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			Silence on a tropical island is the relentless sound of water. The waves, like your own breaths, never leave you. For a fortnight now, the gurgle and thunder of clouds has drowned out the waves. Rains drum on the roof and skid over the edge, losing themselves in splashes. Simmer, whip, thrum, and slip. The sun is dead, they tell you.

			Seeded in the sounds is an elemental silence. The quietness of mist and the stillness of ice.

			The newly married Girija Prasad and Chanda Devi have resigned to their fate—­strangers in a bedroom damp with desire and flooded with incipient dreams. And Girija Prasad dreams furiously these days. For the rains are conducive to fantasies, an unscientific truth.

			One night, when the downpour suddenly stops, it wakes him up. His ears had adjusted to the tropical cacophony like a spouse to a snoring partner. Rising from a wet dream, he wonders what happened. Who left the room?

			He peeps down from his queen-­sized bed to Chanda Devi’s rustic mattress on the floor, where she sleeps facing the open window instead of him. Aroused, he gazes at the curves of her silhouette in the darkness. When the two of them were united for several births by walking around the sacred fire seven times during their wedding ceremony, she followed his footsteps meekly, firm in her conviction that destiny had brought them together once again in a new avatar. Yet in this avatar, he would have to find a place in her heart once again. “Until then,” she informed him on the first night, “I will make my bed on the ground.”

			She’s wide awake, distraught because of the accusatory cries emanating from the other side. It is the ghost of a goat. The ghost escaped countless realms to come wander on their roof. And now its restless hooves have descended to stand under the open window, filling the room and her conscience with guilt.

			“Can you hear it?” she asks. She can feel his eyes on her back.

			“Hear what?”

			“The goat bleating outside.”

			His forlorn erection withers away. He’s alert now to Chanda Devi and the predicament she poses.

			“There’s no goat roaming in our house,” he replies in exasperation.

			She sits up. The bleating has grown louder, as if to tell her to convey to her dreamy husband, “You took away my life, but you can’t take away my afterlife, you sinful meat-­eater!”

			“It’s just outside our window,” she tells him.

			“Does it scare you?”

			“No.”

			“Are you threatened by this goat?”

			“No.”

			“Then perhaps you could ignore it and go back to sleep.” He meant to say “should” and not “could,” but he doesn’t have the courage to be stern. His wife, he has realized, doesn’t respond well to dialectics or coercion. In fact, she doesn’t respond well to most things. If only she were less attractive, he could have ignored her and gone back to sleep.

			“How can you sleep?” she asks. “You hacked the innocent creature, minced its flesh, deep-­fried it with onions and garlic, then ate it. And you left its restless soul to haunt our house!”

			If the souls of all the various kinds of animals he had consumed returned to haunt him, his home would be a zoo and barn combined, leaving no space to move, let alone sleep. But mild-­mannered Girija Prasad cannot say that. Two months into his marriage and he’s resigned to his wife’s fecund imagination. It is a willful act of hope, attributing her behavior to her imagination and not some mental illness. For the sake of his unborn children and the decades they have to endure together, he announces, “If it helps you sleep, I will stop eating meat.”

			That’s how carnivorous Girija Prasad turns vegetarian, much to his wife’s and his own surprise. For the sake of a few hours of rest, he says goodbye to scrambled eggs, mutton biryani, and beefsteaks forever.

			At the first hint of sunrise, she leaves her bed. She enters the kitchen to prepare an elaborate breakfast. There is new life in her movements and a smile lurking in her silence. Now that the killings have stopped, it’s time to stretch out a white flag in the shape of aloo parathas. Two hours later, she serves them to him and asks, “How are they?”

			Girija Prasad can’t help but feel unsettled, and for all the wrong reasons. The sun is finally out. His wife, who has cooked him breakfast for the first time, has been bold enough to place a napkin on his lap, brushing past his shoulders, spilling her warm breath on his skin. He craves the comfort of grease mixed with flesh, but he can’t find it on his plate.

			“How are they?” she asks him again.

			“Who?” he asks, disoriented.

			“The parathas.”

			“Perfect.”

			She smiles and pours him a second cup of tea.

			Chanda Devi, the clairvoyant one. She feels for ghosts and enjoys the laconic company of trees. She can sense them, his unexpressed cravings. But she knows he is better off giving up flesh. The kingdom of flesh is as ephemeral as it is unreliable, especially when compared to the kingdom of plants. Chanda Devi has seen it all, even the rivers of blood that will drain out of her body one day. It makes her obstinate, this knowledge. It makes her a demanding wife.

			When Girija Prasad went to Oxford, it was the first time he had left his home in Allahabad by himself. After a four-­day journey in horse carriages, ferries, and a train, when he finally sat on the ship that would carry him to England, he’d abandoned jars of pickle, ghee parathas that could outlive human beings, images of assorted gods, and pictures of his family, including a portrait of his mother that he had painted himself.

			While he was relieved to leave the gods behind—­especially Rama, the dutiful son who left his wife for no good reason, and the riverbank baba who was no god, just a senile, starving man—­discarding his mother’s portrait had seemed impossible to do without breaking down. But so would staring at her face, oceans away. To face the separation, he would have to start a new life. A violently different one, the mere thought of which gave him piles. Lost in an unending ocean, he spiraled into a shell of silence. Stillborn tears expressed themselves as stubborn constipation. A diligent documenter of the plant kingdom, Girija Prasad carried kilos of isabgol husk for this very purpose. He also carried dried tulsi, neem, ginger, powdered turmeric, cinnamon bark, and ground pepper to counter other physical ailments. When he arrived at Dover, the customs officials mistook him for a smuggler of spices.

			Within a day of his arrival at Blimey College, Oxford, Girija Prasad Varma became “Vama,” christened thus by tutors untrained in Hindu names. On the very first evening, he tasted alcohol for the first time and also broke the generations-­old taboo of consuming things jhootha, or “contaminated by the mouth of another.” When the colossal mug of beer was passed around among the freshers, he was presented with two options: embrace this culture wholeheartedly or languish forever at the crossroads. There were no portraits or deities on his desk to admonish him. The next morning, he would taste eggs for the first time, nudging at the globe of salty yellow with his fork, watching it quiver. He would soon acquire a taste for how complex and unpredictable life could be.

			Girija Prasad Varma, India’s first Commonwealth scholar, came back home after five years with a doctorate thesis that he concluded with two native words: Jai Hind. “Victory to the Indian nation” is how he translated the words for his supervisor. At the behest of the young prime minister of India, he was tasked with setting up the National Forestry Service in the first year of independence, 1948.

			Most evening conversations among the tea-­drinkers in Allahabad involved far-­fetched theories linking them to the illustrious bachelor. But why would he choose to be posted to the Andamans, the aunties wondered, a place known only for exiled freedom fighters and naked tribes? It was rumored that there wasn’t a single cow on the island and that people had to resort to drinking black tea.

			One of the tea-­drinkers, a gold medalist in mathematics and Sanskrit, Chanda Devi, was relieved. Her medals clutched her like a chastity belt. Only a man more qualified would dare marry an intelligent woman. If she could have had it her way, she would have married a tree. She disliked men and women equally, meat-­eaters even more, beef-­eaters the most. But in 1948, even misanthropes were married off, if only to increase their tribe.

			The task of bringing them together was left to the starving, stooping baba who sat on the banks of the Sangam—­the confluence of the Ganges, the Yamuna, and the mythical Saraswati. The sandy banks were forever crowded with devotees wailing, singing, and praying loudly, fooling local frogs into believing that it was mating season the whole year round.

			Girija Prasad’s ghunghat-­wearing mother visited the baba and offered him bananas and a garland of sunshine marigolds. She touched his feet and her worries came tumbling out. Her son was exceptionally intelligent, exceptionally qualified, with an exceptionally bright future. He was exceptionally handsome too. He retained his mother’s features and borrowed only his father’s chin. A prying devotee asked, “Then what is the problem with your son, behenji?”

			“I can’t find him a worthy wife!”

			“But what is the problem?” the baba asked as well.

			Girija Prasad’s mother was about to repeat herself. But when she saw the baba smile, she stopped. Holy men were in the habit of speaking in riddles and half-­uttered sentences. He ate half a banana in silence, took the garland, and flung it in the air. It swirled several times and landed around the shoulders of a perplexed Chanda Devi, who had been lost in hymns. And that is how the marriage between the man who studied trees and the woman who spoke to them was fixed.

			“But, baba”—­it was Chanda Devi’s father’s turn to complain now—­“my daughter doesn’t speak English; she is a strict vegetarian. And this man you’ve selected, he has done a doctorate in the English names of plants and . . . and . . . I hear that he has tasted beef!”

			The baba peeled another banana. “Child, you see only the present,” he said, and handed the peel to the father, to confront metaphysical truths with.

			The truth is, it was the islands that brought them together. Chanda Devi dreamed of her escape from a stifling household into the company of trees. For Girija Prasad, it was a little more complicated.

			Although the islands gave their name to the surrounding Andaman Sea, that was as compliant as they got. Hens here behaved like pigeons, roosting in mango trees. Airborne butterflies drifted into sleep, floating down like autumn leaves. Ascetic crocodiles meditated on the banks of mangroves. In the Andamans, species lacked names. For the longest time, no one could colonize the islands, for the impenetrable thicket hid more than just natural history. It hid tribes left behind by the original littoral migration across the Indian Ocean. People who preferred to read minds over the obfuscations of language and clothed themselves in nothing but primitive wrath. Who were equipped with only bows and arrows to fend off the syphilis of civilization. Their world was a giant island held together by mammoth creepers, not gravity.

			On this knotted thread of islands, Girija Prasad hoped to live the life he dreamed of: a life of solitude. An intrepid bachelor and a simple academic creature, he addressed every woman as sister, sister-­in-­law, or aunt. He failed to see that the allure of the virgin forests wasn’t simply one of the unexplored. It was also the allure of consummation. Here, his world experienced an earthquake. Tremors ran through his body on a forest excursion when he saw a tree that was actually two trees entwined. A peepul tree had coiled itself around the trunk of an Andaman padauk, sixty feet high. For the first time, he saw two full-­fledged trees growing in a coital position, blocking the sky with their embrace. Parasitic orchids found footing in the entanglement. A cancerous growth high up on the trunk obtruded upon his thoughts with its almost human visage, leading him to believe that the trees were staring back at him. Exposed claw-­like roots crept upon the ground like pale pythons. He could feel them inch toward him and halt at his toes. Standing there, Girija Prasad felt like an ant, shuffling around, tempted by the impossible.

			So later, when his mother began searching for a bride for him, he didn’t object. Science had taught him that all creation demanded male and female investment. And the islands seduced him by the beauty of it all.

			A month into the monsoons, the four walls and roof that are supposed to keep the couple dry are reduced to a mere symbolic gesture, a warm thought left behind by the British. For the rains have flooded deep into their beings. An invisible wall has caved in, filling them with curiosities and preoccupations from another time.

			When Girija Prasad first came here, he arrived believing in half-­truths like “no man is an island.” It has taken him a year to realize that no island is an island either. It is part of a greater geological pattern that connects all the lands and oceans of the world. Half a mile away from his home, he found a living plant that was previously only seen as a fossil in Madagascar and central Africa.

			On the day that would later mark the end of the downpour and his trysts with beefsteak, Girija Prasad spent his office hours researching the ancestor of all continents: Pangaea. A supercontinent, a single entity that splintered into all the pieces of land that exist—­a possible explanation for the plant near his house, as the Indian subcontinent broke off from Africa and rammed into Asia. He studied the world map spread out in front of him. “An impossible jigsaw,” he said aloud.

			The day’s efforts were rewarded in his dreams that night. The belly of Latin America slept comfortably in the groove of West Africa. The jigsaw fit so perfectly—­Pangaea came alive. What in the daytime had seemed like bits and pieces breaking off and floating now felt like a living being. He was ecstatic to see her stretch her arms wide, from Alaska to the Russian Far East, to see her lift her head and stand on her toes, poles apart. Pangaea, blooming with the grace of a ballerina. He was aroused. But when the downpour suddenly ended, it woke him up. Left to ruminate on half a dream, he wondered why the continents had drifted apart in the first place. Water swept into the cracks, a trickle turned into a stream, streams turned into rivers. And then there was no turning back.

			Overnight, the rivers revealed cracks only oceans could fill. It is in water’s nature to absorb the void, made jagged with crevices, peaks, and other irregular symmetries. Only a fool would consider the shores of continents, sandbanks, and parched patches the ends to the unbroken surface of water. At best, they are breaks and pauses. Or mindless chatter. Islands are mindless chatter in a meditative ocean.

			He peeped from his queen-­sized bed and looked at his wife’s silhouette. He wondered what the continents were thinking. Perhaps Pangaea dreamed of being a million islands. Perhaps the million islands now dreamed of being one. Like the ridiculously dressed sailors sent forth by mad queens, perhaps the continents also discovered that the end of one’s world is another’s beginning.

			How does it matter, he thought. Even if we had the answers, we’d still be lonely. Like the island he lived on, he was too far into the ocean to change paths. Only god could help him endure the loneliness created by their separate beds. For a brief moment, the atheist wanted to believe in god.

			Brought up a devout Hindu, Girija Prasad’s atheism wasn’t an act of rebellion. He was just stretching his belief system, the way Pangaea stretched her arms. All the languorous ship journeys he’d made between England and India, Calcutta and Port Blair, had changed him. “When you stand on a ship’s deck and meditate upon the blue-­green, it’s the closest you come to staring into infinity,” he once wrote to his brother. “Standing alone in the face of infinity, it’s not your beliefs but what you have rejected that bothers you.”

			It was the closest they would get that night. Continents apart in their beliefs, god was the precarious isthmus connecting them.

			And, at that moment, the devil was a goat.

			“Can you hear it?” she asked. “The bleating.” And Girija Prasad lost his erection, the ninety-­ninth one in the first two months of their marriage.
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			It is not that Girija Prasad kept track of all his lost erections, but the phenomenon had swiftly turned into a symbol of nervousness and unconsummated love, the way roses were a celebration of love itself, of announcing that invisible, intimate thing two people shared.

			As an adult, Girija Prasad had never lived with a woman and could only imagine the onslaught brought about by having a lady in one’s life. He emptied out half his wardrobe, giving her the higher shelves and hangers. But after observing the wives of other officials, he realized that his wife might also possess a different sari for each occasion, with matching bangles and sandals. Accordingly, he had a new wardrobe constructed in Burma teak. Intoxicated by the beauty of a face he was yet to see, he had a full-­length mirror installed on the wardrobe door. There was also the problem of curtains. He didn’t have any. Privacy was a female issue and, more important, Girija Prasad didn’t have any neighbors to hide from. So he hung his lungis, the only suitable pieces of cloth he possessed, over the windows.

			Before setting off on the difficult and hopeful journey most animals make in search of a mate, he thought of her. Although he had prepared his lair in anticipation, how could he show her his gratitude? Shakespeare and the Romantics had taught him that women loved roses, or at least being compared to them, so he ordered a crate of the most beautiful ones he had seen, found on the distant blue hills of Kalimpong. When they arrived a month later, after an arduous journey over mountain passes and sea, only one had survived. He opened the crate to confront the mangled stems and withered buds of what should have been gigantic fuchsia-­pink roses. He took it as a sign—­an ominous sign. He was determined to nurse the only sapling that survived. He would keep it in his office to protect it from the harsh sun—­only the gentle rays of sunrise and sunset for this one—­and use a drip to water it. A recent study in the Oxford Journal of Applied Aesthetics proved that plants were fond of Western classical music, especially Mozart, so he lugged his gramophone to his office, needling his symbol of love continuously in order to revive it.

			When he returned with his wife, Girija Prasad was ecstatic to find a solitary rose bobbing in the air, staring back in shades of pink. The bungalow was finally, truly, good enough for his bride.

			Popularly known on the islands as Goodenough Bungalow, Girija Prasad’s residence had been constructed in the 1930s to house the visiting Lord Goodenough during one of his voyages. As was the case with most visiting dignitaries, no one really knew the purpose behind his excursions to far-­flung corners of the empire, especially to an upcoming penal settlement like the Andaman Islands. After decades of failed attempts and shifting sites, the jail and its headquarters had finally been completed. Two out of three laborers, mostly prisoners, would die—­by tribal arrows, centipede bites, crocodile attacks, hanging, torture, and good old homesickness—­while the jail was being constructed, and the remainder would perish inside its stone walls. Their deaths would be no loss to the empire.

			The isolation of the archipelago would spur the colonizers’ imaginations to create elaborate methods of torture, dedicating entire islands to specific methods. It would also inspire Lord Goodenough to do more than just inspect masonry and dance with the natives. A secret desire propelled him to visit the newest acquisitions of the Raj. It was the desire to name. His own name had forced him to develop a sense of humor early, one that he’d waited all his life to unleash on unsuspecting creatures, objects, and lands. From the dull comforts of his ancestral manor, the lord kept a close watch on developments in the Indian Ocean, littered with squiggly islands. Islands, intuitively speaking, made the perfect canvas for practicing the art of nomenclature. The heightened isolation would cause species to become endemic, sooner or later, demanding a unique name. The only exceptions to the rule were the British themselves. They had broken most laws of nature by leaving their island to multiply on others without losing any of their original characteristics—­only their marbles.

			Lord Goodenough believed that proper nouns ought to marry languages, the same way colonization forced distinct cultures to. When he sailed into an undiscovered bay while eating breakfast on a luxurious ship, he named it Breakfast Bay, and the landing spots around it he named Marmaladeganj, Baconabad, and Crumpetpur.

			The lord spent a week in the house in which Girija Prasad now lived. Built on a formidable mountain peak, the location was a popular crossing point for tribals going from west to east, until political prisoners were forced to hack down the thicket to the threatening sound of guns being fired into the air. The bungalow was built on stilts to survive heavy rains and earthquakes. A machan was set up as well, three stories above the ground. It was from this fantastical height that he espied what he would go down in history for spying upon.

			Through his binoculars, he saw a group of naked tribals with significantly bigger breasts and buttocks than all other recorded groups. Distracted by their enormous assets, he did not notice the extra thumb they all possessed. Lord Goodenough would spend weeks searching for the perfect name for them, one that was simple yet reflected the glory of those buttocks and breasts.

			The name found him much later, on the voyage home, as he sat in the ship’s dining room, cutting up his bacon into six equal parts—a morning ritual that he found therapeutic in the boredom of the high seas. Trapped as he was in his childlike attempts at playing god, the name brought him closer to finding god. And that is how the island’s most dangerous, six-­fingered tribe was christened the Divine Nangas, or the Divine Nakeds as the Oxford Dictionary later translated it.

			Five years after Lord Goodenough’s visit to the Andamans, an earthquake would mock all its colonial constructions, splitting the very island the British headquarters sat on in half. Goodenough Bungalow too would come down, and the machan would slip off the mountain as if it stood on a banana peel. The earthquake was a harbinger of bigger catastrophes, World War II in particular.

			During the war, the Andaman Islands would be the first to claim independence from the British, only to be captured by the Japanese. While the white people ate with forks, knives, and spoons, the short people used only two sticks. This simplicity of thought was reflected in their methods of torture. Why shackle someone when you could twist their legs and hands until they broke? Why hang someone when you could behead them with an efficient swish of the sword? And why force the locals to part with their produce when you could drown them mid-­ocean to end food scarcity?

			While the British viewed the destroyed bungalow as a pack of cards strewn across the lawns, the Japanese saw in it an opportunity. Like a professional cardsharp dealing out a new round, they would put the house back together and declare it their headquarters, building bunkers on the surrounding slopes. They would introduce the gigantic snail, a native of Malaysia and a high source of protein, to the island. When the British ships surrounded the islands and cut off all their supplies, the snail would become their savior, a ready snack that didn’t even need salt. A decade later, decrepit bunkers would be the only reminders left of the snail-­eaters. The number of snails would sharply increase, making them one of the most destructive garden pests, second only to the barking deer introduced by the British for game.

			When the tide turned in favor of the Allied forces, Lord Good­enough would create a new committee in the House of Lords to bring the islands back into the fold. But the joy of winning World War II would be as short-­lived as a sunrise. For the sun had set on the British Empire. The Andaman Islands would now be part of an independent India. He couldn’t help but feel betrayed. Despite his position as an influential aristocrat in the biggest colonial power the world had ever seen, he couldn’t go back to the place that had brought him close to god.

			Caught between the starving snail-­eaters and the retreating sahibs, the island remained a no-­man’s-­land for almost two years. In that time, four drunken Karen youth—­a community the British had imported from Burma to work their farms—­declared themselves supreme rulers of the land and made Goodenough Bungalow their palace. They spent their evenings on the patio, doodling mustaches over King George’s image on the British rupee and fashioning flags from tablecloths. Hours would go by as they debated the national symbol of the free islands. Would it be the ferocious one-­foot-­long centipede, or the tiny, gentle swiftlet that made her nest out of her own spit? By 1948, the Forest Department would be the newly founded nation’s sole outpost on the islands, like a frayed flag fluttering on a treacherous snow peak.

			When Girija Prasad decided to move into Goodenough Bungalow without knowing any of this, he did so for the very reason the Divine Nangas, the British, the Japanese, and the Karens had been drawn to it. From this peak, you could see the sun glisten on a deceptively blue sea. It made you feel like the king of the world.

			And while Girija Prasad contemplated bringing his bride here, Lord Goodenough contemplated moving on. He plotted a voyage across the Pacific Islands instead. As the couple spent the first month of their marriage cocooned inside the furious layers of a storm, the lord resumed his journey toward god. Touring in the Pacific, he realized that all names, no matter how unique or new, were ultimately synonyms for a universal yet elusive truth. The nature of life, the struggle for survival, it all remained the same, no matter how many fingers a creature possessed.

			Soon after, he died.
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			She made all those who called the bungalow their home, living and dead alike, nervous. Like the bachelor Girija Prasad, the place was jittery on its stilts. Her presence confused the ghosts of freedom fighters, the perpetually starving snail-­eaters, and Lord Goodenough himself, who shuffled between the Pacific, the Andamans, and his ancestral manor, chasing warm currents.

			Life as ghosts had been liberating, until Chanda Devi’s clairvoyant gaze reminded them of their tattered presence and uncouth ways.

			“It is impolite to enter a lady’s bedroom,” the lord warned the Punjabi mutineer who was in the habit of lolling upon beds like a dog. “And, you, get yourself a new uniform. I gather you died in a blast that blew your brains out and clothes off, but the lady will be shocked if she sees a naked man roaming in her garden, especially one of such diminutive proportions,” he ordered the Japanese soldier. But the man didn’t understand English. So Lord Goodenough took the liberty of wrapping the British flag around his waist himself.

			The soldier was confused. Then he was grateful.
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			It is only at teatime that the two of them are compelled to sit face-­to-­face. For Chanda Devi runs out of things to serve and must force herself to be still. It is an art the bungalow has mastered. It has endured storms, earthquakes, and wars by simply not budging from the pinhead peak surveying the ocean. Sitting in the garden, watching a hibiscus sun set over an emerald-­green archipelago, leaves the couple unsettled. It forces them to swim in the solitary world of thoughts, preoccupations, and visions. Yet it doesn’t feel lonely.

			“Everything is here for a reason.” He tries to break the spell, pointing to the garden. “The lemongrass you brewed the tea with,” he says, sipping on his cup, “I planted it to hold the loose soil on the slope, to prevent flash floods in the rains.” She smiles. He is encouraged. “The lemon too . . .” he goes on. “To value a lemon is to value the wisdom of all creation. In the jungle, you can squeeze it over leeches that have latched on and they shrivel instantaneously. You can squeeze it over bites and wounds as an antiseptic. And when you are dehydrated, nothing revives you more than an entire lemon, especially the rind.”

			She is blushing now. Her cheeks are fuchsia pink, like the rosebush in front of them. He is perplexed. How can this talk of lemongrass and lemons transform the mercurial lady into a shy bride? There is an awkward silence, so he repeats himself. “I planted everything in the garden myself. It is all here for a reason.”

			“Thank you,” she blurts out. “The roses are beautiful. Had it not been for your will, they wouldn’t have survived.”

			It is his turn to blush.

			It is only much later, as he’s whiling away the hours in his office, that he wonders: How did she know? She had arrived after the rose’s revival.

			[image: ]

			Days give birth to a new sky, harboring both the sun and the rains. Under the bright gaze of late morning, a weak drizzle endlessly wets the islands, fomenting mushrooms and fungus wherever it falls, on bark and skin alike. It is one of those days when you find yourself looking up at the sky, hoping to catch a rainbow. The air is heavy, and the heart is heavier still.

			When the harsh sun and raindrops pour down like colored sand in the same hourglass, the phenomenon is called the “hour of the wedding.” In different folklore, depending upon the tellers’ longitude, latitude, dreams, dispositions, and eating patterns, different creatures are forced to tie the knot—­foxes, snails, monkeys, ravens, leopards, hyenas, bears, the devil too at times. For hell, like everything else, is built by the domesticated few. The bachelors may keep the world spinning, but it’s the married ones that keep it grounded.

			On the islands, the hour of the sun and rains belongs to someone else. Far from folkloric unions, it belongs to Goliath centipedes. Creatures one foot long with claws that can snatch men out of reality, taking them back to that moment when they left their mothers’ wombs, howling like newborn babies. The centipedes have no interest in settling down, least of all with humans. The islanders know this, for they’ve been bitten.

			Crawling out from their sunless subterranean lairs, all these invertebrates seek is to bask in the sun and feast on the flurry of insects that dance after the first rains. But human beings, obsessed with mythic unions, cannot understand such a simple desire. When someone comes too close, they bite out of fear. And the schism grows deeper. Humans: once bitten, twice shy. Centipedes: shy once, biting twice.

			Girija Prasad sits on the steps of his porch, dedicated to the act of sunning his toes. Often, officials find mold growing between their digits when they remove their jungle boots. It is his worst nightmare. A staunch academic, he fears turning into a specimen himself. But this morning, the ritual is an excuse to sit outside and gaze at his wife, busy in the garden.

			Chanda Devi is out in the vegetable patch, plucking out the day’s menu under the drizzle. She is the picture of grace and balance. As she sits on her haunches, her center of gravity seems to be her voluptuous derriere, which hangs in the air, precarious and unsupported. She holds on to an umbrella between her shoulder and cheek, using both her hands to weave through the growth.

			She picks tomatoes with the same intensity with which she combs her hair, serves him his meals, and treads the unpaved inclines of the islands. It makes him nervous. He doubts the strength of his own hand when he offers it to her. He questions the virility of his appetite when he cannot finish the fifth roti she places on his plate.

			As he watches her, the picture of all his yearnings takes a blow. Suddenly, Chanda Devi is on the ground. His wife has fallen in the mud. She is shielding herself with the umbrella and is using her hands to fend something off.

			He runs toward her, barefoot. He’s afraid she’s seen a centipede or, even worse, been bitten by one.

			“Where is it?” he shouts out. “Don’t be afraid, I will kill it!”

			“Kill what?” she asks him, baffled. She doesn’t need his hand as she gets up and brushes the wet mud from her elbows.

			“The centipede!”

			“Where?”

			“Where did it bite you?” he asks, anxious to get her back into the bungalow and squeeze a lemon on the wound before she faints from the pain.

			“But I’m not bitten.”

			She returns to picking tomatoes, unruffled. Why must he talk about killing all the time, she wonders.

			He stands still, shocked. She definitely looked like she was in trouble when she fell. He couldn’t have imagined it, for he had been staring at her all the while. He returns to the porch, confused. He gives up on the idea of sunning his toes and heads inside. The ship that arrived this morning has brought him important mail—­a journal that carries the map of the hypothetical Pangaea, an apparition he is eager to see.

			But the master illusionist, the Indian Postal Department, has been up to its tricks again. Seated at his Andaman padauk table, he finds all the pages of the journal stuck together, bark-­like in texture. He picks it up to sniff out the culprit. Someone, it seems, has literally spilled milk over his parcel. A can of condensed milk, to be precise. On a milk-­less island like this, such cans are worth their weight in gold. Adamant and armed with a paper knife, Girija Prasad attempts to peel the pages apart one by one, a tedious and delicate task that could swallow up his entire morning.

			Even in the inexplicable world of his wife, what happened outside doesn’t make sense. Perhaps she is too embarrassed to show him where she was bitten, he suspects. Perhaps it was just an insect, not a centipede. Perhaps the trauma of picking the vegetables, of murdering what could be plants and trees one day, gets to her at times. It isn’t something to fret over, he tells himself. Most women are oversensitive, which makes his wife just a faithful representative of her species.

			The more he observes the female species from a distance, the more this hypothesis gains credence. As an adolescent growing up in Al­lah­abad, Girija Prasad would keenly note the moments when the audience wept the most during the retellings of Tulsidas’s Ramayana. The men were forced to disguise their tears as sneezes and other discomforts, while the women were encouraged to turn their tears into a theatrical display of faith, though he never quite understood the timing of it. While it made sense to feel overwhelmed when Sita was reunited with her husband, Lord Rama, after her gentlemanly abduction by the ten-­headed Ravana, or when she was banished from the kingdom by the very same husband only to prove an incidental point to a washerwoman, nothing could explain the timing of their biggest outburst. It would be after the book had been closed and the discourse had ended for the day. The women cried for no rhyme or reason.

			Outdoors, Chanda Devi is relieved to be alone again. It was a close call for her. She used her umbrella to fend off the emaciated ghost wrapped in a flag, who has been following her through the patch, pointing out snails and playing dumb charades. Using twigs as chopsticks, he gestures to her to break the shell and gouge the soft flesh out for him, rubbing his belly emphatically. Death, the soldier had hoped, would rescue him from his week­long hunger. Instead, it stalks him in the afterlife. Though surrounded by fat snails, the Japanese soldier cannot break a single shell and scoop the flesh out with his faint limbs and brittle, glass­-like nails. He implores Mrs. Varma to help him. As does the Punjabi mutineer, sitting on the dining table beside her husband, insisting on his right to be served the hot malpuas first, before the “traitor who dresses and talks like the British.”

			It isn’t she who is crazy. The place her husband has brought her to is a madhouse. But she is afraid to share her predicament with him. Men aren’t comfortable with their wives interacting with other men, especially naked, desperate strangers.

			The time Chanda Devi takes to handpick, wash, chop, cook, and serve the vegetables for lunch along with freshly made rotis is the time Girija Prasad takes to unpeel all the pages of the journal from one another and confront the new hypothesis of his existence: Pangaea, under the influence of milk and salt-­laden winds, has turned into a giant multi­colored blot that resembles the female genitalia.

			Chanda Devi knows she distracts him. It is evident in the way he fidgets in her presence, the way he restlessly shakes his leg. She knows she makes him nervous. She can smell it in his sweat, for she sniffs his laundry daily. His socks smell of hooves. His shirts have a heavy, earthy fragrance, like that of leaves, grass, and fruits crushed into the dark earth by the movement of animals, rains, and wind. Even in his smells, she senses no respite. Despite the pleasantly cool nights, the bedsheets smell of nervous sweat mixed with tropical humidity.

			Added to the mix today is a new, lethal fragrance emanating from a single drop of mango that dripped onto his sleeve last evening. A ship from the mainland had arrived with a crate of the finest mangoes for Chanda Devi, ordered by her husband from the opposite end of India, the red soils of the west coast. The entire nation is up in mangoes in the month of June, from the southernmost tip to the edges of the plains. And Girija Prasad is eager to taste the royal variety of mangoes, especially after the rechristening. Previously called Alphonso mangoes after a Portuguese general, the newly elected representatives of the free nation renamed them Shivaji mangoes after the regional hero who valiantly fought off all invaders. Chanda Devi is touched. She washes and wipes the mangoes and displays them in glass bowls like a centerpiece.

			She watches him tuck in a napkin like a bib, roll up his sleeves, and work through the mango with a knife and fork, dexterously dividing it into cubes. Still, an errant drop slides down his fork to his little finger and then to his sleeve. Left to herself, she would have bitten the stem off, used her fingers to peel the skin and sunk her teeth into the naked fruit, all without staining her sari. But she feels self-­conscious in his presence, so she picks at the cubes her husband has cut instead.

			“When I ate it last, it was Alphonso. Now it is Shivaji,” he says. “Who would have thought that even mangoes would change their identity after independence.”

			Chanda Devi, trained in the straightforward ways of Sanskrit literature, is oblivious to the English obsession with wit as a higher form of intellect. She interprets her husband’s remark in earnestness.

			“We are the children of the soil, but they are the fruit,” she says. “They are more sensitive. Changes in government, affronts to their faith, it all affects them deeply, even more than locusts or worms.” She senses his surprise. “When I eat Hindu vegetables, fruits, and pulses, I don’t feel as bad,” she goes on. “Unlike Muslims or Christians, who only live once.”

			“But all beings must die, irrespective of their religious beliefs,” replies Girija Prasad. “Muslim mangoes can hope for resurrection on Judgment Day, just as Christian mangoes can look forward to heaven. In all theological discourses, man can only speculate, never judge. Only the subject of the study—­the formless, genderless almighty—­bears that privilege.”

			By defending Muslim mangoes, Girija Prasad is making a case for himself, especially the dietary habits he was forced to abandon.

			Though she sits perfectly composed, a tidal wave of emotions has hit Chanda Devi, refusing to let her surface. He may not see the ghosts that sit beside him, he may not recollect the other times the two have shared a mango in their various lives, but he too sees things she doesn’t.

			Later in the day, when her husband leaves her alone with the ghosts of Goodenough Bungalow, Chanda Devi closes the door to their bedroom for privacy. Old-­fashioned in their ways, the ghosts will never enter a room when the door is closed or peep in when the curtains are drawn.

			Alone, she retrieves the mango skin her husband had so carefully peeled half an hour ago. It reminds her of the bright-­orange flesh the two had shared, the thoughts they had exchanged. She caresses the skin with her fingers, rubbing it and sniffing it in turn. Fibrous and wet on the inside, smooth, glistening, and fragrant on the outside. Is this what human skin is like? she wonders.

			As an eight-­year-­old child, Chanda Devi once asked her mother, “Ma, how are babies born?” Her mother turned red. She reprimanded her daughter and told her never to repeat the question, least of all to her father.

			Lost and alone in her worries, Chanda Devi’s mother visited the riverbank baba for guidance. This was a time when he was still considered young, only 102 years old.

			“Baba,” she said, after offering him fruits and flowers, “my little daughter asks me shocking questions. The other day . . . How can I tell you? I feel embarrassed to even repeat her question.” She adjusted her sari to cover her hair and turned around to ensure no one was eavesdropping. “How are children born, she asked me. As a mother, I cannot give up on her. But who will marry her, baba, if she continues to ask such questions?”

			The baba was engrossed in arranging the flowers and fruits in order of size. One marigold turned out to be bigger than an apple. It made him smile.

			“Beti,” he replied, “this is Kali Yuga, the age of evil and immorality. All men and women must do is hold hands to bear children, such is the blinding power of Kama! A time will come”—­his eyes widened, and his voice vibrated with the power of prophecy—­“when boys and girls will hold hands before marriage. They will hold the hands of many boys and girls in plain sight. For everyone to see!”

			Though it didn’t really ease her plight, Chanda Devi’s mother returned to instruct her children to never, ever hold hands with the opposite sex before marriage.

			Exhausted by the enterprise of raising six children, she was secretly relieved by the baba’s words. What had rattled her the most about her daughter’s question was her own ignorance. She herself didn’t know how children were born. But now there was hope. She avoided holding her husband’s hands, especially when he lay over her.

			Though much has changed in Chanda Devi’s life since she asked her mother that question, she hasn’t found the answer yet. There is more to it than holding hands, she suspects after three months of marriage. Why else would her entire body erupt into goosebumps in his presence, and not just the skin on her hands?

			For her husband, an accomplished scientist, it is the bigger, un-­researched questions of the time that trouble him. Though there is no evidence to suggest that Homo sapiens have a mating season, there is not enough evidence to suggest its nonexistence either. The lack of clarity on the subject has put him in a spot. The tropical climate heightens the ambiguity. Even tigers, with their clearly designated mating rituals—­which begin with a tigress roaring to attract attention and sometimes end with her punching the partner—­find the tropical heat confusing. A study showed that, in temperate regions, Panthera tigris went into heat seasonally, but in tropical climes they were documented to mate throughout the year.

			If only human beings went into heat like other mammals, displaying specific behavior, colors, or sounds to signify readiness, Girija Prasad wouldn’t have to spend his days twiddling his thumbs, pontificating on theology and mangoes.
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			In the excruciatingly limited social life of the islands, Mrs. Varma’s presence has created a storm. She is a popular subject of speculation in gatherings, much to the relief of the officers and their wives. Before her arrival, the biggest scandal to hit the islands was when the postal department secretary’s dog ran away to pursue the doctor’s pet mongrel. The secretary accused the doctor of luring away his handsome Labrador in a bid to gain another pet, and the doctor retorted by accusing him of torturing his pet, for why else would he escape? As salacious as the entire episode was, with elements of elopement, torture, the mail, and a standoff, how long could it sustain their gossipy evenings?

			Mrs. Varma is a blessing to their bored lives. She perplexes them. She may not have been to Oxford like her husband, but she’s far more learned in their eyes. She has studied Sanskrit, the language of the gods, and is an expert on Hindu scripture. Such is her divine prowess, they say, that she can calculate the astrological positions of planets while buying groceries in the market. Once, she even caught an errant vendor overcharging her by two paisa. “The moon in the house of Cancer makes people vulnerable,” she was overheard saying, “but that does not mean you can cheat them.” Her aura of conviction tempts some to bow down in her presence and exclaim, “The goddess, she’s arrived!” But they are afraid she might shoo them away like dogs.

			The couple’s presence in social events is marked by a dramatic entrance, side by side. She doesn’t leave him when he joins a group of men and discusses serious topics like inflation affecting the islands’ subsidized rations, or the weather. Nor does he leave her when she exchanges culinary tips with the ladies. In fact, he always has something useful to add, like the scientific name of the herb they speak of and how best to cultivate it.

			If Girija Prasad is accused of displaying feminine traits for suggesting alternative ingredients in recipes, his wife is accused of being a man by virtue of her knowledge. Their oddities complement each other. If only they could peer into the Varma household to see how a marriage of equals thrives in a world of unequals. For now they must satisfy themselves with observations from a distance and wonder: When they eat, does she serve him before she sits down, or are they brazen enough to serve themselves? Who decides the menu? It is whispered that Girija Prasad turned vegetarian to please his wife. Though it is Girija Prasad who posts the letters to their families, is it Chanda Devi who writes them? What about the curtains they recently put up? Who decided their pattern and why were they put up? Is it to hide what the soon-­to-­come-­into-­effect Indian Constitution will term “unnatural sexual acts”? Born of generations interlocked in the missionary, it seems impossible to imagine sex among equals.

			The life of an equal couple in the latitudes of longing and the longitudes of trepidation has hitherto been a rare, undocumented phenomenon—­like a whale giving birth in Antarctica or white elephants mating in south Asia.

			Both Girija Prasad and Chanda Devi are quick to realize that the phrase “falling in love” is a euphemism. Romance isn’t as straightforward as diving into cool waters on a hot afternoon, nor is it instinctive, like learning to walk. It’s not a treasure trove of superlatives like Sanskrit poetry or the “sweet sorrow” the Romantics spoke of.

			The struggle of an equal couple isn’t just the subject of ethnography. It is multidisciplinary. Intimacy and distance operate like the tide—­high during the day, peaking at mealtimes. The moon is a cup of tea; it pulls them to the zenith of their interaction. The nights are parched. Unconquered land separates their beds.

			Communication among birds relies heavily on unintelligible sounds and tilts of the head, displays of plumage, and actions like dances or formations. So do the exchanges between the Varmas. He clears his throat to signal his entrance into a room. Since he doesn’t make demands, she has learned to read his desires by his actions. When he looks at the horizon with vacant eyes, he yearns for tea. If he is famished, his belly emits cub-­like growls. If his forehead is wrinkled and he has a mild frown on his face, he is deep in thought. His head droops when he is tired. It tilts to one side when he is sleepy. If he sits or stands upright, his attention is on his surroundings, observing perhaps the call of a bird, a shift in the winds, or an increased smell of chlorophyll. A scientist studying the environment looks very much like an animal on the alert, alive to potential predators and prey. Long visits to the loo imply that the meal she cooked was too spicy for his delicate constitution. Though she has never seen him sketching, she often finds her husband returning from work with a lining of lead in his nails and pencil shavings on his clothes. It is the equivalent of a man coming home whistling away to himself in a cheery mood.

			Chanda Devi, her husband has discovered, is a complex study that demands the skills of a botanist, an ornithologist, and an astronomer combined. She moves around in her cotton sari like leaves rustling in the breeze. She breathes as imperceptibly as a tree, sucking in all the room’s air and spilling it back, fragrant. Like a bird, her gaze is intense, unblinking. With a single nod, it shifts from the metallic blue eyes of a fly perched on her wrist to an Andaman padauk trunk toppling somewhere on the archipelago, to a pod of dolphins entering the bay. Though Chanda Devi sits in the same room, Girija Prasad often suspects she is constellations apart. He wonders if she finds herself alone in that different time and universe. But he is hopeful. One day, he too will travel across time to reach the end of Chanda Devi’s gaze.

			There is not a single straight line in her being, a sinuous landscape. At work, he tries to capture her in the margins of office files. Her curves, her eyes, the geometrically precise division of the sari pleats fanning out from her navel, all impossible to sketch. It is in the relentless exercise of sharpening, drawing, erasing, and reworking that Girija Prasad experiences something no sonnet or ode can convey.

			[image: ]

			Only the dead can sympathize with the couple’s plight. Ever since her arrival in the month of centipedes, in the season of the monsoon, the ghosts of Goodenough Bungalow have been alive to their predicament. Like the invertebrates, the couple fear their desires may be misunderstood.

			It is difficult for the ghosts to just sit and watch. Had the Varmas been in their north Indian homeland instead of the Andamans, the Punjabi mutineer claims, Chanda Devi would have conceived by now. He blames Girija Prasad’s sissy ways on his British education, especially the Raj-­era clothes he wears. Like a concerned mother-­in-­law, the mutineer advises Chanda Devi to serve Girija Prasad hot milk with almonds at bedtime to strengthen his libido.

			Lord Goodenough has studied love in its extremes, with hindsight afforded only to ghosts. Among the isolated peoples of the Pacific Islands, he’d chanced upon a cannibalistic ritual where the mourning lover consumes the heart of the deceased beloved—­the ultimate act of union. But with his own heart, the lord had exercised typical Victorian restraint. He would admire his muse—­his brother-­in-­law—­from a distance. He could only caress the engraving on a Grecian urn with his fingertips: the image of an older, bearded man entering an adolescent boy. If only he could, he would tell the young Mrs. Varma that when some men are in love, they doubt themselves. They fear they are not good enough.

			As for the Japanese soldier, he prefers to fold his palm into a tunnel and penetrate it with his finger to get Chanda Devi’s attention. He is not being lewd. He’s just showing her how it’s done.

			But fear succeeds where desires do not venture, the inhabitants of Goodenough Bungalow are soon to find out.

			Chanda Devi sits under a palm tree, searching out her husband in the crowd. He turns around once in a while and acknowledges her with a nod. All the officers and their families have gathered at Sir Mowgli Beach for a Sunday picnic. The men are content with standing at the surf instead of swimming. The children, ever willing to pick shells, pull out crustaceans and proclaim themselves the new kings of the conch. The women chatter away like parrots as they drift with the shifting shade. How they wish they too could frolic in the surf with abandon and look at their toes through the glassy water. But a small matter prevents them: They would rather drown with shame than step out in wet clothes.

			Girija Prasad, an awkward social animal, has been trying to extricate himself from the crowds, in vain. He wants to go for a swim with the snorkel and mask he’d acquired in England, but the gear generates talk wherever he goes. A few colleagues even call him Jules Varma.

			If only she could join him—­for she is a proficient swimmer too. Sitting on a beach full of women who couldn’t float to save their lives, Chanda Devi considers her ability a boon from the goddess herself. Chanda Devi had grown up near a temperamental river, and her grandfather had insisted that every child learn how to swim. He’d been conceived in a home the river would eventually swallow and delivered during the seasonal floods, half submerged, so every year he would make all the family members, young and old, male and female, dive off a boat to visit the clan temple that now sat at the river bottom. If they didn’t, the river would shift course again. Chanda Devi took her role seriously. She would dive deeper than the others, using the temple’s dome to pull herself farther down to the door and hang on to the temple bell, swaying like seaweed.

			Lulled by the breeze and incomprehensible chatter, Chanda Devi closes her eyes. Girija Prasad has left the picnic behind to swim to the corals farther out. In her thoughts, she is swimming by his side. Her skin tingles with the cool touch of the ocean while her back heats up under the sun. In her mind, she sinks into the world of corals that her husband swims over. And as he swims over the coral mounds, Girija Prasad is a bachelor again. Lost to the world, nothing prevents him from following the star-­backed turtles to the edge of the horizon, with fish nibbling at his toes.

			On the shore, Chanda Devi is jolted out of her reverie. A stab of fear pierces through her trance, pulling her by the hair. A premonition has surfaced, like a prehistoric creature swimming out of the abyss. She is quick to sense that Girija Prasad isn’t alone in the water.

			Amidst the corals, Girija Prasad turns around to identify the cause of the approaching ripples. He’s delighted to find Chanda Devi tugging at his leg. He’s impressed by her strokes and her courage to swim in a sari. But she’s tugging at him with such urgency that he is forced to follow her back. Chanda Devi, he realizes, isn’t here to swim along but to take him back to the shore. As they begin to walk in the shallows, she shouts over the waves, “We must go home immediately.” The rest of the picnickers are shocked to see her in a wet sari, but Girija Prasad doesn’t even notice. He cannot look beyond her panic.
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