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Mrs. Chatterjee’s Mangos






One evening in early spring, after her
husband had fallen asleep in front of the television, Padma
Chatterjee decided she wanted to grow mangos.

She shook her husband’s shoulder. “Mr.
Chatterjee,”—she liked to address him formally whenever she wanted
his full attention—“there's something I need to tell you."

Her husband grunted, fighting back a snore
that threatened to claw him back into sleep.

“I've decided to plant a mango tree,” she
said. 

Horatio Chatterjee squeezed the sleep from
his eyes. “What for?”

“I miss having one in the garden, like I did
at home. I know it’s difficult to grow mangos here in Colorado, but
why not try? Then we can have mango chutney again.”

Her husband wasn’t partial to mangos. They
were always too mushy or too hard, too sweet or too tart, never
just right. And besides, he hated the way their stringy flesh got
stuck in his teeth. "What's wrong with peach chutney?"

 His wife jutted out her chin. “I can’t
stand peach chutney. I'm sick of peaches.” Her voice grew shriller
with every word, until she was practically shouting at him.
“Peaches and their furry skin—it’s disgusting!”

Mr. Chatterjee sat up in alarm. In their
seven years of married life, his wife had never raised her voice to
him. His parents, who had introduced them, had assured him that
Padma was gentle and educated, just the right wife for a successful
man. And she was. When he brought her home after their wedding in
India, she had looked around the spacious new American house he had
built and declared with a smile she’d be very happy here. She was
kind to him, and he believed she loved him, even though he hadn’t
given her what she truly wanted: a child.

It had never entered her mind that bearing a
child—such a natural, almost humdrum event the world over—would be
denied to her, not just once or twice, but many times. “What have I
done wrong?” she asked him over and over after each loss, but all
he could do was shrug helplessly. They consulted specialists, both
western and oriental, but none could find anything wrong with her
or indeed—he still flushed with embarrassment when he recollected
the indignities he had to go through—with him. After several years,
his wife was finally reconciled to never having children. “As long
as that’s all right with you,” she said. It was perfectly fine with
him: their life was harmonious and predictable, blissfully free of
the chaos that children inflicted on the kind of ordered existence
he liked.

The only thing that irritated him—not too
much to cause trouble between them, but enough to make him feel the
distance she kept—was her habit of addressing him by his last name.
She said it was because she thought Horatio an absurd name,
but he never lost the suspicion that she thought him
somewhat ridiculous, with his penchant for peaches and apples, log
fires and snow-capped mountains.

But now, as he looked at her cheeks flushed
from—of all things!—her unexpected diatribe against peaches, he
realized he didn’t know her as well as he thought. Never before had
she complained about peaches. On the contrary, for as long as they
were married she had been eating, cooking, and preserving peaches,
without comment, without a hint of resentment.

“Of course you can grow mangos,” he said,
somewhat uncertainly.

To his astonishment, she leapt to her feet
and wrapped her arms around his head. “Thank you, Horatio! I'm glad
you approve.”

Touched hat she called him by his first name
on her own accord, he cleared his throat. “Why shouldn't I approve?
It's you who's going to grow the things.”

Mrs. Chatterjee planted kisses on his
forehead, on the tip of his nose, and on his lips. His pulled her
onto his lap and embraced her tightly. “Padma,” he murmured,
feeling his arousal at the proximity to her body.

She pulled away from him. “I have to prepare
for the mango trees.”

“But it's almost midnight.”

“I’m sure there’s lots of information on the
Internet,” she said and disappeared into the kitchen, where she
kept her computer.

Mr. Chatterjee sighed and went back to
watching television.

The next day, Mrs. Chatterjee set off to the
nursery. She made a beeline to the fruit tree section and
scrutinized the tags, frowning when she couldn't find what she
wanted. She asked the manager why he had no mango trees and was not
satisfied when he told her that they didn't grow well in Denver.
Besides, no one had every asked for a mango tree.

“Well, I am asking for a mango tree,”
she said. “Will you get me one?”

“It'll be a special order,” the manager said.
“I might get quite expensive.”

“That’s all right,” Padma said.

“And I can't give you a guarantee, seeing as
they don't normally grow here. You need to give them special
care.”

“I will.”

The manager shrugged. “Maybe you should get
more than one, just in case.”

Mrs. Chatterjee ordered three mango trees,
ready to fruit that very summer.

But when the trees arrived, they were barely
more than saplings. With their soft leaves and pliable branches,
they were nothing like the sturdy mango tree that grew in her
mother’s garden in Mumbai.

Mrs. Chatterjee planted the trees at the back
of the house, in a sheltered spot between her bedroom window and
Mr. Chatterjee’s prized peach tree. She had spent an entire week
weeding and aerating the earth, fortifying it with fertilizer and
soil supplements. She was glad her husband had been at work all
week, for he would have offered to help, and she would have had to
refuse.

Freshly anchored in their new home soil, the
trees looked forlorn and fragile. A light breeze came up and the
leaves on the new trees shivered. For the first time since she
decided to grow mangos, Mrs. Chatterjee became concerned. What if
this was a bad spot? What if the soil mixture was wrong, the sun
too strong, the shade too dark? What if they wouldn’t survive,
despite the care she had taken to get every detail just right? A
familiar feeling of panic clenched her stomach. She hastily closed
her eyes and practiced breathing slowly and deeply, just as they
had taught her at the grief counseling session she had attended
after her first loss. After a few breaths she opened her eyes
again, reached out to the trees, and stroked their leaves with her
fingertips.

“You’ll be fine,” she murmured. “Nothing to
worry about. I’ll take good care of you.” She stood in the path of
the wind, just in case it grew strong enough to topple her
charges.

In the evening when he returned from work,
her husband found her sitting on a garden stool next to the mango
trees, sipping tea.

“I was calling you,” he said. “Didn’t you
hear?”

She smiled at him. “Look. Aren’t they
beautiful?”

He glanced at the trees. “They’re still very
small,” he said and walked back into the house to get a beer, which
he drank while watching the news and waiting for his wife to call
him to the dinner table as usual, just before the sports came on.
But today he was able to watch the entire program, including the
sports, the weather, and the lottery numbers, and she still hadn’t
called him. He sniffed the air. No food smells, no noise from the
kitchen.

“Padma?” he called out. “Aren’t we having
dinner?” He sighed and struggled out of the sofa to fetch another
beer from the fridge. Wondering if she wanted to go to a restaurant
tonight, he went out to the garden to ask his wife what she had in
mind.

She was still sitting on the round stool,
holding her teacup and staring at the saplings bathed in the deep
orange of the setting sun.

“You want to go out for something to eat?” he
asked.

She shook her head and glanced at the mango
trees. “They have to go to sleep first.”

“They’re trees. They don’t go to sleep.”

She made no move to leave. Only when the moon
had risen well above the peach tree did she go inside to join her
husband.

He had fallen asleep in front of the
television. Mrs. Chatterjee quietly collected the empty beer
bottles and a half-eaten bag of potato chips, taking care not to
wake him. She left the television on and went upstairs to the spare
bedroom, where she opened the window that overlooked the garden. A
breeze greeted her face, and she immediately worried that the wind
may have toppled the new trees. But they stood erect in the
moonlight, just as she had left them. She smiled. It was a good
beginning.

She dropped onto the narrow bed and pulled
the cotton blanket over her shoulders. As she lay on her left side
she allowed her eyes to travel to the dark corner of the room,
where a crib stood.

She rocked her shoulders back and forth until
she fell asleep.

Mrs. Chatterjee woke to the sound of humming
birds. Sunlight pierced through the window, bathing her black
sandals in light so blinding they appeared colorless. She rose and
folded and straightened the blanket meticulously. Only then did she
turn around and step up to the window, her heart pounding. To her
relief, the mango trees were still standing.

She smiled at the trees stretching their
branches, their young leaves shivering in the morning breeze. When
she closed her eyes, she could conjure up the scent of ripe mango
in her mother’s garden, and that was how she wanted her own garden
to smell.

When she came downstairs her husband was
already sitting at the kitchen table, coffee cup in hand, reading
yesterday’s mail. The remnants of his breakfast—a bowl with a few
corn flakes floating in a puddle of milk—stood in the middle of the
table. He looked up when she entered. “I made some coffee. Can I
get you some?”

“It’s okay, I’ll do it.” She took a mug from
the cupboard, poured herself a cup of the strong coffee he favored
for breakfast.

“You didn’t come to our bed last night,” he
said. “I was going to wake you, but you were sleeping so deeply, I
didn’t want to disturb you.”

She pulled out a chair. “It was tiring
planting the trees, but it’s worth it. I looked out this morning,
and they’re doing well.” She smiled at her husband. "I need to
spread some more fertilizer around the trees.”



"Would you like me to give you a hand?"

"No, thank you," Mrs. Chatterjee said.

The trees required more work and thought than
Mrs. Chatterjee had anticipated. First, the sprinkler hose became
blocked. She unclogged the tiny holes by sticking a pin through
them, one hole at a time. The next day more holes became blocked,
and she took to them once more with her pin. A week later some
animal—a dog? a squirrel?—chewed through the hose. She decided to
use a regular garden hose and water the trees by hand every
morning, just before sunrise. She didn’t grumble; on the contrary,
she was happy to do whatever was required to help the trees
thrive.

One morning she noticed that the soil around
the mango trees had become brittle. She added new soil and took
extra care with the watering. Her husband, tired of spending his
evenings alone in front of the television, kept offering to help,
but she refused, saying he needed his rest after a hard day at the
office.

Three weeks later, one of the trees started
to shed its leaves. Mrs. Chatterjee watched in disbelief as the
leaves turned brown as if they had been scorched. Her hand caressed
the slender tree trunk. “What am I doing wrong? Tell me, what else
do you need?”

She devoured gardening books, scoured the
Internet for information. The mango trees received liberal
applications of sheep, cow, and horse manure, and the soil around
their roots crawled with the earthworms she introduced for
aeration. But despite Mrs. Chatterjee’s care the ailing tree lost
its leaves, and its once pliable branches became unyielding and
snapped when she tried to bend them.

She even asked the nursery manager to come to
her garden to have a look. He simply shrugged when he examined the
stricken tree. “No idea what’s going on,” he said. “I warned you
mango trees don’t do well around here. Might as well take it out.
It’s not going to recover.”

But Mrs. Chatterjee didn’t lose hope until
the very last leaf dropped off, and the tree stood lifeless, its
branches lancing the air like dried quills.

“Would you like me to dig it out for you?”
her husband offered.

She shook her head. “It’s my fault it died.
I’ll do it.” When she had patched up the hole left by the dead
tree, she paid extra attention to the two remaining trees, watering
them carefully and shooing away bugs that wanted to settle on their
leaves.

***

Early one morning, just before spring turned
to summer, Mr. Chatterjee was roused by his wife shouting from
outside.

“I can’t believe it!” Her voice rose up to
him in a series of lamentations that soon turned into shrieks of
outrage.

He catapulted from his bed and rushed to the
window. In the garden below, his wife was shaking one of the trees
by its trunk.

“Why are you doing this to me? You bastard!
You stupid, horrible, shit tree!”

Still in his pajamas, Mr. Chatterjee raced
into the garden. “Padma, please!” His eyes were round with shock at
his wife’s invectives. 

She turned to him, tears flooding from
wide-open eyes, looking as stricken as she had half a year ago,
after her last trip to the emergency room. Mr. Chatterjee still
felt ashamed that afterwards he had felt mostly relief that it was
over, again, that his wife’s painful cramps had finally subsided.
He loved his wife, and he hated how pregnancy kept making her ill
with worry, and, inevitably, sorrow.

"I'm sorry, Padma." Mr. Chatterjee's throat
constricted when his wife averted her face. She let go of the sick
tree and turned to go inside, pushing away his outstretched
hand.

From that day on, Mrs. Chatterjee ignored the
remaining mango tree and hardly ever went into the garden. She
started cooking dinners again, serving peach chutney with every
meal. When the last mango tree started to droop, Mrs. Chatterjee
didn't rush to it with water and fertilizer, didn’t implore,
cajole, or shout. She merely let her gaze drift over it as if it
were just another weed.

But her husband couldn't stand watching the
tree decline just because his wife had given up on it. Every
evening after work he watered the tree, checked for pests, and made
sure the soil was aerated and fertile. To his surprise the tree
grew steadily, and soon white blossoms appeared: mangos in the
making. The fruit grew, and when the small mangos started to blush
and attract birds, Mr. Chatterjee enclosed the entire tree in wire
mesh.

If Mrs. Chatterjee noticed the flourishing
tree with its budding fruit, she didn’t mention it.

Four months later, just before breakfast, her
husband plucked the first ripe mango off its branch and brought it
to her.

“Isn’t it beautiful? And to think you wanted
to let the tree die." He placed the fruit on the kitchen
counter. "This first one is all for you—I know how much you
like mangos.” 

She let her glance slide off the mango,
giving it no more attention than if it were a pesky fruit fly.

He leaned over to kiss her cheek, but she
turned her face away. “Time you went to work, Mr. Chatterjee," she
said. "I know you don’t like being late.”

When Mr. Chatterjee returned from the office
that evening he first went to inspect the mango tree. Another mango
was ripe enough to pluck, and he brought into the house.

“Padma, I have another one.”  He kissed
the fruit’s taut skin before setting it down on the counter.

When he sat down to dinner, he looked eagerly
at the bowl of chutney his wife placed before him. “But this is
peach chutney,” he said, bewildered.

“Of course.”

“But I thought you wanted to make mango
chutney. That’s why you got the trees.”

“They’re not my mangos,” she said. “They’re
yours. You can eat them whichever way you want. Just don’t involve
me in it.” She went to the fruit bowl and selected a peach.

Her husband was too astonished to reply. But
seeing she was adamant about not touching the mango, he took a
sharp knife from the drawer and carved out perfectly even slices,
which he ate with enjoyment.

“Good, are they?” Mrs. Chatterjee said in a
way that in anyone else would be called jeering. But she wasn’t the
sort of woman to use such a tone to her husband, so he merely took
her words at face value.

“Yes. They’re very good,” he said.

“Better than peaches?” She bit savagely into
her peach.

“No, not better. But just as good.”

To his surprise, his wife stared at him and
burst into tears.

“Padma, what is it?”

“I’m so stupid! I thought I actually could
manage to do something myself, in my own home, but nothing ever
works!”

“What doesn’t work?”

“I told you: nothing works!”

“But this is the first time you tried to grow
mangos. You will get better at it, you’ll see.”

“Shut up about the bloody mangos!” Mrs
Chatterjee was shouting now. “You don’t care about anything, do
you? You don’t care that I came here, leaving my family for
you, doing everything a good wife should. And whenever
I try to do something for me, when I try to make things the
way they were back home, it never works! And you don’t even care
that I don’t . . . that we—”

“What?”

But instead of answering, Padma screamed with
rage and bent over into herself, her shoulders heaving.

Mr. Chatterjee stared at his wife. “You mean
you really hate it here?” He squatted next to her, but didn’t quite
dare touch her.

“I love you,” he said, uncomfortably aware
that he’s never actually told her so. But surely she knew that?
“I’ll do anything you want, Padma. If you want to go back to India,
we can go. It’s not a problem.” And as soon as he said it, he
realized it would be no problem. He had achieved so much.
Everything he—and Padma—had done revolved around him. He had proven
himself; he had built a comfortable existence for himself and his
wife, far away from their homeland. He loved his life as it was
now, but he loved Padma more, and now it was her turn. “Just tell
me if you want us to leave.”

“Yes. I want to leave.” She looked at the
mango peels in the sink as she said it.

***

When the Chatterjees’ house was put on the
market people commented, with some disappointment, at how
“American” it was, considering an Indian couple lived there. The
real estate agent asked the Chatterjees to add “something exotic”
to differentiate their house from all the other ones on the
market.

“Exotic?” Mr. Chatterjee sniffed. “I don’t
know what they mean. Do you?” he asked his wife.

Mrs. Chatterjee, who now was almost always in
a sunny mood, simply smiled. The following morning she went to the
store and bought bagfuls of the ripest mangos she could find. She
made mango jam, mango chutney, mango tea, and added diced mango to
the green salads her husband preferred. Soon the house was redolent
with the sweet scent of mango, reminiscent of her mother’s kitchen
in Mumbai. The house sold two weeks later.

“We got a good price for the house,” Mrs.
Chatterjee told her husband after they had signed all the documents
and were sitting at their kitchen table making lists of things they
wanted to take with them.

“Yes,” he said. “Can’t complain.” He would
miss this house, he knew. And he would miss Colorado with its
apples and peaches, its log fires and wide-open spaces. But then he
looked at his wife, who was radiant with the anticipation of going
back to her old home, and he knew he would do anything to keep her
happy.

“You know, Horatio, I don’t think I ever told
you how happy I am you did this for me,” Mrs. Chatterjee said and
sidled onto his lap. She hardly ever called him Mr. Chatterjee
anymore, which pleased him very much. And then she kissed him more
passionately than ever before and led him to their bed.

 


***

Life in the outskirts of Mumbai was much as
it always had been. Mr. Chatterjee had no trouble securing a very
important job, even more prestigious than the one he had in Denver,
although he was only half as pleased with it. He missed Colorado.
He missed their house with its fireplace and cathedral ceilings,
and the garden with the peach tree.

If Mrs. Chatterjee noticed her husband’s
occasional sigh, or the wistful look in his eyes when their life in
America was mentioned, she didn’t dwell on it. She would never
admit it—in fact, she hardly was conscious of it herself—but being
back in India failed to give her the peace of mind she had so
craved.

Nothing had changed, yet everything was
different. The fragrance of the garden was not quite as rounded as
she remembered. Her sisters, her friends, even her mother: their
words, their gestures, their embraces weren’t as comforting as she
had imagined. Everything was just a little, well, off. But Mrs.
Chatterjee resolved not to dwell on it. She would become perfectly
content, she was sure, as soon as the baby was born.

Though she hadn’t known it, Mrs. Chatterjee
was seven weeks pregnant when she boarded the plane for India. With
all the work involved in moving from one continent to another, she
had lost track of time and had forgotten to check her calendar and
mark the passing of yet another month.

But as soon as she arrived at her mother’s
house, she noticed the familiar heaviness in her breasts and the
sudden bouts of tiredness. For a moment she panicked. Would her
return home be marred by the despair of yet another loss? Sobbing,
she told her husband that she was pregnant again and that she was
sure it would end the way it always had before. He held her in his
arms and comforted her, but didn’t dare tell her that this time he
was suffering as much as she was, because this time—this time he
longed for a family.

But all went well, and seven months later the
baby was born.

From the moment Padma cradled her son in her
arms, she knew there was something odd about him. She couldn’t
quite put her finger on it, and she didn’t tell her husband for
fear of alarming him, but she felt compelled to sniff the air
around her baby whenever he lay snuggled to her breast. He
smelled—different. Milky and sweet the way all newborns smelled,
yes, but there was also another scent, foreign yet familiar, and so
fleeting she thought she must be imagining it.

Finally she knew: he smelled like peaches.
Just the way the garden in Colorado had smelled when the peaches
were ripening in the sun. When she kissed her son’s soft head and
breathed in his scent as he slept curled up next to her, she
realized that she was finally ready.

 She reached for her
husband’s hand. “Horatio,” she whispered. “Let’s go home.”
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