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“IT IS ANNOUNCED with sadness that Ram Maharaj was burnt alive last night,” the broadcast began. Bhumi looked at the red digits on her clock radio with a sense of dread. The South Pacific University had set a curfew earlier that day, and now Bhumi felt paralyzed by the evening’s emptiness. A few hours ago she had tried to find Aarti, but she wasn’t in her dorm room, so Bhumi had gone back to lying on her bed, finding patterns in the foam of her drop ceiling. And now, at seven in the evening, a bell sounded three times on FM 93.6, Radio Zindagi.

Radio Zindagi was the background hum of daily life for the island’s Indian community. Growing up, Bhumi’s weekday evenings were organized by the seven o’clock bells, and looking back, it was one of the few things they did together as a family. Bhumi; her brother, Jaipal; and their parents gathered around to listen to the radio announcer, elegant in his use of pure Hindi (as opposed to the patois of the street). He would begin the program by announcing, “Dukh ke saath suchit kiya jata hai ki . . .” It is announced with sadness that . . . Then he would list the quotidian deaths of Indians throughout the country: farmers, schoolteachers, and politicians alike were featured when they passed on. After every name and summary of a life and family left behind, Bhumi saw her parents nod their heads, as if, on this small island, they knew each and every person the announcer mentioned.

Brevity was the single rule of broadcast. The announcements tended to focus on the sum total of a life’s accomplishments: He was a good husband, she a dutiful mother. Loved by all. Survived by so-and-so.

For the past few days, instead of reading out the obituaries, the announcer had been talking about the missing: the ones the government said had been arrested yet couldn’t be found in any jail. It was a jarring change, but everything had all gone to shit in the past couple weeks. Bhumi had arrived on the South Pacific University campus in August 1983 and now, at the end of her second year, it had all begun to fall apart.

Tonight, the announcer didn’t even list the names of the missing.

“Ram Maharaj was killed when one woman and three men—all native—emerged from their late-night Bible reading and went to his store on Hamilton Street. He was burnt alive!”

The group of native Christians had been looking to make a point about who this country belonged to, the announcer explained. After the General had seized power, the leaders of various churches had put out a joint statement in the newspaper appealing for peace and empathy.

While the leaders said one thing, their parishioners wanted something else: to restore godliness by cleansing the country of vulagi. Foreigners. The first thing to do was to destroy vulagi businesses.

Bhumi shuddered at this and, for the first time, felt a fear for her family. She was cut off from them: the university was a four-hour bus ride from Sugar City.

Witnesses reported that the prayer group had brought supplies. First, they lit their scrap wood wrapped in a kerosene-soaked rag. Then, they threw their stones through the shop’s front window, shattering its panes into long knives. In silent unison, they threw their torches through the broken window.

The torches had, by a grotesque chance, landed adjacent to three tin drums of coconut oil. The heat of the flames had caused one of the drums to explode, leaving its accelerant smeared across the shop floor.

From there, it took only a few minutes for the entire shop to surrender to the flames. As it did, they dropped to their knees, clasped their hands together, bowed their heads, and prayed.

Unbeknownst to the four, the shop’s owner had decided to buck the rules and stay in his store overnight. He had heard rumors of looting during the curfew and thought he could shoo off any criminals if he slept near the back of his store, cricket bat in hand.

“Where was the fire engine?” the announcer pleaded. “Some say it took its time to get there, that they knew it was an Indian in trouble, and this did not merit haste. Some others say that it arrived in time to save Ram Maharaj, but the firemen simply joined the crowd and watched him die.”

In her mind’s eye, Bhumi could hear it, smell it, taste the sour odor of burning hair as the man staggered out the door. The announcer said that his cries were so loud, they masked the rumble of the burning building behind him. He whimpered and shrieked and fell to the ground, where he writhed until he didn’t.

“They are not satisfied with taking the government!” The announcer’s exclamation was so loud it crackled in her radio’s speakers. “Sisters and brothers! Leave if you can. Our fathers and grandmothers left their homes to come here. Now, it’s our time.”

Bhumi felt a shiver grow from her shoulders to her spine. She raced into the dorm’s empty common room. The women’s dormitory for scholarship recipients housed only four students, and Bhumi rarely ever saw the other three. In a far corner of that spartan space was a black rotary phone placed next to an old corduroy chair she’d often sunk into between classes.

That was before.

For the past year, Bhumi had been swept up into the wave of activity on campus surrounding the lead-up to the national election. Students held debates, the youth parties leafleted, and finally, in April, a left-leaning Labor government led by a handful of Indians won the election. Most of them were young, too, only a few years out of university themselves. It was Bhumi’s first election, and when Aarti joined the Labor Party’s campus wing, Bhumi listened to her arguments with rapt attention. “We can join together, native and Indian, and build this country better,” Aarti had earnestly told Bhumi. Bhumi felt a sense of infectious possibility: she cast her ballot down the party line.

Almost immediately after the ballots were counted and the results were certified, the protests started.

One week after the election, two thousand native-borns had gathered in the streets of downtown Vilimaji—just across the street from the Parliament building—to protest that the Indian minority, numbering about 10 percent of the country, had gained too much power in the government. The protestors scrawled phrases onto cardboard signs: “We Hate This Vulagi Government” and “Left Party Worst in World.” The remaining signless protestors thrust their fists balled tight in the air. The protest was only a half-hour walk from campus, yet Bhumi dared not get close. Growing up, Bhumi had heard cautionary tales from family and friends about how the natives could get jungli—wild. This was one of those times. It was safest to keep a distance. She, along with the handful of other women in her scholarship-program dormitory, watched the news report on the television in the common room in silence. She could make out more signs in the crowd: “Our God, Our Land,” “Vulagi go home to India.”

The country had been us-versus-them since the Empire brought the Indians to till the island’s cane fields. In a fit of benevolent paternalism, the Empire had sought to protect the old ways of native society, and in doing so, forced them to stay in their villages under the power of their chiefs. The colony needed to make money, so the Empire took tens of thousands of Indians and moved them here, to labor in sugar fields. In time, they were considered to have enough of a work ethic to be placed right in the middle of a clear hierarchy: White, Indian, Native.

Kept separate, the natives saw the Indians as permanent foreigners. The only time the two groups truly interacted was in the marketplace, where Indians seemed to own it all. Bhumi herself had no interest in India, even though she spoke Hindi and was called Indian. Most of her Indian countrymen had never seen the place their ancestors had left a hundred years ago. If Bhumi was to leave, it was going to be for shores that offered her a measure of opportunity: a country with a respectable graduate program in botanical biology—the dream.

In the post-election chaos came one claiming he alone could bring peace back to the island. He, beholden to no one, could stop the protests and find a solution amenable to all. Bhumi had never heard of the General—without any wars or real foes to speak of, armies in a country as small as hers were made available for parades, national pride, and not much else. At first he showed up to the protests, making grand speeches to rapt audiences of native-borns. Perhaps it was the old colonial mentality: when someone with a gun and a uniform began to talk, the country stopped to listen. Then he took a few meetings with the Indians who controlled the businesses across the island. And finally, he had a meeting with the prime minister.

Then came the day he appeared on television. He arrived in the Parliament building with four men behind him, jet-black semiautomatic rifles slung from their shoulders, index fingers just inches away from the triggers.

For Bhumi, politics had always been distant: men in the capital argued, and potbellied fathers in Sugar City repeated these arguments over drinks. At university, it was Aarti’s interest, and Bhumi loved the way her friend leaned into political conversations with a look of focus, a fast-paced clip to her words. But as the General explained his takeover—he kept calling it a transition to peace—Bhumi felt a true sense of the powerlessness that came with the political. For the first time, this country felt like a strange place to her. She, and the rest of her people, were being singled out for who they were. She hoped the General knew what to do to make things right again.

This sense of being off balance remained as she settled into the worn cushion and dialed home, all the way across the island in Sugar City.

“JAIPAL!” SHE EXCLAIMED. HER NERVOUS ENERGY SENT HER FOOT tapping, and she drew a finger along the scar on her neck. “How is work? Did the hotel have to shut down because of the curfew?” she asked.

“The hotel is still open, but last night there were only five tourists by eleven. Five! They told me to close early.” Bhumi could feel the lazy saunter of her brother’s voice working itself into the frenzied pace of worry.

“They’re thinking of closing the gift shop,” Jaipal went on.

“Hey,” Bhumi said. “Remember, the sea turtle is out there, somewhere . . .” Perhaps what had always reassured her as a child could be turned back onto him.

“You forgot. The chickens came first.” She could hear him slowing down again.

“And finally there’s the man selling coconuts.”

“And if they’re all there, we’re good.”

Bhumi laughed. She couldn’t remember the last time they had snuck down to the water and seen all three signs, but the memories of those comforting moments were the frayed twine that bound them close, and what she could use to bring him back.

“How’s Papa and the shop?” Bhumi asked.

“It’s probably fine, Papa too. No curfew here. They’ll kill us in the capital. They probably won’t kill us over here, in front of the goras,” he said, a macabre joke. He cleared his throat and began again. “Listen, the campus is safe, right? You’re not running a shop, don’t worry. Remember what the General said: ‘The transition to peace is not anti-Indian.’ He’ll bring it all back. They’re saying he might call new elections soon. Those people went jungli, and they killed that guy. It was a one-time thing. It won’t happen again.”

Bhumi wanted to believe her brother, but the country’s newfound peace had been filled with arrests of opposition political leaders and trade unionists.

“Ma wants to talk to you,” Jaipal said. “Just stay away from everything, okay? Just stay on campus until this all ends.”

Bhumi rolled her eyes at her brother’s worry. She hated being told what to do, even if the command was made of hopes and best wishes. “I’ll be fine, Jaipal,” she muttered. She heard the muffled sounds of a receiver being handed over.

“Beti? Is everything all right? Are you okay?” her mother asked in rapid-fire succession. “You know, yesterday, I saw one of the jungli kill a snake on the side of the road. Who can kill a snake? A dead snake only brings misfortune.”

“Ma, I don’t believe in that,” Bhumi said, her patience already running thin with her mother’s nearly infinite supply of superstitions.

“You should take this seriously,” her mother said. “Our beliefs will keep you safe from them. Have you thought about leaving?”

“Maybe after exams finish in a month. I wanted to stay to work with a professor in his lab. If that is canceled, I’ll come back to Sugar City.”

Bhumi could hear her mother take a deep breath. In the silence that followed, the call filled with static and the low murmur of a conversation from crossed wires somewhere in the distance.

“You’ll be safer away from here. It’s been so long since I’ve seen you. What can this country offer someone like you? This is your chance: America? Australia? I want you to be safe, beti. I want to see your success.” She paused, letting out a small cough. “My mother—your Nani—had to leave India to come here. It’s written in your blood—you can leave too.”

“Come on, Ma,” Bhumi said, shaking off the gravity of her mother’s warning. “I have two years left for my studies. And there’s you and Jaipal,” she said, purposefully omitting her father. “I can’t leave you behind.”

“God willing, this won’t get worse. Just promise me you will think about it?”

Bhumi let out a long sigh. “Okay, Ma. Aarti said that her papa says this will all get better soon. Just a little bit of time and we’ll be back to normal.”

“I hope he’s right. Jeeti raho, beti. Stay safe.”
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JAIPAL WAS ALREADY ten minutes late, and it would take another fifteen minutes to get to the hotel—he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw one lone taxi operating at the taxi stand up the road from home. Portia couldn’t be mad, he reasoned to himself, not on a day like today. Not after what had happened with the greengrocer in the capital. Plus, she was always the one who let slip dates and times (“I’m not here to remember what time it is,” she would snap).

For now, everything seemed to be normal on this side of the island. All that happened in the capital may as well have been in another world. His sister’s world. He hoped she took his advice and was staying put.

As far as he knew, the bar at the hotel was still going to be open later that night. He hadn’t heard anything otherwise from management.

Salim leaned out his window and waved at Jaipal from the taxi stand. Salim’s younger brother, Maqbool, had been one of Jaipal’s close friends back in school.

“Going to the hotel?” Salim asked as Jaipal settled into the backseat.

“Same as always,” Jaipal said.

The taxi first cut through downtown Sugar City. From the window, he watched the storefronts pass by on Queen’s Street: Brij’s Books, Shiv’s Travel Agency, Red Fort Restaurant. Above the stores were apartments. From below, all he could see were small balconies. Sometimes, he could catch sight of a bit of a man or woman: a head, a neck, a wisp of smoke floating upward from the red-hot glow of a cigarette.

Onward and north, toward the airport, the city began to thin out, only to be replaced by fields of green sugarcane, still young and looking like thick leaves of elephant grass. They passed the airport, which had the feel of a bunker: a long concrete building fronted by acres and acres of empty blacktop for parking.

“You think the goras will leave?” Salim asked from the front seat.

“I’m not smart enough to predict shit like that. The guys who own the hotels, they supported the General,” Jaipal said, pointing outside. “They’re as loaded as the rich gora families in Australia.”

They had reached the island’s resort belt. There were four large beachfront hotels, each of them five or so stories tall and facing the water, their glass windows gleaming with the setting sun. In between these multinational chains were smaller hotels and resorts, each owned by the same Indian families who owned everything else.

Because the Indians were right in the middle of the Empire’s racial pyramid, they had been given a chance to make some petty cash: small shops here and there. The moment the Empire left, the families who had a knack for business married into one another, and the rich were born. They were like an octopus: one arm in real estate, another in hotels, another in supermarkets, another in the buses.

“These rich-ass Indians didn’t want to pay the higher taxes and shit that the Labor people were talking about,” Jaipal continued, “but they probably wouldn’t say yes to the General if he would fuck them over. What do you think?”

“That’s a good point. And yeah, nobody is setting goras on fire. They just relax at the hotels. For them, everything feels the same here in Sugar City. It’s not like the government is stupid enough to let anything happen to them,” Salim said. Sugar City had the country’s only international airport and was near all the country’s tourist resorts. It seemed like the General wanted to at least try to keep the violence of the coup from white eyes.

“Back in their home,” Salim continued, “they don’t have a General either. They don’t have someone saying, ‘This is a takeover. Ladies and gentlemen, this is a takeover and a transition to peace.’” Salim imitated the General’s bass voice.

Jaipal laughed for real this time at Salim’s uncanny impersonation. He had had no idea who the General was before the protests began, but now he was everywhere and everything, a voice that played on repeat in everyone’s mind.

“I’ve heard the soldiers are trying to get free rides in the taxis,” Salim continued. “I’ll never give those chutiyas a ride.” He winked at Jaipal in the rearview mirror.

“What are you saying?” Jaipal asked, staring back at Salim. “You don’t know what can happen if you make them angry. Promise me you won’t do anything stupid.”

“Okay, okay, okay,” Salim said, taking his hands off the wheel to lift them in mock defeat. “You sound like a gora. Scared of the madarchods out there. Maqbool’s scared too. He’s trying to find a way for us to stay good if things get worse, you know?” He let out a little chuckle and met Jaipal’s eyes through the mirror.

“Maqbool will be Maqbool, you know him. Always looking for some new way to make money,” Jaipal said.

Salim clicked his tongue. “He’s right, you know? Make some money just in case. I already took three gora families to the airport today.”

“Maybe some will leave. Not all of them. Some of them like it here, eh? They don’t want to go,” Jaipal said.

“They might like your drinks, Jaipal, but I don’t think they’ll stay just because you make them so nice!” Salim said with a hearty laugh.

Jaipal smiled at the joke, but the reference to staying and going shot right through to what he had been fixated upon before he had got into the taxi.

The taxi turned left into one of those smaller hotels, the Ambassador. After a year and a half of working there, Jaipal could see the place for what it was: an illusion. The owners spent their money on landscaping, exterior paint, and advertising campaigns in travel magazines across Australia. It was like his father. The man could make polite small talk with those who came by his store, yet anyone who spent more than fifteen minutes with him recognized that he was made up of drafty windows, expired canned goods, and broken tiles.

He checked his watch. Nearly an hour after he was supposed to meet Portia. An hour and a half before his shift began.

“See you later, Salim,” Jaipal said as the taxi dropped him off behind the main building: three gleaming white floors with windows facing the azure Pacific. The sun had dipped itself below the horizon. The west was still bathed in a thin orange light, while the east was slowly fading from a bruised blue into night. The goras were probably making their way from the beach to the bar right now. It was May, right on the cusp of winter, when the temperature dropped enough for coughs and blocked noses: more appropriate weather for a long-sleeved shirt. Still, tourist money lived year-round in cold places, and this country was a forever-summer vacation. High season at the hotel.

He avoided walking into the building and went straight to the beachfront bures, thatch-roofed cottages rented out as vacation rentals. Bure number four: situated down a paved pathway to the left of the main building, furthest away from the hotel amenities so that no noise of the children playing in the pool, none of the bass from the bar’s music, and none of the chitter-chatter from the restaurant could bother the resident.

Jaipal knocked. No one answered. He knocked again. Before long, he was swaying up and down on the balls of his feet.

After a few long minutes, a familiar voice yelled up from the path. “How long have you been waiting?” she asked.

“Not that long,” Jaipal said. He turned and watched her walk down, fumbling through her small canvas purse for her key.

She leaned in for a kiss. Her lips tasted faintly of salt, as if she had been walking up and down the beach, taking a pause every now and then to swim. Thinking, she called it. Figuring out her ideas. It’s what she was here for—to get her novel finished and sent to her editor, though mostly he saw her put that off for her poetry.

“My God, Jay,” she started again. She was talking fast now, the words pouring out of her like shots of liquor: the bar, the televisions, the news, everything that had happened to the greengrocer. She pulled out a half-filled bottle of gin and a quarter-empty plastic bottle of tonic from the minifridge and began to pour. She handed him a paper cup. He took a sip and winced. If he ever mixed a drink this generous, management would fire him on the spot for wasting the alcohol. They knew that it didn’t matter if he watered down the drinks—the goras all acted drunk regardless.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Jaipal said.

“Late for what? Your shift doesn’t start for hours, does it?”

“Starts at half nine, same as always.”

“How can you even think about work?” To Jaipal, she sounded strangely free of fear. Almost excited, already forming this into a story she could tell her friends back home.

“Did you hear the actual broadcast on the radio?” she started again. “We were talking about it at the bar. A radio broadcast for obituaries! Telling everyone that a greengrocer was burnt alive! You couldn’t even make this up if you tried. It’s better than most fiction!”

It was easy to hear what she was saying: We talked, and it seemed like this we was talking fast and talking together. This we nodded to one another. This we thought of how this couldn’t happen back at home.

“It’s fine,” Jaipal lied as she slipped out of her jeans. “All that stuff is happening in the capital. What’s going on here? Nothing, as always. The government won’t let anything happen to where all the tourists are.” He put his hand on the back of her thigh, her skin feeling warm to the touch. He pulled lightly, enough to encourage her to sit next to him.

He leaned in for a kiss. He closed his eyes and the world receded to its proper place.

“You believe that?” she asked, pulling away.

“Of course,” he said, taking off his black-polo work shirt. She ran her fingers along the line of his shoulder blade, and he shivered from the coldness of her hands.

“Well, I believe you then,” she said. She ran her hand over his crotch and he couldn’t help but let out a little grunt of appreciation. He kneeled on the ground in front of the bed and began to kiss her, starting from the knees and working upward, knowing exactly where to stop.

The moon hung low outside the window, casting the room in the same alabaster light falling upon the Pacific. He closed his eyes again and the sound of the sea was a soft whisper of appreciation.

His hands sank into the softness of the mattress. He felt a bead of sweat slide down his neck, forming a trail down his back. Jay, Jay, Jay, he heard. She wrapped her arms around him and drew him close enough that he could smell the sea in her hair. He was a bird in flight, skimming the water, until finally—stillness. He turned over and lay on his back.

She lit a cigarette and took a drag before handing it over to him. The anxiety crept, even in the repose that came in the after.

His nerves began anew with one remaining question. “Did anyone say they were leaving?”

“Some of them are checking out early, taking the next flight out.”

He leaned over to kiss her forehead, her nose, her chin, wanting his lips to touch it all, before she, like everyone else before her, was lost to him. He took another drag.

“Are you leaving?”

“No. Of course not.”

Jaipal breathed a sigh of relief. “I’ve got to get to my shift. See you soon?”

“Sure,” she said with a wink. “Maybe I’ll even come back to the bar. Come tomorrow? I need more from you.”

He leaned in for another kiss. He never meant to love any of the strangers he met here, but today he was scared. He wanted to make her promise, right then and there, that their everyday habit would never cease. Such promises weren’t his to ask for.
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JAIPAL’S SHIFT AT the hotel bar passed with a dreary boredom punctuated by only two mai tais, four piña coladas, and a single rum and Coca-Cola. Salim’s prediction was coming true: the goras were going to leave. No one wanted to waste time at the bar anymore.

The outdoor dance floor should have been crowded with guests, and the canopy area that shielded the bar from the elements should have been overflowing with partiers from other hotels. It should have been a night of control: managing the queue with a nod and a flash of his eyes to the one he wanted to serve next. A night when he rolled his eyes at the rude (manners never came along on vacation) and called the bouncer to tame the rowdy. Instead, the breeze wandered straight through the dance floor. The air felt dry without the usual humid mass of dancers.

“I can’t believe it, Qantas is fleecing us, you’d think they’d treat us better,” said one of the few sunburned men around the bar, all white stubble and thinning hair. He leaned his forehead forward into the palm of his hand, his elbows propped up.

“Not like this fucking country’s falling apart,” another replied.

“I mean, I love it here, but it’s a goddamn banana republic,” said the third. “No offense, Jay.” (“Jaipal” had been too difficult for them—his name tag simply read “Jay.”)

Jaipal flashed an obsequious smile. Over time, their pleasures had become his script, one memorized from performance night after night. The direction was simple: their problems ended where the bar began.

“You’re not leaving yet,” Jaipal said, with a playful banter. “Why not have another drink?”

The three let out a hoglike whoop and smacked their hands against the sticky wood of the bar. For the first few weeks on the job, Jaipal had apprenticed in the day, working his way up to shadowing another bartender at night. Since then, he had settled into the muscle memory of mixing a mai tai. He had learned that he could mirror what the garrulous and sunburned man wanted to see, reflect the giddiness of the university student on holiday, entertain the tipsy foreigner on the other side of the counter. He could size each of them up with a glance, watch the way they moved their hands as they waited (deep into pockets, running them through their hair, drumming fingers). He could measure them as quickly and efficiently as a shot poured in a glass, and as soon as he did, he could down them in one go. And they loved it, seeing themselves in another, buying a drink from the big smiling brown man at the bar, someone they seemed to love in a way that they could never quite put a finger on, but Jaipal knew. They loved him in the same way they loved the idea of themselves.

“Jay, you’ve got your priorities in the right order,” the first one yelled. It wasn’t enough this time. None of them ordered another drink.

His shift usually ended at midnight. Tonight, the bar had completely emptied out by eleven. Management had sent the DJ home around ten thirty but still made Jaipal stand watch behind the bar, in case a lone guest came down for a drink. He spent the last half hour of his shift cleaning and stacking chairs while he listened to the playlist repeating itself on Radio Zindagi.

When he left the hotel, there were no taxis idling near the front driveway, where there typically sat a line five or six deep. The night air had become stifling, and the streetscape was darkened, like all the streetlights had been put on a dimmer. He could barely see out to the main road. Jaipal doubled back to the rear of the hotel and went straight through the back door to the room behind the front desk.

“No taxis, Ali?” he asked the clerk.

“Haven’t seen one yet, Jaipal,” Ali said with a yawn.

Jaipal asked to use the phone, and the clerk gave a lackadaisical nod in reply. He called the number for Raj’s taxis—or whatever the company was called now. The line dialed, dialed, kept on ringing, until finally the connection dropped with a wordless click.

Jaipal put down the receiver and shrugged at Ali. “I tried earlier, for a guest who wanted to go to the airport. Same thing,” Ali said. “You could try Kishore’s taxis.”

Jaipal felt a vague feeling of guilt and betrayal in doing so. His family had always supported Raj’s company. The dispatcher on the other end of the line said a taxi would arrive at the hotel within five minutes.

“Be careful,” the dispatcher added.

“Me? Why?”

The dispatcher on the other end of the line paused—Jaipal could imagine him looking over his shoulder. “You’ll hear,” was all he said before hanging up.

On the way home to Newtown, a fashionable middle-class neighborhood two miles south of central Sugar City, the silence in the car was amplified by the fact that the driver had turned the radio off. Jaipal kept his eyes trained out the window the entire time, scanning the exterior lights of the homes off the road, each one of them an island afloat in a pool of darkness.

When he finally arrived at his own home, the night’s stillness had been replaced with a blanketing humidity that left a thin layer of sweat all over him. It seemed like everything was in hiding—there were no animal sounds, not even the oom-oom-oom from the frogmouths, but Jaipal could hear the electric buzz coming from the streetlamps.

Jaipal’s house sat high upon four whitewashed concrete pillars to prevent the rains from flooding in. Underneath the house were a few white plastic chairs and a table where his father would read the paper, sip his glasses of whiskey, and nurse whatever grievance he held for the day. His mother never spent much time down there—her territory was the front balcony. While humming some tune from Radio Zindagi, she would hang the laundry and put out into a sunbeam a large canning jar to make sun pickle.

The house sat behind a checkered-iron gate, painted black every six months to fight the continued encroachment of rust. The gate was framed by the delicate white and sunrise-yellow flowers of a frangipani and the droopy leaves of a banana tree. There too was a ten-foot-tall coconut palm planted to the right of the stairs. It had the habit of dropping a green coconut as someone sat outside, a signal, perhaps, that it wanted to join in the conversations, whispers, and shouts that were passed between the people of its house.

The Morris Minor was missing, taken somewhere by his father. Around when his sister was born, his father had managed to procure the car from a white family who left at the first sign of the island’s independence—a time when most people in the country couldn’t afford to buy a car. The Minor’s green color was one of lawns, prestige, and status—their pride.

Jaipal felt a few drops begin to fall, cold on his face. A single light illuminated the room behind the balcony’s doors. Coming home sometimes meant a quiet and darkened house, fingers feeling for the correct key on his keychain, fumbling to find the lock in the door. More often these days, coming home meant his mother sitting up at the dinner table with a magazine, her eyes scanning the words on the page in a blank way that Jaipal recognized: something inside of her had been made broken yet again.

He walked to the dinner table to kiss his mother on the top of her head.

“Did you hear?” she asked as his lips left her hair, soft and smelling faintly of coconut oil, her voice cracking underneath some invisible burden.

“No,” Jaipal said, stifling a yawn. “Something with Papa?”

The rain began to tap against the window, an uninvited guest.

“No, not that,” she replied, turning her body in the chair. “They killed Salim.”

“What?” he asked, feeling like he had been slapped awake. “That couldn’t have happened. I saw him just before my shift.” The rain was coming down hard now, a constant thrumming that shot from the sky straight into his head.

“He had two soldiers in his car. They shot him and left him on the side of the road, maybe three, four kilometers from the airport. They say they’re not letting the news talk about it. Poor Maqbool,” she said, her voice quivering with sadness. “And Nazeema! She lost her husband so young, now this. How can this happen here, in our city?” His mother looked stooped over, the weight of the news bearing down on her shoulders, curving her body in exhaustion.

He grabbed the chair next to his mother and slumped into it, his fingers trembling. “I just saw him,” he muttered. It was an infection. The greengrocer in the capital, and now Salim in his taxi. The General made promises like any another kaamchor liar, Jaipal thought, using the derogatory nickname Indians often used for the native-borns. Lazy. Nothing good was going to come from this transition to peace. Jaipal felt like a fool for believing it.

Jaipal and Salim had never been that close. Only Jaipal’s trips in the backseat connected them now. He still thought of Salim mainly as Maqbool’s older brother, cooler by dint of his age. Jaipal and Maqbool had been friends since primary school: he was the son of a widowed mother who took night shifts at the cannery, far enough in social status and religion from Jaipal’s family to ensure that the two would have never crossed paths outside of school. Jaipal had been surprised when his father was fine with letting a Muslim into their home.

“I don’t care what they call themselves. To me, they’re all still Hindu,” he had barked when Jaipal once asked about this curious fact. “Some cousins Catholic, some uncles Hindu, Nazeema a Muslim. They’re poor, Jaipal, they’re just chasing whatever God might give them some money. Lose one of her boys and I bet I’ll see her at the Buddhist temple down the road,” he had said with a laugh.

Maqbool had sat in the back of class with Jaipal—one of the kids looking out the window, cracking jokes, running through the litany of excuses for homework never turned in. Jaipal lived in the shadow of Maqbool’s larger-than-life personality, and when they were younger, before Maqbool got caught up in his own ventures, they were inseparable, with Jaipal not more than a few steps behind him. Salim had been a kind of schoolyard insurance: someone to look after them, and someone they hung off of to try to seem older and more popular.

Jaipal’s mother handed him a mug of chai. When he wrapped his hands around the ceramic, fingers linked through the handle, he felt none of its warmth seeping into his fingers. He thought of Salim’s posturing during their last taxi ride. He could imagine his mouthing off at the soldiers, acting the tough guy, and then all at once it was too late. Jaipal had warned him. His warning had been small talk from the backseat, conversation quickly forgotten. Jaipal’s head began to throb.

“I’m worried,” his mother said. “I saw bats outside the kitchen window. They want to come into our house and bring their misfortune into our lives.”

He looked at her and felt like he could scream. The whole world turned on superstitions for her—a bat in the house could only mean death or a departure. She was right to be worried, though. He wanted to tell her that he was scared: What did a death on this side of the island mean for the goras? What did it mean for the rest of them?

“Bhumi needs to leave,” his mother said, switching back from superstition to reality.

Anxiety trembled out of his mother’s comment, bringing the life back into him: his hands stung hot, red, raw. He took them off the mug and rubbed them against the coarse fabric of his trousers.

“She’ll keep herself safe,” he said. “She always has her head buried in a book. Nothing safer than that, right?” Jaipal didn’t know whether to believe that anymore. “Do you know if she’s coming home soon?”

“Home? She needs someplace better than what this can give her. She needs—” His mother cut herself off midsentence.

“I know you didn’t want to tell me, and that’s fine, and I know it’s a secret, but . . .” Jaipal paused.

“What do you know?” she asked, the forced blankness of her face telegraphing her worry. Jaipal could always tell when she was keeping her emotions at bay.

“I know about your plans for Bhumi. I heard you speaking on the phone. I don’t think Papa knows,” he added to reassure her.

“Oh, my son,” she said, reaching out to place her hand on his. “I never have to worry about you, do I?”

He had always been the boy waiting for his mother, waiting for the ruffle of his hair and the words that could sweep over it all: Everything is all right. Don’t you worry, don’t you worry. And yet, growing older in this house meant learning that the one whose love he sought was filled with so many emotional hollows needing to be filled. He was the one left to take care of her.

“She’s so clever. That’s my ma in her,” his mother continued. “Her good-for-nothing father’s side gives her nothing but trouble. She never realizes when she needs help. You always seem to know what to do,” she added.

“I do?”

“You’ve always been so strong, figuring everything out on your own. When you left the store, you found your new job in a week? Less? It’s not easy. You always had your little routines as a child: waking yourself up, taking the bus to school, taking the bus to the shop—once you had a habit, you went along.”

A gust of wind rattled at the windows. Perhaps this was what family was: a brief coming together, a sharing of stories that left him feeling like a stranger in his own life, dazed at the memories presented back to him.

THE NEXT DAY, HE LEFT FOR THE HOTEL AROUND NOON. A FEW fronds and broken branches lined the footpath from the night’s storm.

As he walked, he wondered what Salim had looked like as he died. Jaipal had gone his entire life without thinking about death: never once had he wondered what it looked like to bleed out or what it felt like to drown in the waiting sea. Death was now becoming the chatter and the noise of daily life.

Taking a taxi felt like a bet he didn’t want to take. All the soldiers had come from the country’s poorest families, and Jaipal knew that they wanted to take from the Indians what they thought belonged to them: money, goods, a life. He trudged to one of the places the soldiers had left behind in their newfound wealth: the bus stop.

The bus route followed the long way up to the hotel, passing right in front of the City and Colony Sugar Refinery before it continued on its way to the airport, and from there onward to the hotels.

When he was a child in primary school, Jaipal would leave his friends behind to board a bus the color of a raw guava to go to his father’s shop. Being in transit had given him a small cocoon of freedom. In this space, he learned how to settle inside the overheard conversations of others, leaving himself and entering into something anew. The lives of strangers were the hammer, and he the sheet of metal transformed again and again.

“My wife said they’ve raised the price of milk. She needs more money,” a tired-looking man said, rubbing his hands one over the other.

“You know what my wife does?” replied the man’s seatmate, his eyes squinting out the window. “She mixes the milk with some water. She thinks I don’t notice. I let her do it. Saves money.”

The workers, all in their matching uniforms of baby-blue jumpsuits, disembarked in front of the refinery, windowless, big, gray, and square, with a smokestack that pierced the sky. The City and Colony Sugar Refinery’s rhythm defined the seasons in Sugar City. In August and September, it belched out brown smoke as thick as syrup. Flecks of this smoke coated everything downwind (all the hotels were kept upwind), and all that was left out long enough was blessed by its soot. The smoke even changed the smell of the city. As cane was transformed to sugar, every corner of the city was haunted with the odor of burning caramel.

Outside of the main sugar-production season, the refinery distilled case upon case of Resolution Rum. On a day when the wind blew in gently off the ocean, the city smelled like his father, like an old alcoholic left out to dry in the sun.

When he finally pulled the bell chain in front of the Ambassador, he saw the bellhop Ali waiting at the stop on the opposite side of the road. Ali called to him, waving his arms to get his attention. Jaipal waved back, only to be told that the bar was closed and that he should go to the front desk.

Inside at the desk sat the heavyset Arjun, whose round and bearded face flecked with gray was always a delight to those checking into the hotel.

“Ah, Jaipal!” he said with his typical bombast.

“Ali told me the bar is closed?”

Arjun dithered with his answer as he pulled out an envelope from under the counter. He straightened his back a bit, and the light plumpness of his cheeks seemed to replace itself with the dull gravity of formality. “Management told me that given what’s happening, they’re closing it until, you know, things get a little calmer.”

“Are they firing me? I know that sometimes I pour my drinks a little too nicely, but I wouldn’t think that they would—”

“No, no, no,” Arjun said, cutting him off. “Not at all. They said everyone is on a, what did they say . . .” He looked down at the table, his eyes searching for the word. “That’s it! They called it a hiatus.”

“A hiatus?”

“A temporary leave of absence, I believe.”

“Arjun, am I being fired?”

“We all are, Jaipal,” he sighed. “They made me give everyone the news. Who knows how long they’ll keep me here. There aren’t any goras checking in. They’ll probably tell me the same tomorrow. Here’s your final pay.” Jaipal took the envelope from Arjun’s hand, the few bills feeling light in his hand. “Everything is in God’s hands now.”

Jaipal left the hotel lobby with a nervous feeling like he was somehow watching himself wash away, trash floating on the river Majivu and into the sea. It felt like that time his father had kicked him out of the shop. To be fired conjured up all the firings that came before.

He reached bure number four and knocked, feeling nervous. The evil eye could only invite more trouble. His mother had taught him that.

“Come in!” Portia yelled.

When he opened the door, it was on the floor: a suitcase empty and wide open, clothes thrown in piles all around it. He swallowed, hard. He took a step inside and opened the minifridge. It had already been emptied.

“Wait,” she said, holding up a finger. She was sitting in front of the open window at her small glass-topped rattan table, hunched over a yellow pad of paper like a letter C slumped in a chair. “Imagine you’re leaving. What does the island look like from an airplane?”

“I’ve never been in an airplane,” he said.

She twisted around in her chair and stared at him with a deeply confused look on her face. She spun her pen through her fingers. “Really? You seem so worldly. You seem like you’ve traveled everywhere.”

“You know me, I’m just some dumb nothing,” he muttered.

“I hate it when you do that. Put yourself down. You know you don’t need to do that. Now, tell me, what does the island look like from an airplane?”

He closed his eyes while still standing in the open doorway, the heat of the day borne upon his back. The women and men he’d been with at the hotel had all had given him different pleasures. Most of them were built of physical desire. Portia was too. She had also shown him the pleasure of giving voice to the things that danced in his head. If he could focus on the image, the words could come together like a cobweb woven in the corner of an empty room.

Without opening his eyes, he said to her, “The airport is near the coast, and we’re such a small country. Even if the plane turned and cut straight across, it probably wouldn’t take more than a minute. It’s like skipping a rock. The rock kisses the water, once, twice, then sinks. The seconds between those kisses. That’s how big the country is. That’s how much you’d see of it.”

He opened his eyes and Portia was furiously scribbling down what he had said. “That’s bloody brilliant. You’re a genius, Jay. You should have been a poet.”

He turned, finally, to close the door, and felt the same warm pat-on-the-back pride he felt every time she said that. His sister must have lived on feelings like this; it was probably what drove her to keep on with her studies, all the way to Vilimaji.

He could hear her steps behind him. The door was shut, but he didn’t turn around, not yet. He felt her arms wrap around him. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly.

“When are you leaving?” he asked with resignation.

“Tonight,” she said. “They killed that poor man just a few kilometers down the road. The hotel is basically closing down. It just doesn’t feel safe anymore.”

The emotions of the day were getting all mixed up, leaving a heavy, sludgy feeling like all the colors mixed together into the one he lived: brown. He felt a snap of resentment yet didn’t have the energy to argue that the poor man had a name, Salim, and he wasn’t a reason to leave the country but a friend.

The first time he had seen Portia, she had smiled at him from across the bar, her teeth as white as pearls. “I never like these resort bars,” she said in her posh British accent, her cheeks and forehead reddened from a day in the sun. He leaned into the conversation with an ample-wattage smile framed by the dimples in his cheeks, his top teeth set slightly askew from their light crowding. “I don’t either,” he said to her, “but they all tip so well.” He winked, holding her gaze for three beats of a moment, before he made eye contact with the next customer.

He watched her walk out of the bar after that drink. She didn’t even leave a tip. He shook his head and rolled his eyes, and mostly forgot about her until she came back right at closing, and stayed as he cleaned the bar.

She stood right at the edge of the bar’s thatch awning, and he felt her eyes following his every mundane movement: from wiping down the counter to locking up the liquor. He was an old hand at this now and knew better than to make small talk—the more he kept from the strangers he wanted, the more likely it was they would hang on for another minute. She was no different. When he finished his work, he walked right up to her and it was all one movement: the kiss was immediate and unspoken, its feeling like fingers drifting down a spine.

That first night, he stayed for a while, lying in her bed, smoking cigarettes, drinking gin. Some of them liked to talk. She was one of them. She was a writer from London, and she now taught at the ANU in Canberra, and she was on sabbatical. He had no idea what that was, and she explained that it was time off from teaching where she had to keep working and finish her novel.

“I see,” he said. She was a neither-this-neither-that. Many of them were like that. Separated from their spouse but not divorced. Ready to quit their job but not going to do it yet. Confessed that this was the first time they had done something like this, but their mouths told a different story.

He told her that he didn’t read much. Reading had always been like fishing through his pockets for a key. Even though he had hundreds of them, not a single one ever fit into the lock.

“That’s beautiful,” she told him. She said she could tell that he had a natural way with words, with images, that he had a talent that could blossom if it were ever nurtured. The most frequent question she asked him was “Can I use that?” “Of course,” he would reply, confused that someone could own something as flimsy as words.

In every one of his encounters with Portia (or with the others), he flew away from his own body, his own smallness of self, without ever having to leave his hometown. It took nothing to become someone, something—they had their stories, and he closed his eyes and imagined what it meant to study at Cambridge or what the streets of Canberra or Sydney looked like.

They were all lovers without a future, and none of them took interest in his past. They preferred to tell stories, versions of themselves that they were sure sounded glamorous to this bartender. Jaipal could recognize the tone of voice. He knew that they were the ones who needed convincing of their own importance.

He finally turned around from the door to face her.

“I—” He stopped himself. I what? Need you? Love you?—he didn’t. And yet, he cursed what he was: a vacation hookup. She had brought him into this room, but it was always her who was going to leave it behind. He had been doing this for almost two years now, and he had spent two long months with her. He said nothing now. He felt porous, liquid, like he was rotting.

For the first time, there was none of the tenderness they had shared as lovers. With women, he tended toward slow pleasure: all rhythm and movement, none of the gaping hunger he felt with men. Today, it was an attempt to control, to keep her underneath him, even if it reduced all that was between them to simple movement: friction, back and forth, silence until everything finally built up and released—a small gasp for air, and a sense of returning to something smaller than before.

As he put on his trousers, he saw that his little white envelope from Arjun had fallen out of the pocket, meager bills peeking out from underneath the flap. He bent over to pick it up and crumpled it into his hand. He walked over to her, framing her in his mind for the last time. In one sweep of his eyes, he took in all the details: the whiteness of her breasts against the tan of her chest and arms, the mole on her right shoulder, the soft roll of the side of her belly when she leaned to one side. He kissed her, one last time.

“I promise I’ll write,” she said. “Be safe.”

“You too,” was all he said.

He left the bure and shoved the bills back into his pocket. His last paycheck, one of the few keepsakes left for him from his time at the hotel.




4

BHUMI WALKED TO her nine A.M. O-chem lecture, the morning sun barely breaking through the low clouds that dotted the sky like a moth-eaten quilt. Something felt missing from the day, but she couldn’t quite place what it was, a feeling of déjà rêvé that pulled at her like an invisible leash.

The building that housed the biology and chemistry departments was brand-new, with a soaring metal roof that seemed to want to take flight. As Bhumi approached, she could see that something was wrong: all the students seemed to be milling about the quad near the front door. The occasional student would walk up to the door, pull on the handles, and walk away. Others were running, yelling, looking like they were running to safety. “It’s happening!” one exclaimed over and over again in a panicked voice.

“No classes. It’s all closed. Everything’s canceled,” a passing student said to her. She didn’t even stop to turn around or speak to Bhumi.

“You’d think they would tell us,” Bhumi said to herself in disbelief. “You’d think they would care.” And it finally occurred to her what had been missing that morning: there had been no staff or professors walking about the campus. The campus lacked the air of adult supervision, giving the university the barren feeling that came with the end of the academic year.

When she returned to her dorm, Aarti was there, reading a bulletin tacked askew to the front door.

“What does it say?” Bhumi asked.

“‘All classes canceled until further notice and students must remain on campus.’”

“This can’t be good.”

“It’s fine. I think. We’ll be fine.” She was biting her nails with a far-off look in her eyes. A feeling sank right out of Bhumi: it was getting worse. Whatever had happened with the greengrocer was spreading.

THE NEXT FEW DAYS LACKED THE MOTIONS SHE HAD BUILT INTO HER university life: getting to class, meetings, office hours. Four times a day, she took a walk around campus and she thought she saw, out of the corner of her eye, students pulling their curtains ever-so-slightly aside to try to see if the outside world was as barren and boring as the inside.

A lifetime of hiding from her father and plotting the future with her mother had created deep pools of energy in Bhumi that needed an outlet. Whenever she sat, her left leg would bounce up and down on the ball of her foot. Normally, in the hours spent studying in the library with Aarti or working in the lab, this action served as both a tic as well as a much-needed kinetic release for all the potential energy stored inside of her. From the day the General had taken over, the news had seemed to get worse by the day, and now she was quarantined on campus. She had to get out. She had to blow off some steam.

Going into the city to take a break was nearly impossible: bulky men in combat fatigues with M16 rifles were stationed at all major intersections. To look more official, each checkpoint featured hastily nailed-together guard posts painted camo green.

In the half-formed gossip that spread around campus, Bhumi heard that the checkpoints did not contain a single Indian soldier. Those Indians who had managed to make their way into the military’s ranks had been reassigned to what the newspapers said were training exercises in the island’s mountainous interior. Rumors were beginning to spread that this wasn’t a training exercise at all.

Vilimaji—a city with a skyscraper that loomed over the central business district, with a stock exchange, with a UN regional agency, with white people calling themselves expats rather than migrants—was growing accustomed to the rhythm of a curfew. For twelve hours, sundown to sunup, no one was to leave their home. In practice, “no one” was defined very particularly: Natives seemed to be able to keep their freedom of movement. Indians had to abide.

As the days passed, her walks provided less and less relief. One night, Bhumi did not hear the bell ringing thrice on the radio. The announcer wasn’t there anymore. The military had taken over Radio Zindagi, and there was nothing left to distract her except for the same seven Bollywood songs on repeat. Every minute spent in her dormitory felt like being forced to listen to a leaky faucet drip
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