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Novels that explore the life of a 
filmmaker are few and far between. 
When I think of a film, it’s usually 
the actors that are at the center of my 
attention and more and more recent 
novels attest to that. There’s a more 
widespread interest about an actor’s 
life—with all kinds of rumors and 
lies and gossip that abound in their 
elusive world—than let’s say a quirky 
filmmaker, which is why the latter 
doesn’t make it into gossip culture—
at least not as often as actors do. 
However, Porthole by Joanna Howard 
is an exception, and its exceptionality 
starts with a nuanced unearthing of a 
filmmaker’s troublesome past, Helena 
Désir, also an unreliable narrator who 
tells her story with a subdued humour 
that is neither cliché nor overdone. 
Howard’s narrative is so full of hidden 
truths about filmmaking that have 
remained, up until now, behind the 
camera lens and crystal liquid.  

The death of an actor named Corey 
and an abandoned film begins the 
book. However, Helena’s real trouble 
seems to have started way before that, 
with her very childhood that is atypical, 

as she was raised by her somewhat 
libertine uncle (or an “enfant terrible” 
as Helena calls him) who lived his whole 
life on a boat called Anjodie and had a 
tremendous impact on her. This loose 
upbringing impacts all her relationships 
with future actors, some of whom turn 
out to be her lovers. And again, it is on 
a boat, while working on a turbulent 
film, whose story climaxes when a man 
attempts to kill his wife’s lover by taking 
him out on a riverboat, that a tragedy 
ensues in the novel, killing Corey 
with whom Helena had an emotional 
entanglement, paralleling the plot of 
the film she’s making. And eventually 
this tragedy, this death, compels her to 
postpone her filmmaking and to seek 
help from a professional at Jaquith 
House, a splashy retreat where she 
meets a host of other people recovering 
from “psychic exhaustion.”

It is at Jaquith House—which for 
a good reason reminded me of Liane 
Moriarty’s Nine Perfect Strangers 
(Flatiron Books, 2018)—Helena 
questions the nature of her reality, 
including her pen name, the one that 
she uses to tell her story. She speaks 
aloud and often tries to break the 
fourth wall: “Was I speaking?” “What 

was I saying? Again! The order…” “What 
did I say, I wonder? The fact is some 
conversations escape me like mist.” All 
these incoherences add to the narrative 
tension. It forced me to ask how much 
I should trust her, just as Helena asks 
herself while seeking help from Dr. 
Duvaux. But of course the doctor takes 
his sweet time (there’s a significant 
claim by another character that the 
doctor may not even be a real doctor!) 
and seems rather interested in her 
past, and in particular in goading her 

back into filmmaking. Cash-strapped, 
the doctor has a real incentive to heal 
this special patient in order to help his 
failing business back on its feet, with 
a promise from Helena’s studio who 
wants her to finish the film. It turns 
out, it is not the doctor but her fellow 
“sufferers” at the retreat that contribute 
to her recovery. It is in the association 
of such people: a creepy and sex-crazy 
chef, an uberrich entrepreneur, a 
mysterious caretaker, among other 
zany ones, that Helena could distance 
herself from her past, her art—and can 
see everything afresh.

During her career, she mostly 
worked with a trio: Emile, David, 
and Corey,  all more or less her own 
discovery, her reinvention. But the 
idea of a reinvention, in this highly 
gendered world of filmmaking, 
troubles them and they all fight with 
Helena, although she knows how to 
put everything behind as soon as she 
looks through her camera, telling her 
doctor candidly that the “the camera 
objectifies” and that she is “just the 
messenger.” The actors disagree with 
this classification while falling in and 
out of love with Helena, some coming 
back again and again until they realise 
the tenuous nature of their romance. 
Of these three, perhaps David is more 
memorable. One example will suffice: 
when Helena berates him for talking as 
though he’s copying lines from a script, 

he says, “I have an enormous arsenal of 
memorized lines. I never have to think 
of anything original to say again.” At 
one point, she confronts both David 
and Emile and laments that perhaps 
she shouldn’t let the lovelies meet, just 
as her uncle advised her years ago, but 
apparently that is something beyond 
her control. Written with an incredibly 
light pacing, the chapters in this novel 
have a pendulum-like balance that 
start and end at a predictable point, 
which made it easier for me to go 

through its otherwise difficult subject 
matter—filmamking and a director’s 
relationship with actors. Perhaps it is 
this exceptionality of dealing with the 
complex world of film—and I mean 
it positively—that the book excels 
at, bringing to mind the fast-paced, 
curiosity-driven writing of Haruki 
Murakami. And even Susan Choi, 
whose Trust Exercise (Henry Holt and 
Co., 2019)  is a great comparable title.  

Much of what a writer makes comes 
from the materials she has processed 
a long time ago, which seems to be 
the case here as well. Joanna Howard, 
who teaches creative writing at the 
University of Denver, has written 
books about international romps and 
romances, including her book Foreign 
Correspondent (Counterpath Press, 
2013) that has a similar protagonist 
and the book itself is inspired heavily 
by the work of Alfred Hitchcock. Her 
current novel under review seems 
to be a culmination of these past 
experiences, and I love the fact that 
this book has a deep conversation with 
her previous work. It is as though the 
book decided to write itself, a self-
awareness that guides and propels the 
narrative organically. My favorite lines 
in this book lie somewhere along this 
theme: “A career has a life of its own. 
The more you direct it, the less it is 
likely to comply.” An aphorism I fully 
agree with. 

It is in such lines that I can also 
fully empathise—even identify—
with Helena’s struggle with making 
remarkable films or anything whose 
value is hard to predict. It’s a Sisyphean 
effort that never feels complete even 
when the work—a film in this case—is 
out for the public to consume. Even then 
the artist feels and knows where the 
weaknesses lie—if any. But perhaps it is 
for such weaknesses in the production 
of art that we pardon the artist for 
whatever crime they committed, 
whomever they hurt along the way? I 
have mulled over this question as I put 
down the book, which also wants us to 
ask what happens when we try to be 
truly authentic through art, through 
writing. Ultimately, Helena seems 
to recover and revive herself despite 
losing faith in her filmmaking, despite 
convincing herself about the death of 
film as an art form. 

Mir Arif is a writer based in Ohio. A 
Granta Writers’ Workshop alumnus, 
his fiction and nonfiction have 
appeared in numerous literary 
magazines such as Story, Tahoma 
Literary Review, The Los Angeles 
Review, Sierra Nevada Review, and 
many others.
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In her first book Hullabaloo in the 
Guava Orchard (Anchor, 1999), Kiran 
Desai wrote a comic fable of a man 
who escapes the world by climbing a 
tree. In The Inheritance of Loss (Grove 
Press, 2005), she chronicled the violent 
political convulsions that toss individuals 
about like so much flotsam. Here, the 
escape is inward and the convulsions are 
psychological. The grand historical forces 
are still present—globalisation, migration, 
the legacies of colonialism—but they are 
refracted through the prism of individual 
consciousness, surfacing as depression, 
artistic megalomania, and a pervasive, free-
floating anxiety.

Desai constructs her narrative on a 
vast canvas, weaving together a multitude 
of storylines that span continents and 
generations. The novel is polyphonic, 
shifting its perspective from Sonia Shah, a 
solitary literature student whose profound 
loneliness at a Vermont college makes her 
vulnerable to a toxic and predatory affair 
with a much older artist, Ilan de Toorjen 
Foss, to Sunny Bhatia, a young journalist in 
New York feeling like an “impostor, a spy, a 
liar, and a ghost” while navigating a fraught 
relationship with his American girlfriend, 
Ulla.

While their lives run on parallel tracks, 
their families’ richly detailed worlds in 
Allahabad and Delhi are ironically linked 
by a failed marriage proposal orchestrated 
by their grandparents. A large cast of 
finely-drawn secondary characters drives 
the plot: Sonia’s unlucky, unmarried aunt 

Mina Foi serves as a haunting portrait of a 
life unlived, while Sunny’s sharp-tongued, 
widowed mother, Babita, schemes against 
her corrupt brothers-in-law, a family feud 
that culminates in their brutal murders 
and the disappearance of two young 
servant girls. Desai masterfully braids these 
disparate threads: Sonia’s psychological 
torment and escape from abuse, and 
Sunny’s confrontation with his family’s 
murky legacy, showing how the echoes of 
personal history and the pressures of the 
present conspire to bring two profoundly 
lonely souls onto an eventual, fateful 

collision course.
The loneliness of Sonia and Sunny is, 

in fact, the loneliness of almost everyone 
in Desai’s richly populated world. Sunny’s 
mother, Babita, is a prime example. 
For all her sharp wit, she is marooned 
by widowhood, a feeling she captures 
perfectly: “How desolate it was to have to 
hoard one’s thoughts and jokes for future 
company, how tedious to translate them 
into a letter. How sweet it was when one 

could undo the lethargy of time by chatting 
with someone about the little things…” 

Sonia’s aunt Mina Foi is similarly 
haunted by a life of quiet desperation and 
missed opportunities. From the lonely 
grandeur of an artist’s ego to the silent 
suffering of a dutiful daughter, Desai 
makes it clear that her protagonists are 
not unique, but merely the focal point 
of a universally felt affliction: the one 
culture that is truly global, a lingua franca 

of despair spoken with equal fluency in 
Allahabad, New York, Delhi, and Vermont. 
It is a novel that asks what happens when 
the children of midnight’s children find 
themselves utterly, terribly, magnificently 
alone at noon.

Throughout the novel, characters 
embark on desperate quests for a place of 
belonging, yet their actions merely deepen 
their alienation. This is a world where the 
concept of home is a mirage. Sunny, seeking 
an authentic connection, moves to the 
immigrant enclave of Jackson Heights, only 
to observe his fellow Indians consciously 
ignoring one another, “as if it was better to 
be one Indian than two Indians.” He seeks 
community but finds only a collection of 
solitary individuals performing the same 
lonely pantomime of escape. His mother, 
Babita, executes a grander version of this 
flight, purchasing the historic Casa das 
Conchas in Goa to escape the “hell on 
earth” of her Delhi family feud. Yet, this 
idyllic mansion becomes a new prison of 
fear and isolation, besieged by property 
disputes, threatening phone calls, and the 
ghosts of the past, proving that a change of 
scenery is no cure for a haunted soul. Desai 
masterfully shows that in our globalised 
world, home is not a place one can return 
to or purchase, but a state of being that 
remains maddeningly out of reach.

This is an excerpt. Read the full review 
on The Daily Star and Star Books and 
Literature’s websites.

Najmus Sakib studies Linguistics at 
the University of Dhaka. Reach him at 
kazis713@gmail.com.
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The death of an actor named Corey and an 
abandoned film begins the book. However, Helena’s 

real trouble seems to have started way before that, 
with her very childhood that is atypical, as she 

was raised by her somewhat libertine uncle (or an 
“enfant terrible” as Helena calls him) who lived 

his whole life on a boat called Anjodie and had a 
tremendous impact on her. This loose upbringing 

impacts all her relationships with future actors, 
some of whom turn out to be her lovers. And again, 

it is on a boat, while working on a turbulent film.

He seeks community but 
finds only a collection 
of solitary individuals 
performing the same 
lonely pantomime of 

escape. His mother, 
Babita, executes a grander 

version of this flight, 
purchasing the historic 

Casa das Conchas in 
Goa to escape the “hell 

on earth” of her Delhi 
family feud. Yet, this 

idyllic mansion becomes 
a new prison of fear 

and isolation, besieged 
by property disputes, 

threatening phone calls, 
and the ghosts of the past.


