

[image: Cover Image]





Bangalore Calling

BRINDA S. NARAYAN

[image: image]

[image: image]




First published in 2011 by Hachette India

(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd)

An Hachette UK company

www.hachetteindia.com

[image: image]

This ebook published in 2011

(Text) Copyright © 2011 Brinda Sekhar Brinda Sekhar asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be copied, reproduced, downloaded, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover or digital format other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

Print edition ISBN 978-93-5009-219-4

Ebook edition ISBN 978-93-5009-421-1

For sale throughout the world excluding USA, US Territories and Canada

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events or locales is purely coincidental.

Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd

4th/5th Floors, Corporate Centre

Plot No. 94, Sector 44, Gurgaon 122009, India

Cover design by Kedarnath Gupta

Front cover image of Uncle Sam based on J.M. Flagg’s 1917 illustration

Originally typeset in Nebraska 11/13.5

by InoSoft Systems, Noida


For
Amma and Appa


More than once, a society has been seen to give way before the wind which is let loose upon mankind; history is full of the shipwrecks of nations and empires; manners, customs, laws, religions – and some fine day that unknown force, the hurricane, passes by and bears them all away.

– Victor Hugo, Les Miserables



Over Curry Dinner


The cafeteria jibber-jabber dwindled into a classroom hush when agents streamed in after a tea break. Yvette Pereira leaned on the trainer’s desk in Room #3 and scanned a list of names to link with the approaching faces. When she looked up, they were shuffling to the desk chairs.

It was only the second session but she could spot them already – the two or three likely to cross over, adopt tedious Americanisms shrugged off even by emigrants to the US. The Bengali chap for sure, the one with the annoying bangs, the pockmarked Tamil boy, and that woman – she couldn’t tell if she was Malayali or Tamilian – yes, the rabbity woman would soon acquire the talons of a bald eagle.

Yvette was in some ways spawning this falseness, this abject wanting to be them, but she tried to check excesses.

At least this group was on time. The rest retained a disregard for trainer instructions and class times, an Indian trait she’d gladly stamp out. She launched into the American idioms session without waiting for stragglers. Her voice, like her appearance – starched salwar, tightly braided hair, carefully centred bindi – was stiff: ‘Class, I’ve told you this earlier. You guys have to be on time, always. Remember, for Americans, time is money. This afternoon we’ll work with American idioms. I’ll call out some expressions and I’d like you to guess the meanings. Let’s start with off and on.’

Many hands shot up amidst cocksure ‘Me, Ma’am’s. Yvette picked the rabbity woman, her hand uncertainly angled behind another agent. Thrust into the spotlight, the campus recruit lurched forward. Yvette hoped she had the right answer.

‘That’s like when a switch is turned off and on?’

‘No, that’s not right. The whole point of an idiom is you don’t interpret the words literally. Off and on means now and then. Next, read between the lines?’

This time, Yvette chose the pushy Bengali know-it-all in the last bench. In distinct Bong tones, his hair flopping over his face in uncombed waves, he surprised Yvette with his response.

‘To understand what is not said?’

‘Yes, that’s excellent. It means to grasp what is not directly stated. Class, you must learn these idioms or you’ll mess up on calls. With one of our earlier agents, a customer said, “I’ll take a rain check on that” when an agent offered a new package. You know what that means, right? The American wanted to postpone the decision. And the agent responded, “Great, can I go ahead and sign you up now?” I need a volunteer to read out this paragraph with italicized American expressions.’

The Tamil boy, eager and unaware of native cadences in his speech, pitched into the passage. ‘I just got canned from my job so I really need to cut corners. I think I just got carried away, you know with the internet, cable TV, etc. Then, I bought myself some new wheels last year. I guess I just got in over my head and tried to bite off more than I can chew.’

‘Good. Now I’d like all of you to start using these phrases. Will two of you volunteer to role-play using out of the question and come through?’

Two agents, both boys, shaving nicks visible on their thrust-out chins, moved to the white board.

First agent: ‘I don’t want to join the call centre.’

Second agent: ‘Why are you simply out of the question?’

First agent: ‘Call centre job doesn’t come through for me anyway.’

Yvette sighed. She had miles to cross with this group. But syntax could be taught. She was more worried about the Bengali-English and Tamil-English. Accents were harder to reform. She knew: this was her twelfth training batch and it hadn’t become any easier.
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Recruits, recruits, recruits thronged the centre. It was a busy training season. Large numbers of young men and women, propelled into sudden and awkward adulthood, moved in and out of four Callus training rooms. And the trainers, all four submerged in session after session – accent modulations, linguistic switches, cultural briefs, condensed histories – were wizards who transformed raw material from Indian metropolises and small towns into a savvy global workforce. Despite the large numbers and unremitting work, Yvette could pick out the tiresome wannabes from the ones who’d hardly change.

It was the same batch, the twelfth batch during their last session. After fourteen days of training it was hard to recognize the group. The diffident woman now flaunted a false brashness. The Tamilian flung his American r’s with the spunk of a novice soldier. Only the Bengali belied her good judgment and remained staunchly, almost obstinately, Bengali.

The last session was always boisterous. The session that triggered their chameleon colours, mutations from Ashok-to-Ashley, Seema-to-Samantha, Jaswant-to-Joshua. In spite of eight months at the centre, the trainer felt a vague unease at the agents’ eagerness to adopt American names. She expected or even hoped for a redeeming timidity, a tremulous shedding of 5,000-year-old baggage. But the new generation, impatient go-getters, reached for new selves with a gusto that didn’t seem right somehow.

Someone called it a christening. ‘Aye, this is fundoo, dah, I’m going to be Tom Crooz.’

‘Ramanathan can be Ramone,’ smirked another.

‘What about Sanathanalakshmi, man? Santa? And her last name, Claus?’

‘Good one, imagine saying this is Santa Claus speaking, how can I help you?’

‘Hey, Krishnan Kutty can be Christopher Kutty. Awesome no, Kris to Chris?’

‘Dude, where’s your frontier spirit, dah? You should adopt a wild west name.’

‘Yah, what is that country singer called? John something?’

‘Denwer, man.’

‘Not Denwer, Denver.’

Yvette’s voice, raised like a school teacher’s to reinstate order, was drowned by shrill hoots and whistles. When the sounds finally subsided, she asked trainees to confirm their name choices for Callus ID badges. It was the CEO’s brainwave to print American names below Indian ones on laminated cards. ‘This will reinforce their belonging to the customers’ world,’ Sashwath had said in a meeting with trainers. Yvette wasn’t so sure.

It was disturbing in food lines, amidst the clatter of steel trays, to collide with ex-trainees: people who once sported modest braids and regular clothes greeting her with punk hair colours, studded belly buttons and an unnatural fondness for their food. ‘Hate this cafeteria food, ma’am. Like only pizzas and burgers now.’ More than anything else, it was their affected use of American phrases:

‘No class tomorrow?’

‘No way.’

‘Awesome, man. Let’s horse around.’

‘Don’t be a bummer.’

As agents continued to baptize themselves, Yvette’s eyes roamed across the Bangalore classroom, across laminated pictures of the Golden Gate Bridge and Washington Monument, across mounted maps of the United States and clocks set to Atlantic, Mountain and Pacific times. Rollicking squawks emerged from other training rooms. ‘I will be Sally, ma’am.’ Sally was a hot pick with women as was Joshua with men.

She heard Akriti, a fellow-trainer, endorse Pamela: ‘Call yourself Pamela Anderson – wouldn’t that be wild? Guys will go ballistic.’

Fellow-trainers didn’t share Yvette’s concerns. To them this was just a job. In fact, Akriti was exalted by the training mission. ‘It feels like a great service to transform vernacular types. These kids, especially South Indian ones, lack polish. They’re lucky to get trained like this. And think of the big picture, Yvette. With accents like this, they’ll make it to Bodmas.’

That was the other thing that bothered Yvette. There was no loyalty or commitment. Agents at Callus yearned for one thing only: to springboard from the smaller company into Bodmas, the largest Indian call centre, with a dazzling city campus and offices in twenty countries. Each week, talk about the other centre grew more fanciful: ‘Bodmas is the ultimate, twenty percent hikes, guru. Year on year.’ ‘Massage parlour, dude. At any time, for free.’ Everyone agreed getting in was tough. ‘Need a bloody good accent. Perfect English, super Maths scores. Easier to get an American visa.’
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Scrub, fuss, scrub, fuss. Yvette hadn’t ever seen her mother do anything else.

‘OCD. Obsessive Compulsive Disorder,’ said the psychologist. ‘She’s obsessed with cleanliness and is compelled to clean and clean. It’s not rational, she cannot stop herself.’ He suggested therapy first, pills later.

Earlier Yvette had wished for many things: she wished for a more Indian name, something Hindu like Kavita or Asha. She wished her mother wore saris like other mothers, not absurd knee-length dresses. And wore her hair straight, long and black rather than in cropped, grey curls. She wished they went to Gujarati garbas, not waltzes at the Anglo-Indian Railway club. But now she’d put up with anything if Maureen stopped scrubbing again and again at the germs, the muck and ‘all that Indian filth’ in their sterile Anglo home. OCD, Yvette wanted to tell the psychologist, in sanitized, western countries was one thing. In a city overwhelmed by piles of dirt and the mess of new construction sites, it was intolerable.

Her aunt thought it was her father’s death at the station – there were rumours he’d jumped onto the tracks – that did it. Yvette, who had inherited her father’s pinched face and beetle eyes, suspected her mother’s compulsions had driven him below those grinding wheels.

The trainer herself was careful not to tread on her mother’s obsessions. Adopting an unmistakably Indian custom, she removed her shoes at the shoe rack outside the threshold. ‘Don’t you dare bring that Cantonment mud in,’ her mother exclaimed each time. Even when Yvette stripped her sweaty socks and slunk in on smelly toes across the recently mopped living room, it was difficult to elude an ever-watchful Maureen who leapt up for the umpteenth time with a wet mop and plastic bucket: ‘See your toe-marks on the floor? Filthy.’

Since her spouse’s death, Maureen had become more finicky. Puckering her soft, pudding cheeks, she said the sink was dirty: ‘Germs in the water, so disgusting.’ Other days, the floor: ‘Grimy footpath dirt.’ One day the maid’s hand-washing: ‘Low-caste Hindu doesn’t know how to wash.’ Yvette bought a machine, a Samsung washing machine, but when the clothes came out twisted and wrung, her mother said the detergent wasn’t strong enough. ‘Doesn’t smell right.’ Her dresses and stringy stockings spun through four heavy-duty cycles.

Despite Maureen’s efforts, dust mites swirled into their rooms and settled in spidery whorls on the bead curtain separating the living room from the kitchen, on the low altar with framed pictures of Jesus and the Virgin Mary, on the cane show-case with a plastic Big Ben, on a 1976 desk-top calendar with British cattle breeds – their Railways flat mimicking unseen English cottages. ‘Even cows there,’ said Maureen knowingly, ‘give clean milk.’

Outside the house, plain-faced Yvette merged with the city’s muck. People rarely stared at her rat face the way they did at lighter-complexioned Maureen, who scurried on stocky legs and dimpled knees to the Nandini milk booth behind their flat, her powdery curls bobbing, her button nose and button lips muzzled by a small pink hand. Instead of dresses, the trainer wore salwar kameezes or churidars, and sometimes jeans. Her hair, long like a traditional Hindu girl’s, was plaited. She was rarely seen without a bindi.
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The cane show-case, Maureen decreed, was not ‘good enough’ to display Yvette’s American souvenirs. The trainers had travelled to Springfield, Illinois, to be trained by real Americans. After a three-week orientation they were to teach American culture with the assurance of those who’d seen the real thing: life, liberty, happiness in the original setting.

The city they visited was the same one Lincoln had lived in. Then they had log homes, iron stoves; now they had Lincoln tours. The five Indians pored over brochures in the hotel foyer. ‘To this place, and the kindness of these people, I owe everything’ – Lincoln’s words inspired a plethora of tour choices to revisit his Springfield life. ‘I’m sure we don’t do any such thing for Gandhi,’ said Mani Muthanna, a stout, middle-aged Team Leader who accompanied the four youngish trainers. ‘We have to give it to these Americans, they can market, package anything.’

Lincoln tours were pushed to future weekends. They were expected to be ready at 8:45 a.m. the next day for their first training session. Akriti, who wasn’t jet-lagged like the others, rented a cab to an outlet mall. The rest explored the hotel carefully picked out by Callus. Not too far from the historic centre and close enough to the training site, it was, by American standards, cheap. They didn’t know that then, not on the first day when they explored every nook and corner with an enthusiasm reminiscent of school picnics: the grim lobby with faux-wooden steps and white potted ferns, the breakfast room with tiled floors, cane chairs and wooden tables thrown together as if the mix-up was intentional.

The five Indians shared two rooms: the two women, Yvette and Akriti, in a single with an extra cot, the three men in a double with an extra cot. Optimal room rents with extra cots were diligently computed by Callus accountants on the premise that ‘Indians can squeeze into any space.’ Akriti, who claimed to be a ‘trainer-cum-counsellor’ was miffed at sharing her room. ‘Can’t believe they’re so cheap. At Bodmas, all levels get singles.’ Returning late at night with five shopping bags, her pixie face was unmoved by thick quilts on poster beds, fresh flowers – hyacinths, dahlias – and spotless baths with scented towels. Taller than Yvette, she quickly claimed the plastic shelf under the bathroom mirror where she laid out an expansive makeup kit. This was her second trip to America, she said. ‘Guess this place would impress people who haven’t seen better stuff.’ She waved her eyeliner absently at Yvette. ‘When we came to Florida, we stayed in this really, really awesome place. America is an awesome country, but this is not real America. Look at the wallpaper – so tacky.’

The breakfast spread the next morning – three kinds of juices, five kinds of cereal, boiled and scrambled eggs, breads and pastries, make-it-yourself waffles – overwhelmed the greenhorn travellers. Stuffing plates with a ‘little bit of everything’ they paid scant attention to time. Their American trainer had been waiting in the foyer since 8:40 a.m., vexed and very impatient.

‘Welcome to America,’ said Natalie when they straggled to the front desk by 9:15 a.m. ‘You guys are late.’

‘We’re so sorry,’ replied Akriti, startling Yvette with her sudden American accent.

‘I can see we already have a cultural difference here,’ said Natalie, much older than Yvette had imagined. She had too many freckles on her white-pink skin, her hair frizzled and untidy. ‘Did you know we were starting at a quarter to nine?’ she asked.

‘Yes, they said 8:45ish,’ said Akriti, the self-appointed team spokesperson.

‘Did they? Well, in American parlance, we would never meet at 8:45ish. We’re very precise about timings here. And that’s one of the first things you guys need to learn. You are going to, after all, train others to be American.’ Delicate lines above her cheekbones didn’t quite crease when she laughed.

While Natalie pulled up in a wagon to transport them to the training site, Akriti unsnapped her crocodile leather bag and yanked out a Springfield scarf and lip gloss. Pouting her lips in a pocket-mirror, she glossed them shell-pink. On the way, Natalie earnestly pointed out Springfield landmarks, rapidly recovering from her earlier petulance. She pointed out the Lincoln-Herndon Law office – a red brick building with several white windows and doors.

‘You do know who Abraham Lincoln is, don’t you?’ asked Natalie.

‘Yes, yes,’ replied Akriti, eager to make an impression on the American trainer, ‘the first black President.’

‘Well, not exactly,’ said Natalie.

‘No, man, he freed slaves,’ said Yvette quickly.

‘But he was black, wasn’t he?’ persisted Akriti.

‘America hasn’t had an African-American President yet,’ said Natalie, rattling the wagon over a sudden kerb.

‘You have someone contesting the Democratic ticket, don’t you?’ said Yvette.

‘America is a democracy,’ said Natalie. ‘Anyone can contest anything. So, I guess, you don’t know too much about Lincoln, do you?’

Yvette remembered a play at school and the lead actor’s line: ‘You can fool all the people some of the time, and some of the people all the time, but you cannot fool all the people all the time – he said that, didn’t he?’ The rest of the play eluded recall.

‘Really? I haven’t heard that one,’ said Natalie. ‘Anyway, you guys are going to get a dose of American history this morning and over the next couple of weeks.’

The trainers were excited, anxious, jet-lagged on their drive through downtown Springfield – cobbled pavements, baronial buildings – everything scoured and spring-cleaned as if a monster Maureen had been at work here.
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The objective of the training, said Michael, the head-trainer, was to impart condensed versions of American history and culture. And highlight accent issues with Indian agents. Trainers would be taught modules they would impart in Bangalore. Michael himself was distractingly handsome, a blond Shah Rukh Khan with a floppy grin and arresting dimples. Akriti rapidly shifted her smitten eyes and tiresome parroting to the more compelling head-trainer.

Pictures of bone-weary Europeans alighting from ships flashed on the screen while Michael described the arrival of the first English colonists during the late 1500s and the growth of the Anglo population to more than 275,000 by 1700. The colonists, said Michael, were characterized by their ethic of hard work, their zeal for education and their disdain for class differences. Mani whispered: ‘Obviously angrez who came to India were a different sort.’

‘Weren’t there people here already before the Europeans arrived? Red Indians?’ asked Mani loudly.

‘Er… yes,’ said Michael, his face suddenly flushed. ‘We call them Native Americans.’

‘People with long hair and feathers on their heads? Where have they gone? We hardly see them on TV?’

‘Many died,’ said Michael. ‘The few that remain are confined to reservations. I believe the current Native American population is about 2.8 million.’

‘How much was it earlier?’ asked Akriti, riveted by her own intonations and the effect of her curly, American ‘r’s on the ‘he’s-so-cute-yaar, just-like-an-actor’ trainer.

‘Good question,’ said Michael, beaming kindly at Akriti. ‘There are debates about the original number and I’m not sure if there’s a consensus. But we do know large numbers of Native Americans have been killed in conflicts with Europeans as well as by Old World diseases. The majority live today in California, Arizona and Oklahoma.’

‘Good thing we were so many people, if not saale angrez would have finished us off as well,’ muttered Mani.

Michael objected to the use of non-English speech inside the classroom. ‘You have to dissuade agents as well from speaking in Indian languages. Remember they can’t do it on the phone. So, we were talking about the decimation of the Native Americans, weren’t we? Of course, there were also issues of miscegenation.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Akriti.

‘Intermingling of races that produces mixed-breed children.’

‘Oh, like dings?’ she asked.

Yvette shuddered; the woman was tactless. Wasn’t she aware that her own roommate was Anglo-Indian? Of course, Yvette hadn’t declared her origins and neither had Akriti; it wasn’t relevant to their Callus work. Perhaps Akriti thought she was Syrian Christian or, more likely, she hadn’t thought about her at all.

‘What are dings?’ asked Michael.

‘It’s a demeaning word like nigger,’ said Yvette. ‘We don’t use it anymore.’
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Twelve days later, driving back from the training to the motel, the team was severely homesick, all except Akriti. As they passed spotless suburbs, strictly trimmed hedges, weedless lawns, look-alike front-yards of look-alike houses, Yvette missed the deformities and disfigurements – the gunk and gook and gutters, betel stains, potholed roads, reeking garbage, sooty emissions and more than anything else, the crush of brown faces jostling on Bangalore roads.

In the room that night, Akriti planned more mall visits before their departure. Yvette looked out at the Japanese garden outside their room: overgrown bamboo trees, a bamboo bridge arched unevenly across a dried-up puddle and a large stone lantern, unlit, discoloured by mould. Her thoughts seesawed between her Springfield surroundings and her muddled childhood, her desperate attempts to blot out her mixed-up roots in cosmopolitan Bangalore. As trainers they were expected to purge mother tongue influences in agent speech, soften t’s, curl r’s and sever v’s from w’s. Yvette wondered if the changes would stop with sounds. Would she birth a population of half-breeds, counterfeits and shams, who belonged neither here nor there? Natalie had played snippets of My Fair Lady in their class and of course, everybody loved Professor Higgins, witty, pompous, endearing. Eliza’s guttural sounds, her coarse lower-class speech evoked loud chortles from the group, but what about her angst after the ball? They hadn’t watched that scene but Yvette had seen the movie five times back in India. How would agents cope without a messianic Rex Harrison to anchor their new selves?

She pitched her thoughts, half-formed and unsure, to her roommate, who squashed her qualms with a dismissive, ‘Yvette, just chill, okay? It’s just a job, what’s the big deal really? An American accent sounds better anyway. Besides, just think of the money.’

‘Did you know I’m an Anglo-Indian?’ asked Yvette suddenly.

‘Really? How sweet! I had this middle-school teacher who was an Anglo. She always had holes in her stockings. We used to crouch below our desks to spot them.’

Sweet was a word Akriti used often; what aggravated Yvette was not the word itself but the patronizing note in her voice. A note more aggravating than Natalie’s condescension on their second training day: ‘You’re on time today. So I guess you are learning our culture.’

When she turned to Akriti now, Yvette’s tolerance was worn thin: ‘I’m not sweet, Akriti, and I don’t care about your middle-school teacher because I’m tired of being stereotyped and linked with the only other Anglo-Indian you’ve encountered in your life.’

Akriti, who had been patting her neck with a powder puff, dropped her shiny compact, and Yvette couldn’t read her expression when she scrambled to pick it up. When she emerged from behind the bed, she looked wary. ‘Yvette, I didn’t mean anything. You take everything too seriously.’

‘All my life, I’ve been fleeing your stereotypes, talking and dressing like everyone else. And now we’re asking agents to fake accents and fake their ease with another culture. I know there are salaries, but are they paying for this – for messed-up identities?’

You know what I think? You’re just too serious. You need to relax.’ Creasing her forehead in the mirror, she widened her eyes as if she’d just discovered something more significant. ‘I hadn’t realized that Audrey Hepburn was sooo cute. Even those retro hairstyles, I mean they suit her so much.’ Carefully combing her hair into her eyes, she tripped out of the room with a distinctly American ‘I gotta go, see you later.’
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Twelve months later, the Springfield experience seemed unreal, as if they’d never been there. Their training content, imported on slim DVDs, was identical: they showed the same videos, played the same songs and flashed the same slides. But the original trainers, the real Americans, had it easy. All four trainers had convent accents that adapted easily to American ways. Agents in Callus classrooms, emerging largely from lower-middle-class families, had studied in Indian-English schools. And they’d spoken during lunch-breaks and tea-breaks in Kannada, Tamil, Telugu, Konkani… in one of the many Indian languages whose echoes the trainers had to banish. At her sessions, Yvette toned down Callus requirements: ‘Keep your pronunciations neutral, no need to fake American accents.’ For some, this was easy, for others, childhood habits still lingered on in voices.

In Yvette’s fifteenth batch, there was a joint session: Yvette and Akriti combining to teach a larger group. Michael had recommended co-training to keep agents interested. Yvette was awfully sleepy. The projector beam dotted her vision. Callus training programmes, held at bizarre hours to orient agents for night work, left trainers perpetually fatigued.

Akriti projected ‘Key American characteristics’ onto the board:



Americans:

Raise kids to leave home

Believe in right to fail

Believe they can recreate themselves

Are religious

Work hard

Believe in good and bad

Believe in continuing education

Believe they are going to get rich

Have love marriages





‘Can we discuss these points? Let’s start from the last one,’ she said. ‘In India, do most people have a love marriage?’

‘No,’ responded a loud boom of voices. ‘Yes,’ said a few.

‘These days, mostly yes,’ said Akriti. ‘In modern Indian families, most people, you know, they find their own partners. Like me and my boyfriend, there’s no way we’ll have our parents pick someone for us. The whole concept, it’s just so, you know, primitive.’

‘I had an arranged marriage,’ said one of the men. ‘And I really like my wife.’

‘Really? Doesn’t it feel weird?’ said Akriti. ‘I mean, like…’

Yvette cut her short: ‘There are so many good things about arranged marriages. In India, most of us are family-oriented, so it’s important for families to feel comfortable with each other. It’s also a great support system. In any case, we’re not teaching you about American culture in order for you to become Americans. It’s only to understand the psychology of callers and help you perform better on the phone. Why are we telling you this about Americans?’

‘Because love marriages are better?’ ventured an agent. Akriti beamed at the woman.

‘No, no, we’re not trying to pass judgments here. By the way, class, just because we say this is the American way of doing things, doesn’t mean it’s better. There are so many positive things about Indian culture.’

‘Yvette, we need to move on to the next point,’ said Akriti, tapping insistent fingers on the trainers’ desk. Trainers couldn’t disagree during sessions.

Yvette wasn’t done: ‘The reason we tell you all Americans have love marriages is to avoid questions when they announce a marriage. If you hear someone’s getting married, don’t ask if it’s “love” or “arranged”. They won’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Let’s switch to a history module and come back to this later. Let’s do the Baby Boomers,’ said Akriti, swapping slides on her laptop. ‘Did you know seventy-eight million Americans were born between 1946 and 1964? People born in that period are called baby boomers. Some of these customers will call you and you need to understand their history, their influences. I’ll play a few songs for you first. These are cool.’

Akriti clicked on the audio content and played in succession I Want to Hold Your Hand by the Beatles, The Sound of Silence by Simon and Garfunkel and American Pie by Don McLean. While notes of ‘Bye, Bye, Miss American Pie’ wafted above their desks, agents tapped their feet and fingers. ‘Aren’t these so cool? I so dig the American sixties, don’t you?’ she said.

‘I’d love to be a baby boomer. Their music is awesome,’ said an agent.

‘In India, we’re all baby boomers. Each year, we have a baby boom and our music’s cool too,’ said Yvette, arresting the agent’s wistful look.

‘Yvette, man, you’re one hell of an uptight person,’ said Akriti offline when the session ended. ‘Here I am, giving them a chance to be happening, learn the lingo, walk the talk and you keep interjecting with moral science lessons. Makes it boring. C’mon, ya, it’s a global world, everyone has a choice, and they can be whatever they want to be.’
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Next week, the Indian trainers were asked to dress formally for reviews by American mentors visiting from Springfield. Natalie and Michael were to sit in on live sessions and rate trainer performance. Trainer increments, promotions, even their survival in the company would be determined by these scores.

‘You have to act as if we’re not there. Treat us like a painting on the wall, an object. You mustn’t be conscious of our presence,’ said Natalie. She seemed more genial, friendlier in India, less brazen about her Americanness. As Yvette’s reviewer, she was less unsettling than Michael who was still taken in by Akriti’s Americanisms. The trainer-counsellor had, over the last four months, soaked up all the expressions: ‘That’s cool’, ‘All-righty’, ‘What a mess’, ‘It’s a breeze’, ‘How awful.’ She claimed such expressions were ‘natural’ to her. ‘Used them before joining Callus,’ she said with an annoying twang.

But review sessions were held back for a day. In an unusual departure from process, trainees were asked to take calls. A bizarre call surge triggered by bad weather in Texas.

‘Bloody chaos on the floor, man, we need everyone, anyone who can speak English, to get on the phones. You have to stop training till we tide over this crisis.’ Friday training was aborted. Michael and Natalie were taken aback. Americans, they contended, rarely broke rules like that. The operational fiat implied scant respect for training. But, in any case, they welcomed the respite and planned to wander around the city’s sandalwood shops.

Yvette, who had moved that weekend to a new apartment, used the unforeseen break to enact a personal coup. She invited for dinner, that Friday, her three fellow-trainers and the two Americans to ‘a sort of housewarming’ at her new place.

This was the trainer’s reward for so many tedious nights: a 1500-square feet penthouse in a red brick seven-storey complex with basement parking and gleaming steel lifts. It mattered little that the living room overlooked crisscrossing, rusting railway tracks or that the bathroom windows rattled every so often as engines rushed by. Maureen’s gripes about the city’s grime had been muffled by green marble floors.

Before her visitors arrived, Yvette ensured their home was immaculate; she couldn’t have unforeseen stains or dirt setting off one of Maureen’s cleaning attacks. A new teak showcase showed off her Lincoln memorabilia – she had brought home a Lincoln hat, a Lincoln brooch and an Abraham Lincoln coffee mug.

That night, fumes from the masala steak climbed in spicy whirls towards the warbling exhaust. Yvette’s mother was a good cook, but the masala steak, historically toned down for English palates, was her chef-d’oeuvre. The spread included shepherd’s pie, Indianized with cumin, ginger, cinnamon and garlic, mulligatawny soup and lemon pudding. The trainer bought two-litre bottles of Coke, Sprite and Mirinda and laid out glasses, knives, spoons and forks in the likeness of a peacock. Most gratifyingly, her mother had worn, at Yvette’s urging, a sari. Despite her short grey curls and plumpish body, she appeared at least like other mothers. Maureen suggested they serve wine. ‘Like the good old days,’ she sighed, but they had only three wine glasses and buying another set for one night seemed extravagant.

The five guests arrived together, directly from work. They’d heard on the way, at traffic lights, Bangalore’s popular radio channel, goofy RJ talk punctuated by peppy Bollywood songs. The Americans were impressed by Bangalore radio jockeys: ‘Such refined accents, can’t believe they’ve grown up here,’ said Natalie, who wore a satiny purple salwar acquired from the shop inside her hotel. ‘Indian fabrics are wonderful, your colours are so rich.’ Freckles on her neck, fierce, brown dots on pink skin, gleamed under the raindrop chandelier in Yvette’s living room. Maureen, dazzled by her white Anglo guests, shimmered in splendorous silk. ‘We are very happy to have you over,’ she said.

‘Should we remove our shoes?’ asked Akriti, stopping at the threshold in a small black dress. Yvette’s heart skipped a beat. She’d have liked to shrug off the awkward shoe-removal with an American laxity but she was afraid of fresh grime evoking a startling response. ‘Yes, yes, if you don’t mind,’ she said, and the group, already inside, stripped off shoes and sandals near the front door.

Akriti tugged Yvette aside and whispered: ‘Yvette, your mother has really nice skin.’

A couple of hours later, the trainer was visibly relieved. The night had gone off without a glitch so far. For the first half-hour, everyone was carefully polite, but after the soup and authentic Anglo-Indian meal, they turned truly gabby. The Americans had brought a bottle of wine that Michael, with his easy grace, handed over to Yvette’s mother. ‘Thank you so much for having us over. Eating in an Indian home gives us so much insight into your beautiful culture,’ he said. A courtesy that endured after the meal. ‘That was wonderful curry.’ Yvette blushed. She hoped her mother wouldn’t expand on differences between Anglo-Indians and Indians, masala steak and curry – after all, to Michael they were uniformly brown and generically spiced. But her mother was tongue-tied. Entranced by his politeness, she arched her neck over his shoulder, preening herself for neighbours who might have sighted her fabulous visitors.

And later, Michael’s wine served with dessert, in paper glasses, continued to boost spirits and diffuse cultural divides. Trainers grumbled about operational staff. Such folks, they agreed, were despicable across continents. Companies rarely recognized trainers, the backbone of the industry. They joked too about people. Yvette was startled by Michael’s bawdy wit.

‘How’s that fellow doing?’ Michael asked suddenly. ‘The Team Leader fellow?’

‘Mani Muthanna?’ said Yvette, who had befriended the guileless 45-year-old after the Springfield trip. On the call floor, which Yvette sometimes visited, hapless Mani drifted from agent to agent, from the electronic call board to his monitoring screen, floundering in the clamour of voices.

‘Yeah, yeah, same guy. All those questions on Native Americans. Natalie and I were like – where did he come from?’

At 11:30 p.m., Michael rose. He had a meeting the next morning with the Operations Manager. The Americans, though jetlagged, had adapted quickly to Callus timings. Amidst overlapping goodbyes – effusive American ‘Thank you so much’es, ‘Very nice of you to have us over’s, succinct Indian ‘Bye, Yvette’s, ‘Thanks yaar’s – they hunted around absentmindedly for missing shoes and sandals. Perhaps her mother moved them to the cane shoe rack outside? No, they were not there either. The team even walked over to the balcony and peered behind pots and dusted chrysanthemums. This was strange. Yvette did not own a dog that could have stashed six pairs in an unknown hideout. ‘We left them inside, I don’t think anyone could have carried them off,’ said Akriti.

Maureen was wiping moisture off dessert bowls in the kitchen. ‘Ma, have you seen their shoes?’ asked Yvette. And then she stopped. She heard the banging sounds of rubber thrashing against leather, soles flapping, spinning in sudsy froth. She whirled around towards the washing machine, whirring in the corner of their new kitchen. All six pairs – Michael’s Nikes, Natalie’s strappy sandals, Akriti’s gladiators, Kuldeep’s Liberty keds, Hari’s kolhapuris – twisted and twirled in Samsung’s fizzy Full-Load Extra Rinse. ‘They were muddy, you know, and inside the house,’ murmured her mother.

[image: image]

On Monday, Natalie was a silent observer at Yvette’s session: ‘Think of me as wallpaper,’ she said, her leafy chiffon blouse reinforcing the image. Yvette began, like always, with caveats about training objectives. She hadn’t planned to reprove hyper-Americanisms in Natalie’s presence but strangely the Friday dinner and its difficult end had coarsened her senses. She’d steeled herself for all reproach. Of course, that morning, everyone had been exceedingly polite. Inside freshly-laundered shoes, they were professionals again, and did not mention their visit to Yvette’s home. Only Akriti gave her commiserative glances.

‘Class, we’re not trying to make you Americans. That would be a disaster. There are just a few words you may have to say the American way,’ said Yvette. ‘And this training is not the end of your learning. Tell me, how did you learn about Indian culture?’

‘Naturally,’ replied an agent.

‘We grew up here, we know it,’ said another.

‘Yes, but you do NOT know everything about Indian culture, do you? Similarly, you have to keep learning about American culture as an ongoing process. And, by the way, America too is changing. Do you know, for the first time in American history, an African-American might become president? To keep up with all this, watch CNN, read blogs, watch Hollywood movies, log on to YouTube. And I’d like to add again, don’t step out of this room trying to sound American. You have to watch for crossover effects. What are cross-over effects?’

‘When a person tries to cross over from one culture to another and does not succeed?’ volunteered an agent.

‘Yeah, kind of. What we’re talking about here is “becoming more Catholic than the Pope”. You have heard that saying, haven’t you? What does it mean?’

‘The Pope is the ultimate Catholic. No one can be greater than him,’ said an agent.

‘No, not exactly, it describes side-effects when one tries to over-imitate. You end up looking ridiculous.’

Yvette turned on a British documentary that depicted the vexations of cross-cultural communication. She glanced at a grim Natalie.

On the screen, an Indian immigrant walked up to a British social worker and tried to tell him about his woeful condition. Although eligible for unemployment benefits, he received none. The British social worker, a crisp communicator, asked the struggling Asian for facts while the latter fumbled in a swirl of emotions, unable to structure his thoughts into brusque, to-the-point responses. Yvette looked at her training notes: Stop Video. Discuss episode with agents. What should the Asian have done differently?

Yvette switched off the video and asked the team, ‘So what happened there?’

‘Miscommunication,’ answered an agent, brightly.

‘Yes, that’s right. But why was there miscommunication?’

‘Indian is mumbling and so he can’t be trusted,’ ‘Indian is very emotional,’ ‘The Indian is not clear in his communication,’ agents responded eagerly, all at once, their voices more spirited in Natalie’s presence.

‘Okay, okay, I hear you. But, class, you have to learn to speak one at a time. This is a very Indian trait. We all speak together and interrupt each other. Anyway, to summarize our video, the Britisher was looking for facts. But Indians come from a low-content and high-context culture and do not go straight to the point. How many of you agree with this?’

All agents agreed. Yvette added, ‘What could the British social worker have done differently?’

‘Nothing,’ replied an agent. ‘He was just doing his job, he was rational.’

‘Maybe,’ said Yvette. ‘But, perhaps, he could have been more empathetic to the immigrant’s situation? Just think of the man, jobless in a strange country, and the Englishman is rather harsh, isn’t he?’

Yvette moved on to the next module: American History, Part 3. ‘Show Cowboy Scene,’ read Yvette’s training notes. She projected pictures of the American Cowboy. Strains of Home on the Range evoked breezy Midwestern pastures inside the Indian classroom.

‘Cool, man, cowboys are fundoo,’ said an agent.

‘You can’t be one, man, won’t get a visa,’ retorted another.

‘It’s no big deal to be a cowboy. If I were you, I’d rather be an Indian cowherd,’ said Yvette.

Natalie scrawled something in her notepad. Shortly after, she left the room and signalled for Yvette to meet with her later.

At the terrace canteen she studied Yvette’s face before commencing her formal review. ‘Yvette, do you like this job?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, I think so,’ said Yvette, ‘why do you ask?’

‘You were a teacher earlier, weren’t you? Did you prefer that?’

‘No, not particularly. I mean I like both jobs, but this pays so much better and it’s a nice office.’

Natalie nodded. ‘In any case, my overall comment on your training performance is that you’re capable but you seem to be holding back. Why are you so defensive about the programme?’

‘I don’t think I am,’ said Yvette. ‘Can you give me specifics?’

‘Well, as a point of comparison, let me tell you how Akriti does it. She excites everyone about the training. She cites the advantage of a global accent in a changing world as well as knowledge about American history, other cultures. She really motivates the class. In your class, I feel agents are confused. You’re introducing a coyness, a reserve about acquiring American traits. Why are you doing that?’

Yvette stared back at her mentor, silent. She wasn’t dejected or anything. She had after all inured herself to rebuke, to censure of any kind. She excused herself for a minute – she spotted on her hand a small fleck, a mite of cigarette ash. She walked into the Ladies behind the canteen, the one that had washbasins with liquid soap. She turned on the Jaquar tap and washed her hands over and over and over and over again.



The Callus Demon


Waiting, waiting, always waiting, a life described by pauses. Yvette Madam late today, 2:05 a.m. and ten minutes late. Dark forms on the pavement, street dogs with heaving bellies. Bloody curs sound asleep while he struggled to keep his red-veined eyes open. He honked once, goading the dogs into rackety wakefulness. Two minutes later he whipped out his new Reliance mobile from a rexine bag below his seat and cautiously pressed ten digits, Madam’s number. If he was late again, the office people would yell at him, not at Madam. But this Madam was all right, not like others – whores. She knew his name, spoke in Kannada. ‘Pandu, solpa wait maadu, aidhu nimisha.’ Five minutes later, no sight of Madam. Panduranga was anxious: ‘Drivers only responsible.’ That’s what Nanjundappa said, his contractor boss. Rogue. He called again: ‘Office scold Madam, fast, fast.’

She was the last pickup that night. A vegetable vendor nudged an empty cart under the plastic awning of the Iyengar Bakery. On the wall facing an open drain, a man urinated across an election poster. A second honk, a shrill sound that ripped through the street’s silence. The squirter, rattled, sprayed his liquid unevenly. A few metres away, a thin boy was perched on a ladder, black paintbrush in hand. Panduranga had seen him before, smudging English words on product billboards with ferocious blots. The night watchman – drunken dog, sleeping on the job – waggled a frail arm. In the Matador van, five riders were already asleep, necks twisted, heads askew, ears and minds plugged into portable players. A boy and a girl, sighted in the rear-view mirror, huddled in the back-row dimness, holding hands.

At last Yvette Madam arrived and Panduranga ignited his Matador to a jerky start. His Telugu bhajans roared from his personal Philips player. An incense cloud swirled above the dashboard, shadows darted on the van’s bonnet.

Panduranga had bought the player from the Bangalore Burma bazaar, a market that traded in smuggled goods. Nanjundappa said he could not indulge drivers with car audio systems. ‘You will put when engine is off. If you want, you get yourself.’ Scoundrel claimed to make ‘zero’ profit, drove a Ford Ikon, re-painted his three-storey house and admitted his daughter into an English-speaking, pant-wearing college. And he called drivers rascals. The rascal himself had been a driver at one time. A driver for the famous Mr Basu, the big boss of the biggest, most famous company, Bodmas. Everyone in that company was made rich by the big boss, including the scoundrel. Who blathered to the Callus Admin Manager about other drivers: ‘Sir, all these peoples are good-for-nothing rascals. I am paying 8,000 rupees salary plus overtime but they will still be complain. You don’t time waste, sir, with these rascals, I will be manage.’ Spat out lies with his drooling paan, his gold chain glittering on a hairless chest showing bare beneath his half-unbuttoned shirt. Villain doled out 5,000 rupees and measly overtime wages. But drivers cloaked their grievances in sullen silence. Varghese and other company insiders would never hear them out. Their lives rested in that rogue’s betel-stained fingers.
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