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‘The Gollancz Book of South Asian Science Fiction is by far the first in this century that is this broad in scope, and definitely the most ambitious, in its intentions… Gollancz is a name that is intimately familiar to any science fiction fan and serious SF reader across the world and...this anthology is a worthy addition to its catalogue.’ – Factor Daily


‘The Gollancz Book of South Asian Science Fiction is an instant classic, and has, dare I say it, franchise potential written all over it.’ – The Hindu Business Line


‘A timely tribute to speculative fiction writing from the subcontinent. Immensely well-intentioned, curated with deliberation and hard work, and diverse and flexible in terms of the writers represented.’ – Mint Lounge


‘Refreshing. This anthology by South Asian writers is precisely what the industry needs.’ – Free Press Journal


‘The Gollancz Book of South Asian Science Fiction is at its best in the same way SF everywhere is: when it produces sharply realized characters in unfamiliar gardens, and shows us how they got there.’ – Gary K. Wolfe, Locus


‘Propelling itself 70 years into the future, the anthology never lets go of the present political moment in India and, in some cases, America, and the stories imagine totalitarian futures with grim humour.’ – India Today


‘Taken as a whole, the Gollancz anthology is timely and delivers on its promise of “providing a prism refracting the vivid and at times contrarian imaginings of contemporary South Asian SF”.’ – Scroll.in


‘The concepts and themes inventoried in the collection are timelessly radical. It’s the personal stories, exploring the human condition, that really work the best in this collection.’ – The Hindu


‘This volume provides a good viewpoint of where South Asian sci-fi is and what it’s capable of. Highly recommended to get a feel for the genre and what it means in the Indian context.’ – Deccan Herald


‘The Gollancz Book of South Asian Science Fiction raises the pertinent question about the challenge of finding a balance between local flavour and hard science that is globally accessible.’ – Firstpost


‘Promising, even in the face of grim portents in the sociocultural domain in the subcontinent and seemingly inexorable transformations of the ecological basis for life that are threatening the very existence of the most vulnerable, not just in South Asia.’ – Outlook


‘This anthology feels like a labour of love, and readers should find it stimulating.’ – Stephen Theaker, Theaker’s Quarterly
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Speculative fiction has long been the source of literature’s most astounding visuals. The same can be said of South Asian mythology. It inspired an outpouring of wildly inventive art: fanged demons, flying serpents, monstrous birds. For our Preface, I’ve attempted to pay tribute to the visual legacy of SF by creating a graphic sampler of the stories in this volume. These are the mythic tales of our era. Literary chimeras hatched in the nest of ancient belief systems. Fledglings of the modern faith that some of us call…science.
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INTRODUCTION


SOUTH ASIAN SCIENCE FICTION AND FANTASY


CARVING NEW SPACES IN TIME


TARUN K. SAINT


‘But science fiction is the realism of our time. The sense that we are all now stuck in a science-fiction novel that we’re writing together – that’s another sign of the emerging structure of feeling.’


– Kim Stanley Robinson1


Following the global spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus, it has been an uncanny experience applying the finishing touches to this anthology as we slipped deeper into the all-too-real situation evoked by a practitioner of climate change fiction, Kim Stanley Robinson. The pandemic has drastically altered the ground realities of our world as well as the language available to describe this event, as at least one of our contributors has noted. Most of our contributions having been received before the outbreak, this volume does not attempt a consolidated view of this still-unfolding disaster. Perhaps future writing in the science fiction and fantasy (SFF) genre will cover intimately the cataclysmic changes we are witnessing in our culture and society as well as its eventual reverberations across space and time.2


This volume is a follow-up to the first collection titled The Gollancz Book of South Asian Science Fiction, which appeared in early 2019 as an experiment in building bridges between the different cultures of science fiction in the subcontinent.3 The first omnibus was a foray into an unexplored and neglected domain with a niche readership. It thus served as a useful platform for writers of science fiction (including both hard and soft variants as well as speculative fiction and poetry) from South Asia. For the region’s science fiction and fantasy has a texture and feeling that is different from both Western SFF as well as, say, writing in the genre closer home in Asia – like Chinese science fiction.4 The introduction to the first volume traced the genesis and growth of the genre in this region in broad terms, while acknowledging the need for more intensive work in various languages in which science fiction has been published.5


The second volume amplifies the scope of this project as we bring in stories, incorporating work on the border of science fiction, horror and serious/high concept fantasy by important writers in the space. This time, we were able to reach out to writers from Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Bangladesh and the Tibetan community in exile, as well as bring in both historically significant and contemporary stories from writing in Marathi and Bengali.6 The aim was not to provide a comprehensive report on the SFF scene in this region, nor to assemble a collection with fixed quotas from each country (an accountant’s fantasy), but rather to facilitate the task of mapping the complex contours of a body of work that is emerging from the shadows to claim its rightful place in the sun.


We may think of South Asian SFF as a graft, a splicing of a new element into the already extant corpus of South Asian literature, or as a subgenre that is different with new, unusual fruits that taste neither like its progenitors nor quite like anything else. The second volume, thus, invites readers to partake of this flavour, not in the spirit of exoticism but rather as fellow voyagers into new realms of thought and experience. The stories assembled here testify to creative engagements with the myriad challenges posed by structural changes in culture and society, which are primarily a result of technological interventions and developmental initiatives driven by the slogan of progress.


As noted in the introduction to Volume 1, ongoing crises in early twenty-first century South Asia have generated creative and critical responses in the SFF genre which contest the inevitability of destructive development and homogenization of identity.7 These crises include climate change and environmental degradation along with other contingencies posed by media-stoked hyper-nationalism, gender-based violence and religious fundamentalism. As readers of these stories and poems will discover, SFF has thus become a vehicle for dialogue on alternative futures and ways of thinking past our current impasse. Indeed, one could see these anthologies as a channel for forms of intellectual resistance in conditions which are fraught with risk for writers taking on structures of power. In future volumes, we hope to encompass more instances of strong writing from countries not featured so far as such voices become increasingly audible. In the sections to follow I offer some introductory remarks on the pieces included in this volume.
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In Seattle-based Shiv Ramdas’s Nebula and Hugo Award-nominated work ‘And Now His Lordship is Laughing’, the horror story is given a fresh twist and historical mooring. Set in the period of the Bengal famine of 1943, which took three million lives, the story imagines an aging doll maker’s ruthless yet calibrated response to a British officer’s command to make a doll for him as she summons up occult powers beyond the grasp of colonial reason. The evocation of details of colonial history and spotlight on the question of coerced suffering on a gigantic scale, besides the sharp focus on Apa the doll maker’s point of view, make the deployment of fantasy/horror tropes in this story even more effective.


Medha Singh is a poet, editor and translator from Delhi who has already made a name for herself with a collection of verse and through a book-length work of translation. Medha’s speculative poem ‘Jupiter, Dark Sister’ invokes the giant planet as metaphor at several levels, including the cosmological and astronomical. The journey through, rather than to, Jupiter enables a surreal form of discovery, including an encounter with the limits to self-perception. As speculative poetry, ‘Jupiter, Dark Sister’ makes us think afresh about space flight and interplanetary exploration, reminding us of the mirroring of such journeys, whether real or imaginative, within the self, where one may be in time left hung by such dark sisters of the sun ‘like a pig. On a pike’.


Tashan Mehta works on the borderline between fantasy and science fiction, and in the story included here we find a traveller making contact with an alien culture.8 Based on stories of the local people, the shipwrecked protagonist begins to draw a map of the islands she has reached. The alternating first person narratives of the visitor and Alka, her local friend, allow for an exploration of the realm of the unknown and an unconventional mapping of an imaginative cartography very different from that used by explorers and geographers of yore. We find here an innovative redoing of the premise of Ursula Le Guin’s The Lathe of Heaven,9 as dreaming becomes a way of reshaping territory and desire.


Muhammed Zafar Iqbal teaches physics in Dhaka and is a pre-eminent writer of science fiction from Bangladesh. His story ‘The Zoo’ is an effective meditation on the workings of power and authoritarianism. We find here an extension of H.G. Wells’s concerns in The Island of Dr Moreau,10 as a cruel experiment involving humans and animals under duress on a remote island is disclosed to a visiting journalist. The allusions to the perverse uses science has been put to in the past century (as in the case of racist archpriest of applied eugenics and ‘Angel of Death’ Dr Josef Mengele’s experiments in Auschwitz during the Nazi era)11 lend a chilling edge to the story’s unexpected conclusion.


Vajra Chandrasekera, from Colombo, is a significant presence in the Sri Lankan science fiction landscape as author, critic and contributing fiction editor at Strange Horizons. His story ‘The Maker of Memorials’ offers a scathing indictment of those who memorialize war in heroic images, reminding us of the themes of Wilfred Owen’s war poems.12 The ironic tone is set at the beginning as an augmented human, virtually indestructible, goes about constructing these war memorials, even in the midst of conflict. Further, the idea of a Rehistory Department meant to make history less messy and more palatable is congruent with trends in the subcontinent today. The question of how to memorialize loss using technology in the wake of traumatic civil strife is broached here in an altogether original way.


Toronto-based writer Senaa Ahmad’s ‘The Glow-in-the-Dark Girls’ has been well-received, winning the Sunburst Award for Short Fiction and the A.C. Bose Grant for South Asian Speculative Literature (2019). This story extrapolates from the historical reality of the radium girls who were assigned the task of painting watches with glow-in-the-dark paint, radioactive effects of which eventually led to their deaths. In this story, told in the first person, a group of girls has been genetically modified into bioweapons, becoming lethal to people they come into contact with. The vulnerability of such experimental subjects of bioengineering and their eventual turning within in the wake of isolation in a world racked by conflict makes the story stand apart from more conventional accounts of teenagers with ‘superpowers’.


In veteran science fiction writer and cartoonist/graphic artist Manjula Padmanabhan’s story ‘The Pain Merchant’, an apprentice learns the skill of restoring the ability to feel pain from a master pain merchant in a world where this faculty has been eliminated. The story works at several levels, as science fiction and as a philosophical fable for the future. The ambiguity of the customers’ motives makes the narrative even more psychologically complex. The ‘dolcache’ instrument that measures the remnants of pain is an innovative novum (or new idea, to use Darko Suvin’s term)13 for this world in which pain appears as a lack rather than a burden.


Mumbai-based Arjun Raj Gaind is a well-known author of genre fiction and a graphic novelist, having made many successful forays into the realm of the whodunit in an Indian setting. In ‘The Ministry of Relevance’, he presents a dark vision of the 2020s, a world where nobody reads, and all citizens are run through draconian checks to prove themselves worthy of domicile. The Kafkaesque scenario that ensues for the protagonist as he struggles to prove his identity is reminiscent of the likely difficulties many may face in the near future in South Asia with bureaucratic rationality running amok.


In Jayaprakash Satyamurthy’s ‘Dimensions of Life under Fascism’, the metaphor of flatness is deployed effectively as a science fiction trope for the transformation of the self under a fascist dispensation. Two dimensionality has set in at various levels of Indian society as a result of the advent of fascist structures, now in their twenty-sixth year, felt especially by a mixed-religion couple, an insight that comes through in telling fashion in the grim conclusion of this tale, with many parallels to the current situation in South Asia.


A recent story from Bengali science fiction in translation by Arunava Sinha is Soham Guha’s ‘The Song of Ice’. This dystopian tale envisages a climatic catastrophe after the eruption of the Yellowstone volcano in the United States. As a contemporary instance of regional climate fiction, or cli-fi-style science fiction, we find an icy winter and unrelenting cold wave descending on Kolkata, decimating the population and forcing people to seek refuge underground, in the Metro tunnels. Besides the vividly etched first-person narrative about survival in this new ice-ravaged world, the story also brings in an element of historical consciousness in its reflections on the legacy of previous cataclysms – whether the Partition, the Naxalbari moment or endemic communal violence – and the sense that the chickens do eventually come home to roost.


The remarkable energy of the Bengaluru science fiction subculture is reflected in the work of Lavanya Lakshminarayan in general, as well as in the story included here, ‘Goodbye is the Shape of a Palm Pressed to the Sky’. In this futuristic projection, we find the protagonist journeying back into history to discover the story of her ‘space pirate’ grandmother through the latter’s recently unearthed journal and, in the process, some hard truths about her mother. There is a recognizably feminist perspective on the retrieval of memory here, as well as an innovative deployment of sense-perception-oriented future technology in the service of re-storying the past, even while coming to terms with a vexed inheritance.


Kehkashan Khalid is an artist and science fiction writer of Pakistani origin who works as a senior librarian in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. Her story ‘Almost Human’ uses the technique of extrapolation from current trends in surveillance technology in its world building. In this science fiction detective story, Inspector Mansoor, one of the protagonists, approaches a neural conceptualization hub, more commonly known as the Forge, where droids can be accessed by the police when in need of extra hands, where he is assigned a now-deactivated first-generation robot to help in a homicide investigation. The unfolding of the clue-puzzle structure takes on a new dimension (somewhat reminiscent of Asimov’s Robot stories yet squarely grounded in Pakistani terrain)14 in the depiction of the robot’s personal quest for the killer’s identity and the prospect of justice.


Bina Shah’s earlier work, the feminist dystopia Before She Sleeps,15 is set in the wake of a nuclear exchange in the subcontinent that culminates in rising gender disparity. Next, a virus affecting women’s fertility in particular becomes widespread, while ‘corrective’ measures are sought by the states affected as fewer women are able to bear children. Shah’s account of the imposition of these strictures elaborates, although with a different emphasis, the subjugation of women in procreative roles in Margaret Atwood’s classic, The Handmaid’s Tale.16 In this volume, Shah’s story ‘Looney ka Tabadla’ brings in a dimension of the absurd in its description of the exchange of ‘looneys’ in 2050, an echo of Sa’adat Hasan Manto’s classic Partition story, ‘Toba Tek Singh’.17 In the story, in the wake of the South Asian Disarmament Treaty, it is decided to exchange peace-and-order offenders at the border of India and Pakistan. The offenders in question are those who use both conventional and social media to propagate their goals of destabilizing the peace between the countries. The black humour underpinning the tale echoes Manto as Shah sharpens her satirical take on today’s manufacturers of hate speech.


Software engineer and writer Anil Menon has made the transition to speculative fiction in recent works such as Half of What I Say,18 as further evidenced in his story ‘Paley’s Watch’. The discovery of an artefact in the ocean, the eponymous Paley’s watch, leads to a whimsical journey through intellectual disciplines such as mathematics, physics, philosophy and narratology as the object’s significance and meaning are sought to be unravelled, by, among others, Tommy, the sassy and brilliant protagonist. The subplot featuring Tommy’s crush on his mentor’s daughter, Tara Godbole, brings in a dimension of comic relief with some witty reflections on racial and sexual difference revealed in the byplay between them. Tommy’s occasional ineptitude as lover and techie whiz-kid make him an endearing and yet fragile figure as the artefact’s mysteries are sought to be deciphered, perhaps in vain by anyone but him.


Mumbai-based Aparna Ramachandran is an engineer-turned-media executive and writer. Her story ‘Elsewhere’ has a futuristic setting, which is well-anchored in the Indian milieu by its use of place names like Kasara (a town near Almora). The idea of accessing the fourth dimension to enable time travel, and eventually a departure from the dystopian present, is explored through the vicissitudes of the relationship between Yra and Avan. Yet, the transition with the aid of ‘prana’ to the transcendental plane of ‘Elsewhere’ may take a toll on the material, all-too-human self and has a potentially tragic dimension at the level of the interpersonal.


Astrophysicist Jayant V. Narlikar has been a major presence in Indian science fiction for decades, writing in Marathi and often speaking in public forums such as the Sahitya Akademi about the genre and its significance. On one such occasion, he shared an experience of his days at King’s College, Cambridge, when, in 1963, he happened to be living next door to E.M. Forster, and he had the chance to discuss Forster’s only science fiction story ‘The Machine Stops’ (written in 1908) with the writer himself.19 Later, Narlikar studied under astrophysicist and science fiction author Fred Hoyle, author of The Black Cloud, at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT).20 This volume features his story ‘The Gift of Angels’ (translated from the Marathi ‘Yaksophar’ by Archana Mirajkar, who is also the author of a science fiction novel).21 This vintage story features Vijay Singh, an Indian scientist, as the protagonist, and his introduction to advanced technology that proves to be the precursor to an X-Files-style conspiracy by alien entities. The description of life in the scientific community, whether at an American university or at a research institute in India, draws on the author’s own experiences as a distinguished astrophysicist. What is notable is the willingness of the researcher-protagonist to push the boundaries of knowledge to discover the basis for advanced technologies that may not be within the public ken at present, despite the magnitude of the possible risks.


Vandana Singh is a physicist and the author of several collections of science fiction stories. Her story ‘Reunion’ appeared in the first volume of The Gollancz Book of South Asian Science Fiction and has been included in an anthology of 2020’s best science fiction, edited by Jonathan Strahan.22 The influence of the late science fiction great Ursula Le Guin is palpable in the story ‘A Different Sea’, which features an unconventional friendship between the protagonist and an alien she names Khatru. We find here a profound reflection on death and the possibly different meaning this may have for an alien species. In the process, this poetic tale also makes us think about death as a metaphor, especially in the context of intricate and at times failed personal relationships with events set in a faraway planet allowing for a degree of cognitive distancing. The unearthing of the lost history of Gyana, a Bengali woman poet of an earlier time, is a key element to this narrative, as the protagonist finds her voice through a rediscovery of the significance of such mutilated voices. Indeed, such reconstitution of crucial civilizational patterns that might have otherwise been lost become possible as a result of the narrator’s contact with Khatru.23


Delhi-based constitutional law expert Gautam Bhatia is a science fiction critic and senior articles editor with Strange Horizons. His contribution in the volume, ‘The List’, is a space opera-style story which addresses the critical question of what it means to be human in a futuristic setting of contact between different species, some of which have an exclusivist view of identity. The eponymous ‘list’, which invokes logic and life, is a counter to the tendencies towards speciesism, with its insistence on uniformity and drive toward offworlding, a resonant science fiction metaphor for our times. The use of innovative narrative devices such as italicized personal reflections by characters and poetic language accentuates the critique of homogenization and dominance over the ‘other’, in particular those deemed different and consigned to work in the viriconium caves.24


‘2020-nKarV’ by the poet, essayist and translator from Bangladesh Kaiser Haq is an ironic reflection on the difficult moment we are living through in the early 2020s. In this speculative poem, the spread of a karuna virus (‘karuna’ meaning compassion in Hindi) causes puzzlement and dismay, with echoes of the predicament humanity faces with the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus today. The quarantine established for the carriers of compassion, especially animal lovers and poets, even as the absence of compassion is normalized, has an all-too familiar edge in today’s South Asia. There is an ethical meditation here on the effects on language and expression of authoritarian measures taken by states in times of crisis in the name of the public good, based on purported science.


Kalsang Yangzom is a young India-based writer, teacher and blogger of Tibetan origin. In her story ‘The Crossing’, she extrapolates from the experience of several generations of Tibetans who have crossed over the Himalaya into India while envisaging a future in which a microchip is injected in every Indian at birth to prove their identity, and which such migrants must have implanted after reaching their destination. While there is no explicit reference to China or Tibet, the Anisians who defeat the ‘theocratic government’, causing many to flee, are recognizable to those familiar with this history, reconfigured here in the science fiction genre. There is a restrained urgency underlying the portrayal of the experience of exile as well as the imminent possibility of betrayal.


Poet, novelist, scholar and short story writer Giti Chandra’s ‘A Species of Least Concern’ projects current concerns about species extinction into a futuristic setting in a tale with more than a touch of black comedy. In a setting where the concept of ‘nature’ has to be explained to a young child and fabrichines provide every comfort, including the best research articles on climate change and the history of species loss, the ‘species of least concern’ (whether women or honey badgers) are those not yet placed in the at-risk category, given that they are assumed to be indestructible. A mother’s attempt to ensure her daughter’s survival by endowing her with strengths from different species takes a darkly comic turn as protagonist Melli touches down on a planet where hybridity is unwelcome. The underlying seriousness of the feminist critique of human self-destructiveness and disregard of the most vulnerable cannot be missed.


Scholar and author Haris A. Durrani, who is of part-Pakistani and part-Dominican descent, brings his intercultural background effectively into play in ‘Champollion’s Foot’. The allusions to ciguapas, shape-shifting creatures from Dominican legends, and jinns as creatures capable of possession of human hosts are lightly interwoven into this space opera about xenocide, the obliteration of an alien species. The references to Champollion’s discovery of the Rosetta Stone and the ensuing systematic study of ancient Egypt, leading to an ironic erasure of this ancient system of knowledge, form a template for later reflections on the implications of being the ‘other’. Yet, there may be a way out of the historical trajectory leading towards decimation of alien cultures and knowledge systems, the story indicates.


Usman T. Malik, who practices medicine, is a writer from Pakistan who has created space for his distinctive variant of SFF, which often delves into jinn lore and the realm of the weird and the occult.25 In his story ‘Resurrection Points’, Malik brings to bear the precision and understanding of a qualified rheumatologist and medical writer as well as deep empathy with the plight of beleaguered minority communities such as Christians living in ghettos in Pakistan. There is a productive tension evoked here between the young protagonist’s extraordinary ability to resurrect the dead and the toxic exclusionary effects of invidious social and religious pressures now at work in our variegated societies, with their multiple fault lines.


Writer, creative director and editor Salik Shah is based in India (though he was brought up in Nepal and often draws upon this formative experience). Shah has made a long-standing contribution to the world of Asian SFF through his role as founding editor of Mithila Review, an SFF journal. His speculative story ‘Shambhala’ is unusual in its evocation in a lyrical yet political mode of the predicament of Tibetan exiles. The existential dilemmas of the movement for a free Tibet and the complex relationship with mainland China are presented with sensitivity in the depiction of the Tibetan narrator’s childhood memories of his Chinese teacher who taught them Mandarin. The forced migration into Nepal as a result of state oppression culminates in exile, in a situation all too familiar to many Tibetans poetically evoked here through memory.26 This story is, thus, an instance of locally rooted cosmopolitanism, transcending narrow definitions of identity in its empathetic account of political exile.


Sri Lankan science fiction has come into the spotlight in recent times with a novelette co-authored by science fiction author and data scientist Yudhanjaya Wijeratne and Indian American R.R. Virdi being nominated for a Nebula award in 2018.27 Wijeratne is also the author of ‘The Ricepunk Manifesto’, which outlines a different, culturally grounded science fiction sensibility as a variant of and modification of cyberpunk.28 We are glad to be able to include here Wijeratne’s story ‘Confessor’, placed in a futuristic context of violation of human rights and freedom of expression. This story, taking its cue from contemporary experiences of imprisonment of journalists and activists in Sri Lanka, has a bearing on the situation emerging across South Asia, and perhaps even more widely, in its candid depiction of state intimidation of dissenters. The use of implants such as memory chips for artists sought to be recruited for propaganda purposes takes us a sinister step beyond George Orwell’s 1984.29 ‘Confessor’ is grim in its anticipation of the ruthless instrumentalization of violence using sophisticated technologies to turn those deemed a threat to the powers that be.


Accomplished poet, translator and science fiction writer Priya Sarukkai Chabria’s speculative poem ‘Scavenger’ brings an element of formal experimentation in its out-of-the-box response to prevalent trends in society. Readers may note the evocative use of images to capture a fragmented post-apocalyptic scenario, in which time and history seem to have been irrevocably dislocated from their moorings. The poetic persona, nonetheless, continues to dream, perchance in a post-human register, all too aware of the displacement and emptying out of the human by ‘AI-weeders’ and the ravages of climate change. Even so, the lyrical quest for alternatives persists amidst the wreckage with the possibility of redemption at the end.


Extending the world building initiated in his novel Aliens in Delhi,30 science fiction scholar, editor and writer Sami Ahmad Khan’s story ‘Biryani Bagh’ takes its cue from contemporary protests and resistance movements as it constructs its novel take on the role played by flavoursome biryani in the current configuration. The popular dish becomes the novum around which the narrative unfolds, set in 2038 at a time when biryani-loving aliens (later disclosed to be a stereotype) live on Earth, in a cryptic yet recognizable instance of cognitive estrangement (Suvin’s term).31 In the process, ‘Biryani Bagh’ provides a visceral take on the dilemmas of minority existence and the changes being wrought as a result of attacks on constitutional morality in today’s Delhi/India. The story deals with local concerns as well as the global ramifications of the techno-dystopia being ushered in today, resulting in regressive loops back into the history of communal/sectarian violence.


In his science fiction novels and stories, Shovon Chowdhury, who sadly and unexpectedly passed away before this volume could appear, effectively satirized the pretensions that continue to dog us in India as a postcolonial and now, at least in segments, post hi-tech society. In ‘Malini’, we find a comic take on the role of artificial intelligence in destabilizing our usual sense of relationships, in this case a food delivery application. In this dark yet hilarious tale, the protagonist’s obsession with a voice representing the delivery service leads him to a sequence of progressively more bizarre misadventures. Might the realm of artificial intelligence-powered constructs prove seductive enough to displace normative forms of desire, the story seems to provocatively ask.


Sukanya Datta is Chief Scientist, Council of Scientific and Industrial Research, and her work as science communicator led her eventually to writing science fiction; she now has several collections of stories in the genre to her name.32 In Datta’s story ‘The Midas Touch’, the ‘tall tale’ structure is interspersed with elements of biological science, along the lines of precursors like Satyajit Ray (in his Professor Shonku stories) and Premendra Mitra (in his Ghanada tales).33 In this thought-provoking tale, the discovery of a treasure map with notations in Sanskrit and Greek, as recounted by the itinerant Golu Mama, leads to a quest for the Suvarnabhumi or land of gold in the upper Himalayas, where the travellers come to terms with the existence of extremophiles, microbes that excrete gold. While the adventure story/tall tale structure adds to the suspense underlying the story, the author interweaves precise references to such microbial activity (‘hard’ science) seamlessly into what might otherwise seem like an innocuous tale for children.


Canada-based scientist and author of science fiction, horror and fantasy tales Premee Mohamed’s story ‘The Arrival of the New World’ takes up the key question of climate change. The story is set in the aftermath of a tourist excursion into the Guyanese rainforest gone horribly wrong. Various layers of history and culture are unravelled in this account of a professional writer of Guyanese-Indian origin, accompanied by a team of film-makers, to discover what happened to a group of tourists and guides who have gone missing while on an expedition into the jungle in Guyana. While the context of indentured labour during the age of empire brought the narrator’s ancestors to Guyana, migration to Canada later has ensured a form of double displacement that causes this return to a homeland at one remove to become one of self-discovery, albeit under imperilled circumstances. Premee portrays the existential threat that has arisen as a result of the breaching of the ‘tipping points’ in the middle of the untamed rainforest, beyond the safe and managed zones maintained by the tourist agency. In the process, we find in this story a compelling depiction of the likelihood of an ecologically damaged planet striking back, even as the ‘New World’ of impending climate catastrophe looms large.


Sri Lankan writer Navin Weeraratne’s story ‘The Diamond Library’ takes us into a dystopian world in which literacy and, with it, libraries have become endangered. Innovatively reinventing the premise of Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury,34 the story depicts the urgent attempt to memorialize stories which may otherwise disappear forever or be relegated as ‘fantasy’.35 The tale echoes the film The Matrix in its depiction of the way simulations driven by the Grand Librarian keep an approximation of humanity alive in the wake of the catastrophic loss of most humans in physical form. What remains are underground libraries in which books are engraved on diamond-hardened surfaces, governed by supra intelligences hoping to preserve the basis of human existence. The noir tone and unlikable narrator help reinforce the sense of mystery and propel us to the concluding section in which the philosophical reflection on being achieves a final twist, further complicating our sense of the relationship between illusion and reality in this future world (and our own).


Bangladeshi author Saad Z. Hossain writes fantasy, science fiction and black comedy, which are often blended in a distinctive way in his work. His SFF narratives, in which figures from the Middle Eastern tradition of folklore and storytelling often meet a contemporary context, have received great critical acclaim.36 For instance, Hossain generates dark comedy through the sheer incongruity of the situation of a jinn waking up in post-climate change and nanotech-endowed Kathmandu in his acclaimed and Locus award-nominated novella The Gurkha and the Lord of Tuesday.37 In ‘Bring Your Own Spoon’, the perils of biotech are in focus in a story set in a future Dhaka where people are protected by nanites and a protective bubble from airborne pathogens. In this story, Imbidor, a lesser jinn without dignitas, helps the protagonist Hanu set up a kitchen and restaurant in the Fringe, preparing mouth-watering repasts for the customers from the area. The high costs of such partnerships across the gulf separating humans from the occult realm, and the fragility of such initiatives in the domain of subaltern entrepreneurship, become evident in the story’s denouement.
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It has been a privilege reaching out to this talented set of authors, who have delivered a veritable feast of ideas and storylines, not to mention speculative poetry. This is original material, for the most part, a New Wave of South Asian SFF, comparable in its stylistic and thematic variety and innovativeness to the New Wave cinema movement ushered in by filmmakers like Mrinal Sen, Mani Kaul, Shyam Benegal and Kumar Shahani.38 For the ambit of the best recent South Asian SFF has expanded beyond realism (even ‘of our time’) towards experimentalism and self-reflexivity, often with a sceptical view of the alignment of science/technology and the state. Much of this writing shows a productive conjoining of the bizarre and the mundane, the real and the hyper-real, yet underpinned by a sense of the perils of existing in techno-bubbles or simulated utopias in a region on the cusp of what may be irrevocable alterations in culture and society.


Yet, at the end of the day, after the variegated world building on view here, we can discern a return to an ethically grounded collective South Asian civilizational narrative along with a growing recognition that multiple ‘other’ South Asian spaces exist. Indeed, if readers are prompted to discover more such South Asian SFF narratives carving new spaces in time, this volume would have accomplished its purpose. As an instance of such innovative approaches, I warmly commend the reader to Manjula Padmanabhan’s graphic preface and concluding image, which encompass the dialectic between inner and outer space.


Meanwhile, as a genre, South Asian science fiction (and fantasy) continues to grow, with increasing recognition of the considerable talent on offer. Emerging and new voices indicate the range of concerns and the expansion of scope of the issues being dealt with. While geographical differences and historical transformations clearly separate South Asian New Wave writing from the countries brought together under this umbrella, there has been in recent times more of conversation and dialogue across boundaries. Online forums and journals like Mithila Review and Antonym have facilitated this process, as have the many anthologies that have recently appeared. We can see a growing self-confidence as writers devise their own distinctive idioms while contending with the dilemmas of the twenty-first century. Whether through critical re-inscriptions of mythology, or deft adaptation of models from cyberpunk or solarpunk, or even recourse to meta-fiction and a reinvention of standard science fiction tropes such as first contact, the alien, the zombie or robots and artificial intelligences, and the doomed city, South Asian writers are reclaiming the imaginative resources afforded by the genre in myriad ways. In the process, a counter narrative to the stereotypical representations of commercial science fiction, whether in terms of race, gender, caste or other hierarchies is being generated afresh, sensitive to nuance and intersectionality and alert to the insidious workings of power. Such futuristic writing can be seen as an antidote to anodyne stories extolling development and the benefits of technology, and as a repository of critical and oppositional energies that may eventually help shape for the better emergent futures that await us all.
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AND NOW HIS LORDSHIP IS LAUGHING


1SHIV RAMDAS


When the first breeze of the morning whistles over the green tips of the paddy stalks to kiss the tawny jute thatching of the bungalow roof, Apa is already out on the veranda. It’s still dark but that doesn’t matter – it’s been more than twoscore years since she’s needed light to work by. All she needs is the jute and her tools. Needle and twine, knife and lime, all have their place, and in Apa’s hands that place is to give form to thought. Beneath those hands the strands strain, first to oppose her coaxing, and then, bit by bit, to obey her bidding. Once or twice, a sharp fibre edge pricks her finger and she silently shakes the droplets of blood aside with practised ease, careful not to let any spill on the jute, even as the material in her grasp twists in apology.


Before the rosy arms of the sun reach out from the dark to embrace Midnapore in another new day, she’s already been at work for several hours. Her deft, callused fingers move quickly, expertly, back and forth, one fold up, another stitch down. As she works, she hums her shukro sangeet, a song of thanks to the jute, for what it has been and what it will be. No matter how many times she works and weaves it, Apa never ceases to wonder at the miracle of this material, the most special, versatile crop there is. You can wear it, build with it, eat it and feed with it; there’s almost nothing in which you can’t use it. And it grows everywhere, Bengal’s ubiquitous treasure. Yet, despite what people say, jute has no magic, no mystery or secrets; what you ask of it is what it gives. Even if it does carry memories; each generation of crop remembering what its parents have done, so each time you mould it afresh it proves easier than the last. All you need is enough of yourself to put into it, and the knowledge that both you and the jute are in this together, not master and dasa, but two friends working side by side.


By the time Nilesh comes out onto the veranda to stand behind her, the golden strands in her grasp have already begun to take the shape they will spend the rest of their existence in. A small hand reaches out, tapping her on the shoulder, and Apa turns, to be met by a pair of accusing black eyes.


‘You said I could help!’


‘I said you could help if you finished your milk.’


‘But, Apa, I did!’


He holds out his hand, brandishes a tumbler, then overturns it. A solitary white drop clings to the rim, falls free, landing on the veranda floor.


‘See? See?’


Apa laughs. ‘All right then. Sit next to me and go through all these jute bits I have dropped. I need you to find the two biggest ones and set them aside.’


He beams, plonking himself down beside her with a loud thud.


‘Be careful! You’ll hurt yourself!’


He giggles but doesn’t answer, rummaging through the discarded scraps of jute, the pink tip of his tongue peeping out from the side of his mouth, brow scrunched up in concentration. Silence falls over the veranda for a while, punctuated only by Nilesh’s periodic exclamations and grunts. Apa pays them little heed: the jute demands all her attention. She sits there, head bent, sunbeams dancing off her silvery hair, hands still flashing first one way, then another, as the fibres she holds in her fingers come together as only Apa can make them. And as she finishes, the final fibrous form resting in her lap, Nilesh leaps to his feet, handing her two pieces of jute.


‘These were the biggest ones, Apa.’


‘Thank you, Nilesh. These are exactly what I need.’


‘What is it? What doll have you made today?’


‘Patience, patience.’


She twists the scraps around the doll’s waist, using the very tip of her knife to shape them. Then a dab of lime to hold them in place.


Nilesh’s eyes widen. ‘It’s wearing a dhoti now! I made the dhoti!’ He claps delightedly, and then squeals as the doll claps along with him. ‘It’s a hattali’r putul! A clapping doll!’


She smiles. ‘No, it’s a Nilesh putul.’


‘It’s me? It’s for me?’


She smiles again. ‘Yes, and yes. Do you like it?’


He leans forward, planting a big, sloppy kiss on her weathered cheek, and then does a little dance, whooping excitedly. A slight frown creases her brow as she watches him; his eagerness for everything doll-related is a bittersweet reminder of what used to be. Where once it was common for children to gather gawking at her while she worked, or for villagers to stop by the house and ask her about taking on so-and-so as an apprentice, it’s now been years since anyone has. Today’s young people have other things they want to do with their lives, things that do not require them to spend decades hunched over with needle in hand, nor pay ever-increasing levies and taxes. Apa sighs. But then there’s Nilesh, always so eager to help her in her work. Perhaps he’ll be the exception, and when he’s old enough she’ll teach him the craft, and maybe the art of Midnapore doll weaving will outlive her after all.


He’s still dancing away happily even as the doll kicks its feet in perfect unison with his. Apa watches them both, her heart now sowing fields without a thought for the reaping.


Until the sound of hoof beats rends the air, growing louder as the horse trots down the path towards the bungalow veranda. Now they see him, the uniformed Englishman sitting upright in the saddle. Apa keeps her eyes on him all the way, her new creation now held tightly in her hands.


‘Nilesh. Go inside. Hurry, now.’


‘But why, Apa?’ he protests. ‘I too want to hear what he says!’


Apa half-turns, fixing the boy with her gaze. ‘I said now.’


He darts back inside, as anyone would have, because no one in Midnapore disobeys Apa. As the horse draws to a halt, the old woman rises to her feet.


The Englishman dismounts, flicks the sweat from his brow and stands before the veranda.


‘Matriarch of Midnapore. Captain Frederick Bolton, of the Calcutta Presidency Battalion.’


He sounds like most of his countrymen, flat-toned and steady. She often wonders how the English have come by their belief that the inability to emote is a virtue. It seems so unnatural.


‘I remember you.’


She speaks in English because it hurts her ears to hear them try to speak Bangla. Although, more often than not, what they speak is Hindi in what they think is a Bengali accent.


‘I come as the emissary of His Grace, Sir John Arthur Herbert, Governor of Bengal, representative of Her Gracious Majesty Victoria, Queen of India and the Empire.’


‘What do you want this time?’


He smiles. ‘Oh, you know what His Grace wishes for. He’s asked you on more than one occasion – one of your dolls for Her Ladyship. ‘


‘No.’


‘I would urge you to reconsider.’


‘There is nothing to reconsider. Your master is, as you say, Governor of Bengal. He can have almost any toy he wants.’


‘What he wants is one of yours. His Grace says he has never seen another doll maker whose work compares to yours. None have your magic.’


‘He might have seen many more if he hadn’t made it a point to drive so many out of work with duties and levies every time the wind changes, or to those schools where you tell our children how backward our ways are. And I have no magic. I am but a means to an end.’


‘Come now, His Grace is willing to be generous.’


She gestures at the thick paddy and jute fields encircling the bungalow, green and lush, gently swaying in the summer breeze.


‘Look around you, Captain. I have no need of his generosity.’


‘I strongly recommend you do not choose this path. The governor is not a man used to being denied. Especially by a native. See, you hold a doll even as we speak. All you need to do is simply hand it to me, and you can name your price.’


‘My putul are not for sale. I give them to those I choose, and I do not choose those who demand them at the point of a bayonet. Be off with you.’


He sighs. ‘I fear you may come to regret this, Matriarch.‘


‘All of Midnapore, no, all of Bengal, regrets the day your kind came here. What is one more regret? If you turn your horse around, you will find the path leads back just as surely as it led you here. I would urge you to take it.’


She could swear she sees his eyes blaze but, just as suddenly, the anger is gone and he’s taking a deep breath. Has she imagined it? When he speaks, his voice is even.


‘I will convey your message to His Grace.’


With that, he leaps back on his horse and gallops away.


Apa stands erect, watching until man and horse are out of sight, vanished among the towering crops on either side of the road. He might be gone, but the cloud of his unspoken promise still lingers. An additional crease lines her already wrinkled brow; she twists the jute doll in her hands.


For, as she well knows, just like jute, the white man has a long memory – and, unlike the jute, he does not mind blood.
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Under the relentless gaze of the sun, the scorched earth shimmers. Through the haze, the shrivelled, blackened stumps of what had been jute fields protrude upwards. From the veranda, Apa stares unblinkingly at them. As she watches, a charred wisp dances off one, carried by the breeze to fall on the burnt, dried-out remains of what had been one of the paddy plots. Next to it, a host of flies buzzes above something lying there. A dead bullock, or, more likely, a person. The British have already taken all the bullocks, right after they took all the rice. Every last grain.


It’s been almost four days since she lost Nilesh. Mercifully, he’d stopped crying towards the end, and so for the last couple of days he’d just lain there, hands over his bloated belly, eyes staring at something in the distance that nobody else could see. For a brief, interminable while, she’d wondered what he’d felt during those final days, but she knows the answer now. Nothing.


Despite what Apa had always thought starvation would be like, the hunger isn’t the worst part. The pangs don’t last as long as one would imagine; by the fourth day, they’re almost entirely gone. It isn’t even the weakness, terrible as that is. It’s the lethargy, the constant feeling that nothing matters, not food, not movement, not brushing away the flies circling overhead and settling, unwilling to afford one the dignity of being truly dead before they move in. It’s the sense of lying there, waiting to shut down, but being unable to do even that, as the mind refuses to accept what the body is telling it, that this journey has come to an end. Time comes and goes in strange, fluid stretches; a leaf taking hours to fall to the ground, the span between sunrise and sunset vanishing in the time it takes to blink. Blinking is the one thing that seems unchanged, as though her brain has a special rapport with the eyelids that it never developed with the rest of her body. What is strangest of all is thought itself. Her mind doesn’t seem foggy. Thoughts appear with what feels like increased clarity, even as she watches her body wasting away, as though her brain is cannibalizing the rest of her to feed itself.


As if on cue, a fly buzzes around her head, coming to settle on her nose. She blinks to drive it off, but it ignores her efforts. It’s there to stay, welcome or not. Must be British… She thinks about brushing it away, but her limbs feel heavy and as though they belong to someone else, and it doesn’t seem that important anyway. She blinks again, and in the instant her eyes are shut, she hears a sound, no, a series of sounds, words, coming from very far away. She opens her eyes again on the other side of the blink, and the man comes into focus.


He’s in front of the veranda, still astride his horse, moving his mouth, making the sounds. He looks familiar. Can it be…yes, it is indeed him, the British soldier who keeps coming by unbidden, like one of those flies. What’s his name again? Bol, Ball, something like that. What does it matter? Behind him, also on horseback, three more men. They don’t matter either. Maybe if she shuts her eyes again they’ll go away.


She closes them, and then she feels hands, one pulling her head backwards, the other forcing her mouth open, tipping something into her mouth. A steady stream of something, thin yet mushy. She chokes, and deep racking retches follow, spluttering the food back out, as she looks up through watering eyes. Two of the men are crouched over her, one holding her, the other holding a spoon and a bowl of watery-looking rice gruel. Spoon Man is wiping the regurgitations off the unhappy expression on his face. He looks back at his companions. The familiar-looking soldier says something to his men. The feeder grimaces and she feels rough hands grab her head again, tilting it backwards, as the spoon closes in once again.
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She sits on the veranda, cross-legged, ignoring the soldier beside her, waiting for the other one to come with the evening bowl of gruel. They no longer feed her, now that she’s strong enough to do it herself, but at least one of them hovers nearby at all times. At first, she’s unable to keep any food down, as though her stomach now considers rice a foreign object it wants to have nothing to do with, but they persist, and slowly, her body has learnt how to eat again. She still doesn’t know why: they haven’t said a word to her since. They do, however, talk to each other. From listening, she learns that one is called Willis, the other McKissic, that someone called Sir Winston has ordered the governor to take all the rice, and it is happening all over Bengal.


Every so often, slowly, gingerly, she runs her tongue along the inside of her gums, wincing a bit. Her teeth and mouth hurt all the time now, why she doesn’t know. From the force feeding? Or maybe that’s merely the part of her that was being eaten from the inside out when the soldiers returned to the bungalow.


The sun is lower than usual when McKissic returns with the gruel, and this time he isn’t alone. Four more mounted soldiers accompany him and riding at their head is that captain again. With effort, Apa recalls his name. Bolton. He reins in his horse, dismounts, stands before the veranda, riding crop still in one hand. He jerks his head at one of the other men. This individual crouches down over Apa and proceeds to hold her wrist, then touch her neck, look in her mouth, and run a hand over her still-distended belly as she sits there silently. Finally, he stands up.


‘She’ll be fine.’


‘Strong enough for the job?’


‘I’d venture to say so, yes.’


‘Excellent. Thank you, Doctor.’ Bolton looks at Apa. ‘I told you no good would come of your defiance. It’s a good thing I got here in time, isn’t it?’


He smiles at her, waiting for a response, while she stares back at him, stony-faced. For a slow, long time, silence spreads its wings over the veranda. Until eventually, the captain cracks.


‘His Grace is, however, still willing to be generous. He offers you a bargain. Food for you and whatever others are still alive here.’


Others, he says. How long has it been now since Agni took her Nilesh? She isn’t even sure any more. All she remembers is how small, how frail he’d looked on the pyre. How hard it had been just to force the doll she’d made for him into his tiny, stiff hands before she’d lit the flame. Fire had been his protector, doing what she no longer has the strength to. It had made sure that nobody would attempt to strip the corpse of its clothes, as she heard had been happening all over Midnapore. Clothes are fibre, and fibre can be food. She’s also heard news of even worse horrors: children attempting to eat their deceased parents, parents their dead children. And worse, whispers that, in some places, some aren’t even waiting for others to die. Then, silence, no news of anything for days before she too fell into the starvation stupor. That had been the one good thing about it, the inability to think of Nilesh, all the others she’ll never see again, about any of it.


Despite her best efforts, the tear burns its way out, dangling on the rim of her eye for a moment, before it falls to the dusty veranda floor with a loud plop. She looks up at his hateful face.


‘There are no others here.’


‘What a pity.’


Her face must show some of what she’s thinking, because he immediately goes on. ‘Look, don’t blame me for this. I’m just doing my job here.’


‘Just…doing your job.’


‘Yes, and I’m trying to help you. As is the governor. We’re on your side, you know. Think about it. Food and drink for you, and in return, all His Grace asks is that you give him something in return. A doll for Her Ladyship.’


She feels a stirring within her, a white-hot core of rage in her belly, growing, spreading outwards. ‘He did all this…for a doll?’


At this, he laughs aloud. ‘You know, sometimes you natives really are full of yourselves. No, the Denial of Rice policy is much bigger than you or this state. It’s been a huge help in supplying the war effort. Ever heard of the Axis? No, of course you haven’t. Be glad – that’s who we’re protecting you from.’


‘Protecting…’


‘Yes, protecting. The prime minister himself has written to Sir John, commending him for his success in ensuring continued food and supplies for the Allied troops. Instead of complaining, you should be proud of the role Bengal is playing in saving the world. As is the rest of India. Anyway, enough of this. I didn’t come all the way to the boondocks to discuss politics with you. Won’t you just see reason – for your own sake? Just make that damned doll and we can all be done with this song and dance. Here, McKissic, give her some more of that stuff. Maybe the taste of food will straighten out her mind.’


She feels rather than sees the bowl being thrust into her hands. All she can hear is what he’s said, echoing in her head, over and over. Once again, the white-hot rage surges through her, going from kernel to spreading flame so quickly that she scarcely remembers how it began. She raises her hand, to throw the bowl of gruel back in his face and as she does, one particular sentence bounces around inside her mind again.


‘…the rest of India.’


Then, the rage is gone, replaced by something else, harder, colder, so alien and frightening, so different from any feeling she’s ever known that it couldn’t possibly have come from her. But it’s inside her.


She lowers the bowl. ‘I need materials and tools.’


He nods, pleased, although there’s something else there as well. Relief? ‘I thought you might see the light. I have jute here. What tools?’


‘Lime, a needle, some thread and a knife. Her eyes are blue?’


He stares at her. ‘What if they are?


‘Then I will also need some indigo. For the dye.’


‘You shall have whatever you need.’


Then he pauses. ‘You’ll have to be supervised, of course. Can’t have you using that knife to do some mischief to someone. Or yourself. Willis, McKissic, I’m afraid your vigil continues. Give her everything she wants. At least until – how long before it’s done?’


‘I don’t know. Two days, maybe three. It is not an exact science. I need to feel the shape in the jute before I can set it free.’


‘You lot and your mumbo jumbo, I tell you. No matter. You want three days, you’ll have them. But, before I go, I’d like you to understand…’


He leans forward, grabbing her shoulder so powerfully she cries out. His face is inches from her own, so close she can feel his warm, moist breath when he speaks. His voice is a whisper, harsh and chilling, travelling right through her. ‘When I come back three days from now, I expect to find Her Ladyship’s doll. Do not disappoint me, old woman.’


He steps back, smiling. ‘Three days,’ he says again.


With that, he leaps back up into the saddle and rides away, leaving behind Apa and the two soldiers on the veranda.


Apa takes a deep breath, raises the bowl to her lips with shaking hands, and slurps up the thin, flavourless gruel. She’s going to need all her strength for what is to come.
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Needle, twine, knife and lime. One fold up, one stitch down. She’d forgotten how good it feels to weave, to just be holding the jute once more, an old, lost friend, now returned home.


‘I missed you,’ she whispers, head bent down. From sunrise to sunset she sits cross-legged on the veranda, working, only stopping for food and ablutions. When she needs a break, she looks at the banyan tree. With the fields all gone, she can see further from the veranda than ever before, all the way to the tree. It used to be the sabha sthal, where the villagers congregated for panchayat meetings under its broad, dangling roots. Now, it’s something else entirely. Vultures peck at the swaying bodies hanging from its boughs, rats scurry around its base, gnawing at the bodies on the ground underneath it. It had started out as a place of punishment, where the British had hanged farmers who dared to hide rice from them. Then villagers took to hanging themselves there as well; the rope is more painless than the slow, pitiless grip of starvation. Parents hanged their children and then themselves; it was easier that way. That was when the British burnt the jute fields, to ensure no one could make any rope. Or maybe they just enjoyed watching their victims die slowly. So people took to cutting down the bodies and reusing the rope. There are now almost as many corpses on the tree as leaves below it.


Apa looks often at the tree these past few days. Only once does she feel herself waver. It happens in the middle of an afternoon, when the sun is at its fiercest. Like the intangible East India Company, the thought creeps into her mind and, having inveigled its way in, it refuses to leave. She glances at Willis, whose turn it is to watch her; he’s over on the other side of the veranda, cleaning his rifle. Her eyes inch to the knife lying beside her. It would be so easy to end the misery now. One quick stroke across her throat and there will be no more pain, no more of that aching, hollow feeling where her heart had been, no more anything. Slowly, her hand closes around the hilt. And then she hears it again, that awful, mocking sound, Bolton laughing at her, at Nilesh, at Bengal and at India. And just like that, her jaw sets, her shoulders straighten, and the thought vanishes, banished away to a dark corner of her mind, wherefrom it won’t find its way back again. No, she won’t give them the satisfaction. Not while there is work to do. So work she does.


Needle and twine, knife and lime. Hands flashing, jute bending, straining, obeying her as it always had. Dawn to dusk she weaves, reaching within to put of herself into the jute, letting her feelings and memories flow. But all she can remember is the sound of that laughter, the peals of merriment that had convinced her not to succumb because that would be the worst way to die – to the sound of your murderer’s laughter. And all she can find of herself is that ever-growing, cold, terrifying feeling that frightens her no longer, because it is not just inside her, now it is her. And all she feels, she puts into the doll.


When she pricks her finger, she no longer shakes the blood aside, but lets it drip slowly, deliberately, into the jute, till it is all soaked up.


And still she hears that laughter, reverberating between her ears, bouncing around the inside of her skull, a dirge that just won’t stop. And neither will she, not until it is finished.


One stitch up, one fold down.
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True to his word, Bolton returns on the morning of the fourth day, just as she has finished the last of her gruel.


‘Is it done?’ he calls out even before he makes it to the veranda where she sits.


‘It is.’


‘Show me.’


She holds it up by the hair, a slim European woman in a blue dress with golden jute-hair and indigo eyes, swaying gently in her grasp.


‘It is the finest work I have ever done.’


‘Good, good,’ he replies, reaching out for it.


Apa ignores his outstretched hand. ‘It’s a hashi’r putul, you know.’


‘A what?’


‘A laughing doll.’


‘It doesn’t look like it’s laughing.’


‘That’s not what it means. When you press it the right way, it will laugh.’


He frowns. ‘You mean laugh out loud?’


‘Exactly.’


‘Show me.’


She shakes her head. ‘That’s not how it works. It will laugh, but only for the one it’s meant for, and only if you know how to make it. And there is none but me who can handle it or teach anyone how to.’


‘And you said you didn’t do magic.’


‘An artist never tells all her secrets.’


‘And yet you told me this one. I’ll take that doll now.’


‘No, I want to give it to Lord Herbert myself.’


‘Well, that’s not going to happen, is it? The doll, please.’


‘I just told you, only I can make it work.’


He narrows his eyes. ‘The trouble with this whole thing, old woman, is that I don’t believe you.’


‘You don’t believe I can make a laughing doll?’ She sits up very straight, pulling the tatters of her sari tightly about herself. ‘You have insulted my art, Captain.’ Her free hand snakes down, over the hilt of the knife. ‘Perhaps I should just destroy it.’


‘Or perhaps I should just have my men run you through and take the doll from your corpse.’


‘They cannot do so before I destroy the putul. You said so yourself – your master truly wants it for his wife. Will you go and tell him that he could have had it, but you were so intent on not letting a craftswoman exhibit her craft that all he shall get today is some jute scraps? So be it.’


There is a long, heavy silence. Sensing her moment, Apa presses on. ‘On the other hand, if you take me with you I can teach others to make them as well. Think how pleased your governor will be. As many of my putul as he wants, for whoever he wants, whenever he wants.’


Another silence, during which Bolton frowns. Then he chuckles. ‘Well played, old woman. Very well, you shall come back to Government House with us. Put her up on your horse behind you, Willis. Oh, and make sure you take away her knife first. Wouldn’t want her to plant one between your ribs from behind now, would you?’


‘Thank you, Captain,’ says Apa, handing her knife over. ‘Oh, one moment.’


She reaches down, quickly picking through the discarded scraps of jute, until she’s found the two biggest. As she does, she remembers Nilesh, sitting on almost that very spot, handing her two scraps just like these, and a pang twists her innards. No, she cannot cry, not now. Not yet. She blinks, forcing back the tears, and lifts her head to look up at Captain Bolton.


‘A keepsake. To remind me of the best work I ever did.’


He shrugs. ‘Are you ready, Willis? Come along then, we must be off. It’ll take us the better part of the day to get back to Calcutta.’
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The road to Kolkata is long and dusty, and every step of it is steeped in a thousand terrors. Field after field lies black and arid, within them rows of immolated crops and ashen cadavers bearing witness to the charnel house that is now Bengal. Bodies lie piled twenty-high by the roadside, each gust of wind carrying with it the stench of rotting flesh and dead hope. As they ride past the banks of the Hooghly, the lifeline of Kolkata, Apa sees the sunbeams bearing down, setting off a shimmer on the sparse patches of water still visible between the bodies. There are a lot more corpses than water, at least on the surface. A carrion bird settles down unsteadily on the back of one, her talons sinking down into the flesh of the man’s back, but not very far, for even the water-rot does only so much to soften rigor mortis. Apa turns her head aside and retches, and she isn’t the only one doing so.


All the way, the soldiers talk, though never to her, but from what she hears, she gathers more than a bit. For instance, that the Denial of Rice policy has been declared a complete success, even though food supplies from various places she’s never heard of have been turned away or redirected to British troops to ensure it stays that way. That there is also a Denial of Boat policy, also suggested by London, that has to do with far more than boats – almost all forms of transportation have been burnt or seized. That there are whispers among the men that the scale of the holocaust has moved some British hearts, but not the prime minister’s – instead, that Dark Lord is mightily pleased.


Indeed, by the time they pull up at the gates of Government House on the banks of the Hooghly, Apa has seen and heard more horrors than she could tell of in yet another lifetime or recall any more of in this one. Until at long, merciful last, they stand within the high stone walls, where perfectly manicured lawns and picturesque blossoms neatly encircle engraved fountains, and the sweet smells of jasmine and rose fill the air. Rows of trees – neem, teak, peepal and sal – stand looking down on them, forming a green canopy over their heads as they make their way down the winding, cobbled path to the marble steps of the main building. From somewhere up in the leaves, a koel titters.


And then they are inside the building, where Apa stands between armed guards, clutching the doll tightly in one hand, while the captain announces their arrival to the butler, a plump, obviously Bengali man who looks Apa up and down condescendingly and then addresses himself to Bolton.


‘His Lordship and Her Ladyship are entertaining guests for dinner tonight. But I shall convey news of your arrival.’


‘Please do,’ says Captain Bolton, stepping forward. ‘And if you would, add this message.’ He mutters something in the butler’s ear and the man blinks, looks at Apa once again, and then nods and walks ponderously away.


It is a while before he returns. ‘His Grace has given instructions for you to wait. When they have supped, you shall be summoned to the Reception Room. It appears His Grace’s guests are curious to see this toy as well.’


Another interminable wait, and then a liveried footman appears, asking that they follow him. They do so, under dangling chandeliers and past the portraits and busts of governors gone by, and walls covered with thick, woven tapestries, tiger skins and mounted bison heads. One soldier marches behind her, the captain in front, as Apa scurries to keep up, reaching into the folds of her sari for the jute scraps she’d saved. They make their way up the broad, carpeted spiral marble staircase and into a large hall filled with shiny ornaments, more sculptures and several large stuffed tigers standing on wooden platforms. A massive chandelier dangles from the ceiling. There are about a dozen people in the room, men and women dressed in European finery, some holding wineglasses.


‘Ah, Bolton,’ says a tall, thin man with a receding hairline and a long, delicate nose.


‘My Lord,’ says Captain Bolton, snapping to attention with a salute.


‘You have it?’


‘Indeed, sir. Well, she does.’ He gestures towards Apa.


‘Ah, yes, of course. Nigel told me of your planned performance. We are all most eager to see it, are we not?’


‘Indeed, we are,’ says a woman, stately and fair-haired, coming to stand beside him. ‘Where is it, John?’


‘The woman has it, my dear. Well? Where is Her Ladyship’s present?’


Apa feels Bolton nudge her and she steps forward, holding up the putul. A murmur runs through the gathering.


‘Ah, excellent! Very satisfactory indeed!’ exclaims the governor.


He turns to one of the others, a man with bushy side whiskers that Apa notices still have some breadcrumbs trapped in them. ‘Here, take a gander at this, Hadley. I told you, these natives do some mighty fine work. Not a lot they’re good at, but spices and trinkets, they jolly well know their way about those. And it laughs, you say, Bolton?’


‘That’s what she claimed, sir,’ replies the captain.


‘Capital, capital. You’ve done a commendable job, Bolton. Commendable, I say.’


‘Thank you very much, sir.’


‘I am anxious to see this,’ says Lady Herbert. ‘I have been quite charmed since you told me of it. A doll that laughs on its own. Imagine that! It sounds rather too good to be true!’


‘Indeed,’ says the governor. ‘Well, what are we waiting for? Show us!’


Apa nods and holds up the hashi’r putul again, as they crowd around her. She runs her hands over her face, sliding past her cheeks and down her ears and the sides of her neck. Now she smiles and folds her hands together under her chin in a formal nomoshkar, making sure to meet each of their eyes in turn.


Then she takes a deep breath, filling her lungs, throws her head back and, as loudly as she can, she laughs. And as she does, a high, shrill cackle bursts forth from the putul.


‘Well,’ says Governor Herbert, looking startled. ‘That’s not very nice, is it? I’m rather disappointed. Stop it now, I’m really not happy with –’


He breaks off, snickers, and then does so again, until he is chuckling steadily. And now His Lordship is laughing, the sort of laughter that comes straight from the gut, strong and insistent, louder and louder until he’s doubled up, roaring in full-throated merriment. Beside Apa, Captain Bolton is leaning against a chair, tears streaming down his cheeks as he laughs. Around him, the others are laughing too, different tenors and pitches, but all laughing as loudly as they can, breaking off only to cough or splutter before they go back to shrieking in mirth. They’re on the ground now, all of them, still laughing, spittle flying everywhere. Neck muscles knot, veins bulge, first in foreheads, and then everywhere else across their pale, sallow skin. Some are trying to shield their ears, but to no avail, the laughter keeps spilling out of them, bursting forth, as juice from an overripe mango fallen from the tree. And loudest of all, rising above the cacophony of their cumulative cachinnations, is the cackling tone of the putul, as it forces them, one by one, to match its tempo, faster and faster.


‘I hope you are all enjoying yourselves,’ Apa says in Bangla.


They don’t understand her, and yet they do; she can see the terror in their eyes now, faces contorting in horror as they realize what is happening and how utterly powerless they are to do anything about it. Anything but look at her with supplication in those very eyes as she smiles back at each of them in turn. As Apa watches, a crimson stain slowly spreads out across the carpet; one of them has hit his or her head. Another has stopped laughing, Hadley, his eyes now staring sightlessly up at the chandelier. One down. Everyone else to go.


Apa takes a step back, then another, as the governor hauls himself to his knees, hands clasping at his chest, still laughing, gasping, straining to speak, so Apa has to read his lips.


‘Make… stop!’ he says, choking between roars of mirth. ‘Please!’


Apa shakes her head and turns away, walking towards the door, stepping over the convulsing figure of the butler on the ground.


‘Help me, sister!’ he mouths in Bangla.


She steps over him. Traitor. He deserves to die with the rest of them.


At the door, she turns back, looking at Bolton, who has both hands to his throat, trying to choke back the peals. A steady stream of blood trickles out of his nostrils; more of it is welling up in his eyes, those eyes that are looking straight at Apa. She looks right back into them, and still holding his gaze, she nods. He raises a shaking, accusing finger at her, and then falls back on the ground, racked with laughter, blood now pouring out of his mouth as well.


She walks out into the hallway, making her way back towards the staircase. She reaches into her ears, making sure the jute plugs are still firmly in place. Then she turns around to look down the hallway, just in time to see a host of armed soldiers rush into the room she’s exited. She waits, a minute, five, ten. None of them come out. She walks into the room again and peers in; there are now about 20 of them on the floor, although only the new soldiers are moving, laughing. There’s a lot more blood in the room than there had been a while ago.


Slowly, Apa makes her way down the staircase and out through the front door. Here she sits down on the large marble steps, leaning back against them, drawing in another deep breath, filling her lungs with the sweet, heady scent of jasmine and rose. This is as good a place as any. Carefully, deliberately, she pulls the earplugs out, tossing them down.


‘Thank you, old friend,’ she says, watching the jute leave as it flaps away on the breeze. Her partner that has just completed its final task – of protecting her from her greatest creation.


Her hatya’r putul has done its work well. She turns her head, glancing back up at the building. Somewhere up there it will continue to work, cackling ever louder and faster, until there will be nothing left in that room but flesh waiting to rot.


Sooner or later, one of the British will realize this and not venture into the room. Then they’ll come looking for her. And she is ready, she’s been ready ever since Nilesh left, taken from her by a man in London none of them will ever meet.


‘I’ll see you again soon,’ she whispers into the wind.


And she begins to laugh.




JUPITER, DARK SISTER


MEDHA SINGH


I dream of falling through Jupiter


(One can’t land on her. She’s all gas.)


It’s better than falling through passing clouds,


tasteless mass. A red storm has raged for centuries in her eye –


the sheer echo of my spirit’s cry, when I’d


learnt one can’t pass for a cosmonaut


even if one had the suit. I could not pass a math exam


to save my life, took the boot. Go on. Plunge


deep (or not) into her. Singe her soul,


hit deranged reflections (metallic hydrogen cosseting


primordial light, her ovum)


you see how many of you can be there, quantum selves charred


to the bone, heady heat melting into dermis


and tungsten alike. In the grasp of gravity’s dance alone


at Jupiter’s core, she grants suspension, one dervish


in opposite directions, pulls your innards whole – I was told


she leaves you hung (amid other dark sisters of the sun) –


like a pig.


On a pike.




THE TRAVELLER


TASHAN MEHTA


The Traveller


I wash onto a beach, the splinters of my boat around me, salt water burning my lungs as I spit it out. They find me like this and take me in. They are women with oil-black hair and pupils that mirror the candlelight, their fingers long and bony as they serve me fish charred on an open flame. They go through the contents of my bag as I eat, laughing at my animal-skin notebook and pens.


‘Where are you from?’ they ask me and so I tell them, describing a land with sea creatures undulating in the night sky, crustaceans and coral cracking beneath our feet. They ask questions when I first begin and then grow silent as I continue. At first, I think they are in awe of a land so strange, but they are fisherwomen and a land that is like the sea does not astonish them; they’ve spent their childhoods diving beneath the waves and have seen phenomena more spectacular than I can describe. And still the children clutch their mothers’ arms tighter and tighter, and the old women stare solemnly at the ground until I stop speaking.


‘But that land is far from here,’ a woman says softly.


‘It is,’ I agree. I cannot count the years I’ve travelled since I left my homeland.


A child touches my cheek in wonder. ‘Aren’t you afraid you’ll disappear?’
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It begins with a map.


On each new island, I draw a map. It comforts me – the ink, the lines, the slow joining of boundaries. I draw from what I see and hear, asking locals for the lay of the land and consulting their records. And so, the next day, when I have slept and regained my strength, I clean what pens have survived the shipwreck and begin to draw.


At first I sketch what I can see – plants, a purple lizard, bright red birds with black wings. In time, I ask the women for any drawings they may have of the island’s topography. They laugh at this; there are no drawings here, only stories. I am undeterred. ‘Tell me stories then,’ I say, and they push a girl towards me. ‘Alka will tell you.’


Alka is tall and thin, and disarms me instantly with her charisma, winking once the women are gone, and grinning. It is infectious, that smile. Consuming.


After that, Alka lies to me.


‘At the highest point to the north,’ she tells me, ‘there is a necklace of giant sleeping whales. So large are they that their humps push into the clouds to gather snow. Every once in a while, a whale breaks off and swims away to become a tiny island, but I’ve not heard of this happening in my lifetime.’


I sketch a chain of whale mountains and she smiles. ‘To the east,’ she continues, ‘our land is covered with a pit of double-headed snakes, one mouth drinking in the sky and the other gulping the sea. Down south, it is sparser and drier – flat earth that tapers like an arrowhead, nothing but clear sky and giant hands erupting from the ground, their 11 fingers curling downward into fronds.’


‘Eleven fingers?’ I ask, sketching.


Alka nods. ‘Some say,’ she whispers as she leans closer, ‘that they descend on nights of the blood moon and pluck away little children.’


I squint at her and she laughs, delighted. I will learn this about Alka: there is nothing that doesn’t give her delight.


‘To the west,’ she says, as I resume drawing, ‘the land is a big butterfly ray, so chapped its skin flakes to become the sand of the red desert. And here on the coastal plains – here, the sea melts its foam into sand. And our trees…’ Her voice grows soft and tender. ‘Our trees grow in each other’s embrace so they may never know loneliness.’


She is done. I hold up the map her stories have created, a strange amalgamation of different animals and gaps in boundaries. You can vaguely discern a melting diamond-shaped mass, but only if you squint. ‘Well,’ I say, smiling, ‘it’s not like any land I know.’


Alka looks at me swiftly. I sense a question on her lips, a thirst, but she quells it. Instead, she says, ‘No stranger than any dream.’


This is how I learn that Alka’s map is no match for the most fantastical thing the women have to tell me. Here, they say, the land dreams its people.


Alka


When I hear a traveller has washed up on the shore, I cannot contain my excitement. A traveller, in my lifetime! I grab Pulma’s and Kulra’s hands and drag them with me; they run, but not fast enough; they are not as eager. When I see the traveller, I am disappointed. Her clothes are strange, but she looks like anyone else – if not for the salt crystallized in her hair and the half-starved look on her face, she could be one of us.


But there are differences and they emerge slowly, over the course of that night. The more I stare at her, the more I can see it. The traveller moves little. She eats in large and ravenous bites, her gaze never wavering from her leaf. I think this is because she is hungry, but I soon realize that it’s an intensity she brings to everything. She looks at all people with the same steadiness, her breath shallow. She does not stare the way we do here – frankly and easily, as if people are part of the complex and interwoven tapestry of a landscape, to be stared at as you would the sea or a beautiful shell. Instead, she hunts for your eyes, seeking what lies beneath them. Stillness radiates from her in ripples. I can feel Pulma fidget beside me. She is unnerved.


When the traveller talks, I drink up her words. They carve a space I did not know could exist, a space of questions and promise and openness. I feel my skin tighten.


When she looks at me, a shiver runs down my spine. You could be me, I think. You could be me.


The Traveller


In the days that follow, weeks, months – how do I measure time here? – Alka explains this to me. ‘We are dreamed,’ she says. ‘Made by the land’s desires, changed by its whims. If we leave this land, we disappear.’


The women believe it.


At first, I think I have misheard. Their language is fluid and dreamlike: subjects and objects change, tenses mix, meanings detach from one word and attach to another. It takes listening to understand what is being said. What could they mean, they are dreamed?


But it connects to an incident on my second night, a strange and clammy memory that I shrink from recalling now. We are sitting on the beach, warmed by a bonfire. A woman with gnarled hands leans over my half-eaten fish to ask a question. But the babble is too loud, and I mishear her.


I think she is asking, ‘What are your dreams?’


No one has asked me that question in years – maybe in a decade. I am overwhelmed. I talk. At first, the words come slowly, splutters and gurgles from a pump unused to receiving water. But then they flow. I talk of the urge to keep moving, to see lands so plentiful they cannot fit into the mind. To feel the limits of myself so I may understand my smallness. I talk – or perhaps I do not – of loneliness and wonder. I speak to convince, as I did to my mother all those years ago.


The gathering grows quiet. The women look as they did when I first described my home; they are restrained and amused. Only one woman listens intently. I find myself speaking to her, urgent and desperate, to the quickness in her eyes and the light jumping on her cheeks. As I look at the memory, I realize this is Alka.


Finally, the woman with gnarled hands interrupts me. ‘Yes,’ she asks, ‘but who dreamed you?’


The memory ends there.


In time, the women grow used to my confusion. The children, who assume I am dumb, act out dreams for me. One child pretends to wiggle out of the head of another and pause in silly shapes. I laugh. I clap. I try and understand where this myth comes from.


‘How do you know you are dreamed?’ I press Alka.


‘You know,’ she says. She touches her chest, her stomach, the soles of her feet, as if knowledge lives in many places and not all of them can be described.


I hold out my palm. She is confused, so I take her wrist and press her palm to mine. She is embarrassed and delighted. In truth, there is an intimacy to the gesture I hadn’t realized when I offered it. Still, it proves my point.


‘Can you feel that?’ I ask.


She nods.


‘I am like you,’ I say. ‘But I am not a dream.’


She is fascinated. ‘How do you know?’
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I don’t know how long I’ve spent here – longer than I’ve stayed in other places, I’m sure. Yet I find it difficult to leave. This land is beguiling. Everything is fluid, defined only by a minute web of relations that gives shape to the thing itself. In my first few days, I look for the settlement’s routine and find none. Instead, fish simply appear; fires are lit; those who want to cook wander in and begin. Now, I find everything exists in a state of delicate chaos that is, in fact, order. People follow their instincts. They allow themselves to be derailed by a mischievous bird or a surprising flower. They act carelessly, with no thought to a larger plan or an overall system, and yet a thin structure emerges between them.


Alka becomes my friend. She helps me settle into the cave where I am staying, teaches me – with much giggling – how to wear the cloth I’ve been given. We go exploring, climbing trees that seem to bend for us, jumping on rocks and floating in gentle pools. When the sea is quiet and friendly, we go out to the flat black rocks and I read to her from my diaries.


These moments are magic. As I speak, my travels come alive. I’ve been alone for so long, I’d forgotten that wonder shared is wonder multiplied. Alka drinks in my tales with a thirst, asking for stories not on the page. She is a born traveller, but I don’t tell her this. Instead, I tell her of the funny stories or the moments of strangeness – I know she will like these best.


‘You’ve seen so much,’ she whispers. ‘You know so much.’


Do you know, I want to tell her, that you’re my first friend in a long time?


But I don’t.


Alka tries to swap wonder for wonder; she takes me to places that she finds surprising. A lake that’s grown its own spongy land. A bird with rainbow wings as large as my arm. ‘Look!’ she says as a creature wrestles another to the ground.


But what she finds incredible is not as astonishing as what escapes her. The sun and the moon, for example, are fighting. I see them meet in the sky, the sun bubbling in rage as the moon turns to stone, bathing everything in a hard and silvery light. They don’t follow day and night here; they simply hang together in the zenith of the sky and squabble.


Alka does not find this unusual. When the sun bubbles too hot, she pulls me into the leaves. When the moon turns to ice, we dive beneath the waves, where the water generates its own warmth.


‘Do they always do that?’ I ask her.


‘They are family,’ Alka says. ‘Families fight. The moon was once a sun, and she will be a sun again when she grows warm enough. But the sun – oh, the sun doesn’t want to cool into a moon. And so they fight. This has always happened. Once, there were two suns in the sky and neither wanted to become a moon. It was so hot that the beach turned into a desert, and the sea rose up and swallowed them both. And then all we had for some time was the light of the stars and their reflections in the water.’


I see an opportunity to tease Alka, the same way she teases me. ‘If the sun and the moon are a dream,’ I say, ‘why do they fight?’


Alka laughs. ‘Why do I fight with Pulma or myself?’ she says. ‘Why do I sit here explaining things to you that you should already know? Sometimes fighting is good. Sometimes fighting helps us know ourselves better.’
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‘Alka,’ I say, ‘you are my reflection. Whenever I turn, you are there, bright and surprising.’


I am only half-teasing. We are lying on the black rocks, waves crashing at our feet. I turn in time to catch her expression – Alka is making a face. I laugh.


‘I am a lake,’ Alka says, pinching me. ‘You think I show you only your face but fall in and I’ll show you another world.’


Alka


Everyone leaves the traveller alone. Pulma stares at her sometimes but won’t meet her eyes. Kulra avoids her. Even Oltrum – the oldest and wisest of us – views her with distant understanding. My traveller notices but doesn’t complain. She lets the children climb up her shins and pull her hair.


‘Sister,’ they say to me, ‘when she travels, why doesn’t she disappear?’


I want to tell my traveller: Don’t be sad. They are only scared of you.


I want to tell my sisters: Can’t you see what she is offering?
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When my traveller is asleep, I climb to the highest branches of a jackfruit tree and whistle. Faces break out of the leaves and my friends pull themselves up to sit near me.


‘She says the sun and the moon share the sky on her island,’ I whisper. ‘If one is in the sky, the other is hiding.’


‘Separated?’ Pulma whispers.


I nod.


There is an intake of breath, some murmuring.


‘But they meet sometimes?’ Kulra asks.


‘Never. At a magic time called dusk – then they are in the sky at the same time, but they never meet.’


The girls take this in. You can taste the wonder: a sun and moon that don’t speak to each other, alternating darkness and light. I enjoy plucking words from my traveller’s mouth and offering them to my friends. Watching Pulma’s eyes grow wider and wider. Isn’t it magic? I want to ask. Don’t you long to travel and see?


Today, Pulma is distracted. She has the look she gets when she is thinking very hard. It’s jealousy. The traveller spends most of her time with me; even Oltrum says the traveller must see a kindred spirit in me. I am delighted. We are like the sun and the moon, I think suddenly, each waiting to burst into the other.


The thought frightens and excites me.


‘I think she’s making it up,’ Pulma says suddenly. ‘She must have Dream Changed or come from the desert where they need imagination to make things out of sand.’


Dream Changing is a common way of life here; at some point in all creatures’ lives, the island calls to them to become something else. The creatures shift shape; their dream changes. To accuse my traveller of being merely a result of Dream Changing, to say her stories are hallucinations created by shifting into this shape –


‘She has not,’ I hiss. ‘How do you explain the notebooks then? The lands she’s seen?’


Pulma gives me an infuriating look of superiority and taps her head. She says, ‘There are many ways to travel.’
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Pulma’s words sit in me; they fester. Sometimes, I want to interrupt my traveller and say: Pulma is calling you a liar. She will be upset, I imagine; she will march up to Pulma and put her in her place. And I will feel better.


I want to go to Oltrum. I want to tell her what Pulma has said, have her be chastised for being rude to a guest. But I do not. Oltrum has the eyes of an eagle. In the sea of consciousness that we share, she is the sharpest point; she looks at your heart as if you carry it in your hands. If I go to her, she will see what I have nurtured for my living life. She will know.


But when I am alone, I pull out my secret. I give it space and air. I imagine the traveller’s stories and I let my want grow larger.


In the jungle of the two-headed river snakes, there is a story. It is about a tree and a forest. A little tree is born in the soil and grows to become a big tree. It likes its branches and leaves; it loves the ants that play on it and the birds that nest. For a long time, it thinks only of itself and the joy of growing. But then the tips of its branches touch those of another tree, and its roots clasp hands in a web. This is the day the tree learns it is both a tree and forest, singular and plural.


So many girls love that story. We heard it when we were very young from a man who came from the river snake jungle. We have a similar story on the coast, about a cupful of water joining a sea, but we liked this one better. We played a game where one of us would be a tree and the others a forest, but of course both are the same, and so we would move in silly dance formations, get into fights, giggle, throw mud. I played too.


But at night, I would dream I was a tree. I would imagine stretching my arms up higher, higher, higher, until my body elongated and my roots pulled – plop – out of the soil. And then I walked, stilt-like, leaving the forest behind.
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Each time the traveller describes an island, I fall into her words. My skin tightens and my chest expands; I am full and defined. And a hope grows in me, slow and insidious. What if we are not dreams?


The Traveller


I look at the map I have drawn of Alka’s stories and find that it has changed. One of the whales has dislodged itself from the chain of mountains and is now floating in the white space. From this vantage point, it looks like an island.


This is obviously not the map I drew when Alka described the land to me. It’s similar but I remember keeping the whales together to create a vague boundary. Alka has swapped the drawing with another as a joke. I think of asking for the original back, but then I consider why she would make the change. What is she trying to tell me? I stare at the little whale, a lone, misshapen circle in a sea of white.


I’ve known for some time that Alka wants to travel with me. She hasn’t said it aloud – perhaps she hasn’t said it to herself yet. But I can sense it. I sit down with the map in my hand and think.


I should have left by now. Islands get under your skin – already the sun and moon don’t bother me, and the language has become clearer. And yet I don’t leave. I don’t travel inland to find new settlements. I don’t ask for a boat. If I do, I will be without Alka.


I put my head between my knees. Travellers don’t stay and I can’t stay either. At some point, I will leave. Will she come with me? The first step is always the hardest. That fear – I can still recall it. When I stood on the shores of my island decades ago, I was petrified. My mother cried and begged me not to be reckless. But I left in a boat no one believed could float.


Alka may not take the same step. She’s held hostage by a superstition, a fear so deep-rooted it holds her in place. Who am I to ask that she leaps?


Alka and I are floating in a rock pool. Her hair fans out in tendrils; her eyes are closed.


‘Sister,’ I say. ‘Have you ever wanted to travel?’


Alka doesn’t answer. She curls into a ball and submerges herself, her hair disappearing into blue. But it is answer enough.
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After that, I work gently to unpick her superstitions. My questions are kind but pointed, my words straightforward. Leap, I will her. All you need is the first step.


‘Alka, why do you think the land dreams you?’


There is hesitation on her face. She says, ‘It dreams us as its desires. We are its legs, arms, its heart.’


‘But the land has not told you this,’ I say. ‘You simply believe it?’


Her hesitation grows. ‘I know it,’ she says. ‘We all know.’


‘On my island,’ I say, ‘nothing is ever known unless you can prove it. It keeps us safe from illusions.’


This is a lie; my island had several illusions, mainly about boats and floating objects. But there’s no need to tell Alka that. In fact, I have learnt the method of proof and evidence from another island I visited, and I find it has held me in good stead.


Alka has turned her face away. ‘I’ve seen people disappear when they leave the island,’ she whispers.


I touch her shoulder. ‘Tricks of the light,’ I tell her. ‘Illusions of the mind. You must question, Alka. If people are the dreams of the land, how can I be here?’
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