed his lips. The offer was tempting.

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. It’ll be like the old days. Remember? All the mischief we used to get up to?” Ali said with a glint in his eye. “We were like brothers, weren’t we? Or have you forgotten that, too?”

“No, I haven’t.” Sanjit smiled as he recalled two ten-year-olds contemplating the technical challenges posed by their religions in the context of their newly affirmed relationship, namely, how could they be brothers if he was Hindu and Ali was Muslim? Then one of them had the idea to adopt Christian names. For a brief while, he became Sam, Ali became Al.

“That’s a yes, then? Good. Let’s get out of this depressing place.”

Ali clapped twice. It was then Sanjit noticed two fingers missing from his friend’s hand. For some reason, it had escaped his attention until now.

“It was an accident,” Ali said when he caught Sanjit looking. He turned the hand and held it up. With missing index and ring fingers, it looked like he was making the devil-horns sign.

“Shame I stopped listening to heavy metal,” he said.
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THE TAXI CRAWLED ALONG THE ALLEYWAY, honking through a thick sludge of pedestrians. Sanjit looked out the window. The minarets of the Sufi shrine, the dargah, soaring above a plateau of low-rises, announced they were entering the Muslim quarter. One side of the street was lined with shops selling sweets, garlands, prayer rugs and trinkets. On the other side, beggars armed with bright plastic bags formed an orderly line in anticipation of food from the mosque.

“This is it,” Ali announced when they reached a blue building.

The flat, a fourth-floor walk-up, was sparse and tidy. A TV at one end mirrored a computer on a weathered desk at the other. Between the two screens were an old beige sofa, two plastic chairs and a rug that covered a small section of the cement floor.

One door led to the kitchen, and the other to the bedrooms and bathroom. Ali showed Sanjit to his room. A single bed ran the length of the wall. In the corner was a doorless cupboard, into which Sanjit unpacked the clothes they’d bought on the way back from the hospital. Ali opened the window, allowing the outside world to pour into the room. A breeze blew in wafts of meat, smoke and spices. Sanjit sniffed the air appreciatively.

“Hungry?” Ali asked.

“Starving.” Sanjit realized he hadn’t eaten anything since the previous night.

They headed straight for the kebab shop downstairs, a little hole in the wall that spilled onto the pavement. Sanjit sat on the molded plastic chair, careful to plant his feet away from the puddle where people who ate before them had washed their hands. The bright-green table wobbled when the waiter rubbed its warped surface with a smelly cloth.

The seekh kebabs arrived not a moment too soon. Sanjit tore a piece of meat, rolled it in coriander sauce and shoved it into his mouth.

“Mmm. Delicious,” he remarked. “But not as good as the ones on Mohammed Ali Road. Remember we used to go there every year after Ramadan? Although I recall someone wasn’t very good with the fast. Forget forty days. You couldn’t get through forty minutes without begging for a piece of my samosa. And then: ‘Please don’t tell Dad. He’ll kill me if he finds out.’” Sanjit chuckled.

“And what a good friend you were. Making me do your homework in exchange for scraps of food.” Ali grinned. “Talking about homework, remember the time we broke into the staff room?”

Sanjit nodded, smiling. He’d just learnt to pick locks from his cousin Navjot. It was Ali’s idea to test out the newly acquired skill after school hours.

“We struck gold with the question papers, didn’t we?” Sanjit said.

“And the look on the teachers’ faces when they saw our answer sheets? ‘How could these two idiots have done so well?’”

“Hey, how about that Playboy we found in D’Souza’s cupboard? Wrapped in brown paper like a textbook?”

Their eyes glazed over at the same time. How could they forget? Inside a musty staff room, under a pale torchlight, the mysteries of the female anatomy had been revealed to them. They gawked, mouths open as wide as their eyes, feasting on every fleshy detail of the red-haired goddess.

The waiter served baida rotis, cut into neat little squares. That disappeared quickly too, as Ali had a monster of a belly to fill and Sanjit was rediscovering his appetite.

“So what happened to you? Here one day, gone the next,” Sanjit asked, licking his fingers.

“Grandad fell sick, so Dad decided we were going to move back to Bhopal. I had no say in the matter, of course,” Ali replied.

“You could’ve said goodbye.”

“I wanted to. But it happened so suddenly.”

“So you went to college in Bhopal?”

Ali nodded. “Studied accounting. Then got a job in an import-export firm. I’ve been with them for the last eight years, based mostly in Delhi and Ahmedabad. Six months ago, they moved me to Mumbai. So here I am.”

Sanjit gestured to the beard. “When did that happen?”

“This.” Ali stroked it affectionately, as if it were a pet. “Grandad made me grow it. I was planning to shave it after he died. But then I became attached to it. Do you like it?”

“I’m not much of a beard person. A bit like Dad.”

“You should try it sometime. You save a small fortune on shaving products.”

“Also handy for storing food, I see.” Sanjit pointed to a fleck of meat trapped in a curl of hair under the chin. Ali extracted it and flicked it to one side.

“So tell me, what have you been up to all these years?” Ali said.

“I went to college, studied commerce, then worked as a salesman in a computer company.”

“Sales. Mmm. I’m not surprised. You were always a good talker.”

“Won the Best Salesman award three years in a row,” Sanjit said, not quite sure why he felt the need to boast.

“And what about the ladies?” Ali winked. “You lost your virginity in my flat, didn’t you? What was the chick’s name?”

“Sophia.”

“If only my parents knew you did it on their bed …” Ali convulsed with laughter. Sanjit smiled sheepishly when he recalled that night. The awkward kissing and shedding of clothes, fumbling with the condom, the stained sheet.

“So are you seeing someone?” Ali asked.

“I was engaged … until this morning. She wasn’t happy about breaking up,” Sanjit said, fighting a cramp of guilt. “I told her that she didn’t need to suffer with me. One day she’ll thank me.”

The sun dipped lower in the sky, withering like a dying campfire. The street sank in gloomy shadows. The world that had disappeared in a bubble of kebabs and laughter returned. The waiter in a tatty Barcelona T-shirt, arguing with a customer. A stray dog, skin stretched tight over its ribs, eagerly lapping up scraps of food on the pavement. The incessant rumble of traffic in the distance. And the bloody disease.

Sanjit’s gaze fell on Ali’s hand, resting on his belly: two fingers missing, the rest splayed and crooked.

What happened there? For a brief moment, Sanjit considered voicing the question. Then decided against it. Tragedy came with a right to privacy. He understood this better than anyone.

The conversation resumed after a spell of ponderous silence, more memories uncorking more laughter.

“Remember the trip to film city—we had the autograph competition?”

“Remember Santosh’s mum? What big tits.”

“Remember trying our first cigarette? Charminar filterless? Wasn’t it awful … Glad we didn’t keep it up.”

“Remember our first drink? Rum from the army canteen?”

That morning, Sanjit had set out on his motorcycle, determined to sever ties with the past. He was now realizing how foolish that was. Because for him, at this point, happiness was only found by looking back, not ahead.
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SOMETHING EXTRAORDINARY HAPPENED AFTER Sanjit moved into Ali’s flat. The twitching in his muscles stopped. There were no signs of wasting anywhere in his body. But most importantly, he didn’t experience those dreadful falls, even once.

At first, he didn’t think much of it. But as the days passed, he couldn’t help wondering. As incurable as the disease was, a rare few had managed to beat it. They all had one thing in common: a positive mindset.

Could it be possible that hanging out with Ali was having some kind of a psychosomatic effect? All that laughter and banter, going to the cinema, eating out, checking out girls. Never a mention of the disease. Not even an oblique reference like “How do you feel?” Could this change actually be reversing his symptoms?

Sanjit realized this was a dangerous thought. Yet from time to time, he couldn’t help but hold it in his hand and feel its soothing warmth, if only for a few moments.

Then came his birthday. The big three-O. Sanjit sat up in bed, nursing a strange dilemma, one part of him wanting to celebrate, the other counseling caution. If the malevolent force that gave him the disease had forgotten, then wasn’t it best not to draw its attention?

After some deliberation, he decided to lie low. But as soon as he left his room, he discovered that Ali had other plans. Sanjit was treated to a tuneless rendition of “Happy Birthday,” followed by a present: tickets to a cricket match between India and England. He could hardly say no.

Later in the afternoon, they joined the long queue snaking into Wankhede Stadium, both wearing the blue India jersey, the tricolor painted on their cheeks. Once in, they rushed to their seats, getting there just in time to see their hero, Sachin Tendulkar, arrive at the crease. Three and a half hours later, when the Indian innings finished, their lungs were exhausted from nonstop cheering.

“What a game,” Sanjit exclaimed as they left the stadium in search of dinner. “A century from Sachin. Couldn’t have asked for a better present. Thank you, Ali. This has been my best birthday ever.”

Ali waved his hand dismissively. “It’s not over yet. We’ve batted brilliantly, but the pitch is flat. We need to bowl well, too.”

“We do indeed.”

They stopped in front of a sandwich stall, a type that could be packed away quickly in the event of a police raid: a small folding table bearing piles of sliced tomatoes, cucumber and beetroot on a chopping board, alongside an open bottle of mint chutney.

“Two cucumber sandwiches,” Ali said. “On second thought, make that four. We need all the energy we can get to cheer for India.”

“Three. I need just one,” Sanjit said. “And quick. We’ve got to get back to the game.”

The man proceeded to make the order, buttering bread slices and smearing on mint chutney with swift strokes.

“Have you thought about playing again?” Ali asked.

“You mean professionally?”

Ali nodded.

“I’m thirty,” Sanjit said.

“You make it sound like fifty.”

“It is if you’re a sportsman.”

“Nonsense. Didn’t you get Sachin Tendulkar out once? The world’s best batsman.” The sandwichwaala, who was listening to their conversation, raised an eyebrow.

“In a school game, yes.”

“Talent is talent. No matter how old you are.”

Sanjit scoffed while secretly allowing his mind to flirt with the idea. He pictured himself in the Indian jersey. The real thing, unlike the merchandise he was currently wearing, with his name printed on the back. Thirty thousand fans chanting as he ran in to bowl: “Sanjit. Sanjit.”

Okay, maybe the national team was a bridge too far. But club or maybe even state level was a possibility if he trained hard.

At that precise moment, just when he was starting to dream of a future with a cricket ball, when he’d not just ignored the disease but completely forgotten about its existence, it chose to remind him.

It happened as he reached out for his sandwich, almost in slow motion: legs weakening beneath him as if they’d turned to water; knees caving in, dragging the weight of his body to the ground; outstretched hand lunging for the plate; mouth and eyes widening simultaneously with horror.

Reacting with speed belying his size, Ali caught him by the armpit and held him steady. For a moment, Sanjit’s body hung in the air like a limp puppet, Ali’s breath hot in his face.

“Let go,” Sanjit whispered.

Ali slowly lowered him to the ground. He went right down, knees sinking into the heat of the pavement. He kneeled, head bowed, arms hanging at his sides, like a prisoner facing execution.

“I’ll be fine … I just need a few minutes,” he whispered when Ali sat beside him. Meanwhile, a congregation of feet had formed around him, dozens of them released from some secret trapdoor in the street. No one offering to help, just looking as if they were witnessing a freak show. In this city, anything could be a spectator sport. Even a person’s misery. Sanjit lowered his head, hissing slowly under his breath.

“What’s wrong with him?” someone said.

“Maybe he’s had too much to drink,” said someone else.

Ali rose.

“Fuck off. All of you,” he snarled at the crowd. “Fuck off. Now!”

The circle of feet surrounding Sanjit retreated and then dissipated as quickly as it had formed, leaving behind clouds of dust. A few minutes later, Sanjit felt a flicker of life in his legs. He curled his toes inside his sneakers. When they moved, he nodded to Ali, who slipped a hand under his arm. He panted as he rose, even though Ali was hefting him. He gripped tightly when he was upright, unsure whether he could trust his shaking legs to hold him up.

A few moments later, he gingerly took a half-step, arm firmly locked in Ali’s clasp.

Walking. Put one foot in front of the other. Repeat. One of the simplest things in life. For thirty years, he’d performed this action without even thinking. But now he was doing it slowly, fearfully, as if he were in a minefield. A meter felt like a mile.

They came to Marine Drive. The eight-lane road that followed the curve of the bay was transformed into a carpark by rush-hour traffic. The sky was crimson, the sun a fading memory in the murky horizon. Somewhere in the distance, cheers erupted. A wicket must have fallen.

“The game. You’re missing the game,” Sanjit said.

“Fuck the game.”

“Go.” Sanjit’s voice cracked, as indignity number two was imminent. “Go, please …”

The dam behind his eyes burst, the rush of tears drowning everything in his vision: the darkening street, the endless string of taillights nailed to the road, the neon-lit centaur on the Air India Building.

“You’ve been so good to me. Given me a place to stay. What did I give you in return? Not even the satisfaction of enjoying your birthday present.” That was what Sanjit intended to say, but all his mouth could manage was a string of garbled vowels.

Ali guided him to a bus stop. The metal bench was narrow and contained the day’s heat. He wept, covering his face with both hands, a tightly drawn curtain of fingers to hide his shame from passersby.

For nearly a month, nothing. Then everything. Another one of the disease’s dirty tricks: luring him into a false sense of security and then pouncing when he was least expecting it. What kind of a disease was this? What sadistic mind conceived it?

Why me?

How often had he whispered the question to the deaf air? And that was only because an explanation would make his fate just that little bit easier to accept. Yet he knew he’d never get one, for a simple reason. The disease didn’t give a fuck whether you accepted it or not. It was there. It was going to run its course. There was nothing he could do about it.

Sanjit cried, God knew for how long, not that time held any significance for him now, except that each tick of the clock chaperoned him to his inevitable destiny.

When he finally stopped, his body crumpled with exhaustion, as if he’d just completed a marathon. His eyes were so parched he was sure they’d crack if he rubbed them.

“Are you okay?” Ali asked, a bearlike silhouette in the dark.

Sanjit nodded, too tired to reply, too tired to even think. But that was when the answers came to you sometimes: when you didn’t have the strength to fight them.

Even if he was powerless to stop the disease, he could deny it the one thing it wanted: death by its means of choosing.

Finally, a plan. A no-brainer.

“If you can’t choose how you live, you should be able to choose how you die. But after a certain point, the disease won’t even let me do that. Do you understand what I’m saying?” he said, surprised by the strength that had come to his voice.

Ali turned away. Of course he understood. Still, Sanjit spelled it out for him.

“A life without dignity is no life. I’m going to finish it before it gets to that. I don’t know when that’s going to happen. But if I’m with you when it does, promise me that you’ll do the right thing? That you won’t stop me?”

Ali sighed.

“Ali. Please answer me.”

The head moved in the darkness. A minute nod.

“Good. Come on, let’s go and enjoy the rest of my birthday. With some luck, my last.”


6.

THAT NIGHT, SANJIT WENT TO BED KNOWING HE was going to sleep well. The relief when you could see an end to your suffering was truly sublime. To top it off, India won the game, a comprehensive hundred-and-two-run victory. So all things considered, the day ended on a good note.

The following morning, he proceeded to the kitchen to make a cup of tea, his stride strangely full of purpose for someone who’d made the decision to terminate his life.

A note caught his eye when he went to open the fridge to get the milk:

“Off to Delhi for a conference. Back early next week. Ali”

Sanjit twisted his mouth in a grimace. He didn’t recall Ali saying anything about a conference. On second thought, maybe he had, and Sanjit had forgotten in all the drama that had occurred the previous day.

There was something else next to Ali’s note, an advertising leaflet affixed to the fridge with a magnet. Sanjit blinked when he saw the headline:

“Are You Financially Prepared for Your Afterlife?”

Intrigued, he removed the magnet and took the leaflet in his hands, turning it over to read the text on the reverse:

We all need money to survive in this life. But what about the next? If you think the answer is no, then you’re in for a rude awakening when you die. The ancient Egyptians were aware of the existence of an afterlife economy. That’s why they buried the Pharaoh’s treasures along with his body. The Chinese knew about it, too, and created hell money. But once again, their efforts didn’t go beyond the symbolic. For centuries, people have attempted transmigration of wealth from one life to another and failed.

Until now.

Combining ancient channeling methods with modern banking technology, we’ve helped millions of customers move their money across the matter-energy barrier to provide financial security in the afterlife. We can do the same for you. Want to know how?

Visit www.BankofEternity.co.in.

Sanjit scoffed after reading the leaflet. It wasn’t the first time he was hearing stuff like this. He’d once met a sadhu who said he’d flown to Saturn and seen its rings. Another boasted he could pass through solid objects. A third person had played cards with his dead father. Whatever their claims, he didn’t doubt their ability to do one thing: extract money from suckers like his mother. This so-called Bank of Eternity seemed like a venture of the same ilk. He stuck the leaflet back on the fridge and opened it to fetch the milk. He made himself a cup of tea. But as he turned to leave, he was drawn to the leaflet again. He made a note of the website mentioned and went to Ali’s ancient computer in the living room. The machine registered its displeasure at being roused with a series of crotchety noises, before coughing and wheezing its way to cyberspace. Sanjit typed the web address and hit enter.

The page went black, as if someone had turned off the light inside the monitor. A second later, a fierce-looking mythological figure rode across the screen on a buffalo, a mace gleaming in one hand, cash register balanced in the other. Sanjit instantly recognized him as Yama, the Hindu god of death.

The buffalo came to a halt beside a door bursting with gold filigree. Incense fumes rose from the bottom of the screen, animating into wispy type above the door:

“Welcome to the afterlife. Press any key to continue.”

Sanjit hit enter.

The gold door opened with a dizzying special effect, as if he were being propelled to another dimension. Then, a flash of white before the scene settled on a tropical beach, a stretch of powder-white sand following the arc of a tranquil bay; shacks on stilts rising from the swimming-pool-clear water; blue sky, not a cloud in sight.

A headline ran across the photograph:

“We move heaven and earth for our customers.”

For the next while, Sanjit was lost in a labyrinth of pictures, videos and text on the website.

Expenses vary from soul to soul. But here’s an example of the typical charges and fees that one can expect:

Yama’s soul transportation surcharge: $200.

Afterlife lawyer’s fees: refer to Karmic Calculator.

Indraloka Entry: $15,000.

Monthly rental, board & entertainment: check rate card.

Please note: rates are subject to fluctuation. Current exchange rate as set by the Afterlife Central Bank is one rupee for one Afterlife Dollar.

Sanjit returned to the home page and clicked on the “Our story” tab. A photo of a Chinese man appeared on the page with a caption underneath: “Our founder, Raymond Li.” Sanjit read the block of text:

What happens after we die? We’re all troubled by this existential question. But for Raymond Li, it became an obsession after he lost his beloved grandmother at the tender age of seven. An obsession that fueled a lifelong spiritual quest, the answer to which came quite literally by accident. The insights gained from the resulting near-death experience prompted Mr. Li to set up Bank of Eternity in 2002. In less than a decade, it has become Asia’s fastest-growing financial institution, with a customer base of 200 million. Although he’s been compared to a modern-day sage, Mr. Li prefers to remain modest about his achievements. “I’m just a businessman helping people get what they want,” he says.

Sanjit opened another window and typed “Afterlife Dollars” in the search field. The hourglass cartwheeled a few times before displaying the results:

“Bank of Eternity listed in Fortune 500 …”

“Afterlife mania grips Hong Kong, China and Southeast Asia …”

“Raymond Li wins Asia’s top business award …”

“Bank of Eternity goes public, listed on Hong Kong, Singapore, Kuala Lumpur and Tokyo exchanges …”

“Raymond Li signals ambitious expansion plans with branches in Africa and South America …”

Sanjit spent the next hour or so glued to the screen, browsing the articles, all from respected publications. At the end of this exhaustive research, what remained in his mind was a collection of numbers.

$7 billion turnover. Seventy-eight offices. 200 million customers. Tenth largest financial institution in Asia.

A giddy Sanjit leaned away from the computer.

Could this be real?


7.

BANK OF ETERNITY LOOKED EVERY BIT AS SLICK as the photographs on the internet: polished marble floor, gleaming teller counters, modern furniture. Sanjit sat on a red-cushioned chair, a welcome change from the hot, uncomfortable seat on the bus he’d traveled on to get there. As he waited for his number to be called, he wondered what his mother would make of this visit, after all the times he’d chided her for her superstitious beliefs. This thought caused his cynicism to creep back.

“Excuse me.” A voice interrupted his thoughts. It belonged to a tall Chinese man who bent down to pick up a small scrap of paper near Sanjit’s feet.

“Attention to detail,” the man said, handing the offending litter to a group of staff members in red uniforms who trailed him respectfully. The rebuke was soft yet sharp, a man who didn’t need to raise his voice to demonstrate his power.

Sanjit recognized him from the photo on the bank’s website: Raymond Li. He was attired in a tailored Ralph Lauren business shirt and pleated grey trousers, a Rolex gleaming on his wrist. More impressive in the flesh, as he radiated a certain charisma that could never be captured by a camera.

He smiled at Sanjit and carried on. Sanjit’s eyes stayed with him as he marched briskly toward a white door, his entourage struggling to keep pace. The encounter, however brief, was reassuring, as Sanjit realized that he wasn’t dealing with a hashish-smoking sadhu, but the CEO of a Fortune 500 company, covered head-to-toe in designer gear.

“Ticket number seventy-eight to counter five,” came the announcement.

Sanjit glanced at his ticket. It was him.

A woman in a red uniform greeted him at a service desk, not thin, not fat, not fair, not dark, not pretty, not ugly. Ordinary in every respect, the sort of unthreatening ordinariness that put people at ease.

“Welcome to Bank of Eternity. I’m Sheetal, your afterlife consultant,” she said, flashing an air-hostess smile.

“I think I saw your boss back there,” Sanjit said, gesturing to the waiting area.

“We are truly blessed to have him in our midst,” she gushed. “I’ve never met anyone so spiritually connected with the universe. If Buddha were a businessman, that’s how he’d be.” She appeared genuinely in awe.

“What’s he doing here?”

“He’s come to inaugurate our Nariman Point branch. He wants to focus on India, as it’s our biggest market after China. Our product is really taking off here. Cricket stars, Bollywood actors, business tycoons, politicians. They’ve all got Afterlife Dollar accounts.”

Sanjit nodded, impressed.

“So what can I do for you today?” she asked, joining her red fingertips on the desk. He instinctively checked for a ring. She wasn’t wearing one.

“I’d like to know more about Afterlife Dollars.”

“Is this for you?”

“For my mother,” he said after a pause. “She’s ill.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Okay. Let me start from the beginning. As Hindus, we’re taught that after we die, our souls are judged by Yama, the god of death. If we’ve performed enough good deeds, we’re sent to heaven. If not, we go to hell, right? While this is true in principle, it’s also a gross oversimplification of the truth.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“How many people do you think die every day?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. A few million?”

“Tell me, logically, is it possible for one person to judge all of them?”

“I guess not.”

“So, logically, the thing to do is to outsource this function. A system of judicial courts has been set up for this purpose. Your first major expense in the afterlife is to find a lawyer to fight your case. And lawyers, as you know, aren’t cheap.”

“Wait a minute. Are you saying there are courts up there, just like here?” He pointed to the ceiling first and then the window.

“Kind of. You have Lord Yama sitting on top like the chief justice.” She drew in the air with her finger. “Under him you have the lesser gods serving as judges in the various courts. Then you have the lawyers, advocates and—”

“Tell me,” he interrupted. “Will a good lawyer get me off the hook if I’ve committed a load of bad deeds?”

“It depends.”

“What if I’ve murdered someone?”

She laughed. “I’m sorry. You don’t look like a murderer to me. A little wicked, maybe.” A twinkle in her eye. “But definitely not a murderer.”

The remark caught him by surprise. Not that he wasn’t used to being flirted with, but he hadn’t expected it from her. He cleared his throat.

“Hypothetically.”

“Hypothetically?” A pause. She appeared to be weighing up her words. “No judicial system is perfect. Every now and then, a criminal will get away and an innocent man will be wrongly convicted. As a company, our job is to make sure everyone has the means to afford the best possible defense. Besides, no one’s one hundred percent good or evil. There are so many grey areas when it comes to morality. And what makes it even more difficult is up there, the burden of proof is on you, not the prosecution.”

Sanjit nodded. Good answer.

“So what happens when I win my case?” he asked.

“You go to Indraloka, abode of Indra, the king of gods.”

“What’s that like?”

“It’s like a resort. Except your holiday lasts forever.” She beamed at the ceiling, as if picturing said holiday.

Sanjit scoffed, “So the king of the gods is actually a glorified hotel keeper?”

“I understand how this goes against everything we’ve been taught,” she said, her smile undimmed by his skepticism. “But that’s exactly what makes our product so innovative. We’ve finally managed to penetrate the truth about the afterlife. I mean, logically, if our spirit is our true nature, then why should the next world be so different?”

It was the third time she’d said “logically.”

“Okay, logically, how much am I going to need?” He winked.

“Three hundred thousand Afterlife Dollars should buy you a competent lawyer and a one-bedroom apartment in Indraloka,” she said, missing his jibe.

“And what if I don’t have this money?”

“One of two things. You roam the netherworld—”

“And what does this netherworld look like?”

“A million times worse than Dharavi,” she said, referring to the sprawling slum in the heart of Mumbai.

“And what’s the other thing?”

“You return to the earth and start again. But you can avoid all this for three hundred thousand—”

“Please don’t take this the wrong way. But how do I know any of what you’re saying is true?”

“Honest answer? You don’t. You just have to have faith.”

“Faith.” He laughed bitterly. “Every time I’ve had faith, I’ve been rewarded with nothing but disappointment.”

“Mind if I ask you something?” she said.

“Sure. Go ahead.”

“What’s wrong with you?”

Sanjit stiffened. Was it that obvious?

He wanted to say he was fine. But he’d left it that split second too late to lie.

“Motor neurone disease.” He sighed. Once again, stripped down and laid bare in front of a stranger.

“I’m sorry. My aunt has it, too,” she said softly. The glazing of sympathy in her eyes triggered a craving. Nothing sexual. Just a longing for the comfort only a woman could provide. He imagined lying on her lap while she planted a gentle kiss on his forehead, whispering that everything was going to be okay.

He felt a prickle in his eyes as if dust had got in. He rose at once.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, startled by the sudden movement.

“Gotta go,” he blurted. “Another appointment.” Storm clouds had gathered in his eyes. He needed to get out before the downpour came.

“Think about it,” she said to him as he was leaving. “Freedom from unhappiness, from the disease. Forever. You owe it to yourself, Sanjit. After what you’re going through.”


8.

IN THE TEA ST ALL DOWNSTAIRS FROM ALI’S FLAT, the kerosene stove roared, and fluorescent tubes bled anemic light. Sanjit scraped a stool back to sit, startling stray dogs nibbling on food scraps.

It was past midnight. A veil of smog had settled on the street. The silhouette of the minaret towered over a sleeping neighborhood.

“Salaam alaikum, Sanjit bhai,” a voice greeted behind his back.

It was Karim, the waiter, standing over Sanjit with a stack of cups balanced in his hand. His skeletal frame hunched slightly, as if being dragged down by the weight of his long silver beard. His face was dark and looked withered by a lifetime of hardship. Yet it always wore a benign smile.

“What’s the matter? Can’t sleep?” he asked.

“The universe is messing with my head.” Sanjit sighed.

Karim looked at him with eyes that seemed to see more than what lay before them.

“I don’t know if I can solve your problems. But I can fetch you a cup of tea. Would you like one?”

“I’d love one.”

After Karim left, Sanjit was momentarily distracted by a drunken argument at the next table. Then his mind returned to the problem keeping him awake. You could say it was a crisis of faith, or rather lack of it. Until that day, he was sure there were no gods, no afterlife. When he died, his body would be cremated on a bed of sandalwood logs, the ashes then scattered in a river, becoming one with the industrial effluents that floated in it. But his firmly held convictions had been challenged by another possibility.

Yamaloka. Indraloka. Why wouldn’t the gods leave him alone in death? But maybe it was foolish expecting them to. Especially if they’d had a hand in his birth. Well, at least according to his mother, they had.

For many years, her attempts at bearing children had been frustrated by one miscarriage after another. Fearing she’d be shunned by her in-laws for her inability to bear a child, she’d visited practically every temple within a hundred-kilometer radius of Mumbai, harassing the gods with the tenacity of a door-to-door salesperson.

A few weeks after a trip to a temple in Igatpuri, she discovered she was pregnant with Sanjit. Of course, the credit didn’t go to the doctor who performed the endometrial surgery that allowed the pregnancy to blossom. Rather, it went to the goddess in the temple. And every year, Sanjit’s mother made a pilgrimage to express her gratitude, dragging him in tow.

“She’s the reason you’re here,” she’d tell him, as she forced him to bow to a statue wrapped in a gaudy silk sari.

He remembered opening one eye furtively, wondering how an object devoid of life could breathe it into another. Never mind. When you were a child, you accepted everything you were told. But when you grew up and thought for yourself, everything started to unravel: lies, myths, illusions. They seemed so stupid, you wondered how you could’ve believed them in the first place.

For Sanjit, you could say that moment came when he learned about the appropriation of the family land in his ancestral village. For centuries, the six-hectare plot had been deemed worthless because of its distance from the river. The only way to water it was to urinate on it, his uncle used to say. But the construction of a canal in the mid-1980s changed everything. Suddenly its value increased several hundredfold, and everyone wanted a piece of it, including the local zamindars, who one day put a fence around it and claimed it as theirs. His family tried everything to get the land back, but discovered that they possessed neither the money nor the influence to take on the usurpers. The police, who’d been slipped several backhanders, looked the other way. When Sanjit’s family resorted to legal action, the subordinate court judge threw out the case, declaring the original land titles invalid.

From then on, the more Sanjit saw of the world, the more he was convinced that the gods who were supposed to administer justice and fairness were a total escapist fantasy, like a Bollywood movie. The real world, it seemed, was ruled by principles like “dog eat dog” and “might is right.”

Over the years, life continued to grind away at his faith and finally, a few weeks earlier, what little was left of it was shattered by his diagnosis. How could one possibly believe in any kind of god after that? So if he was so sure that gods didn’t exist, then why this doubt now? What was it about his visit to the bank that opened the back door for them to return and torment him?

“Masala chai.” Karim’s gentle voice interrupted his thoughts.

“Do you believe in God?” Sanjit asked.

“I pray five times a day,” Karim replied.

“And what has it got you?”

The waiter appeared amused by the question. “You don’t pray to get something.”

“Then what do you pray for? Bismillāh ar-Rahmān ar-Rahīm. Isn’t that how you Muslims begin your prayer? ‘In the name of Allah, the Most Compassionate, the Most Merciful …’ How can you recite this day in, day out when there’s little evidence of either compassion or mercy? When life’s basically shit?” Sanjit frowned.

“We pray for strength and wisdom to make the right choices. Goodness is a muscle, and prayer is the exercise to strengthen it. That’s the point of prayer. Besides, who says my life is shit? I eat three times a day and get to meet people like you.”

Sanjit scoffed, “I wonder if you’d feel the same if you had cancer.”

“I can’t answer that, because I’ve been blessed with good health. All I can say is you’ll never understand the will of God with that logic.”

“Then what kind of logic will I understand it with? It seems absurd to even speak of God and logic in the same sentence.”

“The logic of kindness and compassion. You see God with your heart, not your head.”

“Have you seen God? If so, I have a few things to say to Him,” Sanjit hissed.

“It takes prophets many years of striving to catch a glimpse of the divine. You think people like me can see Him just like that?” Karim said with a benevolent smile.

Sanjit rolled his eyes. Just the kind of fatalistic claptrap he’d been hearing all his life. Why did he bother? Did he really expect a waiter at a tea stall to reveal the secrets of the universe?

A drunk voice yelled impatiently for Karim. He gave Sanjit’s shoulder a gentle squeeze and left.

Relieved to be on his own, Sanjit blew into the steaming glass to cool it. The storm from his mouth sheared and rippled the surface of the liquid.

He took a sip and grimaced at its sweetness. What was Karim trying to do—give him diabetes? He poured the tea into the drain by his feet. One disease was enough, thank you very much.

He left some money for the bill and departed. After walking two steps, he suddenly stopped, the answer presenting itself when he wasn’t looking for it. The problem lay not in the idea of God per se, but in the definition, he realized. The belief in a Santa-Claus-type benefactor might be impossible to sustain in the face of the evidence presented by reality, but a different type of god had been revealed to him that day at the bank: God the bureaucrat and businessman. Yama oversaw a vast judicial enterprise. Indra was a resort owner. That was why there was no compassion in the universe. Because the gods were more interested in process and bottom lines than ensuring justice, fairness and equity. That was why the rich could literally get away with anything, whether it was the zamindars in his village or in the courts of Yamaloka. Entry to heaven was granted to the wealthy, just like the Willingdon Gymkhana club. Ultimately, money ruled. Of all the theories he’d heard on the subject, this one made the most sense.


9.

SANJIT’S BANK WAS INSIDE A BLUE BUILDING with a streaked glass door. He walked past a long Formica counter manned by comatose staff, heading straight for the ATM. The machine swallowed his card and a few seconds later, his balance glowed on the screen.

One point one million rupees.

The exchange rate of Afterlife Dollars according to the website was one, which simplified the math considerably. One point one million Afterlife Dollars. Nearly four times more than the three hundred thousand he’d need for a happy afterlife.

Pleased with this discovery, he retrieved his card from the machine and hurried toward the exit. As soon as he stepped onto the pavement, he was accosted by a leper. Sanjit recoiled when he saw the outstretched hand. The fingers, scabbed and deformed, were like ginger roots joined to the palm. The face looked as if it had melted in extreme heat and coalesced into a shape that was barely human.

But a few moments later, this revulsion transformed into something else. Call it competitive spirit. He couldn’t help wondering who was worse off, him or the leper? A disease that destroyed you from inside versus one that turned you into a hideous freak on the outside?

Mmm. You could argue both ways.

But the matter was resolved when Sanjit spied a handful of coins in the leper’s begging bowl. Not enough to buy three hundred thousand Afterlife Dollars. Not even close. But Sanjit, on the other hand, had the money to get into Indraloka. The celestial holiday resort. Was it like the one in Goa he’d been to the previous year with Jaspal, Tony and Ravi? he wondered. Air-conditioned villas kitted out with big-screen TVs and spa baths, infinity pool lined with frangipanis and bougainvilleas, girls in bathing suits, warm sea and cold beer, all-you-can-eat buffets. And eat all, they did. They drank, smoked joints and sang songs. Imagine an eternity of that.

Sanjit threw a few coins in the leper’s bowl and darted across the road to the bus stop, getting there just in time to catch a red double-decker. As he searched for a seat onboard, a voice inside his head tried to counsel him over the din of the midmorning traffic and the conductor’s ticket clipper.

What if it’s a hoax?

In that event, yes, he’d have been duped. But the only person who’d be worse off was his mother, who’d have lost her inheritance.

On the other hand, if it wasn’t a hoax and he didn’t have Afterlife Dollars, he’d be consigned to a slum or forced to come back to earth.

Nothing to lose. Everything to gain.

Twenty minutes later, he was walking through the sliding doors of Bank of Eternity. He was about to take a ticket when he caught the eye of the girl who served him the day before. She motioned him to come over to her desk.

“Welcome back.” She greeted him with the air-hostess smile again. They exchanged pleasantries as if they were old friends.

“So what have you decided?” she asked after he sat down.

“I’m going for it,” he said, voice strong and determined. No more doubt. No more cynicism. This was it.

“Great. Let’s get you set up.”

She took down his details and entered them on the computer. His heart ran as he watched her red fingertips dance on the keyboard. This wasn’t just about his afterlife, he realized. It was also a “fuck you” to the disease.

“Your account’s ready,” she announced a few minutes later. “Now all we need to do is transfer some money into it. How much would you like to transfer?”

Sanjit inhaled. “I’d like one million Afterlife Dollars.”

“One million Afterlife Dollars works out to …” She drew out the “to” as she consulted her computer for the exchange rate. “Ten million rupees.”

Sanjit looked at her. “Ten?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You’ve made a mistake. The exchange rate is one. It should be one million.”

“One?” She snorted. “Which century are you living in?”

“It says one on the website. Check.” He scowled.

She looked at him skeptically and turned to her computer.

“You’re right, it does say one here,” she admitted. “That’s a mistake.”

“Mistake? I wonder what your founder will make of it.” Sanjit frowned, remembering Raymond Li fussing about a scrap of paper in the waiting area.

“I’m sorry. I’ll speak to our comms team and make sure it’s changed immediately. So yes. You need ten million rupees.”

“But I don’t have ten.” He swallowed.

“How much have you got, then?”

“One million rupees,” he said, lowering his voice as if embarrassed by the figure.

“That’s going to get you one hundred thousand Afterlife Dollars.”

“Only one hundred?” Sanjit asked, unable to hide his dismay.

“I’m sorry. I don’t set the exchange rate. So would you like to go ahead?”

But Sanjit wasn’t prepared to take no for an answer. The whole thing felt so damn unfair, the way she got his hopes up and then dashed them to the ground.

“You know, I’m a salesman too. One time, I made a mistake in the pricing in a proposal I wrote and was forced to honor the price.”

“What exactly are you suggesting?” She frowned.

“I’m saying you made a mistake in your published exchange rate. Therefore, you have to honor the exchange rate on the website. You have to give me ten million Afterlife Dollars.”

“I don’t have to give it to you for anything less than today’s exchange rate of ten. So one more time, do you want to go ahead?” The air-hostess smile was long gone. She had the cold, hard eyes of a debt collector, making him feel small with her stare.

At this point, Sanjit should’ve left with his dignity intact, but he didn’t.

“I’ve got motor neurone disease, Sheetal. Your aunt has it too, right?” His voice was abject with self-pity. “How old is she? Sixty? I’m only thirty and come from a middle-class family, just like you. I’ve not had the opportunity to earn decent money. Please, one human being to another, can I have a better rate?”

The look on her face went from contemptuous to downright cruel.

“I’m sorry, I can’t help you. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got customers waiting.”

He caught her hand when she reached for the button to call the next ticket number.

“Is that what you’re going to say to your aunt, too?” He squeezed her hand. “Sorry, Aunty. You’re going to rot in hell. There’s nothing I can do.”

She snatched her hand back.

“Leave. Before I call security,” she hissed.
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SANJIT EXITED THE bank’s sliding doors, head lowered, fists hanging by the sides of his body. He stopped on the pavement and suddenly kicked the ground, sending up clouds of dust.

Bitch. Who does she think she is?

His tongue was now burning with all the things he should’ve said to that woman: low-level salesperson, bum-licker of the rich, pathetic social climber, glorified prostitute.

He turned around, nearly obeying the urge to go back in and say all those things to her. But wiser counsel prevailed. Besides, could he really blame her after the way he’d behaved?

Sanjit sighed.

There was no shortage of beggars in this city. You saw them at traffic lights, polishing their misery and displaying it as if it were a product in a shop window. You saw them expertly work the guilt on first-world tourists and devotees outside places of worship. Now Sanjit had joined their ranks, begging for his afterlife. What other indignities did this disease have in store for him?

He walked for a few minutes and then collapsed on a stone bench, exhausted by the blistering sun and the heat from his own impotent rage. Beyond the retaining wall, the sea was a toxic shade of grey, glistening in the afternoon sun. No waves. Still as a painting. Behind him, the city breathed a relentless smog that obscured the horizon and turned the high-rises at the other end of the bay into a collection of boxy outlines.

Mumbai wasn’t just alive, it was pulsing. A conveyor belt of dreams, a powerhouse channeling the energy of millions of bodies moving here and there, each driven by a plan to get rich or to simply get by. A heady feeling when you were part of it, but he no longer was. Each day, he was receding further into the fringes.

A long time ago, he’d heard someone say that a man who woke up hungry in Mumbai never went to sleep hungry. The city might crush your spirit, but it made small amends with its own fucked-up brand of benevolence. But now, it too had shunned him. There was no room for him anywhere, it seemed. Neither down here nor up there.

Suddenly, he stood upright and slapped his forehead. The wedding fund. How did he forget about it? A joint account with Reshma in which he’d deposited twenty percent of his salary each month. It had close to a million rupees for a wedding that was never going to happen. If he could access this money, he’d have a total of two hundred thousand Afterlife Dollars: two-thirds of the target of three hundred thousand.

Buoyed by this thought, he went in search of an ATM. He found one nearby in the ground floor of a building, next to a bakery. There was a lot of whirring behind the screen after he inserted his card. Then the machine spat it out as if it were a piece of rotten fruit.

“CARD DECLINED.”

He removed the card, rubbed its magnetic strip on his shirtsleeve and tried again. Same result. He thumped the wall.

Reshma.

After retrieving his card, he embarked on a hunt for a pay phone. By the time he found one, steam hissed from every pore in his body.

“What did you do to my card?” he demanded when she came on the line.

“Sanjit!”

“Did you cancel it? Answer me! Did you cancel it?”

The line went quiet. The chatter of voices in the background suggested she was at work.

“Is that why you called? Because you want the money?” He could picture her indignant frown.

“My money. It came from my salary. I want it back.”

“What for?”

“It’s my money.”

“Fine. If that’s how you want to be—”

“Wait!” Sanjit cried, sensing she was going to hang up. He bit his lip and told her why he needed the money.

For a few moments, she said nothing. The silence shredded his nerves.

She thinks I’m mad.

“Investing in your afterlife is a great idea,” she said finally.

Sanjit slanted an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Sure. I mean, why not? It’s your money.”

“Great,” he said, relieved. “For a moment, I thought you might—”

“Do you think I’m a monster? You think I’ll take your money and run off and buy shoes?”

“No, no, no,” he said hastily. “I didn’t know how you were going to feel about it, that’s all. I mean, this was our wedding fund.”

“I just want you to be happy. That’s all I want.” An arrow dipped in guilt and aimed at the heart. Sanjit swallowed.

“So … you’re going to sort it out?”

“You need to be there, too.”

“Why do I need to be there?” He fumed. “Can’t you just add my name back?”

“I wish it were that simple. You have to come and sign. And I have to vouch for you. When do you need the money?”

“Soon.”

“We can do it right now if you want. Why don’t you come and pick me up? I’m at the office.”

He nearly said yes, but something stopped him. A warning siren only he could hear. Something wasn’t quite right. She was being too understanding, too accommodating, too eager.

Then it clicked. Of course. She had no intention of giving him the money. It was a trap to lure him back. He quietly disconnected the call.


10.

IN THE MARBLE LOBBY OF THE FIVE-STAR HOTEL, Sanjit drank a measured sip of his iced tea; it was the only thing on the menu he could afford, and he had to make it last. The table to his right was occupied by housewives wearing the nation’s gold reserves in jewelry. On his left, a bunch of teenagers appeared to be on a mission to spend their parents’ black money. A waiter attired like a sepoy patrolled the cafe, his waxed moustache gleaming in the light of the chandelier.

Sanjit nursed his iced tea till there was only ice dissipating in a pool at the bottom of the glass. Then he exhaled sharply and looked at his watch.

An hour late. One goddamn hour.

He almost raised his arm for the bill, but a voice in his head counseled him to hang on a few more minutes. His patience was rewarded when Raunak finally appeared, dressed like a clown in his bright pink shirt, yellow pants, baby-blue tie. His body looked like a Photoshop mistake: large head, small eyes, round frame, ears jutting a long way out. Sweeping aside his irritation, Sanjit flashed his best fake smile.

“Raunak, so good to see you.”

“Sorry to keep you waiting. You know how crazy the office can be,” Raunak exclaimed with a dramatic sigh.

Sanjit nodded. He’d worked with Raunak long enough to know that keeping him waiting was part of his mind games. In all probability, the fucker had been playing solitaire in his office while a “Do not disturb” sign hung on the doorknob.

“We’re working on this major deal in Singapore. If we crack it, that’s my target for the year done,” Raunak said, scratching his balls. Sanjit tried not to look, but even if he did, Raunak wouldn’t have noticed. This act of genital husbandry was something that occurred without any conscious thought, like breathing. They ordered, iced mocha for Raunak, another iced tea for Sanjit.

After the waiter left, Raunak talked at length on his favorite subject: himself. When the disease had forced Sanjit to resign from his job, he considered not having to deal with this pompous idiot as the only upside. Yet there he was, oohing, aahing, laughing loudly, doing everything he could to stoke the prick’s ego. He had to play this carefully, not look too eager or desperate, wait patiently for his opportunity. And the opportunity surfaced eventually, when the drinks arrived.

“So tell me, how are things with you?” Raunak asked, stirring the coffee’s creamy head.

Sanjit sipped his iced tea.

“Very good, actually. I saw this ayurveda doctor. The medicines he gave me, I don’t know what’s in them, but they worked a treat. The symptoms have gone.” The lie came out exactly as he’d rehearsed: smooth, not too excited.

Raunak looked at him. “Is that right?”

“My neurologist couldn’t believe it. He was like, ‘How did this happen? There’s no cure—’”

“Wait a minute. Did you say you were actually getting better?”

“It’s truly amazing,” Sanjit said, making his eyes wide. “I’m getting better. Against all odds. I don’t know how or why. But it’s happening.”

Raunak shook his head thoughtfully. “You know what the problem is? We tend to underestimate traditional medicine. Haven’t they worked for centuries before allopathy came along?”

“You’re looking at living proof. In fact, the doctor said I might even be well enough to work.” Sanjit dropped it casually over the drumrolls in his heart.

Raunak raised an eyebrow. “So you want your job back? Is that what this is about?”

“The treatment isn’t exactly cheap. Now that I’m better, I’m planning to get married, plus I have Mum to support,” Sanjit said, trying not to sound too needy.

Raunak took a big gulp of his mocha and made appreciative sounds.

“I’m sorry. I’ve already hired someone in your place,” he said. Once again, his hand had returned to his balls as if guided by a homing beacon. He scratched.

“But you said you were busy. Doesn’t have to be my old job. I’m flexible, you know. I just want to work.”

Raunak stopped scratching and appraised Sanjit with his small, mean eyes. “Look at you.”

Sanjit straightened. “What about me?” He remembered checking in the bathroom mirror a while ago and thinking he looked fine.

“Your face. Your arms. Your hands,” Raunak said, pointing all over Sanjit’s body.

Sanjit swallowed. “My brain’s still good. Tell me, wasn’t I your best salesman?”

“Yes.”

“And didn’t clients love me?”

“Yes, but—”

“Please, I need the money.”

Sanjit bit his lip. Once again, he was begging. And once again, that look from across the table: total contempt, as if he weren’t a human being but a stray dog you’d want to kick off your porch.

Raunak snapped with irritation as he brushed something off his sleeve.

“You want my advice?” he said. “The other day I went to see a friend whose mother has the same thing as you. But she was much worse. Could barely walk or do anything. And she had this eye patch. Do you know what happened? One day, the servant took her to the park for some fresh air. He left her in the wheelchair for a few minutes to take a piss. In that time, a crow attacked her. The poor woman couldn’t fight back. Worse, she couldn’t scream for help. By the time the servant returned, the bloody thing had gouged her eye out.”

Sanjit gasped, startling the jewelry-laden women at the next table.

“Things are going to get bad,” Raunak said. “Really bad. So forget about working and enjoy yourself while you can. Okay?” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to go. Another meeting.”

He patted Sanjit’s shoulder with the same hand that had scratched his balls, and walked off without paying the bill.
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THE BUS CAME to an abrupt halt, jerking Sanjit out of his reverie. Realizing it was his stop, he raced down the aisle, jumping off just as the vehicle started to move.

He dragged his body through the heat rising from the pavement, sweat dripping down his back, shoulders sagging from the weight of despair. After the unsuccessful meeting with Raunak, he’d made a few more calls, people who at various times had offered him a job. But now, all he got was some bullshit excuse: hiring freeze, tight budgets, bad economy. No one had the guts to say it straight: “Sorry, Sanjit, but that terminal illness doesn’t look good on your resume.”

After that, he bought a newspaper and circled a few jobs in the appointment pages, but the thought of attending rounds of interviews and jumping through hoops made him feel tired. And if he felt tired just thinking about it, would he be able to handle the rigors of seventeen-hour days and endless traveling if he did get the job?

Perhaps Raunak was right; he was in no shape to work. But if he couldn’t work, where was he going to get two million rupees from?

The street, flanked by low buildings, had sunk into a mid-afternoon lethargy. Inside a shop, a man slumped beside a towering bundle of newspapers, his large belly rising and falling as he snored. A stray dog curled under a pipal tree, sharing the shade with a ragpicker who lay in the dirt, head resting on an outstretched arm, presumably tripping on heroin.

Sanjit stopped in front of a mustard-colored building hunched in the heat. The front door had an open grill and above it a sign: “Bank of India.”

Maybe I should go in and rob the place, he thought with a wry smile. A few moments later, he stopped smiling and pictured the act. Borrowing from Hollywood films, he imagined racing through the double doors, balaclava pulled tight over his face, pistol in hand, announcing himself by firing a shot in the air.

“This is a robbery. Do as I say and nobody gets hurt.” He’d put on his best bank-robber voice, keeping the pistol trained on the staff as they filled his bag with crisp hundred-rupee notes.

Once he had the money, he’d race out of the bank and—

The daydream was abruptly terminated when the security guard emerged from the bank, rifle strapped to his back. The man had a fearsome moustache and keen eyes that appeared to be looking straight at Sanjit.

Sanjit swiveled, walking away from the man’s gaze, slowly at first to avoid arousing suspicion, and then he ran. Cars screeched and honked angrily as he darted across the road, and once he reached the other side, he kept running till a mighty explosion inside his rib cage forced him to stop. He leaned on the lamppost, heaving, gasping, wheezing, inhaling pain, exhaling pain, pain everywhere—chest, nose, stomach, legs—stabbing away like daggers. He grimaced.

Did I just imagine robbing a bank?

It was just a thought. He was never going to go through with it, he told himself. Not in a million years. But the very fact that he was even contemplating a criminal act left him shocked.

What’s happening to me?

Desperation. Once again, life had dangled hope at the end of a string, only to yank it away when he tried to reach for it. A cheap candid-camera trick. Somewhere up there, the gods were watching on their TV sets, slapping their thighs as the speakers brayed canned laughter. “Can you believe this sucker? Thought he had a chance,” they were saying, wiping away a tear.

He felt tears gathering in his eyes, too—not ones of laughter. But he clenched his jaw, blinking them back with all his might. He was determined not to give the gods any more entertainment by crying. Besides, what was the point? He had to accept his fate: eternity in a slum or rebirth, in which case he could hope for better luck in his next life. Be born into a family of industrialists, film stars, or tycoons. No money problems. Just breeze into Indraloka.

Drawing a small measure of comfort from this thought, he resumed walking. A saffron flag fluttering from a window indicated he was entering a Hindu area: small discolored buildings with shops on the ground floor and cramped housing in the floors above. The two-lane street was virtually reduced to one from the encroachment of stalls selling vegetables and flowers under colorful umbrellas.

Sanjit’s attention was drawn to the sound of a shaking begging bowl. It belonged to a leper, the same man who’d accosted him the other day. This time, he was trying his luck on a young couple that had just emerged from the temple.

The woman, caught unawares, recoiled in horror, nearly dropping the coconut in her hand. The husband drew her away and shouted abuses at the leper, who seemed to accept it as an occupational hazard.

Seeing the couple’s contempt triggered memories of Sanjit’s own humiliation at the hands of the afterlife consultant and Raunak. Only, the leper had to go through this day in, day out, month after month, year after year, till death finally broke this tedium of shame. And then? What chance did he have in his afterlife, with a pathetic collection of coins in a begging bowl?

Suddenly, Sanjit was seized by a thought. What if he came back as a leper in the next birth? Then he wouldn’t have enough in that life either, would he? So how many lives before he could afford his ticket to Indraloka?

The ground beneath his feet trembled, and the buildings before him crumbled and turned to rubble. It was no earthquake, but his mind being rocked by a revelation.

For the first time, he truly caught sight of the karmic vortex he was trapped in, hurtling from one fruitless existence to another, no escape from the misery of samsara.


11.

SOMETHING STIRRED AT THE EDGE OF SANJIT’S consciousness as he lay in the no-man’s land between sleep and wakefulness. A knock on the door, followed by Ali’s muffled voice.

“Sanjit, are you awake?”

A tiny slit opened in Sanjit’s eyes. Enough to see the curtain drawn across the window, a small gap where the darkness from outside met the darkness of the room.

“I’ve got us dinner,” Ali said.

Sanjit was silent.

Go away.

The next second, the door burst open. The flick of a switch triggered a detonation of yellow light.

“For God’s sake!” Sanjit drew the sheet over his face, but Ali whipped it away.

“What’s wrong with you? You were sleeping when I returned from Delhi this morning. You’re sleeping now.” Ali frowned.

“I love sleeping. Can I get back to it now?” Sanjit hissed.

“Something happened while I was away. I’m not leaving till you tell me.” Ali stood over Sanjit, fists planted on his waist.

“What do you want to hear—that I’m a loser?”

“Can you please stop being a drama queen and tell me what happened?” Ali rolled his eyes. Then next second, he sat beside Sanjit and squeezed his shoulder. “What happened?”

Sanjit exhaled softly and told him about the visits to Bank of Eternity; the conversation with Reshma; the meeting with that dick, Raunak. After he finished, he braced himself, expecting Ali to burst out laughing.

“Is that it?” Ali scoffed. “Why didn’t you say so before?”

“Because you’ll think I’m stupid.”

“Did you see the leaflet on the fridge?”

Sanjit nodded.

“Did you wonder why it was there?”

Sanjit shook his head to say no.

“It’s because of my boss. He’s a big believer in Afterlife Dollars. So much so, he wants all his employees to get it, too. And he’s willing to pay for it. In fact—” Ali’s face brightened as if he’d just had an idea. “I’ll ask him if he’ll give you some.”

Sanjit laughed. “As if. The man doesn’t even know me.”

“He’s done it before. He gets people to set up ‘charities.’ And then, he makes a donation to these charities. Get my drift?” Ali said, raising an eyebrow suggestively.

“Tax write-off?”

“Exactly.”

Sanjit sighed. After his recent experiences, he was unable to grasp the idea of anyone being kind to him, even if they were driven by an ulterior motive like tax-saving. But his skepticism didn’t seem to deter Ali, who continued to wax eloquent about his boss’s generosity.

“What’s the harm in asking?” Ali said finally. “The worst that can happen is he’ll say no.”

Sanjit nodded reluctantly. For the third time in the week, the begging bowl was coming out. But at least on this occasion, he was going to be spared the ignominy of holding it. Ali was going to be his begging double.
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THAT NIGHT, SANJIT went to bed thinking about Ali’s boss. The following morning, he woke up thinking about the same thing. He ate leftover samosas for breakfast and tried to distract himself by watching the final cricket match between India and England on TV. But he found it hard to concentrate, because in an office somewhere in the city, his fate was being determined by a person he’d never met.

What did he look like? Sanjit wondered. From what little Ali had said of him, he sounded like the complete antithesis of Sanjit’s ball-scratching ex-boss, Raunak. So Sanjit imagined a person who looked different, too: lean and athletic, strong chin, regal nose, eyes that could be steely one moment, full of compassion the next.

A few moments later, Sanjit leaned back, admiring the portrait he’d created with a few brushstrokes of the imagination.

What’s he going to say? Yes or no?

Sanjit’s happiness in the afterlife, hinging on one syllable. Don’t get your hopes up, he counseled himself. But how could he not, considering the nature of hope? Insidious, spreading surreptitiously, just like the disease.

For the rest of the morning, his mind wandered between the TV and that picture in his mind. Then later, it was India’s turn to bat. The stands erupted in a loud roar as Sachin Tendulkar walked to the crease. Sanjit slid toward the edge of his seat. For the rest of the afternoon, he was absorbed in the run chase. India appeared well on top, until a dramatic batting collapse saw England win by twenty-three runs.

He flared his nostrils, almost succumbing to the urge to fling the remote at the TV. It was unlike him to get this upset over a stupid game, but something was making him treat this unfavorable result as a bad omen, as if his fortunes were inextricably linked to the national team’s.

The cramp of anxiety in an empty stomach made him feel faint, so he turned off the TV and decided to find something to eat.

The street leading to the mosque was smeared with the ash of campfires cooking pots of meat and lentils to feed the poor. At the tea stall, the waiter Karim’s bony figure hunched over a table as he gave it a good wipe-down. His eyes widened with alarm when he saw Sanjit, and he rushed toward him.

“You must leave,” Karim whispered. “I can see poison. It’s going to destroy you. You must go before it’s too late. Go, please, go,” he implored.

Sanjit arched his neck.

“What poison? What are you talking about?”

Karim cast a furtive glance around him.

“I know you’re suffering. I know you’re in pain. But we don’t control the will of God, only how we deal with it. It’s too late to save your friend. But you … you must leave now. Before it’s too late.”

“What friend?” Sanjit cried. What was this man talking about?

Then it struck him. He clenched his jaw. “Ali? What’s wrong with Ali?” he snarled.

The vehemence caused Karim to blink fearfully and back away.

“What’s wrong with Ali? Tell me, you old fool.” Sanjit snaffled his arm.

“Let go. You’re hurting me,” Karim squealed.

But Sanjit tightened his grip as if he wanted to crush the old man’s bones in his fist. “How dare you accuse my friend? Do you know how much he’s done for me?”

“What’s going on here?” A voice growled. It was the tea-stall owner, a man twice Sanjit’s size, rising from his seat behind the cash box.

Sanjit smiled hastily. “Nothing. We’re just having an argument. It’s all good now.” But the spat had caught the attention of other customers, who stopped conversing amongst themselves and glared at him for manhandling their beloved waiter. Surrounded by menacing stares, Sanjit let go of Karim and fled.

A few minutes later, he was back in the flat, out of breath after running four flights of stairs. He bolted the front door and collapsed on the sofa, heart thudding in his ears.

It’s too late to save your friend.

What was that supposed to mean? And where the hell was Ali? He should be home by now. Sanjit took out his mobile and dialed his friend. The phone rang and rang before flatlining to a dead tone. He bit his lip.

Has something happened to him?

He turned on the TV in an attempt to distract himself from his anxious thoughts. An hour later, he tried Ali. Once again, no response. Sanjit felt sick, as if his entire stomach was dissolving in gastric juices.

Finally, he heard the click of the lock on the front door.

“Where were you?” Sanjit asked as soon as Ali walked in, trying to sound calm.

“Sorry, I got stuck at work.” Ali sat heavily on the sofa and kicked his shoes off. “What a day!” He sighed with exhaustion.

Sanjit looked at him eagerly, expecting him to say something about the conversation with his boss. But instead, Ali grumbled about a problem at work. The knot in Sanjit’s chest tightened. Was he avoiding the subject because the answer was a no?

Finally, Sanjit asked him.

“Oh, sorry. Yes, of course I talked to my boss.”

Sanjit stopped breathing. “And?”

“He said yes.”

Overwhelmed by joy, Sanjit threw his arms around Ali and hugged him. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

“Don’t thank me. Thank my boss.” Ali chuckled.

“I’ll thank him. I’ll thank him personally. But you … you talked to him. You made it happen,” Sanjit said, blinking back tears.

“It’s nothing. Perhaps you can treat me to dinner tomorrow.”

“Of course. I’ll treat you to anything.”

He drew away from his friend and leaned back, luxuriating in the good news after a day of wrenching worry.

“So what now?” he asked.

Ali shrugged. “Just come to the office and collect your check for ten grand.”

Sanjit’s face fell. “Ten grand?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What am I going to do with ten grand?” Sanjit cried. “I need two hundred. I thought I explained clearly.”

“Did you really think someone was going to give you two hundred grand just like that?” Ali scoffed.

After a grueling roller coaster, this was the last straw. Sanjit’s eyes blew open. “The disease won’t let me live. Poverty won’t let me die. What kind of a life is this?” he sobbed.

Ali reached out to console him, but Sanjit pushed his hand away and stormed to his room. He turned off the light and crawled into bed, hands pressed to his ears, because all he could hear was the gods laughing at him.
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A WHILE LATER, Ali entered the room. Sanjit was curled in the darkness, hands clasped between his legs, eyes shriveled from crying.

“Go away,” he hissed. “Just leave me alone.”

“I just got off the phone with my boss.”

“For God’s sake, stop it,” Sanjit pleaded, clutching his head. It hurt as if someone were driving a nail through it. “I’m poor. I’m going to rot in hell. I’ve made my peace with it. Now can I go back to sleep?”

“Hear me out. I explained your situation to my boss. I said, ‘You’ve got to give him more money or else I quit.’”

“Ali, please.” Sanjit winced, unable to bear this torture anymore.

“He’s on his way over to meet you.”


12.

THREE KNOCKS ON THE DOOR. A CLIPPED percussion that shattered the midnight silence. Sanjit jumped out of his chair, stiff and upright. Ali answered the door.

Ali’s boss stepped into the room, nothing like the debonair portrait Sanjit had sketched in his mind earlier in the day. The man had the lean and hard face of a street fighter: a collage of hard lines and sharp shadows, covered in a grizzly stubble.

“Is this him?” he asked, raking Sanjit with bloodshot eyes. The voice was a low growl that sent blood tingling in Sanjit’s neck.

“Yes, this is him,” Ali said. “Sanjit, this is Farid.”

“Nice to meet you, Farid. Really kind of you to help me,” Sanjit gushed.

Farid ignored his groveling handshake and moved on. The hierarchy in the room was firmly established when they took their seats, Farid and Ali beside each other on the sofa, Sanjit on the edge of a steel chair, stripped of all pride, looking needy and servile.

“So Ali tells me you want three hundred grand?” Farid’s tone was pitiless, perhaps even a touch derisive.

“Yes—no. Actually, two. Because I’ve got one—” Sanjit glanced at Ali for support.

“What is it? Two or three?” Farid snapped.

“Two. I need two hundred thousand.” Sanjit gulped.

“He wants two hundred grand. Can you believe that?” Farid said to Ali, who clucked to say he couldn’t. Sanjit’s eyes slid between the two men, confused. This wasn’t how he’d pictured this meeting unfolding. Moisture evaporated from his mouth and gathered at the back of his neck.

“You realize that’s a lot of money? Even for a man like me?” Farid said.

“I do. I do.” Sanjit lowered his head and joined his hands in a prayer pose. “And I’ll be forever grateful to you.”

“Sure you will. But in life, you don’t get something for nothing. The question is, what’re you willing to do for me if I give you this money?”

“What can I do? I’m a sick man,” Sanjit moaned.

“Actually, there is something.” It was Ali. He leaned forward while Farid sat back.

Sanjit blinked.

“Don’t worry. It’s nothing you weren’t planning to do already.” Ali smiled. “You said something on your birthday, ‘A life without dignity is no life. I’m going to end it before it gets to that.’ Do you remember?”

Sanjit nodded, not sure if those had been his exact words, but he did recall saying something to that effect.

“We need you to end it at a time and in a manner of our choosing. That’s all.”

Sanjit swallowed. “I don’t understand.”

Farid leaned in, voice low, almost a whisper. “We want you to wear a bomb.”

Sanjit gaped, first at Farid. Then his eyes slowly moved to Ali.

This was a joke. Had to be. He searched Ali’s face, rummaging under the forest of a beard, looking for something, somewhere—a twitch in the nostrils, a gleam of mischief in the light brown eyes, tautness in the cheek muscles straining not to smile—signs that this was a prank conceived in poor taste. But there was nothing. The face that stared back belonged to a complete stranger.

“You are a …”

Terrorist. So that was what that waiter Karim had tried to warn him about.

“Oh God.” He touched his forehead. The room was spinning, a voice in his head screaming.

Run! Go to the police!

He rose as if obeying, but his legs carried him not in the direction of the front door, but through the corridor to the darkness of his room. He fell on the bed and pulled the sheets over his head.

A few moments later, Ali switched on the light and whipped off the sheet. Sanjit curled into a ball and pressed himself into a corner, cowering in Ali’s shadow. His mind tumbled in a spin cycle, too many thoughts moving too quickly to grasp and label. But one feeling dominated everything else: betrayal. He’d come to expect life to stab him in the back. But a best friend—a brother?

“Why?” Sanjit asked.

“Why? Mmm. Where do I begin?” Ali said, bemused by the question. “This might be a good place to start.” He held up his hand, the one that was supposedly damaged in an accident. Light punched through the hole where there were once two fingers. “A few months ago, you wanted to know how I got this. It’s because of you.”

“Me?”

“December 7, 1994. Remember the day?”

Sanjit shook his head.

“Of course, why would you?” Ali scoffed. “It was the day that the Mumbai riots broke out. We’d arranged to see a movie. The new Bachchan film. You asked me to be there early so we’d get good seats. Remember?”

Once again, Sanjit said no.

“The show was cancelled because of rumors of disturbance in the city. Everyone left the theatre. I should have gone too, but I hung around. For you. Because I thought you were on your way. When you didn’t come, I started to worry. What if you’d got caught in the riots? So I headed for your place. There were no buses, trains, taxis or autos. Everything had stopped. So I ran five kilometers to your house, all the time praying you were okay. Finally, when I got there, your mother answered the door. I asked her where you were. And guess what she said? You were in your room, sleeping. Sleeping? Here I was, worried sick, risking my life for you, and you … you were in bed, snoring away. Do you seriously not remember any of this?” Ali snapped.

“I don’t,” Sanjit stammered.

“Of course. How would you? You were sleeping.” Ali snorted. “I asked your mother if I could stay, because it wasn’t safe out there. She refused. ‘Please, I could get killed,’ I begged her. She said she couldn’t risk keeping a Muslim in the house. She literally shut the door in my face. So I left. I made it as far as the main road before I was stopped by men in saffron shirts chanting, ‘Har Har Mahadev.’ Hindus, just like you. I lied and said I was a Hindu, too. They didn’t believe me, so they made me strip. When they saw my circumcised cock, they beat the crap out of me. After a while, their leader told them to stop. He asked my name. When I gave it to him, he slapped me hard across the face. My name was Afzal, he said, and he was Shivaji. At first, I didn’t understand. Then it struck me. This crazy man was planning to recreate a scene from history: the Maratha king, Chhatrapati Shivaji, slaying the Muslim invader, Afzal Khan. And because of my circumcised cock, I was cast in the role of the Muslim invader. When I realized this, I wet myself. The man laughed. ‘It’s okay,’ he assured me. ‘When the sword falls on your neck, you’ll be shitting, too.’ So there I was, kneeling on the ground, ready to be executed like a criminal. My crime? Being a Muslim. And not a good one at that. I boozed. I cheated on my fast. I fucked a whore.

“‘Kill me, get it over with,’ I begged. But was it going to be that simple? Hell no. The man said he needed to practice first. He placed my hand on a rock, like this.” Ali demonstrated by flattening his palm on the bed and splaying his fingers across the sheet.

“I thought he was going to chop my hand off, but he went for the fingers. The man had no idea what he was doing. No technique, just kept hacking away. The pain from the first blow was so intense I nearly fainted. Then I got used to it. After a while, the man decided he’d had enough practice. He made me place my head on the rock. ‘This is it,’ I thought. I closed my eyes and tried to pray, but I didn’t even know the words to the prayer. Then I heard a gunshot. I hoped the bullet would find my heart—anything was better than being decapitated by this amateur butcher. But it turned out to be the army. The mob dispersed. A soldier picked me up from the ground. Seeing the state of my hand, he went to retrieve my fingers. He managed to find three of them, but a stray dog got the others. So, that’s how this happened.” Ali held the crooked hand up again, exhibiting it proudly, as if it were a piece of silverware.

Sanjit sniffled. Every word Ali had spoken lodged in his chest, rupturing his insides like bullets.

“I’m sorry. So sorry.”

“What’s the point of saying sorry now? You think it’s going to change anything?” There was no anger or bitterness in Ali’s voice. Just hate that had been tempered and forged into hard steel.

“You know what the worst thing was? After the incident, I hated myself for being a Muslim. Can you believe that? I was so ashamed of my religion, my circumcised cock. I blamed it for everything and went into a deep depression. The only thing that made me feel good was food. I ate all the time, to stop myself from committing suicide. Then one day, my father dragged me to a madrasa. I hated it at first: rocking your head back and forth, reciting verse after verse. I thought it was mindless and stupid. But a beautiful thing happened when I submitted myself to it. I found peace. Not just peace—all that anger in me had a purpose. A higher calling. Being a servant of Allah.” Ali smiled. Not the familiar lopsided smile but one full of bliss.

Sanjit wept, because that was all he had the power to do.

“I’m sorry,” he said, tasting the salt of his tears. “I really am. I had no idea any of this had happened to you.”

Ali slapped his forehead.

“You know, it just occurred to me. I’ve been rambling away without answering your question: Why? Why am I doing this to you? Over the years, I’ve thought long and hard about what happened that day. Those men in saffron who did this to me, they did what mobs do. Kill. Maim. That’s their job. But you? You were my friend. You were supposed to be there for me. All actions have consequences. You have to take responsibility for what happened, because if you hadn’t ditched me at the cinema, if you hadn’t been sleeping, would any of this have occurred? Now, not only am I offering you a chance to redeem yourself, I’m also giving you the one thing you desire most. A happy afterlife. When you stop crying like a girl and think about it coolly, you’ll see it’s the deal of the century.”


13.

THE AIR WAS STILL, NOTHING TO DISLODGE THE heat that was stuck to the room. Sanjit lay in the darkness, bundled in a sheet from head to toe like a corpse. How he wished that were the case. That he was already a corpse. Because death was the only way out of this nightmare. Yet he wasn’t ready for that, either.

For a long time, he wailed softly into the pillow, face washed with tears of regret. He regretted everything: running away from home, from Reshma, dumping her in the worst possible way. He felt a sharp sting in his heart when he remembered the hurt in her voice. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, as if she were lying next to him.

He recalled the last time that had occurred. It was in a hotel room in Khar where they’d sometimes sneak off to have sex. Their naked bodies faced each other, the sun pouring through the open window, basting her toffee-colored skin. She closed her eyes when he laid a finger on her plump, crimson lips, sighing softly when he traced a line over her chin, throat, breasts, stomach, then a jerk when he reached the thigh.

The flashback triggered something he hadn’t experienced in a long time: an erection. He slid his hand into his shorts and started masturbating, stopping a few seconds later when his penis went floppy.

“I’m sorry,” he cried again.

In the hindsight of remorse, he was appreciating everything that made her a beautiful person: her unassuming nature, limitless patience and compassion, that unwavering sense of duty he was so fond of ridiculing. She would have stuck with him through everything, even though she didn’t have to. Wiped his ass when he became a vegetable. Held his hand when he breathed his last. Why hadn’t he gone back when she’d begged him to return all those months ago?

If only he could turn back time. And if he did possess that ability, what would he have done on that day seventeen years ago? What had happened that day? Sanjit crushed his eyes and concentrated, drilling into the depths of his memory.

Images rose to the surface of his consciousness: charred buildings; cars transformed into smoldering scrap metal; bodies burnt to elemental masses of carbon; mobs armed with swords, knives and broken bottles, looting and killing in the names of Ram and Allah. But there was no god to be seen anywhere. Neither Ram nor Allah. Of course, these memories weren’t his own experiences, but borrowed from news footage. And none of them had answered the all-important question: why had he ditched Ali that morning?

Had he been sick?

Then suddenly it came to him. After holding on to it, the mind finally spat it out like a dog that had lost interest in a toy.

That morning, he’d had a sneaky joint with a neighbor who’d scored some Manali hash. The stuff was a real knockout. Too stoned to go anywhere, he told his mother he was feeling ill and retired to his room to sleep off the effects of the drug, not realizing that beyond the four walls of his room, a city was burning, and that he was about to set off a deadly chain of causes and effects, culminating in this moment.

But did that make it his fault? Surely, Ali could’ve used a bit of common sense and headed home at the first sign of trouble. That’s what Sanjit would’ve done in his place. That’s what anyone with half a brain would’ve done. What misplaced sense of loyalty had set him off on that foolish venture? And what about Sanjit’s mother? Why wasn’t she blamed for feeding Ali to the mobs? What about the people who’d started the riots to further their own agendas?

Then Sanjit realized. He had to cop the blame simply because he was there. The music had stopped and he was the one holding the parcel. Only this parcel was heavier than anything he’d ever held. It contained the collective guilt of a city that had momentarily lost its senses. Twelve million people. Too much for a disease-wracked body to bear.


14.

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, SANJIT WOKE UP tired from all the crying, but his head felt surprisingly clear. He sat up, mulling over the dream he’d just come out of. In it, he was a leper, offering his begging bowl to the potbellied figure of Lord Yama. Behind the god of death stood the tall, lean figure of Raymond Li, his Rolex gleaming in the bright light, and beside him, the afterlife consultant who’d humiliated Sanjit.

“That’s all you’ve got?” Yama said, frowning at the paltry collection of coins in Sanjit’s bowl.

“I’m just a leper, my lord,” Sanjit said in that needy, abject voice that had become a recent trademark. He opened his hands and presented them as proof of his condition.

Yama shrugged. “Sorry, not my problem. I can’t let you in.”

“You know, I could’ve had more if I’d agreed to become a suicide bomber.”

Yama raised an eyebrow. “You were going to be a suicide bomber?” Behind him, Raymond and the afterlife consultant shook their heads in disapproval.

“I didn’t. That’s my point. I said no to bloodshed, to killing innocent people. Shouldn’t that count for something?”

Yama gestured for him to wait one minute, then got into a huddle with Raymond and the afterlife consultant, the three of them whispering furiously to each other.

“Refraining from evil isn’t the same as performing a good deed,” Yama announced at the end of the discussion. “Sorry.”

“So you’re saying I might have been better off taking the money and killing those people?” a disappointed Sanjit argued.

“Silence!” the god of death bellowed. “Rules are rules. No money, no entry. It’s that simple.”

Circling his thumb and index finger, Lord Yama summoned his buffalo with a sharp whistle. The beast arrived, swishing its tail. He mounted it and slapped its side. The creature left the room, carrying the god of death on its back while Raymond and the afterlife consultant trailed at a respectful distance.

Back in the present, Sanjit let out a sigh and eyed the door. Ali had left it ajar the previous night, but now it was shut, most likely locked on the outside to prevent him from escaping. The window, however, was wide open and devoid of bars. He leaned out and looked down. He was on the fourth floor, roughly eight feet between floors. The window on each level was shaded by a ledge. He pictured himself clambering out of his window to the ledge beneath, then hanging from that ledge and dropping to the one below. This way, he’d be on the ground floor in less than five minutes.

The street was empty except for a loitering goat. The animal belonged to a restaurant next to the mosque. Each time Sanjit saw it roam untethered, he was amazed that it never ran away. He’d attributed this to stupidity, but now he realized that he might have underestimated the creature’s intelligence. Perhaps it was perceptive enough to understand that it couldn’t outrun its fate. Wherever it went, it was just going to die and end up in a biryani. He was in the same situation, except for the biryani part. Whether he stayed or ran away, the disease was going to get him. The difference was, in one instance he’d have enough for a happy afterlife and in the other instance, nada.

Sanjit’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the door unlatching. He hurriedly slid back in the bed and pretended he was asleep, opening his eyes and sitting up when footsteps entered the room.

Farid hung by the door as if guarding it. Ali came and sat next to Sanjit, the bed creaking under his weight. The two men appraised each other as if meeting for the very first time, even though they’d known each other for over twenty years.

“Did you get some sleep?” Ali asked.

The mundanity of the question forced Sanjit to smile.

“A little.”

“So what do you think of my offer?”

Sanjit pursed his lip. The previous night, he’d been in shock. But now, drained of all emotion, he possessed the ability to see Ali’s proposition for what it was: a business transaction. One engendered by a perfect coincidence of wants. He wanted money for eternal happiness and Ali, a disposable body. Deal of the century. That was how Ali had dubbed it. A bit of an overclaim, considering what he was asking Sanjit to do. Not the deal of the century perhaps, but the only deal on the table.

“I’ve never killed before,” Sanjit said. A chill traveled through his body when he caught himself uttering those words.

“You know what the hardest part of killing is? Watching your victims suffer,” Ali said, as if he was an authority on the subject. “But that’s not something you need to worry about as a suicide bomber. You press a button, boom, you’re gone before everyone else. You’re not around to feel the guilt, either.”

“So who are these people you want me to kill?”

“Foreigners. Infidels.”

“What kind of foreigners?”

“Westerners.”

“Westerners?”

“It’s war. They kill Muslims and defile our holy sites. With God on our side, we’ll win.” Ali’s face was clenched with determination.

Sanjit blinked. What kind of war was this? And how did you go from wanting vengeance on those who maimed you to killing a random collection of people held together by a label: foreigners? What dark twists and turns had brought Ali to this point, where you hated someone you’d never even met?

“It’s your war. Why drag me into it?”

“Because nobody will be expecting a non-Muslim to do it. Can you imagine? The panic. The confusion. The paranoia. Suddenly, the enemy isn’t someone with a beard. It could be anyone.” Ali beamed.

The glow on the face said everything. This was his brainchild, and Sanjit was going to be the prototype, the beta version of a non-Muslim suicide bomber. If it worked, it would look good on the resume and enhance Ali’s standing in the Jihadi circles. This wasn’t about religion. This was about climbing the ladder.

“What if I say no? Are you going to kill me?”

“What kind of a person do you think I am?” Ali frowned as if offended by the question. “Of course not. You’re free to walk if you don’t want to do it.”

Sanjit turned to the door.

“Go on,” Ali goaded, confident Sanjit wouldn’t. And he didn’t.

He exhaled softly and leaned back against the wall.

“Excellent. So you’re in?”

Sanjit gulped. He needed more time. Not to decide, because the decision had already been made for him, by the disease, by his bank account, by life in general. But he was yet to come to terms with a set of words that would be forever joined to his name.

Sanjit Sharma, suicide bomber.

In this country, parents wanted their kids to grow up to be doctors, lawyers, engineers and business tycoons, certainly not suicide bombers. On the shame scale, it was marginally better than being a pedophile. But let’s take a step back for a moment.

There were people that sold tobacco even when they knew it caused cancer. People that had dropped nuclear weapons on cities, operated gas chambers that murdered on an industrial scale. Each one of them must have had a reason for doing what they did. He had one, too. Freedom from the misery of birth and rebirth, from the grinding poverty of hell. As far as justifications went, it was way better than some warped sense of duty, medal, pay rise, promotion, or belonging to a club.

“When did you think of it?” Sanjit asked. “Was it on my birthday? After the cricket match … when I said I was going to end it?”

“Does it matter?”

“It does to me. Answers are in short supply. I like to get them when I can.” Ali nodded.

“So I was crying, baring my soul, and you were busy making a plan. You weren’t really going to Delhi. You just wanted to leave me alone at home so I’d ‘find’ the leaflet. You hoped I’d fall for the trap, and I did.”

“Would it bother you if I said yes?”

Sanjit searched Ali’s face for signs of guilt. When he couldn’t find any, he sighed.

“No. Gone beyond that now. One last question. Will it hurt?”

“Your heart will stop before the brain can feel the pain.”

“So I’ll be dead before I feel anything?”

“Precisely.”


15.

IT WAS A DONE DEAL. AS SOON AS THEY RETURNED home from the bank, Sanjit felt the presence of a heavy cloud in his body. The exuberance of having three hundred thousand Afterlife Dollars had quickly given way to the reality of what he’d agreed to do for it. Suddenly he felt like someone who’d lied at the interview to get the job. And now that he’d got it, he was out of his depth.

I’m no killer.

He caught Ali looking at him and ducked behind a half smile. He didn’t want his employer thinking he wasn’t up to it.

He lowered himself onto the sofa. Ali scraped a steel chair across the floor. Farid stood near the window, blocking the light. His arms were folded as he watched Sanjit closely.

“We’re going to train you. Prepare you mentally and psychologically. Understand?” Ali said.

Sanjit nodded, relieved that they weren’t expecting him to do it straight away.

“Normally, this takes months. But in your case, we haven’t got months and you’re not a Muslim. So we’re going to improvise. The good news is you’re ready to die. So you’re halfway there.”

Sanjit swallowed. There was something in the way Ali had said it. A sense of finality. Dying was no longer an abstract idea in the future. It had entered the room and was sitting right next to him on the sofa.

Next, Ali explained the rules: No leaving the house. No phone calls. No movies, television or watching cricket. The outside world was closed off until further notice.

Sanjit nodded quietly, accepting that he’d signed away his freedom along with his body when he signed on that dotted line an hour earlier. “So when do we start?”

“Look at him. Raring to go.” Ali slapped Sanjit’s back, proud of his protégé. “Let’s eat.”

Yes, food before everything. Even murder and carnage.

After lunch, Sanjit was told to sit on the sofa. Farid closed the curtains, reducing the sun to thin lines around the window. Ali knelt down and inserted a disc into the DVD player.

The screen flickered and turned black. An Arabic title spun like a revolving door before settling in the middle of the picture. The English translation appeared below it: Srebrenica, Bosnia.

A lineup of bodies kneeling in the grass: men, women, children, barrels of Kalashnikovs hovering above their heads like angels of death. The barrels smoked. The bodies slumped to the ground at the same time as if they had been tied together, the weight of one dragging down another.

Sanjit flinched. The undigested biryani in his stomach moved.

The video cut away to a shot of a freshly excavated mass grave, a heap of coffee-colored mummies entangled like pretzels. Men and women in jumpsuits, dusting off skulls and bones as if they were rare archaeological finds. A woman in a white headscarf, resting her head on a domed coffin lid. As the camera closed in on her tears, an angry voice railed in Arabic. Sanjit couldn’t understand the words, but he felt the hate seeping into his skin.

Next, an adobe house somewhere in a desert. A little girl with tattered clothes and frizzy hair, crying. Lying at her feet in a growing crimson pool, the body of an older woman. The girl walked aimless loops around the room, leaving a trail of bloody footprints on the dusty floor.

Then a helicopter view of a thick urban grid. An explosion, possibly a missile strike, sending up clouds of smoke. The camera swooped to the ground. The building was now a small mountain of bricks, smoldering like naan fresh out of a tandoor oven. A woman, disconsolate beside the rubble, the wail from her throat merging seamlessly with the scream of the ambulance that had arrived to collect the blood-splattered bodies.

The montage switched to the next gear, images flashing quicker, the voice-over more impassioned as the first plane crashed into the World Trade Center. Then an aircraft carrier with a gaping hole in its side. The twisted exoskeleton of a red London bus. A ball of fire swallowing a Humvee on a desert road. A man kneeling on the ground, head bowed, hands tied behind his back. A sword came down on the neck before Sanjit could look away. He ran to the bathroom and emptied his stomach. A few moments later, he returned to the darkness of the living room. The video had been paused. Farid was looking at him and shaking his head. Sanjit glared and snatched the remote from Ali’s grasp.

He pressed play and gritted his teeth, determined to watch the beheadings without flinching. Because he wanted to show them that he wasn’t a pussy.
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OVER THE NEXT few days, he had to sit through more of these videos: blood and gore wrapped in the same narrative of persecution and revenge, tailored to a Muslim audience.

But as a non-Muslim, he was processing the images differently. Once he got past the initial revulsion, it was like porn. His body tingled from the thrill of violence and death one moment. Next moment, he felt a shame akin to that experienced after masturbation.

But what was there to feel ashamed about? How was this any different to the buzz from watching an action movie? Granted, in movies, the actors didn’t die for real, blood was food coloring, and muzzle flashes were added in post-production. But wasn’t the basic principle the same? Celebrate violence. Put it on a pedestal. And why not? It was as much a part of human nature as love, anger or greed. Man discovered it long before he discovered the wheel or fire. It was in the fabric of our existence. The world came to being in the violence of a big bang and was going to end the same way.

The more he watched the videos, the more he noticed the changes within him. His eyes were turning flesh to paper, blood to water, and smoke to air. The hardness from his face spread slowly to his chest and then his entire being. Soon, he was like an actor watching his favorite movies with a view to being in them.
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HATE. ANOTHER WORD that got bad press. Pity, because when you paused and thought about it, there was a certain beauty to it. Not beauty in the way you’d describe, say, a woman or some scenery, but perhaps a more profound definition based on its ability to generate transcendence.

Man made fire because he hated darkness, cars because he hated walking, appliances because he hated chores. And now Sanjit needed to summon this transformative power, admittedly not for such a lofty cause as advancing civilization. But a cause that was important to him nonetheless.

So how did you hate someone enough to want to kill them? Infidel Westerners slaughtering Muslims blah blah blah blah … That might work for Ali, but not Sanjit, for the simple fact that foreigners weren’t responsible for his disease. Life was. Worse, it didn’t even bother leaving a note explaining why, although God knew how many times he’d begged for it.

Why me?

And then one day, it struck him. He needed to rephrase his question slightly. Not why him. But why not someone else? He tried applying this simple tweak.

He stood at the window, elbows on the sill, gazing at the rivulet of heads below, asking, “Why me; why not him? Or him? Her? Him? Him …”

He followed the stream of humanity meandering between the low, discolored buildings, squinting as the bodies got smaller with distance.

“Her? Him? Him? Him?”

And then when he’d gone as far as his eyes could see, he closed them and imagined faces on the other side of the ocean: black, white, yellow, brown. Golden hair, red hair, brown hair, black hair. His lips pinching out the same words over and over, like a mantra:

“Why not him? Her? Him? Him? Him?”

With each chant, his jaw became harder. Before long, he was standing upright, arms by his sides, rage balling up in his fists, his chin and neck and stomach. It traveled down to the heart, filling all its empty chambers.

Ali had been brainwashed to hate all Westerners, but Sanjit had gone one up.

He was learning to hate the whole world.
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THERE WAS A third aspect to the training: preparing to meet God, or in Sanjit’s instance, Indraloka. This was where improvisation was called for. Luckily, Sanjit remembered the visualization exercise from his cricket-training days.

He asked Ali to buy a Vedic chants CD and a portable disc player. When Ali arrived with the goods, Sanjit retired to his room. He lay in bed, eyes closed, music from the CD player oozing into his ears, the strings of the sarangi flickering like a candle flame. The chanting began. Three deep “oms” followed by a recital of ancient hymns, flat in the beginning, rising in the middle, a gentle slope at the end. Sanjit didn’t understand the words but its monotony was calming, like warm oil on skin. The mind stopped wandering. Thoughts manifested and disappeared like bubbles before they ceased altogether. He was in the sunless depths of a deep, deep sea, voices and the sarangi melding into one body before disintegrating into flecks. Then a burst of white light, crystallizing in a vision of Indraloka.

He imagined a bellboy giving him a tour of his suite in the celestial resort: plush leather sofa, granite floor, a welcome hamper with dried fruits and wine on the chic coffee table. The big-screen TV on the wall was tuned to a cricket match, the minibar stocked generously with beer, liquor and soft drinks. “Free replenishment,” said the note on top of the fridge. He crossed the room and opened the sliding doors that led to the balcony.

Beyond the railing, the ocean, bright as a gem, still as a lake. A soft breeze caressed his face, gently unhooking the curls from his ears.

He gazed at this view, allowing its serenity to percolate his body, then went to the bedroom. The king-size bed was covered in a grey satin sheet, soft on the skin. Ditto for the pillows. The mattress was springy. The bellboy gave a knowing smile when Sanjit bounced on it.

The bellboy directed him to another balcony, this one with a view of the pool. A girl lying on a deck chair lowered her Ray-Bans and looked at Sanjit. She was clad in a red bikini, her slim, tanned legs glistening with sun cream.

“Come on,” she mouthed.

One moment, he gestured, smiling.

He held this vision in his mind. The suite, sun, sea, girl. Happiness, uninterrupted by anything: work, age, disease, time itself.

The music in his ears tapered and he opened his eyes slowly, returning to the darkness of the room. He removed the headphones and sat up, body suffused with calm. Nothing escaped the attention of his finely tuned awareness: the drop of sweat prickling his earlobe, the ceaseless twitching of the nostrils pumping breath, the coarseness of the sheet under his palm. At once, he became aware of the pain, discomfort and suffering that underpinned earthly existence. Suffering he was going to say goodbye to.

His eyes sliced through the darkness, seeking shapes, feeling corners. Then something tickled the insides of his nose. He rose and followed the scent to the living room. Ali and Farid were sitting on the floor, shoveling biryani into their mouths. Pretty much the only thing on the menu these days.

Not that Sanjit cared. He’d lost interest in food, just like he’d lost interest in everything in the world. But he sat down and scooped a small mound of yellow rice and meat onto his plate.

He was a soldier and needed to eat.


16.

HOW DID YOU KNOW YOU WERE READY TO DIE? More to the point, ready to kill? Like anything, you could never be one hundred percent sure. But after a while you started to get a feeling: an itch to just get on with it.

It had been three weeks since Sanjit had made the deal with the devil. In all this time, he hadn’t stepped past the front door of the tiny two-bedroom flat. With each passing day, the planet receded further to the edges of his consciousness. That morning, he had woken up with the smell of Indraloka in his nose, the sea; the beer; the perfume of the girl lying next to him, drawing circles on his chest. He mentioned all this to Ali at breakfast.

Ali nodded, then looked at the half-eaten samosa in his hand, exclaiming how tasty it was.

Sanjit inhaled sharply and stomped out of the room. Over the next few days, he was like a child in the backseat of a car, asking, “Are we there yet?”

There was a good reason for this impatience. The disease. He hadn’t fallen in weeks. And it was hard to detect signs of wasting on a face plumped with lots of biryani and little exercise. But that didn’t mean the disease had slowed or gone away. It was there. He could feel its living, breathing presence in his flesh.

“Clock’s ticking,” he said to Ali the following week. “I don’t want the mission jeopardized by the disease.”

Ali nodded thoughtfully. Then he stroked Sanjit’s stubble with the back of his hand.

“You need a shave,” he said.

You need a shave. Hmph. Why don’t you shave yourself, Mr. Big Beard? Sanjit fumed as he stood at the basin and applied shaving cream.

He grimaced to make one side of his face taut and dragged the razor across it. As the twin blades advanced through the foam like a snowplow, his forehead creased with a new worry: he’d be too sick to carry out his mission, and the deal would be off. All because Ali was sitting on his butt.

The razor jerked in his hand, rupturing his skin. A scarlet bead appeared near his chin. He pinched the cut, smiling as a rivulet streaked down his neck into the hollow of the collarbone. Only blood. A fluid invested with way too much meaning. You could label it—A, B, O—but in the end, blood was blood, whether it was his or someone else’s.

He turned when he became aware of a pair of prying eyes—Ali, staring through the open bathroom door. The two men looked at each other. Then Ali smoothed his beard and walked off.

Later, Sanjit’s meditation was disturbed by loud, indistinct voices from next door. He removed his headphones and pressed his ear to the wall to eavesdrop. Sounded like Ali and Farid were in the midst of an argument, but he couldn’t discern what it was about.

A few minutes later, Ali came to Sanjit’s room and placed a phone on the bed, an old Nokia with a cracked screen and scuffed keypad.

“Time to say your goodbyes.”
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FOR A LONG while after Ali left the room, the phone sat on Sanjit’s palm like an unopened gift. The excitement at being able to contact the outside world had been all too brief, because he had no idea who he was going to call. Mother? Reshma? What was he going to say to them?

“Just calling to say goodbye. Where am I going? Ahem. You’ll see tomorrow …”

He felt a cramp of guilt when he thought about what they were going to go through. Especially Reshma. The stigma of being a suicide bomber’s fiancée would taint her for life, and for no fault of hers other than she happened to be unlucky in the arranged-marriage lottery. But it wasn’t his fault either, in the same way he hadn’t asked for this disease. They were both victims. And he could only do what one victim could do for another: commiserate. Hope that some kind man might be able to overlook that blot in her matrimonial record and marry her.

As for his mother, well, he could picture the shock when the police and reporters would come knocking. She’d put on a show for them, for sure: weeping, wailing, beating her head, cursing the gods, cursing him. She was going to hate him for this humiliation, for sullying the family name. But he was fine with that. In fact, he prayed for it just as he prayed for Reshma to find a decent man, because this hate was going to help her get through this ordeal. Without it, she would fall apart.

There were other people he could call: ex-colleagues, school friends, college mates, ex-girlfriends, cricket buddies. But he didn’t feel like talking to any of them. Neither did he feel the urge to indulge in the sorts of things people did on their last day on the planet: a big meal, a last fuck.

He was quite content to lie in the room and reflect on a life that was in its final stretch. He recalled his earliest memory: he was a three-year-old, crying in Bhopal Railway Station. He remembered the scalding heat, the smell of diesel mixed with shit and urine rising from the track, a stinging slap from his mother when he wouldn’t shut up.

The next memory in the slideshow was a dentist’s visit from when he was seven. He couldn’t remember the man’s face, just his big hands.

Then he recalled the accident that nipped his cricket career in the bud: the surreal moment when he fell off the scooter and landed on his wrist. The sickening sound of a bone breaking, a dream shattering.

He remembered coming home one day after college and finding his father’s lifeless body slumped on the sofa, the living room smelling of excrement.

Then, of course, that day. The day he sat in a small, cold doctor’s office, hearing the words that no one wanted to hear.

So was that the summation of his life—a montage of pain, sorrow, grief and disappointment? Surely, it couldn’t have been that bad. Of course it wasn’t. There were happy moments. Lots of them. But they were all soiled by a disease that made it impossible to look back at anything with fondness.

Besides, if he was about to enter a world of eternal happiness, didn’t it make sense to reflect on everything he was going to leave behind?
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THAT NIGHT, SLEEP was impossible. Every time Sanjit attempted it, a fresh worry rose in his mind. Before going to bed, he’d carefully studied the instructions in the Afterlife Welcome Pack. Upon arrival in Yamaloka, he had six hours to visit the bank. Judging from the map, it looked pretty straightforward: turn left at the arrival hall, walk straight past the shops, follow the signs to the end of the corridor. You couldn’t miss it, the brochure said. At the bank, it would take a few minutes to confirm his soul’s electromagnetic signature. Once the formalities were complete, he’d receive a card that would allow him to access his money. Three hundred thousand Afterlife Dollars. All his.

Sounded simple. Of course, anytime you thought something was simple, it usually turned out to be anything but. He recalled somewhat apprehensively the mix-up at the airport in Bangkok during his first overseas trip. Confused by the signs, he ended up in the wrong terminal, nearly missing his connecting flight to Bali.

Were six hours enough if a similar mishap were to occur upon arrival at the afterlife? What if there was a problem with his soul’s electromagnetic signature? What if the ATM machine was out of order, or the courts of Yamaloka didn’t take cards? What if the bank staff were on strike? And then the task of finding someone to represent him in the courts of heaven. Was it like the family court in Bandra East, he wondered? Lawyers in black gowns squeezed into tiny kiosks along the pavement, hammering away at their typewriters? How did you spot a good one?

Questions, questions, questions. It was all part of the adventure, he told himself in an effort to ease his nerves. Death. The biggest adventure of his life.

Finally, he succeeded in silencing his mind long enough to get something that resembled sleep, but just for a few hours as once dawn arrived, he was wide awake. He sat up and looked out the window, peering out into the world he was about to say goodbye to. The streets were shrugging off another night: milkmen pedaling their bicycles, vendors cutting open bundles of newspapers, readying to distribute them in the neighborhood. The panwaalas opening their shutters. The wind from the Arabian Sea bearing an unpleasant smell. The same thing every morning. The complacent rhythm of a complacent city. But even if this was beginning like just any other day, it wasn’t going to end like one.

Because of him.

People were going to call him all sorts of names: terrorist, madman, deranged killer. But here’s what they’d forget in their haste to vilify him: that you couldn’t kill something that had an afterlife. Death was supposed to be the cessation of life, not a continuation in another form. Depending on how you saw it, we were all already dead or alive. Terms like life and death then became just meaningless markers on this continuum.

But never mind if you couldn’t understand such nuances or care about them. Because in small corners of the world, people were going to celebrate his deed. They’d fire AK-47s in the air while chanting his name: Shahid Sanjit. Someone would post a video on the internet about how another blow had been dealt to the Western infidels. Not that he cared about all that nonsense, either. Right then, as the morning was spreading over the city, he could only think of one thing. That day, June 7, would be inextricably linked to him. He was going to own it forever. Just like those nineteen men who owned September 11.


17.

THE CAR MOVED SLOWLY, LIKE A SUBMERGED animal, through the backstreets of Colaba. Behind the low buildings, the Taj Mahal Hotel cast its early afternoon shadow over an aging neighborhood.

In the backseat, a deadly weight hung off Sanjit’s shoulders: fifteen kilograms of RDX, ball bearings and nails, packed in a vest, ready to be detonated by the switch that hung inside his loose shirt.

Ali placed a hand on his back, running through last-minute instructions: “Be relaxed. Act normal. Walk into the bar as if you’re going to get a drink. And remember, no eye contact with anyone.” Nothing Sanjit hadn’t heard before. He nodded through the cacophony of fear, nervousness, excitement and anticipation. Focus, he said to himself.

“You’re going to be a hero.” Ali’s parting words. A general sending a soldier off to his death. “Everyone will sing your praises. Your act will inspire more people to commit martyrdom.”

Hero. The word attached itself to Sanjit’s ears as he stepped out of the car. When he was little, he’d never dreamt of being a hero like Amitabh Bachchan or Steven Seagal. And yet there he was, about to perform the ultimate macho act—ironically, when his body was failing, one muscle at a time. Who would’ve thought?

He was strutting proudly now, as if he was Amitabh Bachchan, walking Mumbai’s congested streets for the last time, ignoring everything in his path: the stench of sweat and garbage, the beseeching sales pitches from stalls choking the pavement, the city’s inexhaustible supply of humanity running into him.

A missile heading toward its target.

The target appeared. He stopped at the entrance and scoured the premises, pretending he was searching for someone. The room resembled the photos: high ceiling, red-checked tablecloths, cane chairs, bar counter running the length of the wall, candy-colored jukebox spitting out rock music. In the cashier booth beside him, a man smoothed his bald head and nattered away on the phone attached to his ear.

Sanjit had been there many times before. Not physically, but in his mind. He’d stood in the middle of the room under the slow, churning fan, and he’d pressed that switch dangling on his chest.

Now, he had to do it again. For real.

He took a deep breath. His mind shrank the room. Now it was just a floor, lighting his path. Voices in foreign tongues, rising over the music, washing his back and sides and falling off as he moved slowly, head lowered, no panic. Just like Ali had said.

Only a few more steps.

Suddenly, he felt a body bump into him. A jerk, a tremor, as if someone had violently shaken him out of his sleep.

“Sorry, didn’t see you there.” A foreigner. Tall, curly brown hair, face toasted pink by the heat. And the eyes … Do NOT make eye contact! Ali’s voice screamed in his ear. But Sanjit couldn’t help it. There was something about those green discs that demanded his attention. They were bright, twinkling with laughter and kindness.

“You okay there, buddy?” The man placed a hand on his shoulder.

The physical contact sent a jolt through Sanjit’s body.

“Fine, fine. It’s very hot,” he mumbled. He could only imagine how mortified he must look.

The man’s mouth opened with a toothy smile. “Go on, get yourself a beer.” He winked.

For a few moments, Sanjit stood in a complete daze. He looked at the faces around him, laughing, drinking, having a good time. His lips curled as he silently chanted the mantra: Why me? Why not them?

But it wasn’t working. He was surrounded by real people, not abstractions in a visualization exercise. Real flesh. Real blood. Real hearts. Fifty of them beating in unison, creating a deafening orchestra of drums. He turned around and walked briskly toward the exit.

On the pavement, he ran through a thicket of bodies, not knowing where he was headed. He just wanted to get away from the blasted noise in his ears. A hand grasped his arm and dragged him to a waiting car.

“Go,” Ali ordered. He was in the backseat beside Sanjit, and Farid was at the wheel.

“I couldn’t do it, just couldn’t,” a trembling Sanjit said, as the car jerked forward.

A rocklike fist landed on his face. Pain splintered through his jaw and rattled his teeth.

“What do you mean, you couldn’t do it? You think this is a fucking joke?” Ali hissed.

“Told you this is a mistake!” Farid cried from the driver’s seat. “Told you he wouldn’t be up to it.”

The second punch arrived while the first one was still ringing in Sanjit’s ears. It blew open his lip and filled his mouth with the taste of blood.

“A deal’s a deal, motherfucker. You take my money, you finish the job.” Ali foamed.

Sanjit calmly wiped the blood from his lips. Then the hand dropped to his chest, cradling the detonation switch under his shirt.

“Hit me once more and we all die.”

Ali jerked back.

“Hey, take it easy.” He raised his palms, smiling nervously. “No need to do anything silly.”

Sanjit looked at him, and then at Farid’s fluttering eyes in the rearview mirror. He burst out laughing. “Look at you two. Shitting yourselves. You have no qualms asking me to die. Yet you don’t have the guts to face your own death.”

A bead of sweat dribbled from Ali’s temple. “Come on … we had a deal. You can’t take my money and do this now,” he pleaded.

“I want more,” Sanjit said. This wasn’t what he’d planned when he ran away from the bar. But the bomb strapped to his chest had put him in a strong position to renegotiate.

“I gave you three hundred grand,” Ali cried.

“Killing innocent people isn’t going to look good on my karmic charge sheet. I’ll need the best lawyer there is.”

Ali sighed. “How much?”

“Two million.”

Ali gaped.

“Tell him to go to hell!” Farid shouted from the front seat.

“Shut up, you moron,” Ali shot back.

“Come on. Let’s be reasonable,” he begged Sanjit. “I’m not authorized to give you that kind of money.”

“I don’t think you understand what’s going on here. If you don’t give it to me, you’re both dead.” Sanjit smiled coldly. This was fun.

“Meet me halfway. One million.”

“What do you think this is, a fucking flea market?” Sanjit said, incensed. “This is my life we’re talking about. Two million or we’re all dead.” His hand reached for the button again.

“No!” Ali screamed in panic. For a few seconds, his fist hung in the air, clenched with impotent rage. He punched the headrest of the front seat.

“Take us to the goddamn bank,” he said to Farid.
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THE SUN SANK behind the crouched buildings. Sanjit smiled at the bright yellow blaze that filled the sky. The streets of heaven paved with gold. For him.

A hand tapped his shoulder: Ali, gesturing him to move on. Sanjit extinguished the smile and wore his business face. He was supposed to have walked this pavement for the last time a couple of hours earlier. This was going to be the last time.

They stopped in front of the bar’s arched entrance. Ali squeezed his arm. Somewhere under the beard, Sanjit saw glimpses of an old friend. A friendship that had started many years earlier in a school playground: two awkward seven-year-olds brought together by the fact that they were the last to get picked for football teams. But it was foolish to reflect on something that ended many years ago. It was foolish to reflect on anything other than the task at hand.

Ali melted away in the evening crowd. Sanjit entered the bar. This time, there was no looking around, no pretending he was there to meet someone. He was going straight for it. I’m a missile, he reminded himself. Missiles don’t waver. They don’t hesitate. They get the job done. That’s what he was there to do. Get the job done. Two million Afterlife Dollars.

The middle of the room. Point of maximum damage. He stood under a fan and lowered his hand toward the switch.

Your heart will stop before your brain can feel the pain. He regurgitated Ali’s words to himself. Then he took a deep breath. As he moved to press the switch, a burst of laughter made him straighten.

Don’t look. Press the goddamn switch.

But his neck turned against his will. That man again. The foreigner with curly hair and green eyes. He was leaning halfway across the table, listening intently to his friend. Next moment, he threw his head back, laughing as if he’d heard the funniest joke in the world.

Once again, Sanjit was inexplicably captivated by the man. Those kind green eyes were draining his resolve. His business face was falling off, strength waning from that hand on the switch.

Two million. Come on, you’re so close. Press the goddamn switch. Come on, do it.

The hand fell away limply.

I’m not a killer.

Suddenly, he became aware of himself: a failed missile, standing awkwardly in the middle of a busy bar. He had no idea how long he’d been there, but any moment now, someone was bound to notice. Suddenly, a voice called out his name.

Sanjit turned, startled. It was Raunak, his former boss, standing at a table a couple of feet away.

“Raunak. What are you doing here?” Sanjit gulped.

“Having a drink with some friends,” Raunak replied, scratching his balls. “How about you?”

“Same. Although I was just about to leave.”

“Good. Very good. I’m glad to see you’re enjoying life. Remember what I told you last time we met? When you begged for your job?”

Sanjit remembered all right. He remembered not getting the job. He also remembered being saddled with the bill.

“Did I tell you about my friend’s mother with motor neurone disease?” Raunak continued. “I went to see her the other day. She’s a total invalid now. Can’t even talk.” He lolled his head and stuck his tongue out to demonstrate.

Something stirred inside Sanjit as he watched the dickhead mock a woman stricken by the same disease as him. A feeling that he’d been trying to conjure up so unsuccessfully was now entering his body. And this feeling grew as Sanjit remembered everything that had happened in the two years he’d worked for Raunak:

Denied a promotion, even though he was the top-performing salesman in the office.

Belittled in front of a client for a small mistake in the proposal.

Cheated of his commission because he quit before the end of the financial year. Nearly a million rupees denied because he had a terminal disease. You robbed me. You treated me like dirt. Now, you’re going to pay. Because I’ve got two million Afterlife Dollars. You’ve got jack shit.

The hand that was limp a few moments before was now full of steel. It moved back toward the switch. Meanwhile, Raunak’s hand moved, too. Back to the groin.

Sanjit saw this and burst out laughing.

Raunak blinked. “What’s so funny?”

“You’ll be scratching your balls in hell, motherfucker,” Sanjit said, and pressed the switch.
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1.

CREMATORIUMS. YOU’D SEEN ONE, YOU’D SEEN them all: shrines of commoditized grieving with wide doors, tall ceilings and surprising amounts of light.

In his thirty-one years on the planet, Theo had seen more than his fair share of them. If crematoriums had loyalty cards like coffee shops, he might even be entitled to a free funeral. Not that he’d ever want one, much as he loved his freebies. In fact, after his father’s service two years earlier, he’d resolved not to return in a hurry. Yet there he was: front row of another goddamn crematorium, gaunt frame clad in a grey suit and tan brogues, legs splayed hip width apart, palms resting flat on the lap—exactly how his father used to sit. There was a time when Theo had tried really hard not to be like the man. But now any connection was to be treasured, because every time he looked in the mirror, he saw less of his father. The hair, which had started out blond, had settled at dark brown. His eyes were deep amber, skin olive with a tinge of mahogany. Proper Italian, just like his mother.

Unfortunately, she was dead, too. Passed away when he was nine, an age when he couldn’t spell aneurysm, let alone understand it. One moment, she was cooking his favorite sea chicken. Next moment, she collapsed on the floor. According to his father, she was the lucky one. Twenty years later, after witnessing the old man’s grueling battle with cancer, Theo had to agree.

The thing about death was, while the end result was the cessation of life, the number of ways to arrive at that point was simply mind-boggling. You could die when blood vessels burst in your brain or rogue cells multiplied without restraint. You could overdose on narcotics, get bitten by a scorpion. You could be mowed down by lightning, choke on vomit. You could even, as the expression went, die laughing, which made you wonder: just like Santa’s elves, did the Grim Reaper have a team of helpers whose sole job it was to conjure up ways to die—an R&D department, if you will? If that were the case, you’d have to say they were doing a pretty good job.

Yet for all his knowledge of death’s ingenuity, Theo was caught flat-footed when it came for Hans the previous week. The news had arrived when he was in his fourteenth-floor office in the World Trade Center Amsterdam, the market in the midst of a flash crash.

After staring into space for several minutes, he’d pulled himself together and returned to work. But as he attended research meetings and counseled nervous clients, the shock of Hans’s death involuntarily manifested itself in a series of puns: “The stock’s a ticking bomb,” “The returns are mind-blowing,” “There’s blood on the exchange floor,” “Let’s pick up the pieces.”

That shock felt as raw now as it did a week before. And as he recalled the incident, his body stiffened with a new worry: what if a tasteless double entendre had snuck into his speech, as well? The worry escalated to a mini-panic in seconds. But before he had a chance to do anything about it, the celebrant called his name.

It was a short walk to the podium. He stood at the lectern and glanced over his shoulder. A slab of daylight shone on an oak coffin with ornate trimmings, perhaps too ornate for someone who mostly wore charity-shop clothes when he was alive. But funerals were never about the dead, were they? That coffin was the choice of guilt-ridden parents, indulging a son they’d ignored when he was alive.

They hunched in the front row, holding hands: pale stick figures broken by grief, trying to make sense of something that defied it. He recognized the brand of pain glistening in their eyes because he felt it, too, a pain that rested in a heart choked with regret and unsaid words.

He removed the speech from his jacket pocket, flattening the creases in the paper with his palm. The microphone picked up every sound and broadcast it to a room filled with washes of black and grey.

It took a few seconds to bring the words into focus.

“We’re here today because we’ve been robbed of a good man,” he said, reading the speech. The voice coming from his throat sounded strange, as if it belonged to someone else. “A kind, gentle human being. Many words have been used to describe what happened in that cafe in Mumbai. Heinous. Dastardly. Senseless.”

He stopped abruptly and looked around the room. Rows and rows of blank faces. The striations of colored light from the narrow stained glass windows. The coffin behind him.

Is this happening? Is Hans really dead?

He winced and resumed his speech.

“I’m not going to make it worse with more empty words. As I stand before you to remember a dear friend, I’ve got only one thing to say. Dear Hans, thank you.”

He turned to the photograph tacked to the easel beside the coffin. The face, frozen in a moment in time, brimmed with life: cheeks flushed from red wine, eyes bright and bottle green, carefree bronze curls, and that awkward grin he wore when facing the camera.

“Thank you for making me feel welcome on the first day at school. For changing your game of three musketeers to four, to accommodate me.

“Thank you for helping me with my homework. Thank you for bringing around peanut-butter-and-hagelslag sandwiches because you thought there was no one to make me lunch after my mum’s funeral.”

Someone sniffled in the front row. Theo blinked back a tear himself.

“Thank you for making me laugh with your mimicry of our high-school teachers. And of course, who can forget your impersonation of the Hakken techno dance moves?

“Thank you for the long summer days when we solved the world’s problems over a beer. Thank you for all your advice, the wisdom of which took me years to appreciate.

“Thank you for being my helpline, even if the call came at three a.m. and I made no sense. Just as important, thank you for the kicks up the backside.

“Thank you for putting up with me when I was a complete pain. I tested our friendship on many occasions, but you accepted my stupidity with a knowing smile. Your loyalty was exemplary, not only to friends, but to that squeaking contraption of rusted metal you called a bike. When we bought you a new one for your birthday, you sold it on eBay and donated the money to charity. You were such a nice guy, it used to annoy the hell out of me, but that was only because girls fancied you instead of me.”

He paused as strands of muted laughter bubbled in the room.

“This may seem odd coming from a banker, but thank you for teaching me that money doesn’t matter and that happiness is a state of mind, not a swipe of a credit card.

“And last but not least …” He drew a breath. “Thank you for jumping in the river after me when I was too drunk to swim.”

Memories from that LSD (Last School Day) party rose to the surface as he read the sentence. The brown bar with wood-paneled walls, loud rave music, a frenzied downpour of beer followed by shots of Jägermeister. Then that stupid bet.

He didn’t need to refer to the speech for the next line. He knew it well, because it had been wedged in his throat for nearly twenty years. With supreme effort, he pushed it out.

“And thank you for the kiss of life …”

He grimaced when he remembered his behavior in the aftermath of the incident, going out of his way to avoid Hans, the flashes of embarrassment and obscure anger. Once time had passed and he grew out of this puerile homophobia, he never felt the need to mention it, confident that one day he’d get a chance to acknowledge the debt; it’d happen spontaneously when they were both drunk and maudlin.

Now Hans was dead. Not even a body to thank, but a jigsaw of charred flesh, scraped from the floor.

Theo clenched his jaw as a face appeared in his vision. One that had been in the news all week: dark, curly black hair, sharp nose. And those eyes, bloodshot and empty, windows to a nonexistent soul. Mum’s aneurysm, Dad’s cancer, devastating as they may’ve been, were acts of biological cruelty. But this? This was perpetrated by a man, which made it a hundred times more difficult to fathom.

At that precise moment, how many eulogies were being read around the world? How many people were burying their children, parents, lovers, husbands, wives, friends? All because of one man. One sick man.

Theo’s legs trembled, forcing him to lean on the lectern for support. Summoning his last reserves of strength, he turned to the photo.

“Dear Hans, my friend, my brother. Thank you for being a part of my life. Wherever you are, I hope you’re happy and riding a shiny new bike.”


2.

THE FUNCTION ROOM WAS A WASH OF GREY, LIKE the rest of the crematorium. A floor-to-ceiling window framed a view of rhododendrons in summer bloom. At the serving table, Theo poured himself some coffee—ten drops of milk, no sugar. The waitress brought out a lemon cake. The spongy dessert, gleaming with a glazing of sugar, looked rather appealing to a body suffering from the twin effects of sleep deprivation and red-wine hangover.

So he took a paper plate and stood in line. When his turn came, the waitress sneezed into her palm, then proceeded to pick up the knife in her germ-infested hand and cut the cake. Theo put his plate down in disgust and walked away.

He weaved through the murmur of low voices, ducking glances that might draw him into small talk. Mathias was under the skylight, bald, muscular frame clad in a tight gingham shirt. When Theo arrived, he was busy eying a curvy brunette at the next table. She held his gaze, raising her cheek in a half smile before turning away.

Everyone had their own way of coping with grief. For Mathias, it was sex. Sometimes Theo envied this ability to find simple answers. Because for him they were never easy. The more he tried to reach for them, the further they seemed to slip from his grasp.

“Did Hans really sell the bike we bought him?” Mathias asked.

Theo nodded. Both men turned instinctively to the empty third chair at the table, because the last time they were together, it had been the three of them: Hans’s leaving drinks at a bar in Jordaan. Theo left early as he had to finish a report, a tree-killing fee-justification exercise that no one was going to read. How he wished he’d stayed longer that night.

“Nice speech, by the way,” Mathias remarked. “Very heartfelt.”

“You know, I wrote one for myself, too,” Theo said.

“Wrote what?”

“A eulogy.”

Mathias raised an eyebrow. “A eulogy for yourself. What on earth for? I hope you don’t have plans to die soon.”

“It’s an exercise in perspective. Something like this forces you to take stock of your own life. Here’s what I wrote about me: Theo van Aartsen was a nerd who led a rather unremarkable life,” Theo said, regurgitating from memory. “He was born on August 7, 1981 to Paula and Cornelis, both struggling artists, but inherited none of their creative talents. As a teenager, he was better at reading balance sheets than members of the opposite sex. He had a small share portfolio before he lost his virginity at the ripe old age of eighteen. He bought his first property not long after. At university, his friends called him ‘Bank’ because he gave them money for beer and cigarettes. After graduating, he went to work for a finance company, where he continued to pile on the assets. His investment strategies might have preserved some old ladies’ pensions, but apart from that, there’s not much more to say about him. So let’s bury him and enjoy some coffee and cake.”

“Don’t worry,” Mathias said. “I’ll make you sound better than that. I’ll lie if I have to. But the point of life is not to leave a nice-sounding eulogy.”

“Then what is the goddamn point? There’s got to be something to live for. If nothing else, a belief in justice and goodness. A man goes to India to administer lifesaving vaccines and next moment, he’s blown to pieces by a crazed lunatic. Where’s the justice in that? Is everything just random? If you happen to be at the wrong place at the wrong time like Hans—tough. What’s the point of anything: virtue, morality, duty, love, friendship? What’s the point of living if we’re at the mercy of a roulette wheel? Are we better off jumping off a cliff and finishing it on our terms?”

“The point of life is to do what makes you happy. Hans died while doing something that made him happy. I’d rather remember this than the horrible thing that happened to him.”

Once again, they glanced at that empty seat as if expecting Hans to return any moment and occupy it. The wistful silence that filled the space between them was shattered by the arrival of a voice.

“Ah! There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

Theo stiffened reflexively upon seeing Mara. Between a sheer jaw and high forehead, her long, lean face was marked by a spiky nose, sharp yellow eyes and thin lips. Her straw-colored hair was tied back, further accentuating her unfriendly features.

“You people. Is nothing sacred to you?” She leaned in, pushing a vintage-store smell into his space. Theo held his breath.

“What do you mean?” She was one of those left-wing agitators, always angry about something, bankers being the flavor of the month.

“Don’t get cute with me, Theo,” she snapped. “You know perfectly well what I mean. Afterlife Dollars.”

He blinked.

“Have you been living in a cave? It’s all over the internet. The guy who killed Hans wasn’t some nutjob wanting to fuck seventy-two virgins. He wasn’t brainwashed by crazy jihadis, but bankers intent on profit. Bankers like you.” Her long, outstretched finger pointed accusingly as if he were personally responsible for Hans’s death.

Suddenly, there was a loud noise outside, a sharp audio feedback followed by some indistinct shouting. Mara hissed and stormed toward the exit as if she knew what this was about. Intrigued, Theo followed her.

The shouting grew louder as he crossed the garden and approached the circular driveway. The source of disturbance was outside the gate: thirty-odd men in orange shirts on the pavement, waving flags with the emblem of a raised fist and the initials “NT.” Nederlandse Trots—Dutch pride.

A small, reedy figure stood on a milk crate to address the boisterous gathering, his pink rottweiler face familiar because it had been on TV a lot recently: Charles Barbour. A failed punk rocker turned preacher of hate.

“Yet another terrorist attack,” Charles rasped into a megaphone. “How many more must die before our politicians wake up to this cancer called Islam? Enough’s enough. If politicians aren’t willing to do something, then we will. We’ll show the Turks where they can stuff their sharia.”

Theo inhaled sharply as the Orange Shirts broke into applause. How dare these goons hijack his friend’s funeral for their twisted agenda? One that was against everything Hans had stood for. He saw Mara march off to confront them, propelled no doubt by the same outrage.

“What’s wrong with you people? This is a funeral. Take your racist nonsense elsewhere!” she yelled.

The Dutch Pride leader dropped his megaphone and turned to her, glassy eyes wandering up and down her body in a way that made Theo’s flesh crawl.

“Listen, sweetheart …”

“Don’t call me sweetheart. Do you guys have a permit to be here?”

The mass of orange behind Charles tightened, like a fist closing: bodies straightened, chests puffed. The short ones made themselves taller, the tall ones put on their mean faces, a bunch of hooligans getting ready to do what they did best: bully, intimidate. But Mara stood her ground, arms folded firmly across her chest, earning Theo’s admiration for the first time since he’d known her.

“Seems like we’ve got off on the wrong foot here,” Charles said. “I’m not your enemy. Your enemy is out there building mosques in Osdorp and Bos en Lommer. If we don’t stop them, blondies like you are going to end up in a harem.”

“That’s right,” an Orange Shirt behind him cackled. “You’ll be wearing a burqa and eating kebabs for breakfast.”

“Maybe she likes kebabs. Do you like kebabs, sweetheart?”

The remark triggered a wave of laughter amongst the Orange Shirts.

“Go get typhus,” Mara huffed, giving them the middle finger, which only encouraged them to pass more sleazy comments.

She walked away from their taunts, dialing a number on her brick phone. She stopped beside Theo.

“They’re here … Yes, the Nazis,” she whispered into the phone. “Ooster-park … How soon can you get here? One hour? No, no. Make it sooner. Good … We’ll show these bastards.”

Theo walked off in disgust. What was wrong with the world? Weren’t the dead entitled to peace anymore?
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SOUTH OF THE canal district, past the scaffolded facade of Rijksmuseum, the streets became wider, the elms taller, buildings grander: turn-of-the-century red terraces, high ceilings and large windows with curtains drawn, perhaps out of some deep-seated Calvinistic ethic of nothing to hide, or that age-old desire to show off one’s wealth.

Theo’s apartment occupied the first two floors of one such building, which overlooked the poplars girdling the perimeter of Vondelpark. As soon as he walked through the door, the neighbor’s handbag dog welcomed him with a string of snippy barks. It belonged to an octogenarian who wore flowery dresses and a cloche hat: old money looking askance on new.

Inside the living room, the late-afternoon sun highlighted the clean lines of the furniture acquired for a small fortune in a shop in Copenhagen. A cream sofa with matching armchair; grey coffee table; a long, looping bookshelf affixed to the wall. The stereo was a plain white dome also of Danish make, while the TV that hung on the wall broke ranks with the Scandinavian theme by being German.

He went upstairs to the bedroom and opened the doors of the sliding wardrobe. The down lights came on automatically, illuminating a row of identical grey jackets hanging neatly on a rail. He removed the one he was wearing and inserted it in their midst, then slid his brogues onto the bottom shelf, a monochromatic row of tan, precise and well-ordered, like a shop display.

He proceeded to unbutton his shirt, starting at the cuffs, when a luminous object on the white floor caught his eye. An earplug. He let out a sigh and picked it up. No matter how much he’d tried to cleanse the house of her presence, he always found something. A throbbing ache filled his chest as he squeezed the spongy bullet-shaped object in his hand, the pain from being dumped and the pain of losing a friend merging into a single mass.

After wallowing in sadness for a few moments, he flung the earplug into the bin and rolled up his sleeves. There was a new purpose in his stride as he marched down the staircase to the kitchen. He fetched a pair of rubber gloves from under the sink and snapped them on. Armed with a duster, he went from room to room, wiping every surface: shelves, tabletops and undersides, tops of doors, windowsills, skirting boards, bannisters. The tip of his tongue slid between his lips as he wiped the blinds, left to right, one slat at a time. In the living room, he stood on a chair and carefully cleaned the chandelier.

After he finished dusting, he vacuumed the house with the same fastidiousness, crouching to get under the furniture. Then he turned his attention to the kitchen. Beads of sweat gathered on his forehead as he wiped the chrome bench and appliances till they were spotless mirrors. He got down on his knees and examined the floorboards, alert for milk stains that shone only from certain angles.

In the bathroom, he scrubbed the toilet and flushed with a closed lid to prevent drops of water swirling in the bowl from splashing on the seat. He placed a fresh box of matches in a ceramic tray on the windowsill, a whiff of phosphorous to chase the odors away.

He rearranged things in the living room, fussing over the placement of vases, books, photo frames, artworks, candle stands and cushions—an inch this way, an inch that—enough self-awareness to recognize that all this cleaning and tidying were his fight against an existential chaos, an attempt to impose order when the universe was reminding him that there wasn’t any.

When he was finally done, he opened a bottle of red wine. He sat on his expensive Danish couch and turned on his expensive German television. As the light faded and darkness seeped into the room, he sipped wine and watched the Friday football game, bathed in the glow from the TV. After a while, he set the glass down on the floor next to the empty bottle. Suddenly, inexplicably, he burst into tears. He cried silently, allowing the pain to sluice out of him, then went upstairs. Inside his study, he logged in to his computer and typed in a search for Afterlife Dollars.


3.

THE RAIN FINALLY CLEARED ON SATURDAY AND the sun washed the crooked, gabled buildings, bringing cheer to a city suffering from a weather-influenced bipolar disorder. On the lawns of Rembrandtplein, Theo passed an army of sunbathers, feeling severely overdressed in his polo shirt and cotton pants. At the end of the square, he crossed the road and stopped in the shade of a chocolate-colored art deco building. A large, garish sign stared down on him.

“BANK OF ETERNITY.”

The tinted door opened with a whoosh, and a man attired in office clothes emerged from the bank. His callow face beamed as soon as he saw Theo.

“Hey, remember me? Sam. You interviewed me for a summer job last year?”

Theo studied the man closely: medium build, spiky blond hair, game-show-host grin.

“I’m sorry.” He’d seen so many candidates that their faces were all a blur.

“It’s okay,” Sam said, shrugging off his disappointment. “You guys did me a favor, ’cause the job I’ve got right now is awesome. Trainee to chief afterlife consultant in just one year. Made a cool 200k in commissions alone. If I worked for you, bet I’d still be fetching your dry cleaning.” He snorted.

“You work here?”

“Want a tour?”

Theo hesitated.

“Come on, don’t be shy,” Sam insisted.

They walked through the door and stepped into the cool air of the bank. The lady behind the reception desk greeted them with a shallow smile.

“People come here expecting some kind of oriental mumbo jumbo. But as you can see, we’re just like any other bank,” Sam said.

Theo’s eyes swept the premises. It did look like any other bank: teller counters, ticket machine, pens on chains.

“And that’s my team, right there.” Sam gestured to four men in red jackets behind the service desks. “You’re looking at the first stop in the assembly line of eternal happiness. Every day, we help people achieve their ultimate dream. I can’t tell you how good that feels,” he said, high on the company Kool-Aid.

“Is it always this busy?” Theo asked, referring to the thirty-odd people in the waiting area, most of them lost in their smartphones.

“This is nothing. You should have been here last week.”

Theo narrowed his eyes. “You mean after the Mumbai blasts?”

Sam averted his gaze and pointed to the big-screen TV on the wall. “Our new commercial!”

Theo turned to look. Much like a soft-drink ad, it started off with a group of young people having fun at a pool party: men and women genetically bred to be beautiful—perfect skin, perfect hair, perfect teeth, perfect everything. They all wore white, not a drop of sweat as they ground their hips in slow motion to some kind of doof-doof beat. The DJ was a strange hybrid of biblical prophet and modern-day emcee, with long hair; flowing robe; tattoos on the forearm; one hand tweaking the mixer, the other making the sign of the devil horns.

As the music hit a crescendo, the camera moved behind the DJ. He spread his arms wide, palms facing the sun, his silhouette a perfect cross.

“Happiness, now and forever,” said the caption.

“Is that what heaven’s like? Ibiza?” Theo scowled.

“It can be Ibiza. It can be Rodeo Drive. It can be Disneyland. Whatever you want it to be,” Sam said with a glazed look in his eyes.

“And what if I don’t have any money? What happens then?”

“What happens when you don’t have money in this world?”

“So you’re saying the Mumbai suicide bomber—a terrorist—will be shaking his butt at a pool party, because he’s got Afterlife Dollars. And my buddy Hans, an honest social worker, will be rotting in some fucking ghetto. What sense does that make?”

Keep it down, Sam gestured with a tight smile, wary of the glances from customers in the waiting area. But Theo didn’t care how loud he was being. All he could think of was the coffin containing his friend’s remains.

“I’m not much of a believer in the afterlife. But all that Sunday school stuff … good guys being rewarded in heaven, bad guys roasting in hell, keeps us in line. Now you’re saying, ‘Forget all that. Here’s a moral blank check. Go ahead: steal, rape, murder, commit genocide. As long as you have the money, we’ll let you in.’ Do you realize the dangers of encouraging this line of thinking? No, you don’t, as long as you get your commission. You may as well stand outside a school and sell heroin to kids, because that’s what you are … fucking lowlife scum.” Theo stormed out.

[image: Image]

THE CAFE WAS in a pen-nib shaped building in Prinsengracht. Despite the lunchtime bustle, Theo managed to secure a prized canal-side table.

The waitress, a petite brunette with a stud in her nose and cigarette tucked behind her ear, arrived with his order of pinot gris.

A nervy Theo took a large gulp of his drink. His heart was still running after the visit to Bank of Eternity, and he needed it to settle before Valerie got there. Their first meeting since the bitter breakup.

Ten minutes later, she arrived, clad in a pastel-blue shirt and her trademark white jeans. His heart convulsed. As he rose to greet her, he noticed he wasn’t the only one looking at her. She had a face that could be on a magazine cover: high cheekbones, full lips, ski-slope nose, movie-star sunglasses. A flick of her head threw her long, dark hair over her shoulders.

The force of habit nearly compelled him to lean in for a kiss. But he checked himself and she didn’t make a move, either. They sat down, the space between them filled with an awkward silence. She hadn’t even said goodbye. One day, he came home from work and she was gone.

“I’m sorry about Hans,” she said, finally breaking the impasse. “I’m sorry it happened after I left. Are you okay?”

“I guess so.” He shrugged.

They spoke about Hans for a while, a safe topic. Theo drank the rest of the wine as he gathered the courage to broach what he really wanted to talk about.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said. “You do, when things like this happen. Life’s precious. And we waste so much of it on stupid stuff, don’t you think? Stuff that doesn’t matter. We get so caught up, we forget what’s important.”

She nodded as if she’d been on this same introspective journey herself.

“I want to give us another chance. You and me. Start over,” he said, encouraged by her response.

She shook her head.

“Please, Valerie. Hear me out.”

“You went through my phone,” she hissed.

He swallowed.

“And how about that guy you nearly punched at Jody’s party? You embarrassed me. You embarrassed yourself. You embarrassed Jody.”

“The two of you were gone—”

“And how about poor Peter?”

He inhaled sharply. She’d kissed that asshole on the lips. That wasn’t a matter of conjecture. He’d seen it with his own eyes.

“What do I have to do to convince you I’m not fucking every man in Amsterdam? I can’t be with someone who doesn’t trust me. Who rings every five minutes when I’m out, calls my friends to check if I’ve really been with them. Then looks at my phone when I’m in the bathroom.”

Theo turned away, glaring at the crying baby at the next table. The mother, a brunette with aviator glasses, was reading a magazine while rolling the pram back and forth.

“There should be a law against that. Just like there’s a law against smoking.” He fumed.

Valerie sighed.

“We’re very different. I want to go out. You want to sit at home and watch Discovery Channel while your sick mind imagines all kinds of things.”

“There’s going out, and then there’s going out and coming home at three in the morning, phone beeping with text messages from random strangers. That’s not the behavior of someone in a relationship.”

“Here we go again. The same shit.” She grimaced as if she had a headache. He felt a throbbing pain in his temple, too. He was hoping they could forget the past, but the past was there, sitting at the table, an unwelcome guest refusing to take the hint and leave.

For a while, neither of them spoke. The world rushed in to fill the edgy silence. A boat full of drunk teenagers dancing to some crap techno music. A kakker riding his scooter with his head ducked behind the visor to protect his hundred-euro haircut. Two Latino types at the next table gawking at Valerie and then sharing a perplexed look: what’s she doing with him? Their envy made him more determined to win her back. Not just because he was punching well above his weight with her. He’d wanted her the first time he laid eyes on her: a feisty teenager, stealing makeup from the department store. He wanted her when he was teaching her to ride a bike, when they were lying on the rug in his living room, listening to his dad’s records. And he wanted her now. More than anything in the world. He reached across the table and cradled her hand.

“Life’s short. We can’t spend it hurting the people we love,” he said. “We’ve both got issues. Maybe I’m scared of losing people who’re close to me. Because of my mum … And as for you, you’ve been going around trying to fill a daddy-shaped hole all your life.”

He felt her body stiffen at the mention of her father. She didn’t like talking about him. That had been the problem. They never talked about anything. All the unsaid words festering in toxic cesspools, that had brought them to this point.

“None of our problems are insurmountable,” he continued. “I know someone who can help us work through them. And when we do, we’ll make a great team. One thing I can promise: I’ll never abandon you, whatever happens. I’ll always be there for you.” He squeezed her hand.

“I don’t know …”

“Please, Valerie. Give us another shot. If it doesn’t work, I promise—”

“I don’t love you.” Her voice was like cut glass.

Theo’s face fell. His hand went limp, allowing her to withdraw from his slack grip. He looked at her, a mixture of anger, hurt and self-pity. Why had she been with him if she didn’t love him? Was he just a credit card with arms and legs?

Suddenly, she smiled. He smiled back reflexively and then realized it wasn’t meant for him. He spun around, following her line of sight down the pavement. A man: pink face, thick arms, thick neck, blond hair swept across the top of a sloping forehead. The man turned away as soon as he was spotted. Despite the fleeting glimpse, Theo recognized him. It was the gorilla who’d been in one too many of her recent Facebook photos.

He swiveled back to her. The guilty countenance said it all. Were they fucking when she was with Theo? Maybe they were. Maybe he’d been right all along.

His hand shook as he peeled a twenty-euro note from his wallet to pay the bill. Had he driven her away by being too possessive? What had come first? Her infidelity or his jealousy? Chicken or egg?

He looked at her, hiding behind those movie-star sunglasses, waiting for him to go, for this awkward meeting to end. The hate pouring out of his eyes was twisting her face, making her look like a victim of botched plastic surgery.

Bitch.

But he wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of saying it to her face.


4.

THE OFFICES OF ALPHA CAPITAL WERE ON THE higher floors of World Trade Center Amsterdam. Asset Management was number fourteen, grey and open plan with desks arranged in long rows similar to a call center. A glass wall offered an unimpeded view of the city south: wide streets named after classical-music composers and Greek gods, long apartment blocks in the 1930s Amsterdam School style with ladder windows, rounded corners and long courtyard gardens. And further along, past the Amstel Canal, the sawtooth roofline of the old city.

Theo arrived at his desk at the usual time, seven a.m. sharp, although he had to drag himself out of bed. He marked his attendance by draping his jacket on his seat back, then turned on his computer. One by one, the bank of screens on his desk came to life. After making a cup of coffee in the kitchen, he attended to the first order of business: meeting with the research team. They huddled in the small conference room, discussing market movements, portfolio changes, stocks on watchlists … the usual exciting stuff. From there, he was dragged off to another meeting and after that, a meeting about having more meetings.

A few hours later, he returned to his desk and spent the rest of the morning playing catchup, as he’d taken Friday off to attend Hans’s funeral. Shortly before noon, he received a calendar alert.

“Project X. Warren Buffet Room. 12:30 p.m.”

Another goddamn meeting.

He turned to Nick, a fellow asset manager sitting at the next desk. The Englishman was hammering the keyboard as if he’d never heard of RSI.

“What’s this Project X?” Theo enquired.

“New product. From our friends in Fixed Income,” Nick replied. He had the broad frame of a rugby player, with a light dusting of blond hair.

“Do we know what this product is?”

Nick shrugged. “Fuck knows. All very hush-hush. If we tell you, we’ll have to kill you sort of thing. Speaking of killing, I saw a coffin being delivered to the fifteenth floor.”

“So finally they worked someone to death?” Theo snorted.

“You’re not allowed to die around here. It’s in the contract.” Nick craned his neck to check if someone had overheard him.

“I hear the coffin’s a prop,” he whispered. “You know how Miguel likes a bit of theatre.”

Theo raised an eyebrow. “Miguel’s in the meeting? Whatever happened to the Chinese wall between divisions?”

“He’s CEO. He can walk through Chinese walls.”

“Must be something big if he’s coming to our floor.”

“Bigger than my cock.”

Theo rolled his eyes. That didn’t take long.

“I’ve seen your cock, Nick. It’s not that big.”

“Why were you looking at my cock, you pervert?” Nick squinted.

“You showed it to me. At the Christmas party. I’m still traumatized.”

“I don’t believe you. You’re just taking advantage of the fact that I was too drunk to remember anything.”

“I tried to take a photo on my phone, but the camera couldn’t focus because it was too small,” Theo said, curling his little finger.

Nick made a face.

A few minutes later, they joined the procession of bodies filing into the Warren Buffet room. It was an old-school boardroom: burnished oak table, wood-paneled walls decorated with oil paintings of the long-retired founders, a tall vase with white orchids on the cabinet that concealed the AV equipment.

The seats in the front and the back were the first to be claimed. Theo settled somewhere in the middle, between Nick and a German analyst with plastered-down hair and strong aftershave. He opened his writing pad and doodled quietly, while his colleagues exchanged weekend stories in a United Nations of accents.

Suddenly, voices fell off a cliff as Miguel entered the room with the stealth of a ninja, his current favorite buzzword. A Colombian by birth, he had light Latino skin, dark hair greying at the chops and a baby face you’d trust if you didn’t know better. He stood at the head of the table, scanning the room with small, yellow eyes. Behind him, his entourage: four stiff, self-important men and one nervous-looking intern with a boom box on his shoulder.

“Why’s everybody sitting up like you’ve got rods up your asses?” Miguel said with a thin smile. After twenty years on Wall Street, his accent was a mongrel: a New York drawl with the odd Latino lisp.

“Relax. You’re not about to get fired. Some of you, maybe. Just kidding … No firings. Not today,” he said to titters of nervous laughter. “We’re going to have some fun. On your feet, everyone.” He clapped his hands twice, triggering a hustle of activity in the room: bodies rising, chairs rolling, feet shuffling, a few whispers here and there. Nick and Theo exchanged a quick glance.

The intern stepped forward and hit play on the ghetto blaster. The speakers cranked out the opening bars of Billy Ocean’s “When the Going Gets Tough, the Tough Get Going.”

“Come on, I want to see asses shaking,” Miguel shouted, as though he were an aerobics instructor.

Theo rolled his eyes and joined his colleagues, who were twisting their bodies and throwing their arms in the air. He bobbed his head like a snake and tapped his foot on the carpet.

“More energy!” Miguel appeared to be looking at Theo, which prompted him to pump more vigor into his movements: twisting the waist, fists moving in the air in small arcs as if piloting an imaginary steering wheel, all the while straining not to give off a “get me out of here” look.

The dancing slowed as the music faded. Theo scrambled back to his seat before it stopped. Next to him, an overweight Nick wiped his forehead and hitched his trousers up by his belt loops.

“How did that feel?” Miguel asked the room.

In these situations, there was always someone eager to kiss up, get his tongue in there before everyone else.

“Great! I love it!”

“I hate it. Gay ’80s pop.” Miguel snorted, triggering a trail of scornful giggles around the room.

“So why did I play this song if I hate it? Being smart people, I’m sure you’ve worked it out. 2008 was an ass-fuck for the industry. The big boys got handouts, but companies like us who weren’t deemed too big to fail—we were left to fail. Gentlemen, this was us back then, and I’m not kidding.” He shaped his hand into a gun and brought it up to his head.

“But let me tell you, there’s something beautiful when this happens,” he said, a gleam in the eye as if the gun grinding his temple were real. “Your heart’s pumping. Brain’s threatening to go into meltdown. All you can do to stop yourself from soiling your underpants is think, because if you don’t, it’s over. It was do-or-die. And guess what—we did!” The hand that was a gun a second before was a fist punching the air, triggering a spontaneous outburst of sycophantic applause.

Theo brought his hands together and made a show of clapping too, because that was what he was expected to do. Inside, he was thinking of all the things he could be accomplishing right then instead of listening to a homophobic, gun-loving megalomaniac crank out punchlines.

After savoring the applause, Miguel raised his finger abruptly. The room went quiet.

“But this isn’t about how awesome we were in the past. It’s about the future. A future so bright, you’ll need welding goggles to look at it. Because we’ve created something extraordinary in this building. World-beater, game changer, these don’t even begin to cut it.”

As Miguel orated as if he were General Eisenhower rallying his troops before the D-Day surge, two uniformed security guards wheeled in a black coffin balanced on a waist-high plinth. They maneuvered around the Colombian and stationed it behind him.

“Gentlemen. Without further ado, I give you the future of finance … Afterlife Dollar investments.”

Theo gaped.

The coffin lid flipped open and a torso popped up like a jack-in-thebox. The Lazarus was a man of subcontinental descent: dark and gangly with long, wavy hair. The security guards grasped him under the armpits and hoisted him effortlessly from the box. He bounced on the carpet and beamed at the room.

“Nice to be back from the dead. Hello, everyone. I’m Raj, product specialist, and I’m delighted to present an investment opportunity that’s literally out of this world,” he said in a British accent. A screen buzzed down from the ceiling when he clicked a remote.

Realizing his mouth was still open, Theo closed it.

“In 2002, a little-known bank in Hong Kong launched Afterlife Dollars with a modest customer base and an exchange rate of 0.001. Fast-forward ten years, the exchange rate is 0.125, and the bank has branches in virtually every major world city. Some of you might laugh at the idea of an ATM machine in heaven, but make no mistake about it: we are looking at a major global phenomenon. There’s another side to this. One that’s so mind-bogglingly obvious, I’m surprised—in fact, amazed—that no one else has picked up on it. Had you treated Afterlife Dollars as a foreign currency investment and staked, say, eight grand back in 2003, today you’d be sitting on one million. The same thing in bonds and equities would’ve fetched maybe thirty grand if you’re lucky. I don’t know much about the next life—actually, I don’t even know much about this one.” He chuckled. “But I certainly know a good return when I see one. Eighty-three percent, year on year. If that won’t give your clients a hard-on, I don’t know what will.”

The specialist gestured to the intern, who no longer appeared to be on boom-box duty. The intern hit a switch to kill the fluorescent tubes. The room was now illuminated by a track of dim spotlights, the first slide glowing brightly in the semidarkness.

“Afterlife Dollar investments. An out-of-this-world investment opportunity.”

Is this some kind of a sick joke?

As the product specialist launched into his presentation, Theo swung his gaze toward Miguel. The Colombian was leaning against the wood-paneled wall, the spotlight above his head shining on the smug look that had settled on his face. The smile of a man with a plan. The plan was simple: use Asset Management to hook the premier league. Institutional investors, hedge funds, and high-net-worth individuals. The sort of clients Theo and his colleagues dealt with on a daily basis. Because once the premier league came out to play, other divisions would follow. That was how you spray-painted shit to make it look like gold.

Theo scanned the faces in the darkened room, wondering if the masks of knitted brows and pursed lips concealed any outrage. The answer, in all likelihood, was no. Half of them were like the Rain Man. Morality didn’t even come into the equation. The other half had it beaten out of them or had chosen voluntarily to leave it at the door. The only person who might have felt something was Nick, and he currently had a robot face screwed onto his head. And that was what Theo ought to be doing, too.

He straightened his back and pictured himself as a robot: skin of polished metal, musculature of wires, all emotions pushed to one side. He picked up his pen to jot notes, but the robot impersonation didn’t last long. He kneaded his temple as the onslaught of jargon in the presentation triggered a headache. It was language he struggled to understand despite being in the business for fifteen years. But that was exactly the point: smoke and mirrors.

“And now, gentlemen, for that four-letter word none of us like hearing. Risk.” The specialist chuckled. The leash that was straining to hold Theo back finally snapped.

“Low to moderate risk? Are you kidding me? How can you determine VAR without a historical crash?”

The specialist looked sharply at Theo.

“We’ve created our own proprietary model. We believe the risks are limited because of the levels of asymmetry between supply and current death rates.”

“You can use any model you like. But without a precedent, the risks are indeterminate. And if you don’t know what the risks are, how can you label them low to moderate?” Theo argued.

“You don’t need to worry about that. We wouldn’t launch a product like this without rigorous risk evaluation. It has been rated AAA-.”

“By who? The same people who rated subprime securities?” Theo said, irked by the specialist’s condescending tone. “How can we be sure this product will be around in five years, with all the talk of regulatory intervention in the wake of the Mumbai blast?”

“There are some who argue that the publicity from the blast has increased demand,” the specialist said, matter-of-fact.

Theo stared in disbelief. Did the dickhead know he’d lost a friend in the Mumbai blast?

“So have you factored that in to your model, too?” he thundered. “More blasts? More deaths? More publicity?”

“What’s your point?” The voice sliced through the room like a knife. Miguel. The fluorescent tubes in the ceiling flashed twice before coming on. The room materialized from the darkness, twenty-three pairs of eyes looking at him. Including Miguel’s.

A warning sign flashing: Wrong way. Go back. But like his outburst at Bank of Eternity on the weekend, Theo’s anger had taken on a life of its own. And it didn’t care about any warnings or red lines.

“My point? Do I really need to explain?” Blood rushed to Theo’s face. “We can’t take this damn thing to the market without understanding the risks. Unless we want to be known as the company that creates the next big ass-fuck.”

He heard someone suck air through their teeth. You never talked back to Miguel. You sure as hell didn’t mock him, unless bent on career suicide. But Theo had already crossed the point of no return and was now enjoying the rush of danger that came with it.

“Risk?” Miguel grimaced. “You cross the road, you take a risk. You get in the lift, you take a risk. You breathe, you take a risk because you don’t know if the fucker next to you has Ebola. Life is risk. We don’t shy from it. We dress it, tie a bow and leave it in the shop window. That’s what we do: sell risk. Because without it, no one makes money. Not clients. Not the company. Most of all, not you. Now, lots of people have worked hard to pull this together. Last thing I want is some douchebag derailing the biggest launch of our lives by spreading negativity. Everyone, on your feet!”

The intern snapped out of his daydream and hurriedly hoisted the boom box on his shoulder. He hit play. The wood-paneled walls reverberated with the bass riff from Beastie Boys’ “Make Some Noise.”

This time, no prompting was needed. Everyone danced as if consumed by an apoplectic frenzy. Everyone except Theo, who stood still, arms hanging by his sides, lips curled with disgust as he watched his colleagues: middling executives throwing their arms and legs around, doing laughable impersonations of ghetto gangsters. He hated every one of these spineless fuckers. He hated Miguel. Most of all, he hated Beastie Boys.

The song finally finished. Theo breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

“How did that feel?” Miguel asked, wiping his brow.

“Great,” came the chorus, loud and sycophantic. Theo wanted to puke.

“That’s the spirit. I want you to take this energy back to your desks. Let’s make this shit happen.”

“Not you,” Miguel said when Theo turned to leave.

The chair creaked as he slowly lowered himself back into it. Moments later, it was just the two of them. Theo’s heart was in his ears, as his courage seemed to have departed along with his colleagues.

A chilly draft brushed his neck when Miguel sat in the next chair. The wedding band gleamed on the Colombian’s steepled hands. The eyes drilled Theo, small and yellow. A serpent’s eyes.

“What the fuck was that about?” growled Miguel.

Theo swallowed. “I think I made a valid point. We need to consider risk,” he said in a watery voice.

“Is this about your friend? The one whose funeral you went to when the market was in a meltdown?”

“That’s got nothing to do with it.”

Miguel leaned in. Theo gripped the armrest.

“I lost my father when I was fifteen,” the Colombian said. “Shot before my eyes. He was a high-court judge in Bogota. The cartels gave him a choice: silver or lead. Stupid cunt chose the latter. On the day of his funeral, I took my SATs and came top of the class. Now, I don’t know what this friend was to you, but I won’t let my bonus be jeopardized by someone mourning his gay lover. You’ve got five minutes. Go to the bathroom, finish your cry. Then you’re going to get back to your desk and do your job, which is making money for the company. Now fuck off and don’t make me regret giving you a second chance.”


5.

THE TWILIGHT SKY WAS GOLD WITH STREAKS OF crimson. Theo’s beer fizzed away untouched on the barrel table. He was at a pub in Leidseplein, surrounded by loud voices from a bachelor party, but all he could hear were Miguel’s humiliating words, thrumming in his ears like an attack of tinnitus. He clenched his fist hard, driving his fingernails deep into his palm.

Fuck you. I quit.

That was what he should’ve said to Miguel. He nearly had. Upon returning to his desk, he’d typed the email with trembling hands. But something stopped him from hitting send; the part of the brain in charge of self-preservation, one that had been conspicuously absent in the meeting, tried to talk him down from the ledge. It reminded him of a few basic facts: one, jobs were hard to come by; he’d been trying to get out of Alpha for the last two years without much luck. And two, principles didn’t pay mortgages, and he had four of them. Four ball-and-chains shackling him to the fourteenth floor of the World Trade Center.

Besides, hadn’t he made one bad decision already in the heat of the moment? He closed his eyes and imagined events playing out differently. Theo, sitting quietly through the song-and-dance show, smiling politely as he rolled the anger back in his chest.

After the meeting, he’d leave the room and embark on a mission of silent sabotage, underselling the investments to his clients without anybody getting wind of it. A throwaway comment here or there. That’s all it would take. He’d also influence his fellow asset managers at the Thursday-evening drinks. Once again, done discreetly. But that wasn’t an option now, because Miguel had seen his hand.

Damned if he did. Damned if he didn’t.

“Dude, why the sad face?”

A voice brought Theo back to the present. The bald, muscular figure of Mathias had arrived at the table, cradling a silver bucket.

Theo drew himself erect.

“What’s with that?” He pointed to the bottle of Dom Perignon, cooling on a bed of ice.

“Remember that company from Shanghai I was telling you about? The one I’ve been schmoozing for the last eight months?” Mathias said, eyes wide and crackling with excitement.

Theo nodded, remembering Mathias saying something about taking Chinese clients to the casino.

“Basically, I’ve been trying to convince these guys that the London property market’s an overpriced laundromat for the Russian mafia. I told them they’re better off investing their money here. Well, guess what? Today, we signed.” Mathias thumped his fist on the table.

“Wow, that’s great. Well done.” Theo eked out a smile.

“This is just the beginning. I’ve been given access to a bottomless pit of billionaires, all using their first-class baggage allowance to take the money out of the country. Fucking jackpot.”

He popped the champagne.

“Cheers.”

Theo forced the bubbly down his throat. Not fair. Why was Mathias having a great day when he was having a crap one? For the next while, Theo was forced to listen to a pumped-up Mathias talk about his deal.

“I did this. I said that. I made this happen … I … I … I …”

Theo hid his frown behind a raised champagne flute. Perhaps you’re forgetting the time you were broke, homeless, and in jail for dealing ecstasy, he felt like pointing out.

I smoothed things out with the police.

I got you a job at that estate agency.

I lent you money to start your own company.

I even lent you my Jaguar so you could fake it till you make it.

And … I offered to foot the bill for your hair plugs because you were so messed up about going bald. So how about some credit this way? He had this entire conversation with Mathias in his head and then a few moments later, berated himself for his pettiness.

“That’s good, Mathias. That’s great. I mean, you’ve worked your socks off. You deserve it. I’m so happy for you. Really happy,” Theo said, perhaps overcompensating.

Mathias smiled and laid a hand on his shoulder. “So, something happened at work you wanted to talk about?”

“Oh, that.” Theo waved dismissively. “Nothing. Just the usual bullshit.”


6.

THE BAR WAS A PATCHWORK OF MISMATCHED furniture, bookended by dark wooden walls. Theo sat stiffly in the leather chair, surrounded by the usual Oud-Zuid types: men in blazers and tortoiseshell glasses, women with Louboutins and Botox, all conversing in a low simmer of stiff upper lips and potatoes in throats.

He took a gulp of whisky, wincing as if he’d swallowed pain. Normally, he never drank before a client meeting. But today he needed it. The alcohol that gave you courage to talk to women could also numb your conscience.

You don’t have to do this, the voice piped up in his head. Again. Why don’t you quit?

He grimaced. I can’t. We’ve been over this.

Why don’t you just admit it’s all about the lifestyle? An addiction to real-life Monopoly and flying first class.

Have you seen the legroom in economy? he said to the voice. Besides, what was quitting going to change? Someone else would take his place. Life went on. You couldn’t fight a system. Men better than him had tried and failed.

He gritted his teeth and downed the whisky, quieting the voice just as his client arrived. Walter’s tall, athletic frame was attired in a charcoal suit and red tie. The face under the manicured salt-and-pepper mane looked as if it belonged in an oil painting: handsome jaw; aristocratic nose; sharp, focused eyes.

After the exchange of pleasantries, Theo summoned the waiter.

“Can I get you a drink?” he asked Walter.

“Sparkling water, please,” Walter replied, settling in the armchair.

“Are you sure you don’t want to milk my expense account?”

“Very tempting considering the fees I’m paying.” Walter winked. “But no. I’m driving.”

“Are you saying you’re not getting your money’s worth?”

“Relax, it’s a joke.”

A joke that was cracked once too often for Theo’s liking. He flashed a polite smile.

“Two sparkling waters, please.”

The waiter nodded and left as imperceptibly as he’d arrived.

“Check this out.” Walter slid his smartphone across the table to Theo. A news article was open on the screen.

BANK ROBBER ESCAPES TO AFTERLIFE

Guadalajara, Mexico, June 7.

Most bank robbers stash their loot somewhere safe. But twice-convicted burglar Ignacio Rodriguez found a bizarre way to hide stolen money when the law closed in on him. He converted it to Afterlife Dollars and then shot himself in the head, leaving the authorities somewhat confounded.

“The matter is out of our hands now that the suspect is dead,” said the Guadalajara police chief. “It’s up to the lawyers to recover the stolen money.” When contacted, the lawyers representing the Bank of Mexico, from where the money was stolen, said they were operating in a legally grey area, but remained hopeful.

“Interesting.” Theo handed the phone back to Walter. “Do you think they’re going to get their money back?”

“Unlikely. They’ll hit the insurance company for compensation. Glad it’s not us.” Walter was the investment manager for Golden Sun, Europe’s largest insurance company and Theo’s number-one client.

“That article saves me the preamble. Have you had a chance to look at the prospectus I sent over yesterday?” Theo’s heart was running.

“I like the slogan. An out-of-this-world investment opportunity.”

“Does that mean you like the product, too?”

“What’s my favorite ice cream?” Walter asked.

“Vanilla. And what we have here looks like some exotic Ben & Jerry’s flavor, I know. But let me ask you a question. Your favorite topic. Do you know why you pay me these fees you keep moaning about?”

“So you can treat me to sparkling water?”

Theo leaned forward. “You pay me to give you what you don’t know you want.”

“And you think I want this Ben & Jerry’s Afterlife flavor and don’t know it?” Walter said with a wry smile.

“You want to meet your target. That’s what you want. That’s what we all want.”

“What about risk?”

“I believe your downsides are limited for two reasons. One, the product is in the early days of its life cycle. Two, you can find ways to avoid taxes but not death. Which is to say, there’ll always be a demand for it.” Theo had never acted in a play, but if he had, he suspected it’d be a bit like this. Delivering rehearsed lines, except in this instance he didn’t have a script to work from, but a flowchart. A tangled subway map of boxes and arrows, anticipated questions, possible answers. When you were dealing with someone as sharp as Walter, you had to do your homework.

Walter shrugged. “Still doesn’t answer my question.”

“What, in your opinion, is the biggest risk?”

“Bullshit risk?”

“Yet no one’s called it, even though the product’s been around nearly ten years. You know why? Because people are full of shit. They say one thing publicly, do another in private. Those that denounce Afterlife Dollars are secretly queueing to open an account. Financial insecurity and fear of death always trump cynicism. No matter what happens, the number of people believing in it will exceed supply, driving growth in the foreseeable future.”

And the award for “Hypocrite of the Year” goes to … drumroll … Theo van Aartsen! Conscientious objector to fervent evangelist in less than a week. Let’s all give him a big round of applause, ladies and gentlemen.

Theo swallowed.

Walter nodded thoughtfully. “What you say is all very well in theory. But I can’t stake millions of euro on theoretical possibilities. I need to see some precedent.”

Once again, Theo had anticipated this. Somewhere in his mind, the flowchart lit up, a flashing arrow directing him to the response.

“Have you heard of papal indulgences? They were the equivalent of presidential pardons, granted by the pope in the middle ages. If you had one of them, you were excused from the punishments of purgatory. Originally, they were given to knights who fought in the Crusades, then extended to anyone providing cash contributions for the war effort. In the sixteenth century, however, Pope Leo X, needing funds for the construction of St. Peter’s Basilica, decided to hit the mass market. Through a network of franchisees, indulgences were granted to anyone willing to contribute to the papal coffers. So you see, there is a precedent.” The words rolled off his tongue smoothly but inside, his lungs ached as if he were underwater, holding his breath.

“So what happened to these so-called indulgences?”

“Martin Luther and Reformation.”

“I rest my case,” Walter said, turning his palms up.

“Indulgences lasted nearly four centuries. Hell of a lot longer than all the companies we’ve invested in.” This wasn’t in the flowchart. This was Theo thinking on his feet.

“Sure, but wasn’t that when religion was the dominant force in people’s lives?”

“What’s filling the God-shaped hole in our consciousness now?”

“Money.”

“I rest my case.”

Walter smiled, conceding the argument. “You really believe in this, don’t you?”

“I know you take pride in not being an early adopter,” Theo said, a final push to get Walter over the line. “You say you like letting others make your mistakes, but the biggest mistake is not picking up an asset when it’s undervalued. Once it appreciates, so will the risk. It’s your call. But I don’t know how else you’re going to meet your target in this market.”

Silence fell over the table. Walter’s bright silver eyes studied Theo as if he were looking at something under a microscope. Theo hid behind his glass of fizzy water, sick with tension. His entire career hinged on this moment. If Walter said no, it was game over.

“I’m not fully convinced,” Walter said finally, “but since you are, I’ll go along. However, I’ll need a more comprehensive risk analysis to convince my bosses. Perhaps you can base your model on papal indulgences?”

“Of course. I’ll email you something tomorrow,” Theo said. He shook Walter’s hand and watched him leave. He waited a few more moments before collapsing in the chair.


7.

THEO HAD NEVER KNOWN HEAT LIKE THIS. IT was like a living thing, a beast that wrapped its tentacles around your body and sapped your strength. He wiped his brow with the back of his hand and glanced at the ceiling. The fan was churning, but he couldn’t feel any air coming from it. On the other side of the table, Hans was typing a text message with both thumbs, oblivious of the sweat trickling down his face.

“I don’t know how you put up with it.” Theo sighed. “Is it always like this in Mumbai?”

“This is a cold wave. You should’ve been here last month.”

“Stop showing off. You’re coping just as well as any white man here.” There were a few of them in the bar, faces red as the checked tablecloths.

“Look on the bright side. It makes the beer taste better. Cheers.”

Theo sipped his beer and grimaced. “Too sweet. I know, I know,” he said, palm up. “I’ll stop grumbling. At least the music’s good.” He bobbed his head to a familiar tune from the jukebox.

“I didn’t know you liked Beastie Boys.”

“I didn’t used to. I do now. You know, I never thanked you for saving my life all those years ago.”

“It’s nothing.” Hans waved his hand. “You’d have done the same for me.”

“I’m not so sure, Hans. I’m not sure at all. You think the whole world is as nice as you. But it isn’t. I, for one, am way too selfish to risk anything for anybody.”

“That’s because you’ve never been put in a situation where you’ve had to.”

“For God’s sake,” Theo said, irked by his friend’s naivety. “I know you like to see the good in everyone. But you underestimate my capacity for selfishness. Even now, I’m here for a selfish reason.”

Hans chuckled quietly. “Why do you like whipping yourself so much? Try being a bit more like Mathias.”

“You mean wear fake tan and fuck anything that moves?”

“No. I mean, don’t think so much.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“So how about that favor you were going to ask me?” Hans asked.

“Oh, that … yes. I need you to be in a commercial.”

“You mean like a model?”

“Something like that.”

Hans burst out laughing. “Do I look like a model to you?”

Theo cupped his chin and appraised his friend’s outfit: a loose Indian shirt, blue jeans. “Well, you’ve got this whole social-worker chic happening. But no. We’re not looking for model types. We want real people.”

“What’s it for?”

Theo cleared his throat. “Afterlife Dollar investments.”

“What am I supposed to do?”

“Nothing. Just be yourself. So are you up for it?”

Hans shrugged. “Yeah … guess so.”

“Great. In that case, you need to sign this.” Theo slid a contract across the table.

“What’s this?”

“A talent release form. Something that says you give us permission to run this commercial with you in it.”

Hans signed without asking any questions. Theo folded the contract carefully and placed it in his shirt pocket.

“I’m just going to the gents’,” he said. He weaved through the tight cluster of tables to the back of the room, where the jukebox was once again playing Beastie Boys.

A double door led to a short corridor with the gents’ toilet at the end. Theo went in and stood at the urinal, studying the ceiling’s flaking paint as he relieved himself.

After he finished, he went to the washbasin. As he wrung his hands under the running tap, he heard it: a short, sharp burst, like a stray drum and bass note. The room shook as if jolted by a tremor. The mirror cracked into a spiderweb. Puffs of dust dropped from the ceiling as the light flickered and died.

Theo used the glow from his mobile phone to guide him to the door. He counted to ten before opening it. Smoke flew in his face, sending fiery needles into his eyes, nose and throat. He squinted through the cordite fumes, mouth covered, exiting the corridor through a door that hung lopsided on one hinge.

The bar was unrecognizable in the light of the sparking jukebox. Voices rose from the floor, dismembered cries that sounded more animal than human. Every now and then, his foot landed on something squishy, as if he were in a swamp. A sick feeling rose in his stomach when he thought of what it might be. He hastened to the end of the room and crawled through a hole blown by the blast.

A voice yelled as he emerged into the daylight.

“Cut!”

It was Miguel. The Colombian was in a director’s chair, dressed in a grey suit and back-to-front baseball cap. Behind him, a movie camera retreated on tracking rails.

Theo dusted himself off and looked back at the hole, expecting Hans to come out. Then he realized Hans wouldn’t be coming. Not then. Not ever. The sight of his blood-soaked brogues triggered a spasm of nausea.

“Did you get him to sign the talent release?” Miguel asked. The serpent eyes under the visor drilled Theo.

He nodded and handed over the contract from his pocket.

“Good job.”

Theo had just turned to leave when a voice called from the other side of the road. It was Walter, his client, alongside his colleague, Nick.

Walter crooked a finger, beckoning Theo. His eyes were glassy while the Englishman’s were bloodshot, both smelling like they’d drunk an entire brewery between them.

“We’re going to a club,” Walter said in a conspiratorial whisper. “Want to come?”

“He means the strip club,” Nick said loudly.

“Shhh.” Walter nudged his companion. “Do you want the whole world to know?”

“You guys go. I’m … I’m not in the mood,” Theo said.

“That wasn’t Hans in there. You do know that, don’t you?” Nick said. “That was a double. It’s all a game, mate. Subprime yesterday, Afterlife Dollars today. You can’t take this shit seriously. Come on. Let’s look at some tits.”

“What part of ‘no’ don’t you understand? Leave me alone,” Theo hissed. He turned to go, but Nick snaffled his wrist and dragged him toward a taxi waiting by the curbside.

“Let go!” Theo shouted.

He woke up kicking and punching, stopping when he realized it had been a nightmare. He was not in some dusty Mumbai street, but in his bedroom, a familiar darkness lit by the wan glow from his digital clock. The sheets lay in a swirl by his feet. The breeze stirred rangy shadows in the window.

He turned on the TV, filling the room with pale, flickering light. Resting his head on a stack of pillows, he watched a rerun of an old football game for the remainder of the night.


8.

INSIDE THE BRIGHT-GREEN WAITING ROOM, Theo closed the out-of-date magazine and sighed with exhaustion.

“Shouldn’t be too long,” the receptionist responded with a look of sympathy.

He nodded and closed his eyes. The nightmares had been occurring for three weeks now. The last time he’d experienced anything like this was after his mother’s death. Time had erased memories of what transpired in those visions, but he remembered waking up, kicking off the sheet. He’d sit up and hug his knees, dealing with it the only way a nine-year-old could: cry, and cry softly, no louder than a sob because he was afraid he’d disturb his father, sleeping in the next room.

In his little head, he was convinced that the old man held Theo responsible for his mother’s death. When Theo came home from school, he’d find the strapping Nordic figure hunched over the potter’s wheel, not acknowledging Theo’s presence. None of the usual questions: How was school? What did you learn today? Later, they ate microwave dinners in silence, talking only when the gravy needed passing.

Then one night, Theo woke up with an almighty scream that brought his father to the room. He buried himself in his father’s chest, pressing into the smell of sweat, clay and plaster. Father patted him awkwardly and waited till he stopped crying before depositing a little blue pill in his palm.

“This is going to make you feel better.”

It sure did. Next morning, Theo woke up feeling rested but a bit dull, as if some part of his brain had been surgically removed. He went to school and did all the things he’d normally do, except he didn’t feel like talking much to anyone. And that’s when he understood that Dad’s reticence had nothing to do with anger, but the pill working its magic. And that’s why he was there in the garish waiting room, to get more of those pills. Fortunately, he didn’t have to wait too long, as the receptionist uttered the magic words, “The doctor will see you now.”

He was ushered into a small office, this one painted fleshy pink. The doctor was a hirsute Turkish man with a smiling face. His name was embroidered on his white coat: Osman, although Mathias referred to him as “Dealer” on account of his relaxed attitude toward prescribing sedatives.

“I need something for my jet lag,” Theo said. “Something stronger than usual.”

The doctor slanted an eyebrow.

“I’m just having more trouble sleeping this time. You know how it is sometimes?” Theo smiled.

“How long has this been going on for?”

“Uh … about two weeks.”

“Are you sure it’s jet lag?”

“I have been traveling a lot.”

Just give me the goddamn pills.

The doctor gave him a searching look and printed out a prescription.

“Thank you,” Theo said.

“Wait,” the doctor said as he was about to leave. He gave him another printout.

“A referral to see a therapist.”

Theo pocketed the referral with no intention of using it. What was a therapist going to say that he didn’t already know? That the Hans in his dream wasn’t real, but just a sock puppet for a conscience that was all too eager to pin the guilt for selling Afterlife Dollar investments? But let’s try and be objective here: was it Afterlife Dollars that killed Hans?

Currency was an inanimate object. It possessed neither the desire nor the ability to press a detonation switch. Money wasn’t the root of all evil, humans were. Besides, nothing was forever. Years from now, no one would even be talking about Afterlife Dollar investments. They’d have moved on to the next thing. He just needed something to get through this.

The little blue pill.


9.

THEO JERKED AWAKE WHEN THE PHONE RANG. He stared blankly at his surroundings like someone who’d risen from years in a coma, although he’d been sleeping only a few minutes.

Where am I?

A room—no, a cubicle: grey walls, black tiles, white light, tinkle of running water.

The office toilet.

The phone stopped ringing. Then a second later, it rang again, forcing Theo to answer.

“Hello.”

“Where have you been? I must have rung you at least a million times.” Mathias’s voice crackled in his ear.

“Sorry, I was meaning to call.”

“You sound like shit. What’s wrong?”

Theo grimaced.

I feel like shit.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept a full eight hours. All he knew was the nightmares had started in summer. Now it was autumn. He’d tried all sorts of pills: blue ones, red ones, yellow ones, white ones. Nothing worked. And the only way he could get through grueling twelve-hour workdays was through naps like the one he’d woken up from, a trick he’d learnt from Nick, who had a one-month-old baby. He felt like a string stretched to the limit of tautness. How long before he snapped?

“Theo. Are you there?”

“Yes, yes, sorry. I’m fine. Just busy.”

“I bet. Have you got a costume for tomorrow?”

“What’s tomorrow?”

“Ha! Knew you’d forget. My Halloween party.”

“Mathias, I—”

“What the hell’s going on? You don’t come out. You don’t answer my calls. I want you there tomorrow. No excuses.”

After finishing the call, Theo flushed the toilet. At the sink, he wrung his hands under the tap, staring at a face broken by insomnia: sallow skin; muddy, bruised eyes; cheeks swollen from the comfort food and chocolate bars he was eating to get through the day. He hissed at his reflection and dragged himself back to his desk.

The long call-center table was empty at lunch hour. He sat down and widened his eyes to make himself more awake, then turned his attention to the document open on one of his screens. Normally, he’d finish this report in an hour. But in his present state, everything took infinitely longer. He frowned at the blinking cursor on the screen, urging his brain to think. Then he resumed writing.

A few paragraphs later, he found his concentration wavering, his mind distracted by thoughts of Mathias’s party.

Snorting angrily, he opened a fresh browser window and typed “Halloween costumes.”

The search engine furnished an array of ghost and spook images. He stared at the screen, once again frustrated by a blank mind.

Just pick something.

But the fog of sleep deprivation rendered him incapable of this seemingly simple decision. He scrolled mindlessly: up, down, up, down, up, down, up, down, until finally paralysis turned to rage.

Fuck the costume. Fuck the report. Fuck this job. Fuck everything.

He pushed the chair back and rose, ready to kick the computer, when he heard a voice behind him.

“You better not be surfing porn.”

“Miguel.” Theo turned around and smiled nervously. How long had he been standing there?

“What’s this?” the Colombian asked, peering officiously at Theo’s screen.

“I’ve got a Halloween party on Saturday,” Theo replied, heart running.

Did I just come close to a meltdown?

“Saturday?” Miguel frowned. “I don’t remember giving you the weekend off.” He laughed at his own joke.

Theo responded with a plastic smile, one he was able to furnish on demand these days.

“Grim Reaper,” Miguel suggested. “Go as the Grim Reaper.”

“Good one,” Theo said, glad that someone had made that decision for him. He returned to his seat and shuffled his papers in the hope that Miguel would leave. But the Colombian dragged over a chair and sat next to him, hands steepled, drilling with those serpentine eyes.

Theo stiffened. What now?

“Do you remember what I said to you a couple of months ago?” Miguel asked.

Theo swallowed.

“You were so negative and detail-obsessed. I gave you a kick up the butt and look at you now … my star player. Way ahead on the leaderboard.” Miguel beamed. “Your efforts have ensured our product will be a huge success. That’s why I’ve decided to make you a member of the Ninja Council. Welcome aboard, Theo. You’re a Ninja now,” he proclaimed, as if awarding a knighthood. In the world of Alpha Capital, it was like the knighthood. An honor that came with an invitation to Miguel’s Monday breakfast club, an unparalleled opportunity to kiss his ass and earn your next promotion. But right then, Theo craved one thing more than a promotion, a raise, or a seat on the damn Ninja Council. Sleep. To sleep and never wake up, because if he did, he was afraid he’d never go back to sleep again.


10.

THE APARTMENT WAS A GROTTO OF BLACKED-out windows and pumpkin lights. Bats and crescent moons, dangling from the ceiling, twirled in the air. Mathias was dressed like the clown from It: white face, red nose, fuzzy orange wig stuck to his bald head.

He stood back, appraising Theo’s Grim Reaper costume.

“Is everything okay? You don’t look so great,” he asked.

Theo sighed. He was about to mention the insomnia. But something stopped him—pride, or perhaps he was more like his father than he thought. A man who believed that pain was private, even when going through cancer.

Besides, the person he really ought to talk to was a therapist. The near-meltdown at work the previous day had finally convinced him to pick up the phone and make an appointment. Something he should’ve done weeks earlier.

“It’s work stress,” he said. “I’m doing crazy hours.”

“Have you had any pussy since Valerie left?”

Theo rolled his eyes. “Not all problems in the world relate to sex.”

“Most do. Get yourself a drink. We’re going to have fun tonight.” Mathias winked.

The drinks were in the kitchen, wine, liquor and cola bottles scattered haphazardly on a wooden bench. A window overlooked the fire escape and lights in the back garden. Theo leaned his scythe against the fridge and tipped some vodka into a Styrofoam cup.

“Theo!” a voice shouted, nearly causing him to spill his drink.

Mara’s bony figure was standing behind him, blonde hair tied in a ponytail, hands tucked in her parka pockets. Seemed she’d picked the most appropriate costume for a Halloween party: coming as herself.

“Are you involved with Afterlife Dollar investments?” she asked point-blank.

“Yes … I mean, no.”

She gasped. “My God. How could you? After Hans …”

“Don’t drag Hans into this. This isn’t about him.”

“Then what’s it about?”

He cleared his throat. “A bunch of investors wanting to capitalize on an undervalued asset.”

“Undervalued asset?” she scoffed. “Why don’t you be honest and say this is all about your bonus? That’s what you people really care about, isn’t it? Do you have any idea what’s going on out there while you’re chasing your bonuses?”

“No, Mara. You tell me.”

“Pull your head out of your ass and you might be able to see for yourself.”

She turned on her heel and stormed back to the living room.

The cup crackled in Theo’s hand. He drank the vodka and poured another one, then went in search of Mathias.

He located his friend near the fireplace, talking to a bunch of people. A woman dressed like Maleficent, with a tight black dress and two symmetrical animal horns rising from her hair. Beside her was a man in an orange jump-suit and hockey mask, and next to him, a stocky man with a green face.

“Everybody, this is Theo,” Mathias said, drawing him into the group. “My partner in crime, although I’m sad to report, we’re not committing many crimes these days.”

“Hey, are you the banker?” the man with the hockey mask asked.

“Yes.” Theo leaned forward and whispered, “But please keep it to yourself. I’ve been telling everyone I work for a tobacco company. Less chance someone’s going to want to punch me.”

The comment drew a wry smile from Maleficent.

“Do you have anything to do with Afterlife Dollars? Because if you did, that would be so appropriate,” Hockey Mask remarked.

Theo looked at him. “What do you mean?”

“Isn’t there a custom where you leave a coin in the mouth of a dead person for the Grim Reaper?”

“You’ve got your wires crossed,” Green Face said. “That coin is for the boatman who ferries you across the Styx.”

Maleficent rolled her eyes. “Don’t tell me you people believe in this nonsense?”

“Don’t be so quick to dismiss it. Of all the theories I’ve heard on the subject of the afterlife, this one makes the most sense,” Green Face countered.

“What? That God is mercenary?” Maleficent frowned.

“If there were a compassionate god, how would you explain the Holocaust and leukemia in children? There’s no compassion in nature,” Green Face preached. “Nature is cruel. This whole business of compassion is a figment of our imagination. Just like morality. I mean, if you tell me moral boundaries are necessary because if everyone did as they pleased, society would descend into chaos, I buy that. But don’t tell me that it’s going to determine the outcome of our afterlives. That doesn’t make sense. Yet for centuries, we’ve been led down this garden path by a succession of prophets. As far as I’m concerned, only two people have come remotely close to understanding the truth. One of them’s Charles Darwin.”

“And who’s the other?” Theo asked, bemused.

“Adam Smith. And his god didn’t have seven archangels, but two. Supply and Demand. God is the invisible hand,” Green Face declared.

You are full of shit, Theo thought. Adam Smith was about making capital work for society, not the other way around. But it was pointless arguing with someone who was in love with the sound of his own voice.

“Wow. So you think supply-demand explains everything?” Maleficent snorted. “You know what? Half the world’s problems are caused by people like you who try and break down a vast, mysterious phenomenon into glib sound bites.”

“And the other half are caused by people like you who cling to outdated ideas,” Green Face shot back, determined to have the last word.

Theo pressed his fingers into his temples. The bickering was giving him a headache. He noticed Mathias had bailed from the group and he considered doing the same.

“Besides,” Green Face continued, “if Afterlife Dollars weren’t real, would big banks be investing in it?”

Theo gulped down his drink.

“What do you say, Grim Reaper?” Maleficent asked.

Theo blinked. “What?”

“Are Afterlife Dollars real?” Maleficent studied him with dark, probing eyes.

No, they aren’t. Banks are only investing in them to engineer a price rise.

That’s what he should’ve said. But he couldn’t, because he’d pushed these words so far down his throat that they were now entombed under the towering weight of lies and glib rationalizations.

“Excuse me.”

He hurried back to the kitchen. His hands shook as he filled his cup with more vodka and gulped it down.

Big banks wouldn’t be investing in Afterlife Dollars if it weren’t for real.

In all the time he’d been selling Afterlife Dollar investments to his clients, he hadn’t reckoned with this: the industry giving credence to a lie, helping it spread. Was that the reason for the nightmares and insomnia? Because some part of his subconscious knew this?

He downed another shot of vodka, then filled his cup. He staggered into the living room, drink in one hand, the other leaning on the scythe as if it were a walking stick. The room shimmered with fuzzy outlines and discordant voices. Someone called out his name from the blur. A familiar face stared through a veil: dark hair, high cheekbones, femme-fatale eyes. A bloodstained bridal dress draped her slender frame.

“Valerie.”

“I’d like you to meet Jan,” she said.

It was him. The gorilla from her Facebook photos. His thick arm was looped around her waist, the broad face lit by a smile, as if he could read Theo’s torment. Next moment, he rubbed it in by planting his lips on hers. She closed her eyes and welcomed his mouth.

Theo looked away, but the picture was already in his eyes and the mind was running with it, turning this snapshot into a short film. Jan’s big hands wandering all over a body that once slept next to Theo’s. Fingers slipping under the dress and a moment later, twirling a G-string. Then Valerie on all fours, back arched, dress hitched up over her waist as Jan fucked her.

Theo hurriedly finished his drink and went back to the kitchen.


11.

THEO OPENED HIS EYES TO YELLOW LIGHT, bright and beautiful, like daubs in a Van Gogh painting. It poured into the room in angled shafts, spreading in a pool along the white floorboards and climbing up the chest of drawers. And that could mean only one thing.

Sleep! At last! He bounced and sat up, but the joy was cut short by a blinding pain in his skull. He clutched his head and grimaced.

What happened last night?

He tried to remember, but all his memory offered was dismembered flashes: running into Mara, conversing with Mathias’s friends, bumping into Valerie and her new boyfriend. After that, a vast expanse of black.

So was that all it took to cure the insomnia? Getting plastered?

The phone rang on the bedside table. Theo answered.

“You’re alive!” Mathias exclaimed.

“Just about,” Theo croaked. “I don’t remember a thing.”

“I’m not surprised. You were on a mission. You were hilarious.”

“What do you mean, hilarious?”

“You were so messed up by Valerie, you went around asking chicks for a revenge fuck.”

“No!” Theo cringed.

“The funny thing is, it almost worked. You were making a pretty good pitch, but you were too sloppy to close the sale. Too drunk. Then after a while, you went dark. You went around telling everyone not to buy Afterlife Dollars. How it was total bullshit. You even had a go at one of my friends.”

“Which one?”

“Aaron. The guy with the green face. The two of you almost came to blows.”

Theo grimaced with embarrassment. “Shit. I’m sorry. Can you please say that to him? That I’m terribly sorry?”

“Don’t worry. The guy’s a dickhead. But at that point, I thought it might be a good idea to bring you home.”

“Thanks. I owe you one.”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s the least I could do after all the entertainment you provided. By the way, what’s this Afterlife Dollars thing?”

“Some shit happening at work. I can’t bear to talk about it right now.”

“Fair enough. I’ll leave you to it. Happy hangover.”

After the call with Mathias, Theo put the phone away and berated himself. After nearly drowning at the Last School Day party seventeen years earlier, he’d resolved never to get blind drunk again. He made up for his lack of an off switch by devising various strategies to ensure moderation: one and one (one glass of water after every drink), tactical spew, setting alarms, ordering taxis in advance. By and large, these had served him well. Until Mathias’s party.

But that wasn’t just some mad drinking binge. It had occurred after weeks of insomnia, followed by a series of events: the encounter with Mara, the conversation with Mathias’s friends, the shock of seeing Valerie with the other man. Everything coming together to create a perfect storm. And let’s not forget the end result: sleep. For the first time in weeks.

He felt it coming on again, swaying down through the air in the room like a parachute bearing relief supplies. He slid down in the bed, eyelids growing heavy as his head struck the pillow, a smile spreading across his face as he drifted off. Beautiful sleep. Back again in less than twenty-four hours.

Meanwhile, somewhere in the recesses of his skull, he heard a voice:

Big banks wouldn’t be investing in Afterlife Dollars if it weren’t for real.

But he pushed the voice away. Because for now, the desire for sleep overpowered anything his conscience could throw at him.
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WHEN HE OPENED his eyes, the room was cloaked in darkness. Outside the window, apartments were hunched in the Sunday gloom. People were finishing dinner, doing laundry or watching another mindless talent show. Theo sat up, disoriented with the jet lag of going to hell and back.

According to the clock’s milky digits, he’d slept for eight hours and fortyseven minutes. This on top of the previous night. The feast after a famine.

He sprang out of his bed, feeling half human for the first time in weeks. Downstairs, he frowned at the state of the kitchen: the precarious tower of dirty dishes in the sink, crumbs and stains on the steel countertop, condiments and sauce bottles littered everywhere, the oven clock still showing summer time. The very fact that these things were bothering him was another sign of returning normalcy.

He was about to embark on a cleaning mission when he noticed something unusual: his laptop on the dining table, a long cable snaking from its USB port to a video camera on the tripod.

The phone vibrated in his pocket. A text message from Mathias.

“Check Facebook.”

He went to the computer and hit the space bar to awaken it from sleep mode. A Facebook page emerged from the black of the screen saver. He gaped when he saw it.

“Theo van Aartsen posted a video. 1:07 a.m.”

He hit play, his heart convulsing with dread. A moment later, he was looking at himself in the Grim Reaper costume, standing in the same spot he was in now, his black shape contrasting with the white of the pantry door as he solemnly addressed the camera:

“Hey there. For those of you who don’t know me, I’m the Grim Reaper, the harvester of souls. The last person you’ll see before you die. Not in this instance, of course. Because although I’m more a stay-in-the-shadows-and-sneak-up-behind-you than a post-a-video-on-Facebook type of guy, there’s something I need to get off my chest.

“Afterlife Dollars? Really? I thought you people were smarter than that.

“First of all, just so we’re all clear, there’s no such thing as an afterlife. No shopping malls, beach resorts, amusement parks or any of the other bullshit you see in those TV adverts. When I kiss you goodnight, that’s it.

“Second, to all those big banks investing in Afterlife Dollars and perpetuating this lie: if you’re going to make money fishing in my lake, then at least have the decency to cut me in. Let’s talk profit sharing from Afterlife Dollar investments. Because without me, this racket wouldn’t be possible. How about sixty? Too much? Okay, fifty? Forty?

“You know what? Forget it. Keep your stinking money. I’ve got no use for it. Just stay the hell out of my territory, okay?

“Get off my turf.”

Theo gasped when he saw the number beneath the video player. 1,217,836 views.

He stared, hand on mouth. How could he not remember any of this?

He exhaled through his nose. Then chortled, which soon progressed to loud laughter, echoing in the empty room. When things were bad, you cried. But when they were this fucked, you had to stand back and applaud the irony: all the things he’d been doing to muzzle his conscience, and this happened. There was something perversely funny about this denouement—being date-raped by your own conscience.


12.

ANOTHER GOOD NIGHT’S SLEEP. EVEN BETTER than the one before. The kind of sleep you’d wake from to find you were missing a kidney. The result of going to bed not fearing the worst, because the worst had already happened. And that morning, Theo was luxuriating in the knowledge that for the first time in fourteen years, he didn’t need to be up at five a.m. to check the markets. No need to be at his desk for the seven a.m. meeting with the research team. And no Miguel.

He was a free man. Fucked maybe, but free.

The first thing he did after rising was hunt for his jogging clothes. They were in the closet, neatly folded, ready to taste sweat after a long time. He covered himself from head to toe, ensuring his pocket was stocked with tissues. Then he set off in the chilly morning air.

After finishing a lap in Vondelpark, where he inhaled razors with each breath, he crossed over to Grachtengordel. A city with gabled buildings and centuries of ghosts was waking up to another day. Cyclists with steaming breath pedaled doggedly into a wall of cold. Men in bright vests guided dumpsters into narrow lanes. The canals were quiet and still, yellow elm leaves floating like lily pads amidst the houseboats.

He cut a zigzag through the narrow, cobbled streets, admiring his surroundings as if he were seeing them for the first time. The fairy-tale buildings of Spiegelkwartier with blue-and-white Delftware vases in the windows. The spear-shaped buildings on Prinsengracht, leaning this way and that, crowned by an assortment of bell, neck and step gables: fashion statements of a golden age, each telling a story. Then the grand merchant houses of Herengracht, with large windows and history quietly subsumed in the masonry of greys, browns and reds.

There was nothing that screamed grandeur in the egalitarian skyline. No tall cathedrals, domineering castles or monuments that tried to impose an ideology or dogma. And that’s why he’d chosen to put down roots there after short stints in New York, London and Singapore. Because the city didn’t try to mold you, or suck you into a vortex of humanity and spit you out. It just let you be.

The bells of Noorderkerk signaled he was entering the gentrified streets of Jordaan. He counted eight rings. At this time, in a parallel universe, he’d be trapped in a meeting room that was either too hot or too cold. In that universe, the catheter plugged into his chest would slowly be draining his soul. The realization gave his faltering lungs a second wind, carrying him past the canal district to the wide streets of Haarlemmerbuurt.

Finally, he stopped at a pier and gasped loudly with his hands on his knees. His limbs ached with the pain of an out-of-shape body that had been pushed to its limit. But he was enjoying it like he’d enjoyed everything else the morning had bestowed upon him.

On the other side of the harbor, cranes swung amidst the box-shaped buildings of Amsterdam North, a city in the throes of growing pains. A blue-and-white ferry, bound for Centraal, threaded a straight line between the buoys.

Theo leaned toward the edge. The tea-colored water, sloshing at the barnacled piling, stirred something in the depths of his memory. The night he nearly drowned.

He recalled the rush of sobriety upon hitting the cold water. The panic when alcohol had erased memory of the front stroke. Limbs flailed wildly as he wrestled with a river that was a shape-shifting mass with strength and will.

He fought the blackness beneath his waist that was dragging him under, with every available ounce of strength. But muscles choking in carbon dioxide tired quickly.

Water gushed into his mouth and nose, filling his lungs. Feet turned to deadweights and he sank like a stone, panic gone, angst gone, mind blank yet lucid, completely at one with the river that was swallowing him. Black dissolved to white when he closed his eyes. Voices floated through his consciousness, wispy and familiar. He plunged through pleasant depths, fully aware that these hallucinations were machinations of an oxygen-starved temporal lobe, one last high before the big sleep. But the bliss of emptiness was so sublime, he wished he could’ve bottled it.

Surrender. What a beautiful feeling.
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THE TOWERS OF World Trade Center Amsterdam blinked at each other in the afternoon sun. The steel-and-glass facade rose from the ground like a thirty-foot tidal wave, frozen in its apogee. Theo entered through the revolving doors, clad in a navy puffer jacket and jeans. It was the first time he’d arrived at these premises in anything other than a grey suit and tan brogues. There was a dress code for coming to work, but none for getting fired. As he walked down the corridor, one step behind his reflection on the polished floor, he felt a tingle of nerves for the first time in the day. That he was going to get fired was a forgone conclusion. The question was what kind of horrors the lawyers were going to visit upon him.

Inside the arcade, the Italian cafe was winding down after the lunchtime rush. The man in the dry-cleaning shop hunched over the counter, absorbed in a magazine.

The escalator delivered Theo to a skylit lobby adorned with artworks and trees in oversized pots. A security guard with a sharp buzz cut rose behind a granite desk. He motioned for Theo to stop, and blurted into his walkie-talkie. Theo glanced nervously at the ceiling, half expecting a SWAT team to rappel down and pin him to the floor.

A few moments later, another guard came to fetch him, a muscly Middle Eastern man with the humorless expression of an official at a border crossing. He escorted Theo through the gate to the bank of lifts.

The lift shot up like a rocket bound for the moon before decelerating to a swift halt. “Sixteenth floor,” crowed the speaker above the button panel. “Dead man walking” might have been more appropriate.

The door opened noiselessly, blowing a draft of toxic air into his face. The receptionist glanced up from her computer. He felt her eyes follow him as he entered the corridor behind her desk. Outside the boardroom, a group of people from Fixed Income stopped conversing and stared at him.

In some ways, he’d been dreading this more than facing Miguel, the judgement from colleagues, the bemused glances, the whispers of contempt behind his back. And yet right at that moment, as he walked through the office, he felt no desire to run away and hide in a hole. Quite the contrary—his mouth turned up with a benevolent smile as he peered into the calcified souls that filled the cubicles around him. They were trapped there in this gilded prison. He no longer was.

Soon, they arrived at a large glass office in the northwest corner of the building. The woman guarding it had sharp bangs and all the friendliness of a door bitch. Go in, she gestured.

Theo steeled himself with a deep breath and pushed the door open. The room was bigger than it appeared from outside, a cavernous grey chamber washed by the low afternoon sun. A blood-red electric guitar autographed by Eddie van Halen hung on one wall, its polished pickup blinking at a gold-plated AK-47 on the opposite wall. The weapon allegedly belonged to a slain Mexican cartel boss, an odd choice of collectible when you considered Miguel’s father was murdered by drug lords. Then again, maybe not so odd.

The Colombian was seated behind a large, curving desk, attired in a crisp white shirt and a tie that set off his yellow eyes.

“Sit,” he ordered, eyes on the computer.

Theo lowered himself into the chair and studied the sparse desk: a table lamp, document trays, an old-fashioned pen stand angled precisely at forty-five degrees. A photograph of Miguel holding a shotgun across his chest, posing beside a dead lion.

A sour taste rose in Theo’s mouth. His gaze moved from the person in the photo to the one sitting across the desk. Miguel stopped typing and stared at Theo, steepling his hands under his chin.

“I thought you were going to play me a song,” Theo said. “Hit the Road Jack.”

Miguel sneered. “A bit gay.”

“You can’t say things like that in this day and age. It’s not appropriate.” Theo said, even though failure to adhere to political correctness was the least egregious of the Colombian’s sins.

“Never mind my homophobia. Let’s talk about you.” Miguel inhaled sharply and opened his drawer.

“You know, I had one of these made for you,” he said, holding a star between his thumb and index finger.

“What is it?”

“Ninja star. Even has your name on it. I was going to give it to you today.” The Colombian scowled and threw the personalized corporate trinket back in his drawer.

“Do you know what’s happening while we’re flogging Afterlife Dollar investments? People out there think this toxic piece of shit is real. Because of us,” Theo said.

The Colombian shrugged. “People believe what they want to believe.”

“I’m curious. What does a man like you believe? I’m going out on a limb and assuming you don’t believe in a god?”

“I’d rather believe in the devil. He gave us rock music, and no one’s ever killed anyone in his name.”

Theo gave a wry smile. Another punch line. That’s probably what he did in his spare time. Stand in the front of the mirror and crank out dialogue.

“I also believe when opportunity comes knocking, you answer the door. And that morality is absolute. You can’t cherry-pick when you choose to apply it. Do you think all those companies you’ve been investing in all these years are run by Mother Teresas?”

“I don’t,” Theo said. “But when there’s no black and white, you just have to draw a line at an acceptable shade of grey.”

“You think I’m an asshole, don’t you?” Miguel snarled.

“I didn’t say that.”

“But that’s what you think. Let me tell you something. Nice people make you feel warm and fuzzy, but assholes get the job done. That’s a historical fact. Hitler. Asshole extraordinaire, but didn’t he get Germany out of the worst depression in history? Ditto for Stalin. If it weren’t for the gulags, Russia would be a country of peasants. If I didn’t do what I did, this company would be in the scrap heap.”

“You’re proudly comparing yourself to two of the biggest mass murderers in history?” Theo gaped.

“I get the job done.” Miguel pounded the desk, causing the photo to topple. The one in which he’d proudly posed after shooting a defenseless animal.

What a sad fucker, Theo thought as he watched the Colombian stand the photo upright and fuss over it as if it were a treasured family picture. The guy had nothing, apart from a big ego and a repertoire of one-liners. What did you say to someone like that? You might as well be talking to a piece of flat-pack furniture.

On that note, Theo decided that it was time to go. There was no need for him to sit there and listen to this crap. Not when he’d been fired.

“Oh, so now you want to leave?” Miguel whined when he saw Theo rise. “Aren’t you at least going to thank me?”

“For what?” Theo snorted.

“The board wanted to get the lawyers involved. But I said we don’t need to fuck you any more than you’ve already fucked yourself.”

Of course. Now it made sense. He’d been summoned not for threat of legal action but because the Colombian wanted his dick stroked one last time. Well, fuck you, Miguel. Stroke your own dick, or get one of your Ninjas to do it for you.

“Actually, there is one thing I should thank you for,” Theo said. “The Grim Reaper costume. That was your suggestion.”

After leaving Miguel’s office, he was escorted to the thirteenth floor, where a stern-looking HR woman gave him his termination papers and a cardboard box containing all his things. He accepted them with a sarcastic thanks.

As he walked past the reception area and stepped through the sliding doors, there was no urge to look over his shoulder for one last glance at the office he’d worked in for seven years. There was nothing to look back at.

The lift deposited him in the lobby, where he noticed a flurry of activity. A security guard barked at his walkie-talkie, gesturing furiously. A few others rushed toward the entrance. Theo shrugged and carried on at a leisurely pace.

When he approached the shopping arcade, he noticed that the cafe staff were all at the window, looking at something. He couldn’t see what it was, as their bodies blocked his view.

He went past them, through the revolving doors. As soon as he stepped outside, the box fell from his hand.

From the billboard at Amsterdam Zuid station to the columns of the ring road flyover, his entire field of vision was enveloped in black. They were pouring in from everywhere: the ramp from the station, steps descending from the bus stops, streets that came from the city in the north and Zuidas in the south. Inky tributaries converging from all directions and filling every inch of available space in the square.

Hundreds of Grim Reapers shouting, “GET OFF MY TURF!”


13.

THE DOORBELL RANG TWICE. IN THE CORRIDOR, Theo was quiet and still, as if hiding from a debt collector. He was convinced it was the HR lady from work, bearing a message from Miguel. Or worse, the Colombian himself, there to do the honors.

I’ve changed my mind. We’re going to sue your ass to kingdom come.

Theo glanced nervously at the silhouette in the frosted door panel, silently commanding it to go away.

The bell rang again. This time, the finger stayed pressed on it.

He drew breath and opened the door gingerly.

“Mara!” he exclaimed, both surprised and relieved when he saw her parka-clad figure on his doorstep.

“Have you seen the news?” Her eyes shone with excitement.

“What news?”

She pushed past him and entered his house.

“Your shoes!” he cried as she stamped muddy footprints on the pristine floorboards. “Leave your filthy shoes outside.”

But she marched straight to the living room and stood beside the coffee table, confounded by his array of remotes.

“Which one’s for the TV?”

He picked up the silver wand and pointed it at the wall. The big-screen TV lit up with the news broadcast:

“At first glance, this boisterous gathering of Grim Reapers on this chilly New York morning might look like a spillover from the Halloween weekend. However, it seems these people are here not to play trick or treat, but to send a message to Wall Street.”

Theo stared open-mouthed at the army of placard-bearing Grim Reapers gathered in the forecourt of the neoclassical New York Stock Exchange building. It was hard to estimate their numbers, but they pretty much filled the screen, all shouting, “Get off my turf!”

His line.

The news report continued. “The protests, inspired by a viral video from an Amsterdam-based asset manager, target Afterlife Dollar investments. Similar scenes are being reported in the financial districts of London, Paris, Frankfurt, Hong Kong and Tokyo.”

Theo fell onto the sofa. “This is … insane,” he stammered.

“Tell me about it. I had to beg and plead just to get half a dozen people to attend a protest last week. And you? You get drunk, post a video and this happens,” she said with a smattering of envy in her voice.

“Wasn’t my intention. Hell, I can’t even remember making the video.”

“How can you not remember?”

Theo shrugged. It was a question he’d asked himself time and again. Writing a script, memorizing it, filming, editing. All tasks requiring considerable skill and application. How could all this have occurred when he was non compos mentis?

“You must join us,” she said, gripping his arm.

“Are you crazy?” He shook her away. “Perhaps you forget who I am. A banker. I’m the one you protest against.”

“Not anymore. Didn’t they fire you?” She sniggered.

“Go away.” He glared at her.

“As you wish. There’s a protest in Dam Square tomorrow. Let me know if you want to join the party you started.”

She rose and left the room. He listened to her trailing footsteps and sighed. The video. The sacking. And now this. It was as if he were on a merry-go-round and the person operating it had collapsed in the booth.

Something in the corner of his vision caught his eye.

“Mara!” he shouted when he noticed muddy boot prints all over his white rug.
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AS AFTERNOON TURNED to evening, the darkening sky sucked away the optimism from earlier in the day. Theo hunched in his study, dealing with the realities of being unemployed. The lamp shone a pale light on a desk blanketed by bank statements, property papers, share certificates and a host of other documents.

For someone who advised companies what to do with their money, his own finances were a mess. He spent the next couple of hours trying to sort through them, organizing papers into orderly piles, labelling them with color-coded sticky notes.

The exercise reminded him of the time he had to tidy up his father’s finances after his death. He remembered the shock upon seeing the old man’s bank book. The balance was eight hundred twenty-seven euro, forty-one cents. Not even a grand. And a month prior to that, Theo had described a hundred-and-fifty-thousand-euro bonus as piddly.

Yet his problem right this moment wasn’t one of perspective, but liquidity. Most of his money was tied up in investments: two flats in Grachtengordel and one in Oud-West, not to mention the house he was living in, and shareholdings including the uninvested options in Alpha Capital that he’d been bizarrely allowed to retain.

There was contingency cash in the bank, the equivalent of six months’ expenses, but he could stretch that to nine if he lived frugally. Was that enough time to find another job? He recalled Miguel’s parting words to him:

We don’t need to fuck you any more than you’ve already fucked yourself.

The industry didn’t look too kindly upon whistleblowers and protestors. The video was bound to be a stain on his resume. The question was just how bad a stain.

What if the worst happened? What if he never got another job? Ever? What was he going to do?

Theo swallowed.

This job was his life. Ever since he was a kid, it was all he’d wanted to do. While most boys dreamed of flying planes or driving fire trucks, he dreamt of working in a bank. Sad, but true. This choice was guided partly by his precocious numerical ability. And then, there was Mr. De Graaf, a stockbroker whose larger-than-life figure and purring Lamborghini stirred something in little Theo’s breast. Each time Mr. De Graaf visited his father’s pottery studio, they played a game. Mr. De Graaf would lower himself to Theo’s height and pose a math question: What is four hundred seventy-five divided by thirteen? If a farmer had one hundred forty-four cows and he wanted to divide these among his five sons such that the eldest one got one more than the second who got one more than the third and so on, how many cows would each get?

And each time Theo answered correctly, Mr. De Graaf would reward him with some fancy American chocolate bar, while his father stood to one side, frowning. It seemed Mr. De Graaf’s custom was welcome but not his influence. Perceptive for his age, Theo had learnt that his father could moan all he wanted, but the months that Mr. De Graaf didn’t visit, they ate potatoes for dinner.

Then one day, Mr. De Graaf asked him a question: “If there are ten cookies in a jar and each costs two guilders, how much would I pay for the entire jar?”

“Twenty,” Theo answered immediately, his hand outstretched in expectation of an easily earned chocolate bar.

“Wrong. The correct answer is, ‘It depends,’” Mr. De Graaf said.

Theo’s face shrank with disappointment. “Depends on what?”

“Many things. If the cookies have been sitting in the jar for a long time and the shopkeeper’s keen to get rid of them before they turn soggy, he might give them to you for a discount, maybe ten guilders instead of twenty. On the other hand, if there’s another boy in the shop who wants the cookies as much as you, the shopkeeper might ask for thirty or forty or fifty. Depends on how badly you want them or, more importantly, how much you don’t want the other boy to have them. Mathematics is meaningless without an understanding of human nature. Combine the two and the world is yours,” Mr. De Graaf said, patting a wonder-struck Theo’s cheek. His first lesson on the markets, at the age of eight.

That night, it wasn’t his mother’s stentorian snores drilling through the thin walls that had kept him awake. Rather it was Mr. De Graaf’s baritone words, which seemed to have carved a permanent place in his ears.

But now, at the age of thirty-one, he had come to realize that the world would never be his. Perhaps because now he understood human nature only too well.


14.

MARA’S FLAT WAS IN THE LABYRINTH OF RED prewar blocks of De Baarsjes. Yet another neighborhood being trimmed of its working-class edges, with trendy cafes and microbreweries sprouting amidst kebab shops and Surinamese eateries. Theo stood outside her door, looking like a Chinese lucky cat with his fist hanging in the air as he posed a question one was entitled to before committing to an irrevocable step.

What the hell am I doing?

One by one, he enumerated all the reasons that had brought him there. There was, of course, the guilt that had sparked the nightmares in the first place. Once the initial shock and embarrassment had passed, a part of him also felt strangely proud of what he’d created. A little puffing of the chest every time he turned on the news and saw a group of people in Grim Reaper costumes protesting in some corner of the globe. But what got him over the line was something completely unexpected. It had occurred the night before, when he saw the data. It excited the strategist in him so much he imported it into a presentation on his laptop, which now hung from his shoulder.

Finally, the fist knocked. Mara appeared in the doorway, her long, thin face drawn by a strange look. It was as if she was trying to smile at him, but her muscles, constrained by force of habit, wouldn’t permit it.

She stood to one side. “Come on in.”

Nothing symbolized how much his life had changed more than this moment: Mara, his archenemy, letting him into her flat.

He followed her through a short corridor. The smell that came at him was like a punch in the face. A thick funk of damp, sweat, cooking and God knew what else. The living room was packed like an antiques yard. Sofa, bookcase, TV cabinet, chest of drawers, another shelf, another chest of drawers, church organ, shisha pipe, wood-carved totem, bronze Buddha cheek-by-jowl with a cigar-store Indian. Then, he noticed a hierarchy in this dizzying mess. A subsidiary clutter under the master one, hundreds of knickknacks colonizing every available surface: shelves, chest of drawers, organ.

He stopped to peruse some of the objects on display: a small porcelain Delft clog, a miniature windmill, some random action figures including a man in a sausage costume, a scary-looking clown, Matchbox cars, a couple of teddy bears, a model helicopter with one blade missing, a pair of Chinese medicine balls, a Viennese music box, a dozen or so ashtrays—bizarre, considering that of all the smells that seemed to be prospering in this flat, tobacco wasn’t one of them. He shook his head. How could anyone live like this? For someone who worshipped at the altar of minimalism and space, this was nothing short of hell.

He walked through the doorway, entering a rundown kitchen that evoked a nostalgia for the seventies. A dozen or so people were seated around a long oval table, a real motley bunch: students burning with idealism, silver-haired retirees looking for a pastime, a few hippy types and some working professionals, more women than men.

“Look who’s here, everybody,” Mara said, displaying him proudly like a trophy.

Faces turned and looked, as if he were some kind of a celebrity.

“Get off my turf,” someone said, prompting an outburst of giggles. Not used to this attention, he cringed.

Chairs scraped as everyone shuffled to make room for him. Theo sat between a perky redhead and a man who looked like an ex-cop. He placed his laptop bag on the floor, beside his feet.

“I’d like to begin by welcoming Theo,” Mara said from the other end of the table. “As you all know, his video has caused a real storm. I’m delighted that he’s said yes to coming to the meeting. His involvement is a big boost—”

“Objection.”

The voice belonged to a man who looked like he lived in a log cabin in the woods: red lumberjack shirt; long, unkempt hair; a sullen face under a straw-colored beard.

His remark triggered a wave of eye rolls and exasperated sighs around the table.

“Viktor. For God’s sake. Stop being a problem child,” the silver-haired woman next to him chided.

“What? Am I the only one who cares about the rules?” Viktor retorted.

“What rules?” Mara asked.

“Members have to be in the organization for at least two years before they can be invited to the elders’ meeting.”

“I didn’t know that was even a rule,” the redhead next to Theo remarked.

“Yes. That is a rule.” Viktor glared. “It exists to prevent government agents from infiltrating our group.”

Theo laughed. Him? A James-Bond-type secret agent?

The ridiculous comment drew ire from others in the group, who once again rushed to his defense.

“Are you serious? Have you been watching the news?” a young woman with dark hair snapped.

“Do you know how many people are protesting because of him?” Mara scowled.

Viktor folded his arms and raised his chin. “I don’t care.”

“You don’t care?” Mara scoffed. “Okay. How many people did you bring to the protest last month?” Theo watched with a wry smile, savoring the novelty of having her in his corner.

“That’s not my fault,” moaned Viktor. “No one gives a shit about us, because we’ve turned into a bunch of pussies. Too scared to create controversy.”

“Controversy?” the fiery redhead beside Theo spat. “Like covering the gates of the parliament house with toilet paper? That really worked, didn’t it?”

Viktor yelled at her to piss off. She yelled back. Others joined in. As the meeting tumbled into chaos, Theo shook his head.

What am I doing here?

Suddenly, a fist pounded the table.

“SHUT UP. SHUT UP NOW!” A booming voice shook the room.

Theo flinched. It was the man next to him, the one who looked like an ex-cop with his stern blue eyes, closely cropped silver hair, face colored by a rush of blood.

The tap dripped as a hush fell on the room.

“You should be ashamed of yourselves. Behaving like a bunch of schoolchildren,” the man scolded the bowed heads around the table. “I’m surprised Theo hasn’t walked away in disgust. Now, let’s do this the civilized way, shall we? Those in favor of Theo being here, raise your hands.”

Everyone raised a hand, except Viktor, of course. He folded his arms and looked away.

“Twelve for. One against. Settled. Welcome aboard, Theo.”

“Now that’s been put to bed, let’s get down to business,” Mara said, taking charge of the meeting once again. “Theo’s video has resulted in great publicity for the cause. People are talking about it everywhere, which is fantastic. But the real challenge we have is convincing the general public that Afterlife Dollars are fake.”

“I agree,” the ex-cop sitting next to Theo added. “When I worked in the fraud division of the police force, I saw how people became impervious to reason when they were under the spell of a con man. You can tell them a thousand times, but they simply won’t listen—even if some part of them knows you’re right. It’s amazing how we can rationalize anything if we really want to believe in it.”

“You’re absolutely right,” Theo said. “You can’t tell people to stop buying Afterlife Dollars—that’s not going to work. You’ve got to make them do it. And I think I know how that might be possible. As you know, before I got fired a few days ago, I was a portfolio manager. As part of my job, I’d been tracking the rise of Afterlife Dollars, historically as well as the recent past. The data threw up some interesting insights that I’d like to share with the group, if I may,” he said, looking at Mara.

She nodded. He took out his laptop and placed it on the table, awakening it from sleep mode. The first slide of his presentation was on the screen: two identical-looking graphs and some text. The group huddled on one side of the table so everyone could see it.

“These two graphs may look similar,” he said, pointing to them. “But they’re not the same. The one on the left shows global Afterlife Dollar investments in the last three months. A nice alpine ski slope as investors, hoping to make a quick buck, are drawn by its appreciating value. The more it rises, the more people think they can make money off it. Make sense?”

He resumed when everyone nodded.

“Good. The graph on the right shows retail sales: the average Joe who’s bought Afterlife Dollars not for investment, but for its perceived utility, i.e., eternal happiness. This one’s going the same way. Now, those of you who were paying attention in economics class will realize that this shouldn’t be the case. When price goes up, demand should fall, right?”

Once again, everyone nodded. Everyone except Viktor, who was looking under his fingernails.

“So why the deviation from the norm? There’s a perfectly good reason. Let me explain with an example. If you went to Albert Cuyp market and saw a pair of jeans for ten euro, you’d automatically assume they were a piece of crap. But if the same pair retails at four hundred euro at a trendy PC-Hoofdstraat shop, then you’re going to see them in a different light. This relationship between price and quality is firmly entrenched in our minds. So the more expensive something is, the less likely we are to question its advertised claim. Especially if everyone around us is doing the same thing.”

“So you’re saying that the high exchange rate of Afterlife Dollars is what’s making it seem credible?” Mara asked.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying. In the absence of proof of the afterlife, it’s becoming the proof. Because it’s expensive, people think there must be something to it. By the same token, if you make the exchange rate drop …”

“People will assume it’s worthless,” Mara completed the sentence. “How do you accomplish that?”

“You somehow need to make banks think that it’s a bad investment. Once Wall Street dumps it, Main Street will follow.”

“Seems you’re missing your old job.” Victor snorted. “Maybe you should call and beg them to take you back.”

“Viktor.” The ex-cop raised his finger sharply.

Viktor looked away and winked at a young girl, who glared in disgust.

“I apologize for Viktor,” the ex-cop said. “But we’re not a bank. We’re a protest group. We don’t influence financial markets.”

“But you do. Whether you intend to or not,” Theo replied. “In the last week alone, the exchange rate has fallen nearly three percent. This is purely from all the protests.”

“But do you think we can actually cause a crash?”

“Anything’s possible. Create a slew of negative headlines through protests, lobbying, use of media … you never know. Sometimes all it takes is a spark to start a wildfire.”

“How do we start a wildfire? Any ideas?” Mara scanned the room.

A hand went up. A woman with a nose ring and short hair. “I met someone the other day. A journalist from Hong Kong. You might be interested in what she has to say. Her name’s Lesley Zhang.”


15.

THE CAFE WAS 1930S STYLE, WITH BIG WINDOWS, brightly painted walls and mirrored drink shelves. A rainbow flag fluttered above the entrance. The only male on the premises, Theo walked to the table under the watchful eye of the spiky-haired bartender.

“Lesley’s running late,” Mara announced.

“How late?” he asked, slipping out of his coat.

She shrugged to say she didn’t know. After sitting down, he ordered a cappuccino, which was delivered to him surprisingly quickly. He sipped his coffee while Mara gnashed her teeth and inserted a toothpick. An awkward silence hung over the table as they looked everywhere but at each other. For two people who went back a long way, they had very little to say to each other.

He’d first met her in high school, an awkward thirteen-year-old with pigtails and braces who shunned the company of people for books. At what point the shyness turned to aggression, he didn’t know. But it had its source in a deep-seated anger born out of unrealistic expectations. Of course the world was a mess, full of injustices, inequities and imperfections, and a certain level of disenchantment was understandable and, perhaps, even healthy. But she took it that step too far, especially with her family, who were penalized for failing to meet her rigorous black-and-white standards.

She cut off her father for switching allegiances from the working-class PVDA party to the more business-friendly VVD. A few months later, she ostracized her mother for questioning global warming, then penalized her sister for taking Mum’s side. She worked in a left-wing bookstore in Spui, but her main source of sustenance was a small inheritance from an uncle who included her in his will to spite her father. The money was a handy financial cushion for someone who changed jobs frequently—either because she got fired or quit out of boredom.

It was the same story with her causes. In her late teens, she was part of a radical feminist group that placed stink bombs in strip clubs. A few years later, he recalled seeing her in an environmental-action rally in Dam Square. Following that, she dabbled in animal rights, and then after the 2008 financial crisis when the world started hating bankers, she jumped on the bandwagon. How soon would she get bored of this? he wondered as he observed her on the other side of the table. A sly look appeared on her face as she chewed her toothpick.

She placed her hand on the saltshaker, wrapping her long fingers around it so it disappeared in her fist. A quick glance—left, right—then she quietly slipped it into her parka pocket.

Theo looked at her.

“Did you just—” He pointed to her pocket.

“What?” She scowled.

“Nothing. Nothing,” he said, suppressing a smile. So that explained the clutter of random objects in her flat: a gallery of kleptomania. It also explained why she wore a parka all the time. He’d assumed it was some kind of a security blanket, but now realized that the garment, with its cavernous pockets, was perfectly suited for petty pilferage.

A few minutes later, a Chinese woman matching Lesley’s description arrived, short and dark with a broad face and a “fuck you” look to go with the punk hair and leather jacket.

They shook hands and exchanged pleasantries. It became immediately clear that none of them were adept at small talk, so they got down to business.

“What can you tell us about Raymond Li?” Mara asked.

“What do you want to know?” Lesley sniggered. “I’ve got enough material to write a book, but no one will publish it.”

Theo tipped his head as he tried to guess her accent. American or Canadian, he wasn’t sure which.

“Why don’t we start from the beginning?” he suggested.

“Okay, here’s a fun fact,” Lesley said. “Did you know that before he became a guru, professing to liberate humanity from the karmic wheel of birth and rebirth, Raymond was a banker for criminal gangs, involved in drugs, prostitution and manufacture of sex toys?”

Theo raised an eyebrow and looked at Mara. For the next forty minutes, they listened quietly to Lesley. After she finished, she sat back and folded her arms, savoring the look of shock on their faces.

“I can’t believe something that started as a means to pay off a gangster debt has come this far. This is crazy,” Mara said, shaking her head in disbelief.

“The man isn’t just a crook. He’s a terrorist,” Lesley spat. “A terrorist co-opts a belief or ideology to further his agenda. That’s exactly what Raymond did. I was on a mission to take him down. Got his victims to file a police complaint. I even reached out to the triads and told them what he was doing with their money.”

“Who were your sources?” Theo enquired.

“Customers, friends, employees. And hookers. You’d be amazed how much he revealed in pillow talk.”

“Do you actually have testimonies where Raymond admitted his product was a fraud?” Mara said.

“Of course. Do you think I’d have gone to print otherwise?” Lesley snapped.

“What happened after your story was printed?” Theo asked.

“The police went to arrest Raymond. He ran away. I was pretty certain they were going to get him. And then …” She inhaled sharply. “Goddamn pandemic. A few weeks later, I was fired from my job. No explanation given. But it didn’t stop there. I got threatening phone calls almost every night. Finally, I left the country, fearing for my life.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Theo said. “But you realize you’re sitting on a gold mine of information? There are people out there who believe Afterlife Dollars are genuine. They need to know the truth. About Afterlife Dollars. About the man who created them.”

Lesley shook her head. “Sorry. I’m not going there.”

“Why not?”

“Are you scared of them? Of him? You think he’s going to hurt you?” Mara asked.

“Scared?” Lesley scoffed. “Let me tell you something. I’ve dealt with all sorts of scumbags: pimps, smugglers, hit men, murderers, drug dealers, you name it. I’m not scared of anyone or anything. But you know what I can’t handle? Indifference. When you risk everything for a story and no one gives a shit.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Theo said. “It seems your decision’s based on a risk-reward calculation. You feel the reward of going public doesn’t justify the risk.”

“Mr. Van Aartsen, I tried selling my story to every goddamn network on this planet. But I can’t compete with war, terrorism, Kardashians, and cat videos. At some point, I’ve got to move on. For my own sanity.”

“I understand. But have you seen the protests? People will want to hear your story,” Mara pleaded.

“Lesley, what if I told you I have the means to get your story out there?” Theo said. “What if I also told you we might be able to take down Raymond? Would that appeal to you?”

She looked at him. “How do you intend to do that?”

“It’s a crazy idea. But you’ll have to trust me.”

Lesley laughed. “I stopped trusting a long time ago. On the other hand, the opportunity to fuck Raymond in the ass is too good to pass up. Tell me about your plan.”


16.

THEO STOOD IN HIS KITCHEN, HOT IN THE GRIM Reaper costume, face clenched to look mean. One hand clutched an upright scythe, the other held the weight of Lesley’s transcripts. The red timer light on the video camera blinked a few times before the recording commenced with a beep.

“Hi there. It’s the Grim Reaper again. I’m letting some lucky guy live a few minutes longer to bring you an important message.

“Remember what I said last time? That Afterlife Dollars don’t really exist? It turns out I’m not the only one making that claim. The guy who invented them is saying it, too. Check this out …”

He opened the transcript and read from it.

“June 23, 2002. ‘Raymond told me about his plan. I was shocked. I asked if Afterlife Dollars were real. He said no. I told him it was a con. Of course Raymond, being Raymond, brushed away my objections.’ George Seow, childhood friend.

“Another one: ‘Raymond briefed me to work on an advertising campaign. When I questioned the authenticity of his claims, he simply laughed and said if people could believe in crap like angels and seventy-two virgins, they could believe anything. In hindsight, I wish I’d said no to him.’ Peter Lawler, creative director.

“Oh, here’s a goodie from an ex-employee: ‘I was a part of the Hospital Sales Division. We were instructed to target the sick and dying. The money was good, but after a while, I just couldn’t do it.’

“There’s more where that came from, right here.”

He held the transcript up to the camera.

“You can download a copy at truthandjustice.co.nl. And if you’d like to know more about Raymond Li, feel free to talk to a gangster in Hong Kong. Turns out he was their banker.”

After he finished, he turned the camera off and slipped out of the costume to allow his skin to breathe again. He sat down and reviewed the footage on his laptop. It took him a few minutes to clean it up, but something stopped him from uploading the video straightaway.

For a few moments, he stared at his phone, finger tapping pursed lips. Then he dialed. A baritone voice answered after two rings.

“Hello.” Walter, his former client. They hadn’t spoken to each other since Theo’s dismissal.

“I owe you an apology,” Theo said.

“For what?”

“For selling you Afterlife Dollar investments.”

“Are you apologizing for making me money?”

“I wasn’t trying to make you money. I was out to save my own ass.”

“What a wonderful harmony of self-interests.”

“Our relationship was based on trust. And I wasn’t entirely honest with you.”

“I paid you for your expertise, not your conscience,” Walter said, sounding bemused. “But I’ll accept the apology if it makes you feel better.”

“Actually, there’s something else. I’m about to post another video. You may want to reconsider your position.”

The line went quiet.

“Could you be a bit more specific? It’s hard to respond to vague information,” Walter asked.

“I’m afraid it’s not going to get better than vague.”

“Come on, we can’t get done for insider trading here.”

“Very well. I’m about to reveal something that could affect the value of your investment,” Theo confided.

“So you think I should sell?”

“May I remind you that you no longer pay me for advice?”

Walter chuckled quietly. “You’re a good man, Theo. I miss you.”


17.

WHEN THEO WAS LITTLE, HE WAS THE FIRST among his friends to suspect the truth about Sinterklaas. At the age of five, he’d already figured out that the man in a red stola riding a horse through the narrow streets of the old town was the butcher. And his entourage of Zwarte Pieten who showered children with ginger cookies were members of the local theatre group. But he never said anything to his friends for one simple reason. All this stuff might be pretend, but it was fun. Besides, there was something reassuring about knowing that it was all make-believe. You knew exactly what to expect and were never going to be disappointed.

So year after year, he’d partake in the rituals with full vigor. On the evening of December fifth—the day Father Christmas supposedly arrived from Spain—he tucked a piece of carrot in his sneakers and placed it beside the radiator along with two beer bottles. The former refreshment for the horse, the latter for Sinterklaas and Zwarte Piet.

Next morning, the floorboards thumped with excited feet charging toward the living room. The sneakers and beer bottles had disappeared and in their place was a burlap sack overflowing with sweets and toys. A few feet away, his father stopped reading the newspaper and looked over the top of his spectacles.

Many years later, December fifth crackled with the same excitement, although this time around, the presents weren’t in a burlap sack but on prime-time television. And when it came on, Theo was ensconced on his couch, inhaling wafts of hot chocolate from the mug steaming under his chin.

The program began with a ponderous narration over a montage of occult images.

“What happens after we die? A question that has vexed humanity since the beginning of time. But one product seems to be challenging views that have been held for centuries in Western society. Some people have likened it to the modern-day cup of immortality. Others say it’s a cynical exploitation of our fears. This edition of Big Issue digs deep into the Afterlife Dollar phenomenon, exploring all its facets, including the basic question: is it real? In a quest to find answers, we’ll travel to Hong Kong to investigate the man who invented the product: the shadowy Mr. Raymond Li.”

The first part of the program was pretty much the Lesley Zhang show. For someone reluctant to go public, she appeared to be rather enjoying the limelight, her punk attitude and quick wit on full display for the television cameras. Her sharp answers had the interviewer fumbling on more than one occasion. After this performance, if she chose to write a book on Raymond, Theo was certain it was going to get published.

The next person to be interviewed was a former secretary of justice of Hong Kong. A small man with a wrinkled face and muddy eyes.

“When I was the head of the Department of Justice, we launched an investigation into Raymond Li’s activities,” the man said in heavily accented English. He detailed the long list of charges against Raymond: fraud, embezzlement, money laundering, misleading advertising, association with known criminal elements. Even though Theo had heard it all before, he couldn’t help being shocked by the testimony.

“So if he committed all these crimes, why didn’t you arrest him?” the interviewer asked.

The man said nothing. The camera zoomed in to capture a flash of regret in the eyes.

Next up was Raymond’s former business partner, a man in his mid-forties with boyish good looks. His name was Yau and as it happened, he was the whistleblower who had one day contacted Lesley out of the blue. The subtitles translated his words from Cantonese.

“My official title was sales director. Not that Raymond needed help selling. He could run rings around anyone,” he said. “Afterlife Dollars don’t exist. I can’t say this enough. We don’t actually contact an Afterlife Central Bank to transfer your money. It’s all bullshit, fraud, marketing … call it what you want. I was never totally comfortable with it, but Raymond has a way of making you do things. Finally, I had to quit. But even to this day, I can’t sleep at night, because what you’re seeing now is partly my legacy,” the man declared, exorcising his guilt in public, just like the secretary of justice before him.

Theo slid to the edge of his seat. What would investors make of this? The company co-founder declaring the product an out-and-out fraud.

If you were an investor, what mattered most wasn’t necessarily the truth, but other investors. Or what they were thinking, to be more precise. Your decision to buy, sell or hold would depend on someone else’s decision to buy, sell or hold, or what you thought that decision was likely to be. If you sensed a crash, you’d want to be the first to the exit. It was a tangled web of second-guesses, and what Theo was hoping for was a spate of sell orders to trigger a bear run.

After the program finished, he turned off the TV and went to bed. Next morning, he rose early and checked the Asian markets.

Afterlife Dollars. Down seventeen percent.


18.

THE HEAVY DECEMBER SNOW COVERED THE city’s serrated roofline in a thick, powdery blanket. The canals froze over, serving as a skating rink in the day and dance floor at night. The continued decline of Afterlife Dollars brought considerable cheer to Theo. At one point, it plummeted to nearly a quarter of its pre-November value before a late rally saw it settle at a third. Then came Christmas, and the market was closed for nine days.

The break couldn’t have come at a more inopportune time, as Theo was afraid the festive cheer and the optimism of a fresh year would arrest the downward momentum.

On New Year’s Eve, he went to a party at a friend’s house in a converted warehouse in Java-eiland. When the clock struck midnight, he stood outside on the deck, hands tucked deep in his coat pockets. The roar of the patio heater behind him was drowned out by a chorus of drunken voices counting down.

“10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5 …”

On zero, the sky above the harbor glowed with a shower of colorful sparks, as if someone were trying to weld together a broken heaven. It was the same fireworks, year after year. But this time, he was sober, having not touched a drop of alcohol since the shenanigans at the Halloween party. He still couldn’t believe how his life had changed because of that night. Unemployed and drifting, without another job in sight. What was 2012 going to bring? For him? For Afterlife Dollars?

He braved the assault of drunken hugs and sloppy kisses, then left to go home. The following Monday, the day the markets reopened, he woke up with a slight sense of unease. One that was reinforced by a few things happening in quick succession: A stray snowball smacking him in the side of his face when jogging through Vondelpark. The smoking toaster setting off the fire alarm. His laptop crashing inexplicably. None of them were a big deal individually, but their serial occurrence made the whole seem greater than the sum of the parts, contributing to a vague sense of foreshadowing.

The markets in Asia and Europe got off to a fairly innocuous start. Trading volumes for Afterlife Dollars remained low. The exchange rate fluctuated mildly, evening out after gentle up-and downswings, leading him to surmise that investors were testing the waters.

The holding pattern continued through January. Then one day in February, he was startled by a sudden surge. The exchange rate nearly quintupled in an hour before steadying. By the end of the month, it had pretty much regained the lost ground from December.

Theo frowned at the array of numbers on the computer screen. Red at the beginning of the year, they were now green. The graph resembled a stalagmite. A sharp spike he couldn’t account for.

The reason for this became apparent the following week when he was walking past a tram stop on Leidsestraat. A poster glowing in the twilight caught his attention. The headline, red type set against a white background, read:

“The End of the World Doesn’t Have to Be the End of Your World.”

He leaned closer to read the copy.

“According to the Mayans, the world’s going to end on December 21, 2012. Who knows if that’s really going to happen, but wouldn’t it be smart to be prepared? End-of-the-World Package includes a bonus ten thousand Afterlife Dollars, plus an authentic replica of a Mayan calendar. While supplies last.”

Theo hissed. So this was what was propelling Afterlife Dollars sales. A demand fueled by an apocryphal end-of-the-world story.

He brought it up at the next group meeting in Mara’s kitchen.

“Afterlife Dollar investments are regaining momentum. We need to act quickly before it gets away from us,” he declared, hoping the grave tone would galvanize the group into action.

“I’ve got an idea. Let’s buy some IBM shares.” It was Viktor, the mountain man, dressed in a sweatshirt that looked untouched by a washing machine.

Theo ignored the taunt and turned to Mara.

“What about the petition we sent to The Hague?”

“I got a letter from the ministry saying the matter has been passed on to the relevant department for consideration.”

“A polite fuck-you.”

Mara nodded.

Theo sighed. “I have a suggestion. Slightly controversial. How about a petition to get the pope to denounce Afterlife Dollars?”

“Great. Now we’re jumping in bed with a bunch of kiddy-fiddlers.” The comment, predictably, came from Viktor.

“The pope has over a billion followers. A word from him can jeopardize Bank of Eternity’s operations in many countries, with the potential to trigger panic amongst investors. It’s pure strategy,” Theo explained, hoping the rest of the room would see merit in the proposal. But all he got by way of response was blank faces. A far cry from the starstruck group who’d hung on his every word months before.

“I have to agree with Viktor,” Mara said. “We can’t associate with an organization that burned people at the stake, ignored the Holocaust and forgives pedophiles. Not good for our image.”

“What’re you going to suggest next? Tobacco companies? Arms dealers?” Viktor remarked, twisting the knife.

“Fuck you,” Theo thundered, finally pushed over the edge. “How about coming up with constructive ideas instead of undermining everyone else?”

Viktor rose. “You want to take this outside?” he said, rolling up his sleeves.

Mara thumped the table. “For God’s sake, what’s wrong with you two? We should be fighting our enemies. Not each other.”

Her eyes slid between the two men, a sharp glare. Viktor snorted and sat down. Theo breathed to slow his running heart.

“Next on the agenda. Fundraising,” Mara announced.

After the meeting concluded, Theo drew her to one side for a private word.

“What’s wrong with you?” She scowled at him.

“What’s wrong with him?” He gestured to Viktor. “He’s never liked me from day one. You should’ve backed me there.”

“Why should I have backed you?”

“Because we need to stop the damn thing before it’s too late.”

Mara scoffed, “Look at you.”

“What about me?”

“You’re obsessed. You’re missing the woods for the trees.”

He laughed scornfully. “What woods? What trees? Of course I’m obsessed.” Afterlife Dollars had cost him his job. Damned if he was going to let it get away from him.

“Get a grip,” Mara hissed, and left him to join the rest of the group. He stormed out of the flat.

Back at home, he went up to his study and sat down to write a script. A couple of hours later, he was in the kitchen, facing the camera in his Grim Reaper outfit. A costume that was getting more wear than he’d ever imagined.

“Hi there. I’m back to talk about my favorite subject. Afterlife Dollars. Yes, I know, I’ve got a one-track mind.

“I saw a poster from Bank of Eternity the other day, something about some end-of-the-world package. Really cracked me up. What is it with you people and your fondness for Armageddon and apocalypses? It’s like you’re craving this grand finale, a Super Bowl to finish it off.

“Let me tell you something: seven billion dying at once, a logistical nightmare … I mean, I can barely cope with the current volume of eight a minute. Besides, what am I going to do when there’s none of you around? Pick mushrooms? Knit sweaters? So you see, you can bring out the nukes, kill each other in the name of religion or some other ideology, try to destroy the planet, but I have a strong motive for keeping you here. Without you, I become redundant.

“The world’s not going to end on December 21. The Mayans simply ran out of space on the calendar.

“Now go on and enjoy your life before I come for you.”


19.

THE LATE-MORNING SUN CLIMBED OVER THE gabled buildings, wiping away the chilly shadows from Rembrandtplein. Theo slipped out of his sweater and tied it around his neck, a preppy look that put him at odds with the hundreds of banner-waving, slogan-chanting protestors that filled the square.

The demonstration was directed at a chocolate-colored art deco building across the road.

Bank of Eternity.

A roar of applause greeted Mara as she approached the makeshift stage. She walked past Theo, avoiding his gaze when their eyes met.

As she launched into her speech, a dejected Theo slipped into his own world, reflecting on how much this venture had cost him.

For the first time in many years, he hadn’t gone on his annual skiing holiday. He had to think twice each time Mathias wanted to meet for a drink, visit some trendy new restaurant or go to an exhibition opening. After a while, he just stopped answering friends’ calls if they came on a weekend. At the supermarket, he only stocked the cart with store brands. He’d been reduced to living like a student, even though he lived in a house on one of the most expensive streets in the city.

There was one thing worse than a miserable job, he realized. Not having one at all. And after six months of unemployment, there was no light at the end of the tunnel. Leads had gone cold. Headhunters had stopped responding to emails. His contacts wanted nothing to do with him. Meanwhile, his bank account was hemorrhaging; there was barely enough to last a few weeks. Then what?

Theo swallowed.

What’s Plan B?

The sound of a rumbling tram brought him back to the square. Mara was climbing down from the stage after finishing her speech. Once again, their eyes met and once again, she avoided his gaze. Suddenly, Theo felt alone, that horrible feeling of not belonging anywhere, not in the corporate world that had fired him nor with the group that was ignoring him.

He inhaled sharply. Fuck this. He edged his way through the thicket of bodies to leave the square, when suddenly he was stopped by the shrill, wavering sound of a siren. A convoy of police vans swooped into the square and screeched to a halt. The doors slid open, squirting bodies covered head to toe in riot gear. The police swiftly encircled the protestors, a fence of batons, Perspex shields and clicked-down visors reflecting the bright spring sky.

Theo stiffened. In the few protest meetings he’d been to, he’d never seen anything like this—the hard fist of state authority confronting them. He looked around the square and saw the same anxiety in faces everywhere.

“Everybody, please remain calm,” Mara appealed, back on the stage. “There’s nothing to worry about. This is just routine.” But the nervousness in her voice wasn’t saying routine, and neither were her darting eyes. Beside her, the mountain man Viktor twitched his eyes repeatedly as if having an attack of tics. He drew her toward him and whispered something in her ear. She gaped and mouthed “no.” Viktor snatched her microphone and shouted:

“FUCK THE POLICE. FUCK YOU, PIGS!”

A horrified Mara lunged in an attempt to wrest the microphone back, resulting in a tug-of-war for possession of the instrument.

Finally, she succeeded in regaining control of it. “Everybody, stay calm,” she pleaded. “Nothing will happen if we remain peaceful. I repeat, stay calm.”

Theo’s eyes followed Viktor as he departed the stage and pushed his way to the front of the crowd. He shook his fist at the police and hurled abuses at them. Egged on by his defiance, the protestors followed suit. The shouting turned to pushing. The police pushed back. A helpless Theo was rocked in a heaving swell of flesh that buffeted a wall of hard plastic shields.

Suddenly, there was a crash of shattering glass, an explosion, a pool of flames spreading on the ground.

A policeman fired something in the air. Bullet? Tear gas?

The sound caused the crowd to disintegrate into screaming fragments, chased by policemen with swinging truncheons. Up onstage, Mara’s parkaclad figure froze as if a curse had turned her into a statue. Theo swooped in and grabbed her before she was struck down by a baton. He dragged her through the human obstacle course in the square, ducking blows that whistled past his ear. She was like a trailer attached to him, her palm sweating in his as he pulled her deadweight along.

They stepped off the curb and into the path of a rumbling tram. Theo carried on, trusting his legs would beat the blue-and-white behemoth lumbering toward them. Just as he was crossing the tracks, her hand slipped from his grasp, causing them to separate. Seconds later, a low thunk, followed by a bloodcurdling scream, then a sickening crunch.

Mara!

But it wasn’t her. She was right behind him on the curb, gaping at a pair of legs convulsing under the tram’s low undercarriage.

Theo winced and turned away.

“Come on,” he urged. But she stood paralyzed, skin blanched from yellow to pale, lips purple, as if she’d caught death by merely staring at it.

“Mara.”

Her body jerked like a rag doll when he shook her repeatedly. She opened her mouth like she was about to say something, but next moment splattered his shirt with vomit.


20.

FRAMED ALBUM COVERS ADORNED THE WALLS OF the jazz bar. The stage was empty except for a bent microphone leaning toward an unoccupied chair, and a saxophone gleaming in the low light. The speakers hummed Coltrane to a small Tuesday crowd, although the only thing Theo could hear in his ears was the bloodcurdling scream from that morning.

In his last job at Alpha Capital, he’d seen colleagues thrown under a bus. But that was just a figure of speech. What happened that morning was real.

He had witnessed someone die.

He gulped down the whisky—his first since Halloween. The flames from the single malt spread to his throat and nose. He winced.

I’m out.

He’d tell Mara when he saw her next. No doubt she’d be pleased to hear it, he concluded cynically.

His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of a familiar voice.

“Theo, is that you?”

Walter stood before him, cutting a dapper figure in a creaseless grey suit.

“It is you. Sorry, I didn’t recognize you without your costume.” Theo’s former client chuckled. “So when are we going to see more videos? I’m enjoying them rather a lot.”

“No more videos. I’m done with that shit.” Theo clenched his fist.

Walter gave him a searching look. Then he pulled out a chair and sat down. The low light shone on his salt-and-pepper mane and cast deep shadows across his face.

“Were you in the riots?” he enquired.

“It was meant to be peaceful. Everything was fine … until the police showed up.” Theo grimaced at the rush of memories.

“I’m sorry. To be honest with you, I didn’t think your dalliance with the protest group was going to last. You’re too much of a conformist for that sort of thing.”

“I am, indeed,” Theo said mournfully. “Tell me, how are things with you? Who’s your new portfolio manager? I hope it’s Nick.”

“I wouldn’t know. I quit a few weeks ago.”

Theo looked at him. “Wow. That’s big news. I thought you were being groomed for the top job.”

“So did my bosses. But I got an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

“Can you tell me what it is?” Theo asked, unable to contain his curiosity.

Walter studied him with his sharp, grey eyes.

“What I’m about to tell you is top secret, you understand?” he said, lowering his voice.

“The Hague,” Walter whispered.

Theo gaped.

Holy crap. Walter, a cabinet minister. It wasn’t something Theo had seen coming, although in hindsight, it made perfect sense. You could drop a pencil on Walter’s family tree and chances were, it would land on someone noteworthy. His great-grandfather was an explorer who set up coffee plantations all over Indonesia. His grandfather was a resistance fighter who proudly wore Gestapo-inflicted scars. His mother came from a long line of industrialists and philanthropists who built railways and steel plants all over the continent. The only person to buck this trend was his father, who was driven to alcohol, perhaps from the weight of all the expectation. But that seemed like a temporary aberration, as Walter appeared set to restore the family tradition of overachievement.

“Well, that is an offer you can’t refuse. Congratulations!” Theo said, forcing a smile. “So how—when did it all happen?”

“I met the PM at a fundraiser last year. For some reason, she took a shine to me. Maybe because I spoke my mind freely. As an outsider, I suspect my opinions were refreshing. So we kept in contact. The great thing about our political system, as you know, is that you don’t need to be an elected official to be in the cabinet. A few months ago, the PM was grumbling about the state of the economy. I said to her, ‘Why don’t you fire your finance minister and give me the job?’ Didn’t realize she was actually going to do it.” Walter chuckled. “Now that I’ve shot my big mouth off, I’d better deliver.”

“So when can I tell everyone that I know the finance minister of the Netherlands?”

“I’m being sworn in later this week. Over the next few months, I’ll be putting a team together. People I can trust. I was hoping you’d be one of them.”

Theo raised an eyebrow.

“You’re offering me a job?”

“It’s not a job yet. But there will be one soon.”

“I’m flattered,” Theo said. Flattered? How about thrilled? All his problems solved in one shot. But it was impossible to feel anything with that godawful scream in his ears.
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THE LAKE SHONE brightly in the noon sun. Theo shaded his eyes and watched a family of ducks waddling under a willow’s drooping branches. At the other end of the bench, Mara stared blankly at a group of people being tortured by their personal trainers. The corners of her mouth were turned down, eyes pouched.

“It was Emma,” she croaked, as if she’d just smoked an entire packet of cigarettes. “It’s her birthday today. She was going to turn twenty.”

Theo swallowed. He remembered the girl: red hair, awkward lisp.

“It’s my fault.” Mara’s cheeks flushed. She looked like she was about to burst into tears, but next moment, she drew herself erect.

“It’s not your fault,” he said, although privately he held her responsible for ignoring his oft-repeated warnings about Viktor. While the rest of the group dismissed him as a truant child, Theo had always known him to be a bomb waiting to go off. Sure enough, he did.

“As the leader, I have to assume responsibility for what happened. I’ve called a meeting of the elders,” she said. “To resign and propose you as the head of the group.”

“Me?”

“You’re calm. You’re organized, strategic. You’ll make a better leader than me.”

He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, I can’t. I’ve been offered a job.”

She slanted an eyebrow. “What job?”

“I can’t talk about it. All I can say is that it comes with a salary and doesn’t involve run-ins with the riot police.”

“So that’s it? First sign of trouble and you want to run? Viktor was right. You’re not one of us. You were never one of us. What are you waiting for? Go. Go back to your ivory tower,” she spat, the same way a skinhead would say, “Paki, go home.”

At first, he was a little taken aback by the vehemence. Then he accepted it with a stoic nod. She’d come to wash her guilt. Quitting was her absolution and he wasn’t permitting her to have it.

“As you wish,” he said, and rose from the bench.

“Oh, by the way, I forgot to give you this,” she said as he turned to leave. Her outstretched hand contained an advertising brochure, rolled into a tube.

“Go on,” she goaded. “I think you’ll enjoy reading it.”

He took it from her and unrolled it. The front cover featured a night sky with a headline in reverse type:

“ARE YOU READY TO DIE?”

He opened the leaflet to read the inside pages:

There was a time when people asked what was a good age to retire. Perhaps a more appropriate question now would be, what’s a good age to die? The answer to both is the same: when you’ve got enough money. Unlike retirement, of course, the time and circumstances of our death are beyond our control. But assuming you live a normal life span and die of natural causes, how do you make sure you’re financially prepared?

START EARLY

When it comes to saving for your afterlife, time and compound interest are your best friends. To give you an example, a person who invests €5,000 annually from the age of twenty-five will have nearly €1.1 million at sixty-five (assuming a 7% annual return). In comparison, a person investing €5,000 between thirty-five and sixty-five will have around €510,000. So don’t wait until it’s too late. Start today.

Switch to direct debit.

Forced saving is the best saving. The sum of money you need to put away each month will vary depending on your circumstances, but we recommend setting aside at least 20 to 30% of your wages for your afterlife nest egg.

WORK LONGER.

When you stop working, you stop earning, and the longer you live, the less you have for your afterlife. Consider postponing your retirement. Or work part-time to supplement your pension payments so you’re not dipping into your afterlife fund …

He stopped reading and looked up.

“Do I really have to?”

“The last paragraph,” she said. “Read the last paragraph.”

He sighed and turned to the back page:

PRIORITIZE.

Life is short. Afterlife isn’t. Look at every expense through this lens. Is it smart to spend hundreds of thousands of euro on a dream home when someone else will inherit it? Similarly, is fifty grand better spent on a flashy sports car or something more long-lasting? A bit of retail therapy is fine, but does it make more sense to hold off splurging just a little bit …

Theo looked at Mara. “Where the hell did you get this?”

“From a financial planner. They’re handing these out at the bank.”

“Do you know what this means? Do you have any idea?” His voice shook.

She smiled. “Of course. Why do you think I gave it to you?”


21.

THE PARLIAMENT COMPLEX IN THE HAGUE, THE Binnenhof, contained a mishmash of structures that ran the gamut of styles from sandstone gothic to post-modern steel and glass. A collage that hung together with more cohesion than some coalition governments that ran the country. For his present mission, Theo was in a seventeenth-century castle that overlooked a shimmering lake.

He entered a room bursting with gaudy baroque splendor: panels upon panels of lush frescoes framed by gilded inlays, ornate cornices, intricate chandeliers, all contributing to the weight of history he felt as soon as he walked through the door.

The ministers were seated around a large table in the middle of the room with Prime Minister Elke at the head. The light from the large window shone on her silver bob and pearl necklace. Her broad, masculine face furrowed with concentration as she listened to the man in the next seat, the minister of home affairs, a rakish figure who was tapping the table to emphasize his point.

The faces in the room possessed varying degrees of familiarity. Theo exchanged glances with the most familiar of them all, Walter. The recently anointed finance minister had the tense look of a man coming to terms with his job.

A few days earlier, Theo had showed him the report. That meeting had resulted in this one, and so here he was, grey jacket, red tie, tan brogues, his stomach a tight ball. It wasn’t just whom he was presenting to, but also what he was presenting.

He went to the end of the room and connected his laptop to the projector. When he was ready, Walter introduced him to his cabinet colleagues.

“Thank you, Walter. Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” Theo said, smiling through his nerves. “Thank you for your time. I know you have a country to run. I also know it’s close to lunch. So I promise to keep this short. In the last ten years, we’ve seen a phenomenon take over the world. Afterlife Dollars. A product that has inspired passionate ethical and theological debates. But so far, not a word has been said about how it’ll affect the global economy. And that’s what I’m here to show you.”

He hit the space bar on his laptop to call up the first slide: a bar graph and timeline.

“The root of the problem is a simple slogan from Bank of Eternity,” he said. As he paced from his computer to the projector screen, he felt his heart slow down and some of the nervousness ease. “Eternal happiness for three hundred thousand Afterlife Dollars. That number hasn’t changed since day one. But what’s changed is how much that represents in earthly money. In 2003, the exchange rate was around 0.01, which meant you needed just under three thousand euro to buy eternal happiness. No big deal.” He shrugged.

“But today with the exchange rate hovering at three, the same thing is now going to cost you nine hundred thousand. Let’s meditate on that figure for a moment, shall we? What’s it going to take to save that money over a lifetime with today’s cost of living? For the purposes of demonstration, I’ve used the example of Joe from Amsterdam.”

He summoned the next slide, a headshot of a young man downloaded from a stock library and next to it, a pie chart that looked like a color wheel.

“Joe earns eighty thousand per annum. Most of you will agree that’s good money, much higher than the average wage. Of the eighty, roughly thirty goes to taxes. Let’s say he spends fifteen on rent. That leaves thirty-five. Now, if you deduct bills, groceries, shopping and beer money, he’ll be left with what—ten grand? For him to have nine hundred grand at the end of his working life, he needs to save most of that ten. But what about other things like buying a house or going on holidays? Ladies and gentlemen, every day, millions of people like Joe are being confronted with this choice. Thanks to the spiraling exchange rate and rising cost of living, it seems there isn’t enough to enjoy both this life and the next. So what are they choosing?” He looked straight at the PM as if posing the question to her. “Is fifty thousand better spent on a flashy new car or eternal happiness?”

He read out a series of quotes on the screen.

“‘Retail therapy makes you feel good for a few hours; Afterlife Dollars can make you feel good forever.’ ‘You have only a lifetime to earn the money, an eternity to spend it.’ I’ve taken these statements from various financial-planning brochures. This is what people are being told out there. Which begs the question, if they listen and prioritize the next life over this one, what’ll happen to the economy?”

Next slide: more graphs, more charts.

“Obviously, housing, the single biggest purchase one makes in a lifetime, will be the first to get hit. I expect demand will fall by an average of at least six percent every year. In five years’ time, we could see prices fall as much as forty percent. But at the same time, people have to live somewhere. So rents will skyrocket, putting more pressure on cash-strapped families. Cars, the industry that’s been struggling since the 2008 global financial crisis, could see an annual decline of seven percent. Luxury goods will fall by at least seventeen percent. Tourism sixteen. F&B, fourteen. Healthcare and pharmaceuticals, five. To put these figures in perspective, I’ve compared them against the corresponding numbers from the last recession. As you can see, it’s—”

“Mr. Van Aartsen,” someone interrupted. “Is it possible that your analysis might be excessively pessimistic?” The man had a wan face, furrowed forehead, a pale scalp with a smattering of grey hair.

“Not at all,” Theo replied with confidence. The data had been triple-checked. “Quite the contrary, I’ve assumed that the exchange rate will remain constant. It most certainly won’t. I also haven’t factored in the domino effect from other economies, which could be significant considering we rely on exports.”

“Forgive me,” said a heavy-jowled man near the other end of the table. “I find your predictions slightly unbelievable after seeing my credit card bill this morning. I think we’ll be safe as long as we have wives and daughters.” The remark triggered eye rolls from the female members in the audience.

“Typical of men. Hang back and wait for women to save their asses.” One of them snorted.

Theo smiled. “It’s a common perception that women are more active participants in the economy than men. However, research on Afterlife Dollar customers shows a near fifty-fifty split. I’d also like to make another very important point: not everybody needs to be saving up for their afterlives. Even if fifteen percent of the population do it, the knock-on effect on demand and investor confidence could be devastating.”

“Mr. Van Aartsen, are our choices so black and white? Can’t people enjoy this life and the next?” It was a woman in a navy dress.

“No, not if you’re the average joe. With today’s cost of living and the appreciation of Afterlife Dollars, it’s increasingly a case of one or the other.”

“What measures can we put in place to prevent this?” she asked.

“A lot of it is being driven by Afterlife Dollar investments. For some bizarre reason, the capital-gains tax on these investments is considerably lower than shares and property. I’d begin by closing this gap. On top of that, I’d consider some form of levy across all Afterlife Dollars transactions, regardless of whether they’re for investment purposes.”

“In other words, more taxes. The electorate would love that.”

“They’d love a recession even less,” Theo countered. The woman scowled and turned away.

“Mr. Van Aartsen, assuming you’re right, when do you see the crisis happening?” The PM’s voice arrived from the end of the table. She fingered her pearl necklace like it was prayer beads.

Theo exhaled a mouthful of air and shrugged. “Hard to say … I predict a tipping point when the market penetration of Afterlife Dollars hits thirty percent. Eight years, maybe. But that’s just a guess.”

“How big a problem are we talking about?”

“Big.”

“How big?” the PM snapped with impatience. “Worst-case scenario.”

“Worst-case scenario …” This wasn’t a guess; this he was sure about. “When shit hits the fan, the Great Depression will seem like a walk in the park.”
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THEO EXITED THE building and walked past a fleet of black BMWs and Audis with government number plates. The chauffeurs huddled in the shadow of a gothic tower, smoking cigarettes, trading gossip.

A few minutes later, he emerged from the arched gates of the parliament complex, arriving at a square rather imaginatively named “the Square.” It was ringed by grand government buildings on two sides and a mushroom colony of cafe umbrellas along the other two. The towering high-rises in the distance completed the contrasting picture of old and new.

The green statue of William of Orange, the father of the fatherland, stood high and silent on a sandstone plinth, his outstretched finger pointing in the direction of the new city.

At the other end of the square, Mara sat under a cream umbrella, face buried in a left-wing rag. She lowered the magazine upon seeing Theo.

“How did it go?” she asked.

He sat down and sighed with exhaustion.

“I think I made my point,” he said, recalling the grim look on the ministers’ faces as they left the room.

“Are they going to do something about it?”

“I hope so, although Walter did warn me not to expect instant results in a coalition government. Especially one hanging on by a slim majority. I noticed he was quiet in the meeting. I have a feeling he’s using me to test the waters.”

“So what’s next?”

“I’ve got to do the same thing in Brussels.”

“At the European Parliament?”

“Eurozone finance ministers’ meeting. The American secretary of treasury is going to be there too. So Walter thinks it’s a good opportunity to put the issue on the global stage.”

“Typical. So typical.” She snorted.

“What?”

“Do you have any idea how many petitions I sent? And do you know how many replies I got? Now the economy’s threatened, suddenly everyone’s in a flap.”

“How does it matter? You wanted their attention. You’ve got it.”

“It may not matter to you, but it does to me. Our motto is justice and fairness. Why am I fighting to preserve a system that’s neither just nor fair but promotes greed, exploitation and mindless consumption? It’s a fuckedup system. I should be throwing a party if it’s going to die.”

“Oh yes, that Marxist fantasy you people like to jerk off to,” Theo scoffed. “What do you think’s going to happen to all those factory workers in China and Bangladesh when this fucked-up system ends? You think they’ll be holding hands and singing songs in some workers’ paradise? I’ll tell you what’s going to happen. Without jobs, they’ll be begging on the streets. I’m not blind to the flaws of capitalism, but at the end of the day, it’s not the likes of Mother Teresa that lift societies out of poverty, it’s markets. By the same token, what you label mindless consumption can be as altruistic an act as giving money to a homeless person, because when you buy something, a whole chain of people can feed their families. Even when you’re gambling or doing drugs, someone benefits. Maybe the wrong kind of person, but you see my point? The system is by no means perfect. But it has improved more lives than any other in history. If you don’t believe me, think back to life a hundred years ago. Can you imagine what’s going to happen when all this collapses?”

“Can’t let it fail, there’ll be disaster.” She flapped her hands, mocking panic. “That’s why we’ve never seen any real change. Maybe we should let it fail. And by the way, what do you mean by you people? Just because I don’t agree with you doesn’t make me a Marxist.”

“At least Marxists have ideas. All you’re saying is fuck everything, let there be chaos.”

“It takes fire to forge a diamond,” she declared, raising her chin as if modelling for a Soviet-era propaganda poster.

The pomposity made him laugh.

“Fire to forge a diamond? Where did you get that from? Do you have a little red book of platitudes in there?” He pointed to her handbag on the table.

She showed him her middle finger.

Their bickering was interrupted by the arrival of loud voices. A group of thirty-odd Orange Shirts had gathered around William’s statue, chanting “Nederlandse Trots.” Dutch Pride. The last time Theo had seen these racists was over a year earlier at Hans’s funeral, when they’d staged a rally outside the crematorium. He remembered their leader, Charles Barbour, making a sleazy remark when Mara had squared up to him. Her face was now curdled with disgust, perhaps from the memory of the incident.

A few moments later, Charles’s reedy figure stood on a milk crate, one hand holding a megaphone, the other pointing to the statue behind him.

“That up there is William of Orange. The man who freed us from the tyranny of the Spaniards and gave us our independence. I wonder what he’d make of Muslims taking over this country he gave up his life for. What would William do were he alive today? Would he stand back and let them build mosques, open halal restaurants and impose their sharia law? No way. Unfortunately, we don’t have someone like William running this country. Instead, we have a bunch of spineless politicians who allow the cancer of Islam to spread under the guise of multiculturalism. There’s no hope. No hope at all. In fact, I’m starting to think that if we can’t beat these Muslims, we should join them. Maybe I should just grow a beard and make my wife wear a burqa. Because this is the future of our country. Islamic Republic of the Netherlands …”

“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” Mara hissed. Theo raised his arm for the bill. For once, they were in agreement.


22.

THE OFFICES OF THE EU WERE CONCENTRATED in a five-square-kilometer zone in east Brussels. Theo’s rendezvous was in the fourth floor of an ugly nineties’ block with pink granite walls and large tinted windows.

He arrived at the venue ahead of everyone else. It was a standard boardroom: light wood panels; blue carpet with EU stars; bottles of water and white porcelain cups evenly spaced on a long, oval table. After locating the AV equipment, he connected his laptop to the projector to make sure everything was working.

Once he’d finished setting up, he stood beside the door, hands clasped behind his back. As he waited for the ministers, he tried to ignore the churning anxiety in his stomach. While he’d been trying to warn politicians of a catastrophic economic crisis, his own finances were on the brink of Armageddon. His bank account was now down to five hundred euro. Not enough for the next instalment of his mortgage.

What am I going to do?

Would Walter come through with the job offer he’d promised a few weeks earlier? So far, Theo hadn’t seen any signs of it.

He took a deep breath to arrest these thoughts before they spiraled out of control.

The wall behind him went black as his computer slipped into power-saver mode. The ministers arrived shortly, a procession of grey and blue suits with ties making concessions to individuality. The German’s gold noose matched his thinning blond hair, while the Englishman’s dark pink set off eyes that appeared fatigued from a night of excesses. Italy wore green. France, Sweden and a few others came in various shades of blue. Walter sported a patriotic orange. The last to arrive was the American secretary of the treasury. He was in Brussels to sign a trade agreement with the EU and Walter had engineered a minor coup by getting him to attend this meeting.

After the room settled, Theo introduced himself, loosening the air with a couple of jokes before starting his presentation.

He hit the space bar on his computer, expecting to see the opening slide on the wall. But to his complete horror, a string of words stared from a wash of blue:

“Fatal error. Press Ctrl + Alt + Del.”

Not now.

He apologized to the room and rebooted his computer. As the machine whirred and whooshed in the uneasy silence, his face threatened to turn the same color as the Englishman’s tie.

“Murphy’s law,” he said, trying to defuse the embarrassment. “When something can go wrong, it will.”

“Isn’t that the name of our Irish colleague? Where’s he?” the Englishman said, looking around the table. “Maybe he can fix it.”

“He isn’t here,” the German replied in a dour voice.

“That would be logical, wouldn’t it?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, if everything that can go wrong does go wrong, it would stand to reason that the person who caused it wouldn’t be around to fix it,” the Englishman argued.

Just then, the computer came on, but this time, it was the projector’s turn to misbehave. Theo clenched his fist as sighs of impatience broke out behind his back. He did the only thing one with limited technical knowledge could do, which was to turn off the devices at the mains, turn them back on and pray.

This time-tested technique worked, thankfully. As the delay had cost him a few minutes, he rushed through his presentation, stumbling on more than one occasion. He invited questions after the last slide.

For a few seconds, he was looking at a silent wall of knitted brows and skeptical frowns. The Englishman was the first to speak.

“You say Afterlife Dollars are going to kill consumerism. Yet it’s very much a product of the consumer culture. Can you not see the contradiction in your argument?”

“It’s not a contradiction when you see the bank’s message isn’t about giving up consumerism altogether. But deferring it to another life, where you can supposedly enjoy it forever.”

“That sort of mumbo jumbo might work in oriental countries. But we’re an agnostic society. We’re all about the here and now.”

“Once again, data’s showing something else,” Theo argued. “In the last three years, the market share of Afterlife Dollars in Europe has grown an average of seventeen percent. It’s all in the language. Bank of Eternity has been careful to avoid overtly religious terminology in their advertising. Instead, their marketing has been based on fear of missing out and buzzwords such as ‘afterlife-style.’ However ridiculous that might sound, it seems to be working. East or west, some things don’t change. We all want to live happily ever after, don’t we?”

“Not me.” A morose voice surfaced from the other side of the table. It was the German. He had the face to go with the voice: grey, sagging, mouth turned down at the corners.

“You don’t want to live forever, Josef?” The Englishman slanted an eyebrow.

“No. He means he wants to live miserably ever after,” someone said.

The German dismissed him with a wave. “Do you have something that actually validates your theory?” he asked.

“The data from the last two quarters shows a strong correlation between the exchange rate of Afterlife Dollars and the dip in key economic indicators,” Theo replied.

“But that could be caused by the debt crisis, no?”

“Possibly. But highly unlikely.”

“Ah, we’re talking probabilities now.”

“I see dark clouds. I think it’s going to rain.” Theo shrugged.

“Mr. Van Aartsen,” the German said, splaying his crooked fingers on the table. “My father was a simple, hardworking factory worker, but he had one vice, if you can call it that. Playing the lottery. He used to purchase a ticket every week on payday. His friends used to say, Christopher, you’re a fool, you’re never going to win. But he did, one day. A few ten-thousand marks. You know what he did with that money? Installed a nuclear shelter in our backyard. This was the year American and Russian tanks faced off at Checkpoint Charlie. At that time, it seemed like a good idea. Needless to say, the shelter was never used, and the family that bought the house from us converted it into a wine cellar. The point of my long-winded story is, in our enthusiasm to predict the end of the world, we often overestimate man’s stupidity and underestimate his desire for survival.”

“I’m afraid this isn’t an equation about self-preservation. This is about self-interest versus the welfare of the greater community,” Theo replied. “Also, the decision to use nuclear weapons rests in the hands of a few individuals, presumably acting in accordance with the principles of mutually assured destruction. With Afterlife Dollars however, that decision is being made at an individual level, based on considerations of self-interest. How will you control the behavior of seven billion people? What really worries me is that at a philosophical level, Afterlife Dollars are undermining this life. Just like suicide bombers, consumers are being conditioned to believe that what really matters is the next life. And they’re more likely to press the button when they care less about this world.”

“We live in a materialistic society,” said the American. He had silver hair and sharp brown eyes. “I refuse to believe that people will forsake worldly pleasures for unverifiable rewards in an afterlife. I just don’t see that happening. I mean sure, some folks might. But most won’t. I think we’ll come to a point of equilibrium.”

“That’s the trouble. I’m struggling to see an equilibrium when the exchange rate is rising sharply and there’s no opposing force to drag it back. Besides, isn’t the phenomenon of consumerism relatively new—”

“I disagree,” the American countered sharply. “I believe we’ve been consumers since we lived in caves. The only thing that’s changed with progress is that we have access to more goods. Coming back to your point about the exchange rate, isn’t the current demand being fueled by fears of a Mayan apocalypse?”

“Yes, that’s having an impact.”

“So once it passes, things should be back on an even keel.”

“I very much doubt it. The product is bigger than an end-of-the-world scare,” Theo said. “It addresses some of our most basic fears: fear of dying, fear of being poor, fear of missing out. These aren’t going anywhere. On top of that, you’ve got demand from Afterlife Dollar investments. We’re dealing with a very complex problem here.”

There were more questions. Unlike the group at The Hague, this lot was really grilling him.

“Gentlemen, I understand your resistance to the ideas in my presentation,” he said in conclusion. “The business of forecasting is tricky. We can only see what’s in the headlights. What lies beyond is a matter of debate. You say this is going to happen. I say that. We all have our reasons for believing what we do. However, there’s no denying one thing: what’s happening out there is unprecedented in the history of money. So far, the global economy has been a closed system. But now, we’re seeing a flight of capital to a shadowy destination called the afterlife. This is a totally new paradigm. Even if you don’t agree with me about where this could lead, we ought to at least investigate it.”

“Hey, aren’t you the Grim Reaper?” a voice said.

Theo stiffened. It was the Frenchman. He’d been staring disconcertingly from the end of the table for the last few minutes. Suddenly, they were all studying Theo closely, as if he were an animal in a zoo.

“My God, he is, too!”

“You should have come in your costume.”

“Better yet, you should have sent us a video.”

“Get off my turf.”

A different room now: everyone laughing, joking. And Theo at the fringe of this boys’ club, smiling sheepishly. He turned to Walter, who was gathering his things. Soon, others joined him. One by one, they left, like air seeping out of a balloon.

Theo’s forlorn figure stood in the empty room, disconnecting the laptop, putting it away. Then he pounded his fist on the table.


23.

An open letter to Walter Martens, Hon’ble Minister of Finance.

Dear Minister,

In response to your proposed tax on Afterlife Dollars, we’d like to begin by saying we have the utmost respect for your abilities. We’re aware of your impressive track record in the corporate world, but we believe in this instance, you might be misguided.

Here are some facts:

Fact 1: Afterlife Dollars drive growth.

•The retail and investment parts of the financial services sector have grown at 13 percent per year since the launch of Afterlife Dollars. More importantly, our product has provided a much-needed psychological boost for an industry crippled by the global financial crisis of 2008.

Fact 2: Afterlife Dollars create jobs.

•In Europe alone, we employ a total of 131,123 full-and part-time staff. Many more are employed by industries associated with us, such as afterlife financial planning. We are currently one of the biggest engines for employment generation.

Fact 3: Afterlife Dollars do NOT discourage spending.

•The current slowdown has been attributed to the sovereign debt crisis. This isn’t a matter of opinion; it’s been said by your own economists. If we’ve created thousands of jobs, then one can argue that we’ve in fact boosted spending.

Fact 4: Afterlife Dollars fuel positive sentiment.

•We all know markets are driven by sentiment. Thanks to Afterlife Dollars, the mood in Zuidas, not to mention Wall Street and other major financial centers, is one of optimism. A vibrant financial sector, as we know, is crucial for growth.

•But there’s something else, the effects of which we shouldn’t underestimate, and that is the spiritual well-being of our customers. When they know that their next life has been taken care of, they can embrace this one with gusto and become more productive citizens. This can only benefit the economy.

Mr. Finance Minister, we understand that our product, by its very nature, inspires passionate opinions. But as men of finance, we must be guided by logic and numbers, not passion.

Sincerely,

Thomas Stromberg, Chairman

Bank of Eternity

The letter had been published as a full-page advert. The newspaper crackled in Theo’s hands. Afterlife Dollars creating jobs, encouraging spending. What spin doctor came up with this bullshit? And how did they know about the tax? It hadn’t even been discussed in the cabinet.

He tossed aside the newspaper and picked up his phone. It rested in the meat of his palm as he weighed up whether to call Walter. They hadn’t spoken since that disaster in Brussels three weeks earlier. Theo had left numerous messages on his voicemail but didn’t get a call back.

A few minutes later, the phone did ring. He looked at the caller ID, disappointed when it wasn’t Walter.

“Turn on the news,” Mara’s voice crackled in his ear when he answered.

He picked up the remote with his free hand and switched on the TV. The screen flickered with images of a noisy demonstration at Dam Square, a large group of people waving banners and chanting against the sooty backdrop of the Royal Palace.

The reporter, an aging Barbie-doll type, had a hand pressed to her ear as she raised her voice over the crowd noise.

“The sight of anti-Afterlife Dollar demonstrations is all too familiar. But this isn’t one of those. These people are for Afterlife Dollars.”

She turned to interview an elderly couple.

“Sir, madam, can you tell us why you are here?”

The man spoke, his eyes sharp with fury.

“The government wants to tax our afterlife savings. We pay taxes all our lives. Do we have to pay them even when we’re dead?”

The man turned to his silver-haired companion, whose face puffed with outrage.

“What’s the tax for? Are they providing us services in the afterlife? We’ve worked hard all our lives. We should be entitled to happiness when it’s over. It’s a fundamental human right. What the finance minister is proposing is not a tax. It’s an attack on our freedom.”

The interview was interrupted by a commotion behind the couple. Four men emerged from the crowd, bearing a large black coffin on their shoulders. They laid it down near the reporter’s feet. One of the pallbearers, a burly man in his early forties, yelled:

“This is a message to our finance minister!”

He pointed down, directing the camera to a “No entry” sign on the coffin lid.

“Stay out of our afterlives, Walter, you hear? Stay out.”

“Attack on freedom?” Mara hissed in Theo’s ear. He’d forgotten she was on the line. “What freedom? I hate that word now. It’s being used by anyone wanting to protect their narrow self-interests.”

“Did you see the letter in the paper this morning?” he asked.

“Yes. Do you think it’s a coincidence?”

“No way. They’ve somehow found out about the tax and have launched a campaign to preempt it.”

“Where’s Walter? What’s he got to say about all this?”

“How the hell am I supposed to know? I’m not his secretary,” he snapped. “Hey, why so touchy?”

Theo sighed, not sure what had upset him more: being dumped by Walter or the fact that he was no longer in the middle of the action and had to rely on the news, just like everyone else.

This bitterness lingered after he finished his call with Mara. But he couldn’t afford to dwell on it for too long, as there was a more pressing matter to attend to.

He opened his laptop and logged in to his online bank account. A wave of relief washed over him when he saw his balance. The sale of his Alpha Capital stock options had gone through and the money was in his account, enough to keep the wolves at bay for another three months. And then what? He couldn’t just keep liquidating his assets till there was nothing left.

He needed a job. By now, it was obvious that he couldn’t expect one from Walter. So what was he going to do? Flip burgers? Stack shelves? Drive a taxi?

He clenched his jaw and glared at the newspaper on the coffee table. The bane of his existence stared back at him. The Bank of Eternity ad. Afterlife Dollars. He had to walk away before it destroyed him.

Just then the phone rang. His eyes widened when he saw the number.

He let it ring three times before answering.

“I’m at Cafe Max on Prinsengracht. Meet me here,” Walter said. From the tone, Theo knew something was wrong.

[image: Image]

CAFE MAX WAS a brown bar stained by three centuries of smoke. Framed vintage posters and yellowed nautical maps adorned the walls. A collection of dull brass antiques hung above the bar: bugle, coffeepot, goblet, beer mug, weighing scales. Theo walked past a noisy group of men and women clad in bathrobes. They appeared to be savoring a celebratory drink after completing the Amsterdam canal swim.

Walter hunched at a table beside the fireplace, shockingly disheveled for someone who never had a hair out of place. He pinched the stem of his white-wine glass.

“Are you okay?” Theo asked.

Walter looked at him with bloodshot eyes. “You ought to know before you hear it in the news tonight. I resigned.”

Theo’s face fell. “Why?”

“Officially, for reasons of health.”

“Unofficially?”

“What do you think?” Walter snapped, then raised his hand as a gesture of apology. “Apparently, I was too aggressive in pursuing an Afterlife Dollar tax. No one wants it. The Liberals oppose it on grounds of ideology. The Christian Democrats have a heart attack every time you mention tax.”

“B-but, couldn’t they see why you were proposing it?”

“People see what they want to see.”

“And what does the PM see?”

“She sees herself losing her job if I’m allowed to carry on. She couldn’t understand why I was so obsessed with Afterlife Dollars when we have bigger fish to fry.”

“Bigger fish. This is a barracuda.”

“Someone leaked your report. I don’t know who. But the bank got hold of it and went on a PR blitz. You saw the protests this morning. That was them. They’ve created a perception that Afterlife Dollars has popular support. You see, Theo, the coalition game is all about percentages. You don’t need to convince a vast majority of the people. You just need to win the margins. That’s why my colleagues ran scared. In the end, it was me versus the rest of them.”

Theo grimaced. And here he thought Walter had dumped him for political expediency.

“I’m sorry. I feel all this is my fault. I got you involved—”

“Please. Spare me your guilt trip. I don’t regret fighting. I regret losing. If anyone should be apologizing, it’s me. I let you down because I didn’t know how to play the game.”

“Why did you do it, Walter? You could’ve just ignored my report.”

“Guess I could’ve. But as my grandfather used to say, you have to do the right thing. Even if it means paying the price.”

Theo looked at him closely. For the first time, he noticed the resemblance to Walter’s resistance-hero grandfather: the silver eyes, aristocratic nose.

“So what now?” Theo asked.

“The good news is my old employers want me back. So I’m going to enjoy a seat in first class while the ship heads for the iceberg,” Walter said.

“Surely this can’t be it! They’ve got to do something. They can’t ignore it completely.”

“I’m afraid that’s exactly what’s going to happen. There are no grownups in the room. Not here. Not anywhere. You know what the worst thing is? When the ship goes down, these jerks will find a seat on the lifeboat. It’s the ones in the lower decks who’re going to get fucked.”

Walter ripped up a soggy coaster and threw the pieces on the table. Then raised his glass and signaled “another one” to the bar.

Theo felt a sick, hollow feeling in his stomach. That morning, he’d been worried about his finances. But now, there was a bigger problem. Much bigger than anything he had the capacity to imagine.

“I hope I’m wrong, Walter,” he said, shaking his head.

“Wrong about what?”

“About the crisis. I hope there’s no iceberg and we cross the ocean safely.”

“If it turns out you’re wrong, I’ll breathe a sigh of relief,” Walter said. “Then I’ll come and kick your ass.”


24.

A RED-AND-YELLOW SIGN GLOWED IN THE autumn mist: Premier Properties. The lights in the plate-glass window were still burning. Theo pushed open the door, activating a bell that echoed amidst the rows of empty desks. Mathias’s muscular figure emerged from his office, sleeves rolled up, forearm crackling with grooves. A disc of light shone on his bald head.

“I’m sorry. We’re closed,” he said. Then he slapped his forehead. “Oh, it’s you, Theo. I’ve forgotten what you look like.”

“Sorry. I know it’s been a while.”

“A while? How about a century? Don’t tell me it’s because you’ve been busy. You’re not working. What exactly are you up to?”

Theo shrugged. “Stuff. I saw your light was on, so I thought I’d drop by.”

“I practically live here these days. Come through.”

Mathias’s desk was like a bomb site of loose sheets of paper, scattered folders and open ring binders. A pizza box balanced precariously at the edge. He fished a bottle of vodka from his drawer.

“Drink?”

“I’m fine, thanks.” Theo sat down.

Mathias shook his head. “Don’t know how you do it. I need a release, otherwise I’d go mad.”

He tipped some vodka into a coffee mug. “Cheers.”

Theo cupped his hand as if holding an imaginary glass and raised it. “I’ve got some business for you,” he announced.

“Business is always welcome.”

“I’m thinking of selling my properties.”

“Which one?”

“All.”

Mathias raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t recommend it. In fact, I’d say you’re crazy. House prices went up fifteen percent last year, twenty this year. They’ll keep going up and up. If you sell, you’ll find it hard to get back into the market. Is this because you need the money? I can lend you some.”

“I’m not selling because I need the money,” Theo said, irked by the patronizing tone.

“Then why are you selling?”

“I have reason to believe house prices won’t keep going up and up as you say.”

Theo explained to his friend the same thing he’d told the politicians in The Hague and Brussels.

“This is going to be the mother of all crashes. Virtually every industry will be hit—including real estate. You may be more exposed because the bulk of your business is investment property.”

For a few seconds, Mathias’s face was expressionless, like a child that had been told something it didn’t quite understand.

“Impossible. House prices always go up. Remember what you said to me all those years ago?” he said. “Supply—i.e., land—is fixed, while the demand—i.e., population—is growing all the time. You can’t lose in real estate. Those were your words. Remember?”

Theo nodded. “Yes. I remember. I remember very well. But things have changed. The dream of home ownership is being replaced by something else. From an investment perspective, Afterlife Dollars are appreciating way faster than anything on the market. Property, gold, shares. It’s becoming the most attractive option for storing wealth. That’s why even people who don’t necessarily believe in it are investing in it.”

“But this can’t happen! There may be ups and downs, but house prices have always gone up in the long term.”

“There was a time when salt was the most valuable commodity on earth. More valuable than gold or silver, because there was no other way to preserve meat. But now you can get it for less than two euro at the supermarket. Nothing has any intrinsic value. The price tag is just a figure that represents how much society values something at any given moment. That can change. Everything changes.”

But even as he uttered these words, Theo detected an invisible wall going up on the other side of the desk. The same wall he’d encountered in those rooms in The Hague and Brussels.

“I’m sorry, Mathias. I know this isn’t what you want to hear. But forewarned is forearmed. Just hold back investing in new offices and relook at your business model.”

Mathias gulped down his drink, wiping a dribble with the back of his fist.

“The government’s not going to let this happen.” He thumped the desk. “They’ll be all over this. You watch.”

“The government?” Theo laughed bitterly. “The government’s too busy trying to stay in power. The only person who gave a shit got the boot today.”

“Damn it, Theo. Why does it always have to be doom and gloom with you? You’ve changed after Hans’s death. Afterlife Dollars has become like your … I don’t know … Ahab.”

“You mean Moby Dick?”

Suddenly Mathias rose, sending his chair rolling toward the map on the wall behind him. “You know what causes crashes? It’s people like you,” he spat.

“Me?”

“Yes, you … with your negativity. You make crashes happen by talking about it. You know how hard I’ve worked for this business. You know what it means to me. And now you’re going to destroy it with your trash talk,” he said, and stormed off.
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A THIN STRIP of light shone in the gap between the curtains. The muffled noise of the TV confirmed she was awake. So Theo knocked.

A few moments later, Mara’s bony figure materialized in the doorway, not surprised by his appearance at this late hour.

“Come on in,” she said.

Inside the living room, he fell heavily on the sofa and stretched legs stiff from hours of aimless wandering.

“I suppose you heard the news?” He gestured to the TV, babbling away at a low volume.

She nodded.

“Our last hope gone.” He sighed. “You were wrong when you said governments give a shit only when the economy is threatened. Seems they don’t. This whole experience has shaken my faith in human rationality. You try to convince people using logic and facts. Yet no one wants to listen. After a while, you’re like a warning on a cigarette pack. No one gives a shit what you say, because they don’t think it’s going to happen to them. There are no Bond-movie villains stroking Persian cats, plotting to destroy the world. We do it ourselves, by creating institutions that divest individuals of moral responsibility and reward short-termism.”

“Do you know how many decades of campaigning it took for politicians to even acknowledge global warming?”

“We haven’t got decades. We need to act now.” He grimaced, sick at the sound of his own voice. Word after word, floating out of his mouth like dandelion seeds, going nowhere, achieving nothing. Nothing could be achieved.

“I’m going to make myself some tea. Would you like some?” she asked.

On another night, he would’ve said no. But tonight, he didn’t want to be on his own. He had no one else to turn to but Mara; nowhere else to go but this smelly, cluttered apartment; nothing to comfort him other than a brew that would likely taste like treacly dishwater. This crusade had cost him everything—job, lifestyle, friendships. But had given him nothing in return. Not even a small victory to savor. What else was it going to take? Nothing, because he’d been sucked dry, an empty shell of flesh clothed in black trousers and a grey cashmere sweater.

A few moments later, she returned from the kitchen with two mugs. She sat next to him and they quietly watched a wildlife documentary on TV. A tiger prowled in the shadow of pine trees, leaving a trail of deep paw prints in the snow. Siberia, he guessed, unless the climate had changed so drastically that it was now snowing in South Asia. The low drone of the commentary was comforting white noise.

A few moments later, he felt something. He looked down and saw Mara’s bare knee touching his. The heat of her skin seeping through the fabric of his trousers sent a tingle down the side of his thigh.

It had been a while since he’d had sex, about six months, in fact. On that occasion, it was a university student with tongue piercings, black lipstick and a Megadeth T-shirt. He’d insisted on seeing her ID before taking her home. Later, he lay in bed, Grim Reaper cloak hitched up to his chest as she straddled him, whispering in his ear that she was fucking Death.

The recollection triggered a pulsing ache in his groin. His eyes drilled through the thin fabric of Mara’s nightgown, scanning the outline of her small, perky breasts.

Come to think of it, she wasn’t bad looking. A bit of styling and makeup, smart clothes, a few squirts of perfume to cover that vintage-store smell, she could be sexy in a waifish way. Of course, in all the time he’d known her, he’d never seen her make that effort. If anything, she seemed to go out of her way to be unattractive, presumably because she wanted to be taken seriously and not objectified. But unbeknownst to her, that’s exactly what he was doing.

His eyes crawled the length of her body, stopping at the leg. Her nightgown had slid a long way up, exposing a dusting of blonde hair on her thighs. He considered laying a hand on it, testing the waters.

Suddenly, he rose, snapping out of whatever was dragging him to a place he’d regret going.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, startled by the sudden movement.

“I better go,” he blurted, averting her gaze.

“I suppose it’s late.”

He mumbled goodbye and left before his face flushed, or worse, he was betrayed by a telltale growth in his trousers. Out of sight in the corridor, he cringed.

Sex with Mara. What was I thinking?

He stood at the door, about to turn the brass handle, when it suddenly came to him. Out of the blue, as things often did. Maybe it was the sugar hit from the tea or the embarrassing burst of testosterone afterwards. But whatever it was, it had shaken his brain out of the stupor of self-pity and led him to an answer.

He turned around and walked back to the living room. The TV was off. Mara emerged from the kitchen with a glass of water, looking surprised to see him.

“How much savings have you got?” he asked.

She arched her neck. “None of your bloody business.”

“Actually, I want to make it my business. Have you considered what’ll happen when the shit hits the fan? How it will affect you personally?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what’s going to happen to that trust fund your uncle left behind?”

“How do you know …” She gaped, unaware that her inheritance was possibly the world’s worst kept secret.

“Where’s your money invested right now?”

“Uh, some guy’s looking after it.” Signs of worry were creeping into her face. “Why’re you asking these questions?”

“There’s a crash coming. Not tomorrow. Not the day after. But it is going to happen. And when it does, if your money’s in the wrong place, you could lose everything.”

She swallowed. She had that look, not quite life flashing before the eyes, but close. That was the thing about money. You could get on your anti-capitalist high horse, label it the root of all evil. But often, this came from the privileged position of having it. Not millions maybe, but enough so it wasn’t a source of existential worry. Take that away, money didn’t become a subject of principle or dogma. It came down to your next meal and rent payment.

“The coming economic crisis will destroy many industries,” he said. “But some will survive in the post-consumer world. The basic human necessities will remain. People need to eat. If they don’t go out to restaurants, they’ll eat more at home, which means supermarkets will thrive. The need for power, water, gas and heating won’t go away, either. When they don’t buy cars, they’ll use more public transport. If you know where to invest, you can preserve your capital. Perhaps even grow it.”

“And you know where to invest?”

“I know what’s coming. That’s a huge advantage in the financial markets. I may as well use it to help regular folks like you, because God knows the government’s not going to.”

“What’re you going to call this fund? Noah’s Ark?”

“Too religious. So would you like to be my second customer?”

“Who’s the first?”

“Me,” he replied. “I’m going all in.”


A few years later


25.

THEO HAD PREDICTED THE CRASH WOULD OCCUR this year. But not on a day like this, a warm, sunny spring morning that promised a gloriously hot summer.

He was in his “office,” a tenth-floor cafe overlooking the tea-colored waters of the harbor. The light streaming in the glass wall was the same yellow as the scrambled eggs on his plate.

A text message beeped on the table. It was from Mara.

“It’s happening.”

He dropped his fork and picked up his phone to check the markets.

FTSE down twenty-five percent, DAX down seventeen percent, CACS down twenty-one percent. Euronext 100 down eleven percent.

A few hours earlier, Asia had reported panic selling in the last hour of trading. All signs indicated this wasn’t a flash crash.

Mara was right. This had to be it.

His heart ran as he pushed the plate away and opened his laptop, first to check the holdings in the portfolio, and then to start typing an email to his clients. “A stock-market crash isn’t the start of an economic malaise,” he wrote, “but a sign that after years of burying their heads in the sand, investors have finally woken up to it. The great crash is here. In every crash, there are winners and losers. Thanks to our preparedness, I’m pleased to report we’re in the former category.”

He explained how all their short positions were coming in the money, making the fund several million euro richer. Once the market hit the bottom, he was going to scour the bargain bins for the stocks that would secure the portfolio’s long-term health.

As he penned his message, he couldn’t help feeling pleased with himself, as his clients weren’t exactly high-net-worth individuals: teachers, nurses, tradesmen, small-business owners, retirees. Many of them had lost their jobs and depended on their investments for an income.

After he sent off the email, he returned to the markets, where the bloodbath continued. A few minutes later, someone turned on the TV above the bar’s mirrored liquor shelf. The newscaster’s glum voice filled the premises.

“Trading has been suspended in London, Paris, Frankfurt and other major centers as European markets witnessed an unprecedented crash …”

The screen flashed scenes from various stock exchanges around the continent. The faces everywhere had the same blanched look as they stared at the monitors, hands on heads, as if they’d seen Death. A cruel smile spread across his face as he savored their shock and panic.

Told you so.

For a long time, it had felt like him versus the world. A struggle that had defined his existence for years. This moment was his vindication. Proof that he was not some crazed, sandwich-board-wearing prophet of doom accosting people on street corners.

“Would you like anything else?” the waiter asked, clearing the table.

“Skinny cap,” Theo replied, glued to the unfolding financial destruction on the TV. It was a bit like watching the planes plow into the twin towers of the World Trade Center. You couldn’t take your eyes off it.

Soon the newscaster interviewed an expert panel in the studio, a group of sharply dressed men and women ready to spout belated wisdom. Theo straightened when the camera zoomed in on one of their faces. It was the former French finance minister, the one who’d been in that meeting in Brussels when Theo had tried to warn the European ministers about this moment.

“This is unprecedented. We couldn’t have seen this coming,” the Frenchman declared.

Theo gaped. How could he say it with a straight face? Had he erased all memory of that meeting?

Suddenly, Theo was overwhelmed by memories of his despairing struggle against an obdurate establishment. His quest for vindication, it seemed, had blinded him to a simple fact: winning wasn’t about being right. It was preventing this moment from coming to being. He hadn’t. And the images flickering on the TV screen weren’t signs of victory.

They were reminders he’d failed.

He sighed and cast a glance at the harbor. Beyond the waterfront, the city marching toward the horizon was a bricks-and-mortar timeline: crooked gabled buildings from the 1600s in the foreground, graduating to twenty-first century steel and glass, shrunken in the distance.

It was a view that anchored this moment in history, for it was four hundred years earlier near a clump of gold-tipped spires to his right that it had all started. Inside a canal house on Nes, a group of unsmiling burghers with ruff collars—poster boys for a Protestant work ethic—signed a document that made them the world’s first shareholders. The company was Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, the Dutch East India Company. The world’s first IPO was massively oversubscribed. Not surprising, considering it was a monopoly backed by the government, with the power to raise armies.

Within a year, the company reported a capital growth of fifty percent, largely from the proceeds of seizing a Portuguese ship off the coast of Singapore. Such was the demand for its shares that a few years later, the idea of derivatives was spawned in the busy coffeehouses of Nieuwe Brug. Nearby in the town hall, the proliferation of coin clippers had prompted Amsterdamsche Wisselbank to create a unified monetary system.

Not far from there, a corkscrew of smoke drilled toward a clear spring sky. In fact, there were many such corkscrews scattered across the city. This wasn’t the past but the present. The smoke spirals were map pins pointing to the tent cities that were mushrooming everywhere. Closer in the foreground, the snaking pedestrian mall of Kalverstraat, once frequented by outof-towners, avoided by locals, was now avoided by everyone: out-of-towners and locals. The lines once visible when a new smartphone was launched had shifted to the soup kitchens serving the homeless. Further to the right, the exclusive shopping district of the Nine Streets was now a string of empty windows. And finally, right over to the left, somewhat obscured from view, a chocolate-colored art deco building. Bank of Eternity.

Amsterdamsche Wisselbank then, Bank of Eternity now. Could those men with ruff collars who energized trade, commerce and discovery by freeing capital from the clutches of a feudal society, have foreseen this? The downfall of capitalism caused ultimately not by a revolution, but the system’s very lifeblood: money. Maybe Marx was right. Capitalism was doomed to fail under the weight of its own contradictions. But what about the system his vision had spawned? That hadn’t survived, either. If communism failed because it didn’t recognize self-interest as an essential human trait, and capitalism failed because it placed that trait on a pedestal, then what was the alternative?

Theo had done a good job of predicting this crisis. But now, he was going to walk in the same dark tunnel as everyone else.


26.

TWO WEEKS AFTER THE CRASH, THEO HUNCHED over the kitchen table, chewing his cereal mechanically as he tried to recall the last time he’d met Mathias. Was it a year? Maybe longer? Their relationship had changed irrevocably when Theo had tried to warn him about the crisis all those years ago. It wasn’t like they had any fierce arguments or major disagreements after that night. But things fizzled slowly, like a marriage that had lost its spark.

How was he? Theo wondered. According to Valerie, the last person to have been in contact with him, the business wasn’t going too well.

The concern for Mathias’s well-being grew as the day progressed, compelling Theo to reach out to his friend.

He ventured on his bike to De Pijp, Mathias’s stomping ground. A fit of optimism made him try the office first. The sign was still there, nailed to the wall above the entrance. But when he looked in the smudged plate-glass window, all he saw was the disemboweled carcass of a business.

He sighed and headed to Mathias’s apartment, conveniently located around the corner. The building was a six-story, nineteenth-century workers’ terrace, crowned by a row of dormer windows in the slate roof.

Theo chained his bike to a parking sign and went to buzz Mathias’s apartment, when he noticed the door standing ajar. He pushed it open and went in.

The lights weren’t working. He gripped the bannister and ascended the creaky steps. The daylight from the open door tapered to darkness when he reached the first-floor landing. He stopped and groped the air, feeling for bicycles, washing machines, outboard motors and other crap people usually left outside their doors. Luckily, it was clear.

He carried on to the next level, negotiating the winding staircase with exaggerated caution. Finally, he arrived on the top floor, where he was greeted by an open door.

A flood of light from the south-facing window shone on cracked, peeling walls. The dusty concrete floor was marked with striations from the ripped-up floorboards. Wires trailed from uneven holes in the ceiling.

As Theo walked around the derelict apartment, he became aware of a presence. A ghost, rising from the dusty floor. A bare-chested Mathias in the kitchen, face beaded with sweat after a workout, drinking a protein shake straight from the blender jar. The gym had been in the spare room: bench press, Bowflex machine, exercise bike, mirrors on two walls. All that was left now was the mirrors.

It was the same in the bedroom, but the mirror there was on the ceiling. Theo glanced at his upside-down reflection, shuddering to think of all the things that had occurred within these four walls.

A draft of cool air drew him to the open sash window at the end of the room. There used to be a telescope there, he remembered, trained on a grassy patch in Sarphatipark where girls sunbathed in summer. No telescope now, and no girls sunbathing in the park, either. Instead, he was looking at a concentration of tents, domes of blue, red, green and yellow scattered on the lawn, smoke spiraling from small fires. At first glance, it looked like a campsite at a music festival. A mini Glastonbury, Roskilde or Burning Man. Except this wasn’t any of those. This was a tent city, one of many that had sprung up in the city’s parks, the scar tissue of a broken economy.

What if he’s down there? Theo wondered. It was inconceivable to think of someone as vain as Mathias living in squalor. But these were extraordinary times, and nothing was outside the bounds of possibility.

A few minutes later, he emerged from the building and crossed the road. The park was ringed by a wrought-iron fence and a thick screen of horse chestnuts. Prior to going in, Theo slipped his watch into his pocket and rolled his trainers in the mud, even though they were old and already scuffed. The gravel path from the gate merged with a looping asphalt track, thick with the smells of urine, stale food and unwashed bodies.

Spanning the length of two blocks, the park was broken into sections by a network of paths and bridges. A puzzle-piece-shaped lagoon in the middle was concealed by tall reeds and weeping willows growing along its banks.

Most of the tents were clustered on the main lawn surrounding a sandstone monument with a dry moat. Theo trod on the sodden grass, scouring faces darkened with grit and framed with matted hair. Conscious of his own spotless appearance, he moved carefully, eyes darting, as if he’d just entered a bad neighborhood. But after a while, he noticed no one was even looking at him. It seemed the denizens of the tent city were pretending he was invisible, just like the world outside was pretending they were. People with no jobs, no homes, no hope, scurrying about the depths of society like plankton.

He crossed the bridge to check the next lawn, where the tents were pitched along the lagoon. A crude sign staked into the muddy bank caught his eye: Herengracht. The most prestigious address in the canal district. He wondered if this ironic nomenclature extended to the rest of the park. Was the area around the monument where he’d just been called Centrum? Was the sandpit near the gate christened Zandvoort or some other beach town?

After nearly thirty minutes of fruitless searching, he stopped at an elevated wooden platform next to a gushing waterfall that fed the lagoon. The bridge offered him a vantage point. He leaned on the railing, wistfully recalling scenes from another day when the park was carved into territories, shirtless musclemen cavorting beside the exercise equipment in the southeast corner, dog walkers, and boys playing football on the next lawn. The main lawn was colonized by sunbathers resting on picnic blankets, eating ice cream or sipping champagne, listening to music on tinny speakers hooked up to their mobile phones, their bikes lying flat on the grass as if enjoying a spot of rest.

He remembered the aroma of barbecues, the occasional whiff of joints. Children armed with soaker guns having a water fight while a brass band provided a comical background score. He recalled Mathias feeding the ducks, ignoring Theo’s warning that the uneaten bread could spawn botulism-causing algae.

Where were the birds now? Theo wondered. The wooden pontoon, usually splattered white with their droppings, looked pristine.

Rankled by their absence, he embarked on a quest to find them, looking in the usual hiding places: little coves concealed by the reeds, under the low branches of weeping willows, along the edges of a tiny island overrun with vegetation. But there was no sign of them anywhere. It was as if they’d never existed.

Then it struck him.

The ducks were long gone. And it wasn’t botulism that had killed them. It was hungry stomachs.

A moist film blurred his vision. What the fuck was wrong with him? The whole world was turning to shit and there he was, crying over some goddamn ducks.


27.

THE SQUARE OUTSIDE THE PARLIAMENT COMPLEX was a smoldering wash of orange. Thousands of Orange Shirts packed into an area the size of a football pitch, raising fists, uttering that hateful cry:

“Nederlandse Trots. Nederlandse Trots. Nederlandse Trots …”

Theo observed the rally from a safe distance in the shadow of a plane tree outside the Ministry of Justice building, his expressionless face concealing a mixture of fascination and fear. He recalled the last Dutch Pride gathering in the very same square a number of years earlier. Back then, they were just a small handful, nothing more than a nuisance to the patrons in the surrounding cafes. But now he was seeing the rumblings of a movement. The world was changing faster than anyone could keep up.

He exchanged glances with Walter, who was watching the proceedings, lips sealed in a grim pout. Walter was about to say something but was cut off by a loud roar. The Orange Shirts applauded their leader, the scrawny figure of Charles Barbour, who was now onstage, a thin smile spreading on his rottweiler face as he savored the crowd’s adulation like a rock star. The stage had been set so he stood at the same height as the statue of William of Orange rising in the middle of the square, subconsciously—or perhaps not so subconsciously—pitching the Dutch Pride leader as the nation’s modern-day savior.

A few moments later, he raised his palm to silence the gathering.

The air crackled with anticipation as he fussed with the mike, bringing it closer, adjusting the height, really playing with his audience.

Then his voice filled the square, harsh as a grinder saw.

“Would you like to hear a joke?”

A unanimous “YES” from the crowd.

“Okay. How do you blindfold a Chinaman?”

Pause.

“With dental floss.”

The audience threw their heads back, braying with laughter.

“I see you liked that. Okay, here’s another one. How do you know you’ve been robbed by a Chinaman?”

Once again, a pause.

“When all the rice is gone and three hours later, he’s still trying to back out of the driveway.”

Once again, laughter. This time, they clapped hands and bumped fists, enjoying every moment of this racist stand-up comedy. Theo scowled at Charles. If you were going to peddle poison, at least be original. Come up with your own material, not regurgitate the first thing you saw on the internet.

“One more, folks. How do you know you’ve been robbed by a Chinaman?”

The crowd turned to each other, confused; did their great leader just repeat himself?

“When the economy is in ruins, you can’t feed your family and don’t have a roof over your head.”

This time, no laughter. The silence was as sharp as broken glass. Seagulls squawked. A tram rumbled in the distance. There was a distinct change in the air temperature, as most people there couldn’t feed their families, didn’t have roofs over their heads. Ostensibly robbed by the “Chinaman” they laughed at a few moments earlier. Theo couldn’t help admiring the dexterity with which Charles worked the audience. He guessed it was like anything—do it long enough, you eventually got really good at it. Even stoking hate.

“Not funny, is it? But that’s exactly what’s been happening to us. For years, the Chinese have been systematically destroying our industries with cheap imports. Money that should’ve gone to Dutch manufacturers has been going into their pockets instead. And guess what they’ve been doing with that money? They’ve been using it to buy our land, our farms, our homes. Do you know these slant-eyes now own seven percent of our country? They own nine percent of Britain, eleven percent of America. This hasn’t just happened by accident. It’s part of a grand plan. It’s all here in this book: The Manchu Manifesto.”

Charles held a copy of said book in his hand, displaying it to the crowd like evidence in a courtroom.

“Let me read you a little extract. ‘For many centuries, the West subjugated China with opium. Now it’s our turn to fight back by getting them hooked on our drug: cheap goods. We’ll make them pawn their souls just like they made us pawn our silver. And when their economies are weak and debt-ridden, we’ll strike, not resting until the injustices of the past have been avenged and the Chinese dragon reigns supreme …’”

He snapped the book shut and raised his fist.

“Here’s my message to my Manchu friends. Bring on your dragon. St. George is waiting for you. Nederlandse Trots.”

The crowd exploded in a frenzy of fury and indignation. Theo and Walter walked away in disgust. There was only so much of this crap you could listen to without wanting to shout back. A move that would’ve been nothing short of suicidal.

Theo scoffed, “A few years ago, it was Muslims. Now it’s the Chinese.”

“Well, at least you can say he’s an equal-opportunity racist,” Walter sniggered.

“Is this Manchu Manifesto for real?”

“You see so much crap on the internet. Who knows what’s real?”

“I bet it’s a complete fabrication. Like The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. The economy in ruins. A power-hungry narcissist exploiting it by stoking base fears and providing simplistic answers. Where have we seen this before?”

“You know what’s scary? In Hitler’s time, there were enough good guys to stand up to the bad ones. But now we’re seeing clones of Dutch Pride on the ascendancy all over America and Europe.”

“This isn’t America or any other European country.” Theo clenched his fist. “The Dutch suck at national pride. We’ve always thought of ourselves as a small country at the mercy of the dykes. That nationalistic crap that Charles is selling is not going to work here. He may win a few more seats than he deserves to, but he’s not going to get the big prize.”

[image: Image]

THE BIG PRIZE that Charles coveted was a standard office chair in a wood-paneled octagonal room overlooking a lake. Its current occupant, Prime Minister Elke, was a withered version of the person Theo had met years earlier. She hunched behind a sturdy wooden desk, wan face rutted with creases. Her eyes, weary from a lifetime of battles, fixed on Walter.

“Go on. Say it.” She sighed. “Get it out of your system.”

“I told you so. I bloody told you so,” Walter hissed, face colored by a rush of blood and pent-up venom. “None of this would have happened if you’d listened to me.”

“You were right. I was wrong. Can we—”

“Say that to the people of the Netherlands. Get on TV and say it. All those people who voted for you, who lost their homes and jobs … tell them it’s your fault. Tell them you fucked up.”

“You know how many problems are brought to my attention every day?” Her voice was as tired as her eyes. “I can’t attend to each one of them. I have to separate crank calls from the real ones. Sometimes you get it wrong.”

“Crank call? That wasn’t a crank call. You didn’t want to do anything about it because you had no balls.”

“Damn it, Walter.” She slapped the table. “I didn’t bring you here to drag old cows out of the water. Tell me what you think of this.” She slid two sets of official documents across the table.

“RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE THIRD ECONOMIC AFFAIRS COMMITTEE.”

Walter grudgingly picked up a copy. Theo took the other one and read it. He skipped the first part of the thirty-page report and had a quick glance at the recommendations: rate cuts, quantitative easing, VAT cuts, infrastructure investment.

“How, may I ask, are you planning to finance these?” Walter asked, tossing the report back on the table.

“Gas revenue,” the PM replied.

“Oh yes, that family inheritance that successive governments have squandered.” Walter snorted.

“Madam Prime Minister, I’m afraid none of this is going to work for the simple reason that you’re trying to fight this recession with measures from the last one,” Theo explained. “Have you been tracking Afterlife Dollars since the crash? It’s gone up nearly thirty-seven percent in two weeks. More than gold or any of the other traditional safe havens. So all that money you’re going to pump into the system through monetary easing or government debt is going to create more Afterlife Dollars instead of stimulating demand. This is likely to lead to serious inflation.”

“What would you recommend, Mr. Van Aartsen?” she enquired, fingering the beads of her pearl necklace.

“The same thing I did all those years ago.”

“That’s impossible! There’ll be riots if I touch people’s afterlife investments. There will be hell.”

“Hell’s already here, Madam Prime Minister. It’s already here,” Theo said, clenching his jaw. “I’ve seen it. It was right in the middle of one of the most beautiful parks in Amsterdam. I saw how people were living there, eking out a subhuman existence. Many years ago, you had a chance to nip this in the bud, with manageable political fallout. You chose not to. Maybe you were trapped by an ideology. Maybe you were too scared of losing the elections. But that was then. Let’s talk about now. You have two choices now. Just two. Rein in Afterlife Dollars with a tax, or increase government debt and risk runaway inflation. You’re fucked either way. You might as well do the right thing.”


28.

THE INTERCITY SERVICE ROLLED OUT OF THE Hague Central station. On the upper deck, Walter folded his arms and dozed off. He’d hardly said a word after the meeting with the PM. There was nothing left to say. Theo leaned on the window.

Soon, the flat countryside passed before his eyes: fields neatly partitioned by rows of silver birch; farmhouses with red sloping roofs whizzing by in the foreground, church spires in the distance, unhurried; ditches running alongside the tracks swelling into canals lined with flat-roofed houseboats. A picture of serene normality until the cities rushed past. Linden. Haarlem. Everywhere the same story—deserted industrial estates, tent cities, men trawling the trackside looking for scrap metal, rundown housing estates with orange flags in the windows.

Soon, the train squealed to a halt at Amsterdam Centraal. Walter jerked out of his sleep. After disembarking, they shook hands and went their separate ways.

In the foyer, Theo stopped to admire a busker hunched over a piano. The man’s long fingers glided over the keys, prizing out a string of melancholy notes that seemed to echo with the times.

Theo dropped some money into the upturned hat. As he went to put his wallet back in his pocket, a homeless man appeared out of nowhere. Theo gave him a note too, which of course had the effect of attracting more beggars. Before he knew it, he was mobbed by a circle of outstretched arms vying for his generosity. He fumed at this sudden attack of need, as if he were being exploited. Then he realized what a joke that was.

While everyone else was losing their homes and livelihoods, he’d been accumulating wealth like a feudal lord, selling his properties when the market was at its peak and plowing the money into farmland because he’d correctly guessed it would hold its value. Now he had everything: money, shares, property, enough wealth to last him perhaps two lifetimes. How could he possibly think he was exploited?

He opened his wallet and fed the outstretched hands before him. When he ran out of notes, he gave coins. When he ran out of coins, he gave away his watch. Then he mumbled “sorry” and hurriedly pushed past them.

How did you cope with the skewed results of life’s lottery? Ignore it till all the misery around you became wallpaper? He envied his neighbors who lived in the Oud-Zuid bubble. They drank brandy, smoked cigars and acted as if the tent city in Vondelpark or beggars in Museumplein didn’t exist. He wished he could be a bit more like them. But he’d signed away the right to bury his head in the sand a long time ago.

The beggars from the station continued to occupy his thoughts that night. As he lay in bed, he also cast his mind back to the squalor in the tent city he’d witnessed a few weeks earlier. The following morning, he drove to an industrial estate just off the main artery connecting Amsterdam to Haarlem. He passed a series of grey blocks scarred by graffiti and came to a yard. A few dozen second-hand food trucks were stationed on the tarmac, their waxed chassis gleaming in the late-morning sun.

He parked beside a container office. A man greeted him as soon as he stepped out of his car, late thirties, greasy blond hair, clip-on tie, cheap cologne.

“I’m just having a look around,” Theo informed the man.

He strolled the yard inspecting the trucks, the man shadowing him at a distance. Most vehicles still bore the logos of their previous owners. But one of them looked like it had arrived straight from the factory floor. When he went in through the back door, he observed that the inside looked just as pristine. Not a spot of grease on the appliances, splashback or vents. When tested, the burners hissed and freezers hummed.

“Why don’t you take her for a spin?” the man suggested, perhaps sniffing a sale.

Theo drove it around the block. He was no automotive expert, but the handling seemed good. The brakes worked, and he didn’t hear any worrying noises.

“Is this your best price?” he enquired, pointing to the windscreen sticker.

“It’s brand new. Try getting a brand-new truck for this price.”

“Then why’s it still here?”

The man smiled, baring crooked yellow teeth. “Don’t screw me. I gotta eat.”

The following week, Theo picked up the truck from the paint shop. It had been sprayed black with white slanting letters on the side.

“Een Warme Maaltijd.”

One hot meal.

He drove it back home, where the next piece of the puzzle was waiting for him: three men with shaved heads and black T-shirts. They used to work in a restaurant he frequented before it closed down early the year before.

He invited them into his living room. While he was in the midst of explaining his plans for the food truck, one of them interrupted. “We’re chefs, not cooks,” he said. The other two tilted their bulbous noses in agreement.

Theo nodded as if he understood, but thereafter took great pains to ensure he used the word “cook” as often as he could.

The next week, he invited a nutrition expert to the menu meeting. Once again, there were murmurs of protest from the three amigos. Well, from two. The third one sat glumly, arms folded. From the look on his face, it appeared he was beginning to understand the score. He must have had a word with the other two when they went out for a cigarette, because they came back strangely acquiescent.

A few weeks later, when the permits finally came through, Theo drove the truck to Nieuwmarkt, crawling behind the army of cyclists in the cobbled alleyways between crouched buildings.

He parked in the main square next to a red medieval structure with tall doors and round towers: remnants of the original city gate. He climbed down from the truck, pleasantly surprised to see the three amigos had arrived before him.

They donned aprons and got to work. Soon, the breeze carried the smell of grilled meat and advertised it in the square. A small crowd approached the truck gingerly, grimy rag dolls of human beings, licking their lips.

“Free food. You don’t need a reservation. Come on,” Theo touted.

Before long, a line of hungry stomachs snaked from the truck. He stood to one side, smiling as they shovelled food into their mouths and let out a string of appreciative mmms and aahs.

The scenes triggered a recollection from many years earlier, when Theo was thirteen and had earned his first paycheck working in the butcher’s shop. He decided to spend it by treating Hans and Mathias to a meal at FEBO, a restaurant that dispensed fast food in vending machines. Burgers, croquettes, hot dogs and hamburgers were placed behind rows of steel doors set in the wall, which could be opened by inserting a token. Theo got a whole bunch of them from the cashier and divided them into three equal piles, one for Hans, one for Mathias, one for himself.

They sat on high stools and stuffed their faces as if they hadn’t eaten in days. Especially Mathias, who’d just discovered the gym and had several concealed compartments in his stomach.

“Can I have another one?” he asked after a while.

Theo raised an eyebrow. “Have you used yours up already?”

“I don’t hoard like you lot. My motto is carpe diem. Seize the fries.” Mathias patted his belly.

“You can watch while we carpe diem our hot dogs.” Theo snorted.

Mathias made a sad face and looked yearningly at a tradesman munching on a hamburger at the next table.

“You’re a pain in the ass, you know that?” Theo sighed, unable to watch his friend’s torment. He opened his fist to Mathias. There were two tokens in his palm.

“Just one.”

But Mathias snatched both and dashed off to the wall.

“Hey!”

Theo jumped off the stool and went after him. But by the time he got there, Mathias had already removed two burgers and taken a big bite out of them.

Nearly thirty years later, Hans was dead, and Mathias had dropped off the face of the earth. Both somehow related to Afterlife Dollars.


29.

THEO KNOCKED AND HELD THE CHILLED WINE bottle to his face, sighing with pleasure as it cooled his skin. According to the papers, it was the hottest August on record. And it sure felt like it. Nature’s thermostat wrecked, just like the economy.

A few seconds later, Valerie’s svelte figure materialized in the doorway, signs of creeping age carefully concealed beneath the makeup. The translucent white dress highlighted her contours, but he didn’t allow his gaze to linger for fear of reawakening old feelings.

“Come on in.”

She linked arms and escorted him to the living room, where he was welcomed by the sight of Jan sprawled out on the sofa, drops of sweat beading his weak chin, log-like legs covered in a thick pelt of ginger fur.

Jan squinted at the sight of Theo and his wife standing arm in arm. “You look cozy. Are you having an affair?”

“Maybe,” Valerie responded with a sly look. “Perhaps I can get him to pay for my Botox.”

“You can have her. Been there, done that,” Theo said, feigning boredom.

“Hey!” Valerie punched him lightly.

It had been many years since they’d split up. Enough time for the bitterness to pass and allow for a facade of friendship, however shallow.

The room was black and white. A bit like Valerie. Theo settled on a white armchair while Valerie snuggled up to Jan on the black sofa.

“Any news of Mathias?” It was the first question Theo asked anyone these days.

Valerie shook her head to say no.

“I went to his apartment the other day. No one there.”

“Don’t worry. Mathias will survive. By hook or by crook. Remember the time he sold pills in the nightclub?”

Theo frowned. “That’s what worries me. I hope he doesn’t do anything stupid.”

Jan coughed in an attempt to draw attention to himself.

“Valerie tells me you went to The Hague. Does the government have any ideas on how to sort out the economy?” he enquired.

“They do. But not good ones. Nothing’s going to happen. Not while this government’s in power,” Theo moaned.

“I don’t believe mainstream parties are capable of getting us out of this mess. We need to think outside the box.”

Theo slanted an eyebrow. “What do you mean, outside the box?”

Then it struck him.

“Not the Orange Shirts!”

Jan shrugged. “Can they be any worse than what we’ve got now? I mean, sure, I don’t agree with some of the things they say. But they have a point.”

“About what?”

“The Chinese haven’t exactly been playing fair, have they? Cheapening their imports by maintaining a low exchange rate, then using their trade surplus to buy up Western assets.”

“No one had a problem when we were buying shirts for ten euro,” Theo scoffed. “It’s one thing to want to correct a trade imbalance, but it’s another thing to spread hate and xenophobia. Besides, I question the economic efficacy of going after the Chinese. Industries and skills that have long disappeared can’t be reinstated overnight. And neither are consumers willing to pay for high labor costs. The move is only going to worsen inflation. China isn’t the problem here. It’s Afterlife Dollars. That’s what’s caused this downturn. But no one wants to do a damn thing about it. If it were me, if I were PM …” For a moment, Theo pictured himself in Elke’s chair. “I’d tax the hell out of them. Actually, forget taxing. I’d ban the damn thing.” He thumped the armrest.

“The hell you would,” Jan hissed. “I’d kill you if you did.”

Theo flinched at the sudden vehemence.

Fucker’s invested in Afterlife Dollars.

The veneer of friendship carefully built over time shattered as Theo stared, fueled by the same hate he’d felt all those years ago when the gorilla had stolen Valerie from him.

Jan slid forward in his seat. “Say it,” he snarled, veins bulging under the skin in his forehead.

“Honey.” A worried-looking Valerie touched his arm, but he pushed her away.

“Say it.”

“Say what?”

“Say what you’re thinking. I know what you were thinking.”

Theo cackled. “So you’re a mind reader now. Okay, tell me, what was I thinking?”

“Stop provoking him,” Valerie snapped.

“You stay out of this,” Theo shot back.

“Hey! Don’t talk to my wife like that.” Jan’s big hands clenched into fists.

“Before she became your wife, she was my girlfriend. I can say what I want,” Theo spat.

The room was charged, like the atmosphere before a lightning strike. One word was all it was going to take.

“I’m pregnant.”

Theo arched his neck. Jan jerked his head. Both of them turned to Valerie, who was beaming, all teeth. The moment was surreal. Almost comedic. If the announcement was timed to defuse a bomb, it certainly worked. From wanting to punch Theo a few seconds earlier, Jan now looked like a coy bride.

Theo let go of the armrests and leaned back, muscles slackening as tension slowly drained from the room.

“Wow. That’s big news. Congratulations,” he said, forcing a smile.

“It was an accident,” Valerie divulged, slipping her hand into Jan’s. “But we’re glad it happened. As you know, my dad disappeared after I was born. Jan’s mother left when he was three. So it’ll be nice to have our own family. We’d ask you to be the godfather, but I know how you feel about babies.”

She turned to Jan. “One time, when Theo and I flew to Majorca, we were seated next to a mother with a screaming baby. You should’ve seen the fuss he kicked up. Do you remember?”

Theo confessed he didn’t.

“You know what he said to the mother when she gave us filthy looks?” Valerie continued. “He said he’d ask for a change of seat even if the baby were his.”

Valerie laughed, and Jan responded with a distant smile. Theo raised a cheek while an old feeling worked its way inside him. A twinge of jealousy, when he’d thought the past was a dot in the rearview mirror. Was that the real reason she’d left him? Because he didn’t want a child?

Every decision in life—whether it was purchasing a car, giving money to a beggar or having a baby—was ultimately driven by cost-benefit analysis. A course of action was deemed viable when the benefits, material or emotional, outweighed the cost in terms of money, time, effort or inconvenience. And the simple truth was, the equation just wasn’t stacking up for him as far as fatherhood was concerned. He’d heard some people describe it as a transcendental experience, the moment you realized you were no longer the center of the universe. But that wasn’t something he could relate to. Nor was he compelled by egotistic motives of leaving a legacy, creating a mini-him. Did the world really need another fussy, awkward, passive-aggressive human being who fretted about everything and carried a mountain of baggage?

He looked across to the sofa as Valerie craned her neck to kiss Jan.

“When’s the baby due?” he asked, feigning interest.
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THE MERCURY HIT FORTY CELSIUS IN THE BLAZE of the late-morning sun. The food truck, with its burning grill and roaring hobs, felt like the innards of a volcano. At the serving window, a man eyed the plate of meat and salad placed before him. His face was red, with snail trails of sweat slicing through the grit on his skin.

“How about some ice cream?” the man demanded.

“We’ve only got this.” Theo offered a bottle of cold water from the freezer.

“How about some beer?” The man flashed a sly grin, like a child testing the limits. He was also testing Theo’s patience, frayed severely by the scorching heat.

“Next,” Theo said, looking over the man’s shoulder.

A lady came up to the counter, baseball cap tipped back, strands of brown hair stuck to her glistening forehead.

“What about you, madam? Do you have any special demands?”

“Yeah. Make this goddamn recession go away,” the lady said.

“I did try to stop it. But no one listened.”

He heaped an extra helping of salad on the plate and slid it across the counter. As he went to serve the next in line, he was distracted by a small group of Orange Shirts drifting into the square.

At first, he didn’t think much of it. But as their numbers swelled, he turned to the amigos, who also wore worried looks under their chef’s hats.

“Do you know what’s going on?” he enquired.

“A rally, maybe,” one of the amigos guessed.

“I think we should get the hell out of here,” said another nervously, echoing Theo’s thoughts. They could drive to a nearby church and carry on serving there. He was about to say this to a small handful of people in the queue when he saw an Orange Shirt walk toward them with a swagger. He was a short, scrawny man with a shaved head, glassy eyes.

“What’s this?” he barked, standing open-chested, fists planted on the waist—a small man trying to act big.

“We’re feeding the homeless,” Theo replied.

“I’m homeless. Feed me.” The man grinned, exposing crooked yellow teeth. Theo looked up and down the man, noting his clean clothes and scrubbed face. He served the man with barely concealed disdain, giving him a piece of meat that had fallen on the floor.

“What about my buddies back there?” The man jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

“Sorry, there isn’t enough for them.”

“Really?”

He stood on his toes to look over the counter. But Theo folded his arms and blocked his view.

The man flashed a thin smile and left with his plate. Theo hung up his apron and joined the amigos, who were clearing with added zeal.

Suddenly, the truck rocked as if there were an earthquake. Theo spun around and to his horror, saw that a group of Orange Shirts was shaking the vehicle.

Cabinet doors swung open and saucepans flew from the shelves. A knife slid off the counter and stabbed the floor, missing his foot by a whisker.

“Stop, for God’s sake!” he pleaded, looking out the window. But there seemed to be more Orange Shirts now, rocking the truck. It pitched back and forth like a ship caught in a storm.

He edged past the shrieking amigos, ducking more swinging doors, dodging the rain of condiments, somehow making it to the back door. He leapt out of the truck. As soon as his feet hit the ground, a hand snaffled his shirt collar. He cringed when he saw a large, knobbly fist bound for his face.

A second later, a voice. One he hadn’t heard in a long time.

“Theo?”

He turned slowly, looking through the fingers spread in front of his face. His eyes widened when he saw the man who’d nearly punched him.

“Mathias! My God!”

He barely recognized the person before him. A far cry from the tanned gym junkie in Theo’s memory, this Mathias looked more like the Michelin Man draped in orange.

He let go of Theo’s shirt and barked over his shoulder, “That’s enough.”

He sounded like someone used to giving orders, and the men obeyed as if they were used to taking them from him. After the shaking stopped, the cooks emerged from the back door, scurrying away like mice that had just been freed. The Orange Shirts burst into laughter and bumped fists.

“You shouldn’t have messed with my boys.” Mathias frowned as if the whole thing had been Theo’s fault.

“Your boys?”

“My boys. My family,” he declared, beaming proudly.

“This isn’t your family!” Theo cried. “Your family’s in Den Bosch. They’re worried sick about you. And so was I. You should’ve come to me for help.”

Mathias snorted. “Why? So you could make me feel like a loser? No thanks. I don’t think you really want to help me. You want to make yourself feel good. That’s why you didn’t like it when I was doing well. You were waiting for me to fail so you could play knight in shining armor.”

“Do you really believe that? Did you really think I wanted you to fail? I helped you set up the business, for Christ’s sake,” said a hurt Theo. Where was all this bitterness coming from? Then again, he knew where. “I’m not trying to be a knight in shining armor. I need your help.”

“You need my help?”

“I need someone to manage my farms. Believe it or not, it’s hard to find smart and trustworthy people these days.” A lie, as Theo had a man in mind for the job, but he wanted to give it to Mathias now. Anything to get his friend out of that orange shirt.

Mathias smiled. “You’re wasting your time, buddy. I’m not coming back.”

Theo scoffed, “Is this what you want from life? I know you. You can be a bit of a dick sometimes. But this isn’t you. You’re not a racist hooligan.”

“I don’t expect you to understand.”

“Understand what?”

“We’re freedom fighters. We’re fighting an occupation,” Mathias proclaimed, face clenched with pride and determination.

Theo laughed. “What occupation are you talking about? The Germans left decades ago.”

“I’ve seen what they can do.” Mathias had a glazed look, as if he’d turned into a ventriloquist’s doll spouting someone else’s words.

“Who are they? The Chinese?”

“I’ve seen it with my own eyes. They were trying to buy up properties in Amsterdam.”

“That’s because you were trying to sell to them. Or have you completely forgotten?” Theo’s voice was shrill with exasperation. He felt like slapping Mathias’s bald head to knock some sense into it. “Look, I know you’re upset that you lost everything. I get that. But if you’re looking for something to blame, it’s Afterlife Dollars. Of course, people like Charles don’t want to do that. Because he realizes it’s much easier to go for low-hanging fruit—”

For the second time in less than an hour, Mathias grabbed Theo’s collar and pulled him close.

“Say anything you want about me. But do not disrespect my leader.”

Theo’s heart stopped when he saw the look on the face: lip curled, veins throbbing under the skin, blood rushing to the cheeks. He raised his hands to shield his face, convinced this time the punch would arrive.

Suddenly, a voice crackled on a PA system.

“Let’s go,” Mathias said.

Theo hesitated. “Where?”

“You don’t want to miss the party. Come on, dude,” Mathias urged, sounding for a second like his former self.

“Come on.” He yanked Theo’s arm, dragging him into the procession of bodies departing the square. They arrived at a five-way junction where more Orange Shirts poured from all directions: the Red Light District in the west, Amsterdam Centraal station in the north, Plantage in the east, canal district in the south, streams of orange merging into a thick, foaming river.

The presence of bilingual signs signaled they were in Chinatown. A man climbed a stepladder armed with a can of spray paint. With a few squirts, he erased the Chinese lettering on the street nameplate screwed to the eaves above a coffee shop.

A sick feeling rose in Theo’s stomach. So this was what Mathias meant by a party? The bald man was no longer holding him, but the mass of orange had him firmly in its grasp. There was no escape.

They entered a narrow street, hemmed in by crouched seventeenth-century buildings cloaked in a spectrum of earthy colors. The structures, leaning this way and that, appeared more crooked than usual, as if disturbed by a shifting of the ground underneath. Protruding from the fourth-floor gables like rhino horns were hijsbalks, horizontal beams used for hoisting heavy objects. For centuries, the city’s Chinese community had lived there peacefully. But now, the shop signs and pagodas jutting out of bricked facades looked like giant target boards. Restaurants, massage parlors, tacky souvenir stores, all hastily closed. Behind the locked doors and tightly drawn curtains, he pictured cowering bodies, the low thrum of their fear discernible despite the cacophony of that chorus echoing in the street:

“Nederlande Trots. Nederlande Trots. Nederlande Trots. Nederlandse Trots …”

Just about everyone was chanting. Everyone except Theo, a white stain in a brotherhood of pure orange. He was convinced that at some point, someone was going to notice and turn on him.

The chanting died down, giving way to murmurs of excitement as a man climbed a beer barrel outside a smoky, wood-paneled bar. The megaphone in his hand suggested he was about to launch into a speech. The significance of the location wasn’t lost on Theo. A brown bar, one of the oldest in the country: a real Dutch institution in the middle of Chinatown. The moment was loaded with all sorts of symbols and meanings.

“We told them in the nicest possible way. Leave.” The man’s rasping, metallic voice reverberated in the walls of the gabled canyon. “Go home. But did they listen? No. Still here. Still sucking our blood.”

His oration possessed the same rage as the party leader’s, but none of the dark wit. Not that he needed any to whip up this crowd. They were drunk, worked up from all the chanting, and raring to go.

“Sometimes when an abscess doesn’t heal, what do you do? You just have to cut it off. People, are you ready to do what needs to be done? Even if it causes hurt and pain?”

“YEEEESSSSSSSS!”

“NEDERLANDSE TROTS!”

Roused by the war cry, the mass of orange on the street exploded into thousands of wrecking balls, each swinging a crowbar, sword, hockey stick or knife. Theo pressed his back to the wall, mouth agape, until a crashing sound near his feet brought him out of his shock. A succession of objects flew out of the broken window of a souvenir shop: Chinese lucky cats, imitation Ming vases, Buddha figurines, medicine balls, brightly colored opera masks. The sun rose over the roofs and in that instant, the pool of broken glass and porcelain on the ground sparkled like gems.

His gaze swung the other way, past puffs of rising dust from the ransacked grocery store to a man on a stepladder: tall, flowing blond hair, muscles in his upper arm rippling as he set about dismantling a pagoda with his hammer. A few meters from the man, a door flung open and waiters in black waistcoats stumbled into the arms of a bloodthirsty mob. Bodies twisted and curled as blows rained on them.

Theo turned to look away when a pink object swinging in the air caught his eye. A long, double-ended rubber cock that looked disturbingly like the real thing was being used to smash paper lanterns hanging from the eaves. Another man charged into a bakery armed with a fisting dildo raised above his head like a sword. A few feet away, an Orange Shirt whipped someone with a cat-o’-nine-tails, presumably acquired from the same establishment as the rubber cock and fisting dildo.

Meanwhile, a woman in pale pink lingerie and impossibly tall heels leaned against the wall, her bright red lips curved in a smile. A plume of smoke rose from a cigarette clamped between her fingers. The four of them, the men armed with sex toys and the woman, an off-duty sex worker who’d deserted her spot in the brothel window, were no doubt blow-ins from the Red Light District around the corner.

Theo’s gaze fixed on the woman: dark hair extensions, fake tan, lacy push-up bra, tattoo of a rose below her navel. She was standing back and watching, just like him. But while he was mesmerized by the depths humanity could plummet to, she seemed to enjoy the spectacle, as if she were in the stands of the Coliseum, applauding lions mauling the Christians. One moment, the sight of her voyeuristic appreciation made his mouth curl with disgust. But next moment, he wanted to press her to the wall and fuck her. He turned away at once for fear of getting an erection.

Suddenly, the sound of a gunshot brought the carnage to an abrupt halt. Theo slipped into a niche and pressed himself tightly against the wall, hoping it was the police.

For a few seconds, an eerie quiet blew through a street glittering with destruction. Then the silence was broken by feet scraping on cobblestones. Theo gingerly leaned out to look.

The source of the gunshot, as it turned out, was a Chinese man: short, sickly thin, face glistening with sweat. He was guarding the entrance to a medicine shop, swinging a shotgun in sharp arcs, causing the semicircle of Orange Shirts surrounding him to advance and retreat. Advance. Retreat. Advance. Retreat. Like a game. One the man couldn’t hope to win, for the simple reason that the number of people surrounding him, baying for his blood, far exceeded the bullets in his shotgun. The man must have done this arithmetic too, because a look of fear spread in his face.

Moments later, he was hit flush on the forehead by something. An Orange Shirt lunged to divest the man of his weapon while he was off-balance. More pounced once he went to ground, drowning him in kicks and punches. Theo watched, mouth sour with disgust.

The beatings thankfully stopped after a while. They lifted the man off the ground, face bloodied, body sagging like a marionette.

A small group of Orange Shirts gathered in a huddle, an impromptu street court convened to discuss the man’s fate. A few minutes later, a man appeared with a long rope.

Theo’s eyes darted from the rope to the hijsbalk, the hoisting beam jutting out of the fourth-floor gable. A wave of nausea passed over him when his mind put two and two together. He turned to leave when an arm blocked his path like a boom gate.

“Where do you think you’re going, mister?” Mathias said.

“Fuck off.”

Theo tried to push past him, but python-like arms slithered around his neck, pinning him in a headlock.

“Let go.” The strangled cry drew bemused looks as his twisted body was hauled through the crowd, chin trapped in the crook of Mathias’s elbow.

“Look, I’ve got us the best seats in the house,” Mathias proclaimed. The front row for a street play heading toward a gruesome climax. The protagonist just a few feet away, face bloodied, lip blown open, swollen eye. His small, miserable body racking with sobs as a gum-chewing Orange Shirt tightened the noose around his neck. Up on the fourth floor, a man leaning out of the gable window passed the other end of the rope over a pulley attached to the hook on the hoisting beam.

Theo jerked his head in a last-ditch attempt to free himself from Mathias. But he was trapped, just like the man wearing a noose in front of him. And just like this man, Theo was crying, because a part of him was going to die, too.

He lowered his gaze to his feet, refusing to look. But even if he couldn’t see it, he could hear it. A loud creak, the sound of a rusty axle bearing the weight of a human being. This was followed by a trail of “oohs” in the crowd behind him. Someone started singing the Dutch national anthem.

“Wilhelmus van Nassouwe

ben ik, van Duitsen bloed …”

Another creak, this one louder and sharper. Theo gritted his teeth and concentrated on his calfskin loafers. Genuine Italian leather, hand-stitched in Tuscany. Only ninety-nine euro at a closing-down sale in the Nine Streets. The only pair they had in his size. Lucky, because large sizes were the first to go.

Suddenly, he felt a stinging pain in the scalp as Mathias seized his hair and lifted his head.

“Look.”

Theo looked. The man’s legs were halfway up the window, kicking, writhing, twisting, all frenzied movements strangely synched with the lynch mob’s solemn rendition of “Wilhelmus.”

“den vaderland getrouwe

blijf ik tot in den dood.

Een Prinse van Oranje”

The man kicked so hard his shoe slipped off his foot and fell to the ground. His hands desperately wrenched at the noose to loosen its grip on his sinewy neck. The dark-aubergine face contorted in the tug-of-war between life and death. Death trying to liberate, life doing everything it could to hold on.

Theo grimaced. Die, you stupid bastard. Why are you making this harder for yourself? Harder for me?

“ben ik, vrij, onverveerd,

den Koning van Hispanje

heb ik altijd geëerd.”

The kicking, tugging, writhing, twisting and contorting finally stopped, much to Theo’s relief. He gaped at the lifeless body dangling near the first floor, unable to feel anything. Just a big hole where his heart throbbed a few moments earlier.

Behind him, an orchestra of camera-phone shutters opening and closing. Mathias finally let go, but not before whispering in his ear, “Chinese lantern.”
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THAT NIGHT, IT RAINED. BIG, HEAVY DROPS smashing into window panes in furious gusts. A siren grew in volume before fizzling away in the distance. In the darkness of his bedroom, Theo clutched the sheets drawn to his chest, unable to stop trembling, as he’d just seen that face. Bloodied, dangling from the hoisting beam. For a brief second, he was uncertain whether it was a nightmare or reality. The two seemed indistinguishable from one another, like identical twins.

It was a nightmare, and the man had spoken, the accusing voice stinging like a raw wound.

“Why didn’t you stop them?”

A tear dribbled from Theo’s eye. How could he have stopped them? What could he have said or done?

You didn’t even try.

The man reappeared in his vision, lifeless, yet somehow frowning with displeasure.

It’s your fault, Theo railed at the man. You could have taken the beatings like everyone else. But no, you had to pull a shotgun. Who the fuck did you think you were, taking on a mob single-handed? Chuck Norris? And what the fuck did you think they were going to do? Let you off with a slap on the wrist?

Stupid man. Got what he deserved.

But as soon as he thought it, his body wrenched with shame. Even the Orange Shirts had the decency to leave the man alone after he was dead. But Theo didn’t.

He grimaced, bringing his hands together as if begging the man for forgiveness. Or was he praying? Wasn’t that what you did when logic and reason failed to deliver solace? But pray to whom? His atheist parents hadn’t given him anything to believe in. Later on in life, he’d developed a more nuanced position, which was that all gods died when you believed in them too much. His gods had died long ago and in their absence, all he had were prescription drugs.

They were in a little brown bottle, conveniently located within arm’s reach on the bedside table. He picked it up and unscrewed the cap. He’d already swallowed two before going to bed. How many more would he have to take to sleep through the night? And how many to never wake up again?

What a tempting thought that was. The dead had it easy. All they had to do was lie still in a box and decompose. He remembered the look on his father’s embalmed face at the funeral parlor. Calm, peaceful, perhaps even a trace of a smile, as if trying to advertise the idea of death to those looking at him.

He pictured the same look on his own face, then glanced at the bottle in his hand. It was three-quarters full. Enough for an eternal sleep. His hands trembled slowly at first and then after a while, pills were flying out of the bottle’s open mouth.

He dropped it to the floor and wept loudly into his hands. He hadn’t cried like this since the night his mother collapsed on the kitchen floor, thirty-odd years earlier. Then, as now, nothing made sense. Then, as now, the night seemed like it would never end.
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AT SOME POINT, he must have gone to sleep. Because when he opened his eyes, he saw blades of daylight in the room. Something crunched under his feet when he got out of bed. It sounded as if he’d stamped on a beetle. Then he remembered the pills.

He went to the window and tightened the gap in the curtain, scared of letting anything in. Even light. In the bathroom, he washed his hands and brushed his teeth mechanically, without looking in the mirror.

His body felt devoid of mass as he padded down the stairs. No flesh, no bones, no sinew, just pixels that would vanish the instant someone pressed a remote.

In the kitchen, he tipped some cereal into a bowl and opened the fridge. There was no milk. On another day, he’d have simply gone to the supermarket to fetch some. But his hands trembled at the mere thought of stepping outside his front door. He clenched his fist to stop the shaking, but it sped through his body right down to his knees, forcing him to lean on the counter for support. Twenty-four hours earlier, he hadn’t known fear. Now, it was inside him, choking his airways. How his life had changed in one afternoon.

Because of one person.

He sniffled.

Why, Mathias? Why?

Suddenly, he picked up a bowl from the drying rack and hurled it to the floor. Then another and another. Something he didn’t recognize had taken over his body and he let it. Because he wanted to feel hate. He wanted to know what it smelled like, tasted like. Because if there was one thing he understood less than love, it was hate. And more than anything in the world, he needed to hate Mathias.

He threw cups, plates, wine glasses. When he ran out of breakable objects on the drying rack, he turned to the cabinets: more plates, bowls, glasses, cups, dishes, bottles, jars. Crash, crash, crash, crash.

The glittering pool of shattered glass and porcelain on the floor reminded him of Chinatown. He’d destroyed his kitchen, yet couldn’t feel any hate, just a deep and excruciating sadness. Tears streamed from his eyes as he thought about Mathias. Not the man from the day before, but a boy of nine, jumping on the frozen surface of a pond till the ice beneath his feet broke, then a cackle when his boots sank in the water as if it were the funniest thing ever. A gum-chewing teenager who told the guidance counsellor he wanted to grow up to be a dirty old man in a smoking jacket, fucking women half his age. The counsellor laughed, not realizing it wasn’t a joke.

A twenty-year-old Mathias, who was seriously depressed when he started losing his hair, but delighted when a slew of movie stars with shaved heads made bald sexy. The Mathias who wore fake tan. The Mathias with a ceiling mirror in the bedroom. The Mathias who psyched himself up by playing Kanye West before big meetings. And then the Mathias from the day before who whispered, “Chinese lantern.”

Which was real? If they were all real, then where did the last Mathias come from? Was there a defining moment, a sermon heard at a rally or on the internet? One carefully calibrated to harness the anger from broken dreams? Or was it accomplished in infinitesimal steps? Like walking unmindfully through a forest: a series of paths, all unmarked, each one taking you deeper and deeper into the heart of darkness. But you didn’t know it was darkness even as you entered its belly, because there were many others like you, a brotherhood saying this darkness was light. So you thought it was light.

The day before, Theo had wept for the Chinese man. Now, he wept for the friend he’d lost. He wouldn’t have thought he’d have any tears left. Maybe it wasn’t tears that gushed from his eyes; maybe it was blood. The kind that washed the streets of this city.
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ON A CHILLY AUTUMN MORNING A FEW MONTHS after the Chinatown riots, Theo stepped out of his house to find the world had turned orange. Countless orange banners draping building faces and trailing from lampposts. Orange bleeding into the raucous human mass assembled on the street: T-shirts, wigs, capes, flags, body paint. All in a color that once inspired a visceral terror in Theo, but that day he pushed through the throngs of cheering Dutch Pride supporters, hands tucked in the pockets of a coat that was defiantly black.

Soon, he arrived at Mara’s apartment. She was still in her nightdress, hair tied back in a bun. A clenched jaw sharpened the lines of her face, making it appear harsher than normal. He followed her to a smelly, cluttered room starved of light by the drawn curtains. She returned to her spot on the sofa and continued watching the news.

“And now we cross over live to the Hall of Knights at The Hague, where the new Dutch prime minister is about to be sworn in …”

The rottweiler face of Charles Barbour flashed on-screen, looking less of a rottweiler than usual. For the ceremony, the Dutch Pride leader was attired in a sharp black suit, hair glistening with product. A bit like those “Before/After” ads for grooming centers. In the “Before,” Charles looked like a street criminal. In the “After,” he appeared to be doing a passable impersonation of a statesman.

The king, a tall man with a thin crop of red hair, read the oath in a dull, listless voice. Charles repeated it, palm beside his ear. A few moments later, they shook hands, blinking into the barrage of camera flashes.

Mara turned away sharply, as if she couldn’t bear to look. In the last few months, she’d been campaigning furiously to prevent this moment from coming into being. She’d been arrested twice: once for spray-painting “Fascist” on the doors of Dutch Pride supporters in the neighborhood, and the second time for throwing eggs at the man on-screen now. He looked straight at the camera, smiling gleefully, as if he knew she’d be watching.

“We’re fucked. Totally fucked. You know what’s coming. You know what’s going to happen next, don’t you?” she said, cheeks flushed.

Theo nodded glumly.

“What’s wrong with you? Don’t you have anything to say?” she snapped.

“What would you like me to say?” he answered with a sigh of irritation.

She scoffed, “See, it’s happening already.”

“What is?”

“You’ve accepted it. Accepted him.” She pointed at the TV. “You may as well wear an orange shirt because soon, you’ll find the means to justify everything he’s going to do. Stockholm fucking syndrome. You know what? You can sit back and pretend everything’s okay. I won’t.”

“Fine,” he said, hoping she’d shut up, as her shrill voice was giving him a headache. But his passivity seemed to only fuel her anger.

“You know what your problem is? You run away when things get hard. You’re a coward.”

Theo glared at her. How dare she accuse him of cowardice? Did she have any idea what he’d been through? People like her who judged from their high horses would never understand that sometimes, courage was just the ability to wake up every morning and carry on despite knowing how fucked the world was. Courage was the strength to look another person in the eye after you’d seen the darkest depths of the human soul.

And to her earlier point, no, he hadn’t accepted Charles Barbour, because you couldn’t accept something that didn’t exist. He’d banished Charles behind an impenetrable wall, along with Mathias and everything else that tormented him. Because if he didn’t, he’d either go insane or kill himself.

Of course, he didn’t say any of this, because there was no point. She was up and away, orbiting the room in the grip of a fevered delirium.

“We’re going to march to The Hague. The resistance will continue. We won’t give up,” she muttered to herself.

“We? Who is we?”

“The group.”

“The group?” He laughed scornfully. “You sound like Adolf Hitler toward the end of the war, when he was moving phantom armies. The group’s dead. No one gives a fuck anymore.”

“Viktor does.” She glowered.

“Viktor. Are you crazy? The man’s a wanted terrorist. So what’s the plan? Are you two going to set up your own little terror shop, the new Baader-Meinhof? Set off car bombs? Run like hunted animals and get shot? Is that what you want?”

“Sometimes you’ve got to fight fire with fire.”

Theo inhaled sharply and rose. Enough of this lunacy. But just as he was about to leave, she gripped his arm and threw herself at him. The force caused them both to topple to the sofa. He tried to get up, but was pinned by her weight as she pushed her head into his chest. A second later, he felt the warmth of her tears soak into his shirt. He leaned back and sighed.

This was her moment of hard landing, he realized. Her worst nightmare had come true and there was nothing she could do about it, because she wasn’t up against a system or an ideology, but the greater forces of history. Not a battle you could hope to win. He’d come to this conclusion one blistering afternoon in Chinatown a few months earlier, and now it was her turn.

It wasn’t going to be easy. Because people like her needed to be angry with something all the time. It was her life force, her raison d’etre. How would she cope when she had nothing to fight against? Without a cause or a group, she had nothing but hundreds of knickknacks stolen from here and there. Her life was empty, just like his. That’s why she was leaning on him, because like him, she had no one else to lean on. He wouldn’t have minded this so much, but for one thing: the damn vintage-store smell wafting from her pores.

He stifled his breath and held his nose high above her head, waiting for her to finish her cry. Meanwhile, at the other end of the room, the TV had moved on from the inauguration to other news.

“Accusing China of unfair trade practices, the European Parliament in Brussels today announced a flat thirty-seven percent duty on all Chinese imports. This follows similar punitive actions from the United States. The move has been described as unfair by Beijing, which has promised retaliatory measures. The trade dispute comes amidst growing tension between China and the West. Senior Communist Party officials also condemned US arms sales to Taiwan’s pro-independence government, calling it an interference in its internal affairs. More on this soon.”
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A FEW DAYS LATER, THEO PAID MARA ANOTHER visit. It took several knocks to bring her to the door. She was dressed in her nightgown, eyes pink and muddy, either from lack of sleep or too much of it. She said nothing, but trudged straight back in. He shut the door behind him and followed her.

Inside the living room, the curtains were drawn, the darkness concealing a new array of smells lurking beneath the old. Her vast collection of knickknacks disappeared and reappeared in the flickering light of the TV.

She stepped around the tower of dirty plates accumulated over the past couple of days and fell on the couch. She looked like a different person now, lying there with her head resting on a pile of cushions. Her long, bony face was stripped of all anger and in its place, a blank stare directed at the television.

He watched from the armchair with a look of sympathy, as he’d been through something similar not too long before. So over the next few weeks, he made a point of checking in on her regularly. Each time, he sat at a safe distance, in case she felt the urge to hug him. They hardly said a word. The TV babbled in the room’s dusky silence, each day delivering a fresh instalment of bad news.

“China cancels operating license for forty-seven EU firms …”

“Cyberattacks on American corporations linked to Beijing …”

“Over two hundred killed in Tibet riots. China blames the CIA …”

“Russia, China and Iran to sign mutual defense treaty …”

Theo watched the events unfold with growing consternation: the rise of nationalism, the ratcheting of global tensions, the slow slide from news to propaganda. History, like Hollywood, had only so many plots; “economic crisis leading to war” was one that was rehashed time and time again.

When he wasn’t following the news, he streamed documentaries on World Wars I and II as if that might help him prepare for the next one. In a way, you could argue that World War III, if it did occur, would make a perfect sequel to number two. The villain who you thought was dead reappeared, except there were more of him. Not to mention more planes, more warships, more submarines, more WMD. Would this Michael Bay epic be indeed the war to end all wars? Or were there more instalments in the franchise? Like Nightmare on Elm Street or Halloween.

“Do you think it’s going to happen?” he asked Mara in an attempt to share his anxiety.

“What?” she answered from the sofa. By now, he was certain, it contained a permanent imprint of her comatose body.

“War.”

She shrugged, meaning “I don’t know” or “I don’t care.” She slid lower on the couch, causing her purple nightdress to bunch at the knee. It was the same nightdress she wore the day before and possibly the day before that. When was the last time she showered? he thought, twitching his nose.

Suddenly, he became aware of the room: the darkness, the clutter, the smells, the congealed remains of the previous night’s takeaway in the bowl. All the things that had become wallpaper over the weeks, but now garroted him.

How can she live like this?

He rose abruptly and left, convinced he’d be dragged to her level of misery if he stayed.

But concern for her well-being brought him back a couple of weeks later. He stood at her door, knocking repeatedly. When there was no answer, he dialed her number. An automated message informed him her phone had been turned off.

What if she’d done something to herself?

A sick feeling rose from his stomach. He took a step back and kicked the door with all his might. After a few attempts, it flew open. He charged inside, shouting her name.

Suddenly, he stopped and did a double take.

At first, he thought he’d entered the wrong apartment. The presence of minimal furniture—sofa, TV stand and bookshelf—flushed the room with space and light. Gone, too, was that low, funky smell. In its place hung a faint trace of incense.

Theo stared, puzzled by the transformation. A few moments later, he heard footsteps in the corridor.

“Where the hell were you?” he asked when she appeared in the room.

“Meditating. I joined a meditation group last week. What are you doing here? How did you get inside my apartment?”

He pushed past her and raced out of the flat, embarrassed and obscurely angry.


34.

THE ROCKET SOARED IN THE SKY: A TAPERING silhouette with a fiery tail that ruptured the ink of dusk. The newscaster’s voice accompanying the grainy picture was a dull monotone:

“Last night, Chinese warships fired ballistic missiles into the Taiwan Strait. The move, seen as a warning shot to the pro-independence movement in Taipei, has drawn widespread condemnation from the international community. A spokesperson for the US State Department has said America is going to stand by its ally. Two carrier groups from naval bases in Guam and Diego Garcia were rushed to the South China Sea. In the UN Security Council, a move to condemn Beijing has been vetoed by China and Russia. But the US secretary of state responded by saying it doesn’t need a UN mandate to protect the island nation in the event of a Chinese attack. Several European leaders, including Dutch PM Charles Barbour, have reaffirmed their support for the island nation, saying they wouldn’t hesitate to be a part of a coalition that guarantees Taiwan’s territorial sovereignty. Meanwhile, tensions rose in the subcontinent as American and Indian forces conducted joint military exercises near the Indo-Tibetan border …”

Theo turned off the TV as if that would make all the bad news go away. A new gloom descended from the skies when he looked out the window. It was snowing. Large, foreboding flakes swaying in the air, bearing a message from the future. An endless winter.

Companies making nuclear shelters would be a good investment, he inferred instinctively. Then laughed at the ridiculousness of the thought process.

The doorbell rang. He answered, surprised to see Valerie at his doorstep, a dusting of snow on her shearling coat, face hidden behind a pair of sunglasses that reflected his face.

She pushed past him and rushed to the warmth of the living room. The gloves came off first, followed by her coat, but the sunglasses remained on her face as she settled on the couch.

“Are you okay?” he asked, observing her turned-down mouth.

She lowered her gaze and scrunched the gloves on her lap.

“What’s wrong?” he asked again.

“Jan says we should get rid of it,” she answered at last, voice hoarse and cracked.

“Get rid of what?”

“The baby.” She looked at her belly. The bump underneath the black dress was the size of a small cushion.

“Right,” he said, semi-distracted as his mind flitted back to the Chinese missile test.

“Aren’t you even going to ask me why?” she snapped.

“Sorry … Why does he want you to get rid of the baby?” he asked, forcing himself to concentrate.

“We can’t afford it.”

“What do you mean, can’t afford it?” He eyed the expensive coat, curled up beside her like a fluffy animal.

She opened her handbag and offered him a piece of paper: an itemized list of expenses in a spreadsheet. He held it in his hand and studied its contents.

Toys and clothing: fourteen thousand euro.

Food: ninety-one thousand euro.

Devices and other entertainment: eleven thousand euro.

“Half a million bucks. Not including private school and college. That’s how much it costs to raise a child,” she said.

At first, he didn’t understand what she was driving at, but the penny dropped when he spotted the logo centered at the top of the spreadsheet.

Bank of Eternity.

“Afterlife Dollars. Jan wants you to give it up so he can have Afterlife Dollars.”

“It’s not for Jan.”

“For you?”

“Why? Am I not allowed? The whole world has got them. Why not me?”

He shook his head with disappointment. “I don’t get it. A few months ago, you were thrilled to be pregnant. What about wanting the family you never had when you were growing up? Isn’t that what you said?”

“I know what I said, damn it. Perhaps you’ve forgotten what it’s like to be poor.”

“I haven’t. I know how desperate you were to move out of your mum’s public housing flat. I also remember how upset you got when you couldn’t afford all those clothes you saw in the glossy magazines. I know all that. But—”

“But what?”

He sighed. Why come over if she’d already made up her mind? Especially when she knew how he felt about Afterlife Dollars.

“You know, this is really between you and Jan,” he declared.

This conversation had caused her to sink inexorably in his esteem, and he wanted her to leave. But she sat there, biting her lip as if battling some kind of inner torment.

“What’s the point?” she said finally.

“The point of what?”

“You carry the damn thing inside you for nine months. Nine months of back pain, feeling sick and looking like a beached whale. When it comes out, the pain is so intense you want to kill yourself. But it doesn’t end there. For months after that, you get no sleep. You’re depressed, your nipples hurt, boobs sag. You can’t get rid of stretch marks or get your figure back. Meanwhile your partner’s busy jerking off to porn or fucking someone else. You give up everything and what do you get in return? Attitude. You’re this person who’s there just to cook and do the laundry. They suck you dry and leave you. When you’re old and need them to return the favor, they stick you in a home. Or worse, you die alone in a flat, and no one knows until your neighbors break down your door because of a horrible smell. No other species mollycoddles our young like we do. Think about it. Most animals cut them loose days after they’re born. But humans … We hang on to them for years. It’s just not natural.”

Theo gaped. This was the same person who’d posted a cleavage selfie a few days earlier and proclaimed, “Pregnancy—the best boob job. Looking forward to being a yummy mummy.”

“You know what? I think you’re full of shit. You really want the baby, but Jan isn’t giving you a choice. Instead of standing up to him, you’re trying to rationalize what he’s making you do. Tell him to fuck off, Valerie. Tell him not to burgle your womb,” he spat, hating her husband more than ever.

“Damn it, what do you care? You don’t like babies anyway.”

“Is that why you’re here? Because you think I don’t like babies, therefore I’ll agree with you and give your conscience a get-out-of-jail-free card? Is that it?”

“I just want someone to listen, understand …” She took off her sunglasses as if baring her soul. The eyes she’d been hiding were pouched and bloodshot. Her pain was real. He could see it in a face that looked drawn and quartered, every muscle, every sinew straining to keep it together. He almost felt sorry until he noticed something. The lines on her forehead and her crow’s feet had been smoothed. So she was willing to give up the baby, but not Botox.

“What do you expect me to say?” He hissed with laughter. “It’s fine to kill the baby for a stupid lie? Is that what you want to hear? Okay. Go ahead, kill the damn thing and enjoy your afterlife.”

“You asshole.” She kicked his shin and burst into tears.
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AFTER VALERIE LEFT, THEO WALKED TO MARA’S flat because he didn’t know where else to go. He stood outside her door, dusting the snow from his jacket before knocking.

A few seconds later, he almost didn’t recognize the person standing in front of him. The glow on her face took the edge off her sharp features and lent a sparkle to her eyes. He remembered her joining a meditation group a few months back. Whatever she was doing there was having an effect, because he’d never seen her look so serene.

“What’s the matter?” she asked after they settled in the living room.

“You wouldn’t believe what I just heard. It’s the craziest thing.” He recounted the conversation with Valerie.

“Unfortunately, she isn’t the only one,” Mara revealed after he finished his story.

“What do you mean?”

“It seems women all over the world are terminating pregnancies to save for their afterlives.”

Theo’s mouth fell. “How come I never heard about this? Surely something like this would be all over the news.”

“Under normal circumstances, maybe. But everyone’s focused on China right now. I only found out because I know someone in the ministry,” Mara said.

Suddenly, he felt dizzy, as if his blood-sugar levels had plummeted.

“You know what this means, don’t you?” His voice trembled. “If the whole human race stops having babies—we’re finished, Mara. Finished!”

He clenched his fist and drove his fingernails into his palm, livid with himself for not seeing this coming. After all, children were the second biggest expense after a home. Why had he not factored this into his calculations all those years ago? Because he’d assumed it was a no-go zone. Even gangsters who had no qualms taking a life were doting fathers, as were dictators that sanctioned genocide.

It was all part of nature’s cunning, he reasoned—the pleasure of sex, the supposed emotional and spiritual rewards of parenthood. They were nothing but biochemical tricks hardwired to further nature’s ultimate goal: propagation of the species.

But yet again, he’d underestimated the power of Afterlife Dollars to dismantle not just social and moral conditioning, but basic human circuitry.

One final twist of the knife to finish the job.

“You know, this morning I was worried about a nuclear war. Now I say fuck it. Bring on the nukes. Let’s go out in style.” He laughed bitterly.

“The world’s not going to end,” Mara said quietly, a picture of unflinching calm.

“What are you talking about? Didn’t you get the memo? We’ve tried everything to destroy the world. We’re now finally succeeding. Hurrah! Thanks to Afterlife Dollars. Can you believe this? The end of the world caused by a con about the afterlife? What’ll the next species think when they find this out?” He rose, pacing in the grip of a fevered delirium. “Remember all those protest meetings? Ha! How foolish to think we could change anything! How can you stop something that’s on a mission to destroy itself? How can you? What do you do when you see the end is coming? What can you do? What’s the point of carrying on? If the destination of progress is destruction, what are we living for?”

“Theo.” She raised her voice just a smidgen, to cut through his frenzied rambling. “Theo.”

He stopped.

“Sit.” She patted the sofa. Its springs creaked as he obeyed her gentle authority.

“The world won’t end because it can’t end,” she said with a benign smile.

He looked at her.

“Don’t you see, Theo? We’ve been fighting the wrong battle.” She continued in a kind, knowing voice, “The Bible says the snake made Eve eat the apple. But it did worse. It told Eve that the fruit belonged to her and not to the planet, that she could sell it rather than share it. And if somebody was really hungry, she could demand an extortionate price. It told her that she shouldn’t be content with just one apple, but must have the entire orchard. And then one day, it said she could trade these apples for a happy afterlife. I’ve been looking for the snake in all the wrong places: in ideologies, political systems, corporations. I looked everywhere but the one place where it lives. Here.” She laid a palm on his chest. The touch sent a jolt through his body.

“The answer’s not out there, Theo. It’s in here. All our gods and demons, heaven and hell. It’s all in here.” Her eyes were bright, looking at him and through him at the same time, twinkling as if she’d solved a pesky riddle.

“In dependence upon craving, there’s form. In dependence upon form, there’s feeling. In dependence upon feeling, there’s perception. In dependence upon perception, there’s thought. In dependence upon thought, there’s consciousness. In dependence upon consciousness, there’s more craving.

“People are born, people die, nations rise, nations fall, civilizations soar and crumble. But it’s not the end of the world. There can never be an end to the world. Because we’re trapped in a Rube Goldberg machine.”

It took awhile for him to notice he was crying. He didn’t exactly know why, but her words had somehow opened a hole in his heart, the place where all the gods and demons ostensibly lay—except there were no gods in there, only demons. He must’ve collected them over several lifetimes, because how else would you explain this shuddering pain in the core of his being? It was as if something inside was trying to wrench free from his body. He cowered in terror, as he’d never experienced anything like this before.

She took his hand and whispered gently, “It’s okay. There’s no one there. The heart’s beating, lungs are breathing, blood’s flowing, but there’s no one there. No self. No pain. No anger. No anxiety. No jealousy. No frustration. Nothing to hold on to. Just love.”

Love.

He winced. Why the one thing he didn’t understand?

As a storm blew through his body, he held her hand tightly, just as she’d held his during the Rembrandtplein riots all those years ago. The warmth of her skin was like a balm. He’d never realized the touch of another human being could be so soothing.

He didn’t know how long he cried for. But after a while, it stopped. The storm, the pain inside him had ceased. He withdrew his hand from her clasp and let out a cathartic sigh.

She gave him a gentle pat on the arm. He smiled at her, exhausted but strangely at peace. He savored this feeling in companionable silence. After a while, he rose to his feet.

“Where’re you going?” she asked.

“To get the truck.” He was referring to his food truck, sitting in a garage since the Chinatown riots. It was time to bring it back and feed the homeless.

“Do you want to come with me?” he said.

“Give me a sec.” She went in to get changed.
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