
      
      
     [image: Cover Image]

      

   

REAR ENTRANCE

David Barun Kumar Thomas

[image: image]

[image: image]

      


First published in 2010 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

Copyright © 2010 David Barun Kumar Thomas

David Barun Kumar Thomas asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be reproduced, 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 other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

Print edition ISBN 978-93-5009-055-8

Ebook edition ISBN 978-93-5009-368-9

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, 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

Originally typeset in Georgia 9/10.8


      
      
      

      
      For my mother, Esther Padmini Thomas

      
   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      
      
      Waking, sleeping, waking, sleeping, bolt upright.
      

      
      Today was the day. Today was the day she was going to be telling a deliberate, carefully planned lie to a figure of authority.
         With unknown consequences. Gooseflesh early in the morning.
      

      
      Seetha sat up in bed with her legs drawn up, quilt up to her chin, held her knees in her hands and revisited her plans.

      
      Small inner voice still grumbling. But what to do? No option but to lie. Basically the immigration laws were unfair. Hence
         it may be a lie but is it a lie to fudge a few statements to work around injustice? But why am I once again trawling this
         moral minefield now? I’ve been through this before – often and in detail. Weighed the pros and cons. Used moral scales, legal
         scales, self-interest scales. Now having decided to lie I must simply go ahead and lie convincingly. On the way to the embassy
         I must rehearse my lines again.
      

      
      God, it’s cold.

      
      Seetha drew the quilt tighter around herself. She was never going to get used to the Brussels cold. Just nine months back
         in Madras, in the sweltering heat of a late June afternoon, she had been told that she had been selected to be the lead on-site
         systems analyst for the new software application that their company, Datasophy India Pvt. Ltd., had been commissioned to develop
         for the Expobel group headquartered in Brussels. At that time, along with the thrill of being selected to lead the on-site
         team and the equal thrill of travelling and working overseas – this was the first time she was travelling outside India –
         she had also been looking forward to experiencing a real winter, not the 28-degree Celsius heat that passed for winter in
         Chennai, nee Madras. Now, she felt that this was one experience she could gladly have done without. The heating was inefficient
         in the rundown apartment block where she had rented a studio – all she could afford on the meagre living allowance granted
         by her company– and she shivered.
      

      
      7am. Five more minutes in bed allowed. Then must get up. Five minutes of diversionary pleasant thinking.
      

      
      Who better to think of than Luc?

      
      Seetha sighed.

      
      Luc Dubois was Expobel’s Finance Officer and one of the persons she needed to work closely with to understand Expobel’s business
         processes and capture the requirements for the financial system she was designing. Finalizing the design specifications anyway
         required them to spend a large amount of time together at work, but in addition, over the last month Seetha thought she had
         noticed Luc strolling over to her work station often and ‘shooting the bull’, to use the American phrase Luc had recently
         picked up. She did not mind at all. Most of the other Expobel staff had been coldly formal and some even hostile. The company’s
         decision to bypass their own IT group and award the application design work to an Indian software house had done nothing to
         make her feel welcome. Luc was coming to occupy an inordinate amount of her thoughts and she did not think that that was necessarily
         undesirable.
      

      
      Luc, Luc. He looks cute. He’s big and has a big smile. Why does he speak so slowly, so deliberately? Not just him. Most whites
         do. I guess it’s only us Indians who speak so fast. Tongues always running ahead of minds, as Appa says. I miss Appa and I
         miss the morning half hour: the cool Chennai morning – not this hellish cold – but hell’s hot, isn’t it – never mind – the
         cool Chennai morning with filter coffee, the Indian Express and Appa’s comments on every headline.
      

      
      But Luc… I don’t know anything about his life. He’s not married. I saw that on his bio on the company website. Relationships?
         Given his smile and his salary, he must have had lots. Steady ones? Probably. Is he in a relationship now? Don’t know. How
         to ask? When to ask? Later. Why am I so interested? Just curiosity. He is the only one who talks to me. Asks about my life.
         Naturally I’m curious in turn. And God, he’s handsome. Film-star looks – Hollywood, not Bollywood. He has big, safe hands.
         I noticed yesterday when he was pointing out cost elements on the costing spreadsheet. My hand will fit completely into his.
         Don’t know why I turned down his invitation for lunch last Friday. Wonder where he’d have taken me. I guess I didn’t want
         to appear too easy but God, it was just lunch.
      

      
      Easy – what a stupid word to use. As morally stupid as Appa’s ‘decent’. Every day it was ‘Behave decently’, ‘He is a decent
         person’, ‘Have some decency.’ Eesh.
      

      
      I’m bad at on-the-spot decision making. One should only be asked out via email. That gives one time to consider and reply.
         Next time Luc asks me out I am definitely going to accept. Or can I be bold and ask him out this Friday?
      

      
      Snap out of this childish reverie, Seetha, girl! Start thinking about the visa application. And what to wear today. Has to
         be a sari. Which sari? I have just two here and both are silk. The violet Banaras silk will be better than the red Kanjeevaram.
         The Kanjeevaram has too much gold zari and would attract attention even in Chennai. Does it have to be a sari? Yes. Will tell
         the visa officer that I am a timid Indian, reluctant to change in any way, one who would never dream of immigrating to the
         West. Downside is, on the way to the embassy I’m going to stand out like a peacock in the crowd of dull winter shades of black
         and brown on this grey winter morning. Everybody will look with slightly raised eyebrows at ‘that Indian girl in a bright
         sari’. God, I hate standing out. I’m going to wear my long, black overcoat on top of my sari. That way very little of my sari
         will be seen on the way to the embassy.
      

      
      I hate the way they make you feel uncomfortable. They can be patronizing with just a raised eyebrow, a pursed lip or a blank
         look. You’re imagining things. They are not patronizing. It’s just that they are clear about their place in the world. They
         don’t have existential doubts – at least they didn’t. Now maybe they are beginning to. We, though, have been unsure of ourselves
         for the last one thousand years. Ever since Ghazni – or was it Ghori?
      

      
      They are just shooting an interested, quick glance at someone different. Don’t we stare at whites in India? But the way we
         stare is different. It is an open-mouthed, wide-eyed, deferential stare. We don’t raise eyebrows, purse lips or put on a blank,
         erasing look when we see a white. Deep down inside we still think they are superior – somehow better put together by God or
         the Devil or Darwin. Better looking too, we think. Pathetic.
      

      
      Look at me today. Thinking of what they will think while deciding what to wear. I’m sure none of them ever spends time agonizing about what the Moroccans, the Senegalese and the Congolese
         clogging the sidewalks of the Chausee d’lxelles will think of their choice of clothes. Even when they come to India – our
         country – the white karma-dharma tourists don’t care what we think of their garish glass beads and ill-fitting sweat pants
         slung low over visible, dirty G-strings. Eesh. It’s we who are trying to do the right thing all the time.
      

      
      Serves you right. Should have stayed in India. Who asked you to come here – and who is now asking you to wheedle a work permit
         and visa out of the British to stay even longer in the West?
      

      
      Anyway, up. Time to rise and shine.

      
      Seetha swung out of bed, wrapped a thick woollen housecoat over her pyjamas and began getting ready for the day ahead.

      
      She struggled to tie her sari, standing in the confined space between the bed and the wall. Her flat was small – tiny actually.
         Her room had a bed, a small sofa, a kitchen counter along one wall and a combination work and dining table built into another
         wall. Sitting in her bed, which was almost in the middle of the room, she could reach out and touch all the four walls of
         the room. The real estate agent who’d showed her the flat had described it as ‘very cosy.’
      

      
      Walking briskly along Avenue Louise, Seetha rehearsed her lines. She was a software professional. She had come to Belgium
         on a six-month business trip. Now, towards the end of this assignment, she wanted to return to her first love – writing. She
         had written earlier – a taut little thriller with a supernatural twist – and had been published, even if it was only in a
         short story anthology but there was no need to mention all that. Now she was starting on her first novel, a novel whose 16th-century subject spanned two continents. Needed to work in England – at the British museum – to refer to books and documents
         on 16th-century England. A period philosophical novel needed to be grounded in fact and she could not possibly write authentically
         about the 16th century English court sitting far away in steamy Madras. No, she was not planning to look for a software development job
         in the UK. She might look for a part-time job to meet her living expenses and her publisher may be paying her an advance.
         No, she had no intention of overstaying her visa. No, she did not have any immediate family in the UK. Yes, an open work permit
         and work visa were what she was looking for.
      

      
      As she walked, she kept an eye on the street signs. She had to find Rue de la Concorde. She was wary of the bizarre language
         rules in Brussels which insisted that all street signs needed to be in French and Flemish. The names in the two languages
         were never the same, always being translations, never transliterations. She took out and consulted a large street map of Brussels
         even though she knew it made her ‘the Indian tourist in a sari who seemed to have lost her way’. Just as well she did though,
         because it turned out that the Rue de la Concorde was the Eendracht Straat in Flemish. Now she had a choice of two street
         names to look out for.
      

      
      At each junction she patiently waited for the lights to turn green before crossing the street, even though she could see many
         others look quickly right and then left and cross through red lights. She had tried that once, soon after coming to Belgium,
         and unfortunately for her, had failed to see an approaching car. The car had had to brake rather sharply. It had seemed to
         her then that a hundred Belgian eyes had looked at her censoriously – she could almost hear an onlooker say, ‘Look at that
         stupid foreign girl. I don’t think they have many cars where she comes from, or even streets perhaps.’ And today, she was
         in a sari. It was best to play it by the book.
      

      
      Turning into the Rue de la Concorde she looked for Number 65. Odd numbers on the left of the street, even numbers on the right.
         She was about to cross when she saw a group of young men and women on the left side of the road, most with shaved heads, some
         with brightly coloured hair, all grungily dressed. She swerved and kept to her side of the road.
      

      
      Best not to take any chances. God knows who they are. Maybe just harmless kids or perhaps punks but they could also be skinheads.
         Don’t really know how to tell the difference. Must ask Luc. If they are racist skinheads my sari could be like a red rag.
         How old are they? Can’t tell. Do they age? How do they age? Probably gracelessly.
      

      
      Luc may not know much about skinheads or their attitude towards foreigners. There are some issues he is oblivious about. He’s not the most perceptive person in the world. But his heart is in the right place and if he saw a skinhead bothering
         me in any way I’m sure he would rush to protect me.
      

      
      She kept to the right of the road and hurried past the skinheads/punks – who ignored her completely.

      
      At Door Number 57 she crossed the road. 59, 61, 63 and there it was – Number 65, with the Lion and the Unicorn crest on the
         carved door. She smoothed her hair, adjusted her sari and was about to ring the doorbell when she saw a small sign which read,
         ‘Visa section, please use the rear entrance on Rue du President’.
      

      
      She snorted and walked towards the rear of the building.

      
      Look at the cheek. Front door only for British citizens. Let all the dirty foreigners trying to get into Britain use the rear
         entrance. Very appropriate. And look at me. Desperate to get in, never mind the entrance. Truly pathetic.
      

      
      Don’t be dramatic. All embassies are the same. They all have a consular section and a visa section. Remember the long queues
         every working day outside the Indian Embassy on Rue de Vleurgat of ardent Indophiles – the ‘we loath the material West, we
         love your ancient wisdom and gentle ways’ nirvana tourists. The Indian Embassy puts them through so many hoops. Makes them
         wait for hours. Makes them fill out a sheaf of forms. Often makes them queue on the sidewalk. Wonder why in spite of all this,
         these misguided souls take the trouble to travel to a country which they mistake for a sylvan paradise peopled exclusively
         by philosophers, while all it is a seething, heaving, frenetic slice of hell.
      

      
      The rear entrance was closed and a sign said that the visa section would be open from 9am to 3pm. Another ten minutes to wait.
         There were already a few people outside. Seetha scanned and quickly slotted them. She loved slotting people. In some way it
         put her in charge. Two black men in suits talking loudly – must be Nigerian businessmen. There was a short person who Seetha
         could tell was from somewhere in the Indian subcontinent – probably was a Bihari, Bengali or a Bangladeshi. Too timid to be
         from anywhere west of the Yamuna. There was a white family – father, mother and two small girls, twins probably. The parents
         were rummaging in an old travel bag and trying to get their documents all in place and ready. Had to be East Europeans not yet in the EU.
      

      
      Seetha moved away from this small knot of people and walked over to a small newspaper kiosk across the road. She always did
         this, almost reflexively and most often unconsciously – moving away from others from the Third world. Moving away from Thirdness.
         The perpetually tentative look. The cloying desire to win approval – even a smile would do. The unseemly eagerness to be corrected.
      

      
      Look at that Bangladeshi/Bihari in the queue. Look at the look on his face. He’s saying to the Visa officer and to every white
         person who crosses his path, ‘I know you may think I’m an intruder but really, I’m a nice person. I even have a history and
         a culture. Though if you ask me to, I’m quite prepared to forget them. Please let me stay and please treat me nice. I’m useful
         too. For loose change, I will do anything from cleaning your windows to working your computers. I’ve learnt to use a Western
         toilet and I’ve stopped picking my nose in public. You may hesitate to ask but let me assure you, I don’t wear a suicide belt
         (if at all I do, it will only be once!).’
      

      
      Seetha didn’t like Thirdness. Wasn’t she a professional who was at least as good as her Western colleagues? She was in the
         West on business; she was proud of being Indian and she had no intentions of settling down in the West. She had to confess
         that she was a little unsure on that last point, but that did not take away anything from her dislike of Thirdness and her
         unwillingness to be associated with the millions who were desperate to crawl into any crevice in the Western world and only
         asked to be allowed to remain there undisturbed.
      

      
      A short man from the subcontinent with an uncertain smile was walking towards Seetha and she was immediately on guard.

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      
      
      Harish had not slept at all. He normally went to bed at six in the morning after closing the shop below. But today, since he
         needed to be at the British Embassy by 9am, he decided to stay awake and do the shop accounts instead till it was time to
         shower and dress and walk a kilometre to catch the number 23 tram to the Place Stephanie. From there it should be a short
         walk to the embassy.
      

      
      Harish and his partner Zulfikar owned the Taj Magazin de Nuit or Night Shop, one of the many that Brussels is peppered with.
         The Taj stayed open all night and most of the day besides and stocked basic groceries, cigarettes and wine. Night Shops were
         mostly owned and run by either Indians or Pakistanis. Local Belgians, cosseted by an indulgent welfare state, would not even
         begin to consider working at night. But they did want to be able to buy liquor and cigarettes at any hour.
      

      
      The Taj was rather unusual in that it was owned by an Indian and a Pakistani in partnership. The name – Taj – had been chosen
         carefully. Had to be a name which smelt of the subcontinent but mustn’t be too specifically either Indian or Pakistani, Hindu
         or Muslim. They finally settled on the Taj. Location – Agra, India. Builder – Shah Jahan, Muslim.
      

      
      Harish and Zulfikar shared the rooms above the shop. There were three rooms. Harish got one and since Zulfikar was married
         and had a little boy, he got two. They all shared a bathroom and a kitchen. You would have thought that the shared kitchen
         would be a problem what with the Zulfikars needing to eat red meat (usually beef) every day and poor Harish being a strict
         vegetarian for whom beef was taboo. But it all worked out nicely. The first shelf in the fridge and the right hand kitchen
         counter were strictly reserved for vegetarian food. Jemima – Zulfikar’s wife – kept a green and white Melmoware set for Harish’s
         food and no one else was allowed to use those dishes or plates. Jemima cooked a lipsmacking vegetarian meal too.
      

      
      Harish brushed his teeth and showered, soaping and scrubbing himself meticulously. As he showered, he softly sang to himself
         the old Hindi song, ‘Thande thande pani se nahana chahiye’. For the last twenty years he had always sung that song as he showered.
      

      
      Harish dressed and carefully put all his papers into a little plastic pouch which was a Procter and Gamble giveaway. He took
         his passport – still Indian and still valid, his Belgian residence card and his Belgian Permit de Travail or work permit.
         He knocked on Zulfikar’s bedroom door and without opening it, shouted, ‘I’m leaving for the British Embassy. I’m not sure
         when I will be back but it can’t be later than five in the evening because whites don’t work beyond that and the embassy will
         close.’ Through the closed door he heard a Jemima mumble, ‘He’s still sleeping or pretending to. I’ll tell him.’
      

      
      Harish went downstairs, took off his shoes and stood in front of the framed photo of Lord Hanuman which hung at the bottom
         of the landing leading into the shop. Harish could see the photograph from his stool near the till but it was hidden from
         customers. He lit an incense stick and stuck it into a crack in the frame. He folded his hands and stood silently in front
         of the photograph. The glass in the frame reflected the shelves of liquor across the aisle and hid much of the monkey god.
         But Harish knew that He was there and that He was listening.
      

      
      ‘Bhagwan Hanuman, I need you to help me today. Once again I have to face officialdom. This time I need a visa from the British
         Embassy. Make them give it to me, preferably quickly, perhaps today. I can’t stay away from the shop for long.’
      

      
      Harish turned, sat on a stool and put on his shoes. Bending, he noticed that the vinyl flooring had frayed to a point where
         the wooden floorboards were visible at many places.
      

      
      He really should go to the flea market on Sunday and see if he could get some cheap flooring. He could also ask Zulfikar to
         go over to the night shop on the Rue de Buyl which closed last week and see if he could pick up some flooring and a glass
         door freezer on the cheap. There was so much that needed doing. Harish hoped the visa would not take too long. If it threatened to be too time-consuming he decided that he would simply postpone watching cricket at Lord’s for a couple of years.
         The long period of anticipation would be enjoyable.
      

      
      Harish opened the front door and stepped out. Shutting the door behind him, he tried the door to make sure the newly installed
         double lock had clicked firmly. Only last week the shop had been burgled. The selective thief had stolen all the cigarettes
         and most of the liquor in the store. He (or could it actually have been a she?) had left everything else untouched, including
         the cash in the till.
      

      
      Harish walked to the tram stop and waited for the tram. Catching sight of a new shop sign, ‘Famous Night Shop’ across the
         street, he wondered whose it could be – he had heard that Faroukh, the ambitious Pakistani, might be opening another shop.
         But no, his shops all bore very Islamic names. This must be some Bangladeshi’s. There were so many more of them in Brussels
         now and they seemed to know how to work the erratic but increasingly restrictive Belgian system and get the required work
         permits and licences.
      

      
      Harish had been luckier. He had come to Belgium twelve years ago in the days when Europe had yet to become a guarded fortress.
         Just eighteen then, he had worked for six years in one of Belgium’s last coal mines. That job had got him his permanent resident
         card. It was at the mines that he had met Zulfikar and they had then put all their savings together, borrowed heavily from
         friends and started the Taj. The first few years were a grim, monotonous grind. For weeks Harish never left the shop and house.
      

      
      Now things were a little easier and Harish, normally very careful with his money, had decided that he could afford to indulge
         a childhood dream – to watch a cricket match at Lord’s. He had chosen a county match in May. Always given to preparing in
         advance, he was going to apply for his British visa today.
      

      
      Waiting for the tram, quietly excited, Harish thought over all the practical details of getting to Lord’s and back. Harish’s
         experience in Europe had been largely restricted to the Taj Magazin de Nuit. He had never travelled outside Belgium and rarely
         ventured beyond Ixelles, his commune, except to meet suppliers or get his residence card extended. The visit to Lord’s would be an expedition and the journey would be as exciting as the destination. Most of all, when he returned, he
         would have seen a cricket match at Lord’s.
      

      
      The No. 23 arrived. Harish watched, fascinated as usual. Even twelve years in Europe had not made him cease to marvel at the
         wonder of the orderly ceremony at a tram stop. The doors opened with a whoosh. The few persons waiting to get in stood aside
         while a young mother took her time to get off the bus with her daughter, her dog and two large bags. Those waiting then boarded
         the bus showing an automatic courtesy to each other. The doors closed with a whoosh. The tram started but almost immediately
         stopped again and the doors opened again with a whoosh. An old lady had signalled the tram to stop and she was now approaching
         the door at a slow shuffle. Stiffly and carefully, she boarded. The driver watched in his mirror until she had edged into
         a seat, then closed the doors again with a final whoosh and started the tram. For Harish it might all have been the changing
         of the guard at Buckingham Palace. He ruefully shook his head as he punched his ticket and found a seat by a window. The buses
         in dusty Hissar – his hometown in Haryana – were on his mind.
      

      
      There were no trams in Haryana – wonder why – but the buses, baap re baap, always bursting at the seams. Each bus had at least
         a hundred body parts sticking out through windows and doors. Bus stops were crowded only just a little less than the buses
         themselves. The bus stop near the Government Hospital – Harish could almost hear the din, feel the searing summer heat and
         smell the sweet, slowly fermenting, crushed sugarcane waste lying around the stalls of the sugarcane juice vendors. Piercing
         hoots on an air horn would announce the impending arrival of the bus to Delhi. The crowd at the bus stop would begin to move
         onto the road, jostling for vantage positions, trying to guess the exact place where the doors of the bus would be when the
         bus stopped. Harish was usually good at that. He was usually quite good at any kind of anticipation. The bus – it was painted
         red with green lettering on the bonnet and the rear announcing in English ‘No, no, Baby. Nahi, nahi, Meri Jaan. No overtaking’
         (everybody called it the Baby-wali bus) – would roar towards the stop, scattering waiting passengers, invariably passing the bus stop and coming to a reluctant halt twenty metres away.
         The waiting passengers would run towards the bus, elbowing their way forward. Invariably a passenger would slip and fall,
         another would lose a sandal and a third would get her sari pallu caught in another’s handbag. Passengers would board and alight
         from the bus simultaneously in a scene which resembled nothing so much as the departure of the last American helicopter from
         Saigon in 1968. Harish always got in through the Exit door. Because it was the Exit door, fewer passengers tried to get in
         through that door. Without warning, the conductor would blow his whistle and the bus would shudder forward, leaving a couple
         of passengers hanging grimly on to the hand rail or the window near the door and another few still standing on the road, watching
         sullenly, having been unable to get in. Harish had once lost a book and once a shoe getting into that bus.
      

      
      After that, to use the trams and buses here in Brussels was very heaven – and you didn’t need to be young.

      
      In Hissar, why did everyone risk life and limb to get into a bus? Simple. Because you were never sure when the next bus would
         arrive or if there would be a next bus at all. Schedules were rarely printed and even more rarely displayed. And then, schedules
         were merely Haryana Road Transport Corporation statements of intent. At best indicative of average times of arrival. Hence,
         when one sighted a bus going your way, you were willing to claw your way into it. You never knew if that was going to be the
         only bus for a long time.
      

      
      An old Indian habit formed in crowded Indian buses made Harish get up and begin walking towards the door a minute before the
         tram reached Place Stephanie. Alighting he asked a passerby in fluent French for directions to the Rue de la Concorde. Harish
         had never read a book in French but standing behind the shop counter at the Taj he had learnt everyday French and now spoke
         it more naturally than his native Hindi. Of English, he knew only a smattering. He had studied in a Hindi-medium government
         school in Hissar. They had had one English class a week and the only complete English phrase Harish still remembered from
         those classes was ‘Respected sir, a very good morning to you.’
      

      
      Harish walked down the Rue de la Concorde looking for Nombre Soixante Cinque. As always, he walked briskly, looking down most
         of the time. He saw a group of unkempt young people with peculiar hairdos and passed them without any thought, exchanging
         a cursory Bonjour with one of them. Reaching Nombre Soixante Cinque he stepped up and attempted to open the ornate door. It
         was closed. He looked around and finding no one, decided to ring the door bell when he saw the small sign in English which
         said ‘Visa section, please use the rear entrance on Rue du President.’ He understood the word visa, as also Rue du President.
         He fished out his worn out pocket map of Brussels and discovered that the Rue du President was the next street. He walked
         along the wall of the embassy to the Rue du President, found the visa section entrance and seeing others waiting, did the
         same without bothering to make any further enquiries.
      

      
      A few minutes later, he saw a young Indian lady in a sari turn the corner, walk briskly to the visa section entrance, read
         the notice there and then walk over to a newspaper kiosk after a quick glance at the others waiting for visas.
      

      
      After a moment’s hesitation, Harish decided to walk over and meet the Indian lady. With an Indian’s fine eye for social levels,
         Harish could tell from the girl’s apparent confidence, her short hair, her skin tone and the way she wore her sari that she
         or at any rate her parents were either rich or at least part of India’s burgeoning middle-class – the thin slice of India
         that was booming and shining with double-digit growth flowing from exports of Information Technology, low-cost services and
         contracted manufacturing. In India her family would live in a regular house (as different from a hut or a slum tenement) and
         probably employ a domestic servant. She would have studied in an English-medium school, probably a ‘convent’. Her family would
         have a car, perhaps a driver too and she would never have had to ride in a Hissar bus! Harish had seen her world from the
         outside. He was not given to curiosity. The young lady came from within that glass bubble and that was that.
      

      
      But she could definitely help Harish complete his visa application form which would probably be in English. Out of the corner of her eye, Seetha saw the short person from the Indian subcontinent walk over towards her. Finding no escape
         route, she pretended to be buried in a copy of the Guardian. The man, taking no notice of her absorption in the news of the day, said, ‘Bonjour Mademoiselle, I the Harish, you the who?’
         and stuck out his hand.
      

      
      Seetha found herself extending a limp hand and automatically replying, ‘I the… I’m Seetha,’ but she was unsmiling and after
         a moment turned back to the Guardian.
      

      
      ‘Parlez vous Francais,’ he tried.

      
      ‘No.’ What does he want? Why can’t he leave me alone? Surely my rudeness is clear enough.

      
      ‘Aap Indian hain?’ tried Harish in Hindi.

      
      ‘Yes, but I don’t speak Hindi. I’m Tamil,’ replied Seetha in English, raising her chin just that fraction and showing her usual
         resentment of all North Indians who assumed that if you were Indian you would know Hindi. She could understand some Hindi
         but that was not the point.
      

      
      Harish didn’t know Tamil and only very little English. Quite apart from not having a language in common, it was apparent she
         would much rather be left alone. Seetha appeared to be like some of Harish’s Belgian customers at the Taj who made it obvious
         that they would prefer to browse the shelves themselves without any assistance, suggestions or small talk from Harish or Zulfikar.
         This never troubled Harish and he saved the little conversation he sometimes liked to make for Asians, Africans and American
         tourists all of whom loved to talk and often bought nothing. But now he needed help with the visa. He decide to try again
         with the little English in his possession.
      

      
      Thinking hard, selecting, dragging out and arranging the words he said, ‘Visa application. I can’t. You please filling.’

      
      God, what to do. I want to concentrate on my own form. And this fellow won’t even be able to answer my questions. He will
         be unclear and then blame me for filling the form incorrectly. I’m familiar with his kind. And almost certainly he will want
         me to write down some real whoppers. Best to stay out of this. I’m sure there will be someone in the embassy to help people
         like this.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry. I have a complicated application of my own to fill. I’m applying for a long-stay, visa you see. That will take time. I’m sure you will be able to find someone else to help
         you. The embassy too may have an officer to help.’
      

      
      Harish could not understand everything Seetha said but could gather that she was not inclined to help. Oh well. He had to
         look elsewhere. Harish gave Seetha a quick smile and walked back to the knot of waiting visa seekers.
      

      
      What a mean bitch I am. Can’t I spare ten minutes to complete his form? I pride myself on having a social conscience, I have
         Gandhian pretensions, I have a signed photo of Mother Teresa on my wall and I can’t bring myself to help a poor, unfortunate
         soul who only wants me to help him fill an application form. Even if I had a complicated form to fill myself, I could have
         asked him to wait, filled up and submitted my application and then worked on his.
      

      
      No, don’t go and call him back. It’s too late. You will simply have to live with this unpardonable bit of callous, uptight
         behaviour. Shame on you. Horribly hoity terribly toity behaviour!
      

      
      The knot had grown in the meantime and as 9am approached, they formed into a straggling line, each person seeming to know
         exactly who all had been waiting before he or she arrived.
      

      
      Harish was fifth in line and out of the corner of his eye he saw that Seetha too had joined the line a few places behind him.

      
      Behind the glass door of the visa section, signs of life were now apparent. A light had been switched on and a security guard
         could be seen dusting a desk, opening a drawer and taking out a sheaf of forms which he placed on the desk. He looked up at
         the queue formed outside and in one glance managed quite remarkably to convey both indifference and superiority.
      

      
      Harish took out his travel documents from the safe inner pocket of his thick, unfashionable overcoat (bought for a song at
         Les petits Rien, the Brussels charity store which sold old clothes discarded by the Belgian bourgeoisie) and was checking
         them when he was tapped on the shoulder. Turning around he saw a wiry Indian, just a little taller than himself, smiling at him and asking in Hindi, ‘Is this the queue for the British visa? I think I have managed to reach just in time.
         Are you also Indian and wanting to travel to England? These bastards have made it so difficult these days. My name is Ratnesh
         Kumar.’
      

      
      Harish’s first impression was that Ratnesh was another of those recent immigrants who put on an altogether unnecessary swagger
         which could change to cringing when confronted by a white person in a position of authority.
      

      
      But at least Ratnesh spoke Hindi. That was a blessing.

      
      Harish replied in Hindi, ‘My name is Harish Rawat and I too want to travel to England. I was told that they have a very complicated
         application form in English that you need to complete. My English is very poor and I think I will need some help to fill it.’
      

      
      ‘Not to worry. I will help you,’ replied Ratnesh, ‘I have my application form with me. It has been completed by one of my
         well-wishers. You can use that as a guide.’
      

      
      Harish wondered who Ratnesh was and what made him have well-wishers. Politician? Godman? Ratnesh did not look like either.
         Ratnesh could simply be one of the many immigrants who invented exotic background stories for themselves. Harish knew a Thiruvengadam
         from Sri Lanka who claimed to have left behind a flourishing real estate business in that country. Harish later met his brother
         who told him that Thiruvengadam had frittered away all the money their father had left them. He had then proceeded to sell
         an acre each year of their twenty acres of paddy fields. When all had been sold, Thiruvengadam had emigrated. The twenty sales
         transactions had changed in Thiruvengadam’s recounting into a flourishing real estate business.
      

      
      As Ratnesh spoke, he insinuated himself into the queue just behind Harish. Harish noticed but decided that it was none of
         his business. It was up to people further behind in the queue to object. Harish only hoped that no one would make a loud fuss.
         This was not India.
      

      
      Those behind in the queue did look at Ratnesh but no one objected, probably being under the assumption that as Ratnesh and
         Harish had been speaking familiarly in Hindi, they must be together. In any case most of those waiting for a visa were from the Third World and were familiar with queues that took in newcomers, not just at the end but at various
         points along their length too.
      

      
      Seetha though was certainly not planning to meekly look on at any adjustments or insinuations in the queue. She had always
         been a champion (and beneficiary) of rules, regulations and order. She had been grimly watching Ratnesh for some time and
         recognized Ratnesh’s tactic early. Entering into a lengthy conversation with a person near the head of the queue and then
         just staying on was an often practised trick to jump a queue back home but Seetha was not having any of that here.
      

      
      Marching determinedly up to Ratnesh, she tapped him on the shoulder and said. ‘Excuse me. This is a queue and we are all waiting
         in line to get our visas. Please join the end of the queue.’
      

      
      Startled at this stern admonishment in fluent English with just a touch of an Indian accent, both Ratnesh and Harish turned
         their heads sharply and saw the upturned nose, flashing black eyes and pursed lips of the young Indian lady Harish had already
         approached. Harish was at a loss for words but anyway it wasn’t Harish she was looking at, it was Ratnesh. Ratnesh recovered
         quickly and pointing to Harish, replied in English which was just a little better than Harish’s.
      

      
      ‘We friends. We going to fill our forms together.’

      
      Harish looked on. He was not going to get involved in this argument.

      
      Seetha had heard this before too. ‘You may be friends but queues are not ordered according to friendship. They are ordered
         according to the time when a person arrives. You should go to the back of the queue,’ replied Seetha primly, tossing her head
         and gesturing rather rudely to the back.
      

      
      Seetha could almost hear Ratnesh weighing the options, considering whether to retort sharply and for a moment Seetha was frightened,
         wondering whether she had overstepped. She was relieved when Ratnesh slapped Harish on the shoulder and after telling him
         that he would see him again inside the visa section, ignored Seetha, nonchalantly strolled to the newspaper kiosk, bought
         a packet of cigarettes, lit one and then joined the end of the queue.
      

      
      Seetha breathed out slowly with much relief and some triumph. God, that was close.
      

      
      Why do I need to get these stupid skirmishes when I’ve come here to fight a different battle? Still haven’t learnt to control
         myself. Lots of maturing still needed. That rascally queue-breaker looked like that Madras cyclist all over again. God, my
         hands are clammy. Get a grip on yourself, goose, and focus on the work in hand.
      

      
      In Ratnesh Seetha saw the face of the Madras cyclist who had confronted her years ago. It had been a hot summer afternoon
         in Madras when the heat stared unblinkingly from every building. She had been driving her little scooterette, sweating profusely,
         often wiping her face with her sari pallu, yelling at cyclists weaving dangerously into her path. Most cyclists simply ignored
         her or sullenly moved away but there was this one cyclist who, on receiving Seetha’s ire, braked sharply in front of her,
         causing her to do the same. Seetha remembered that he had been wearing a blue checked lungi and a red shirt. He had a big
         moustache, dirty hair and a stubbly beard. He must have been around forty. He had then parked his cycle in the middle of the
         road, walked over to her as she sat on her scooterette, dumbstruck and suddenly frightened. He had come very close to her
         and proceeded to abuse her in choice Tamil. Apart from various aspersions regarding her parentage and occupation, he had told
         her that just because her father had dishonestly become rich and bought her up in comfort and privilege, she should not assume
         that he owned all the roads in Madras and if she did, he would be happy to disabuse both her and her father of that notion.
         He had brought his face very close to hers, patted her lightly and menacingly on the cheek and left snarling while she sat
         frozen.
      

      
      Till that incident Seetha had been given to freely scolding and reprimanding all manner of wrongdoers – litterers, queue-breakers,
         traffic rule violators. After that incident a shell-shocked Seetha chose her confrontations more carefully. In the tinderbox
         wrapped in tinsel that was India it was only in the shelter of curtained drawing rooms in south Madras and the indignant columns
         of the English-language press that righteous middle-class anger could be ventilated freely.
      

      
      There was a murmur as the security guard unlocked the door and took his position behind the desk. The visa seekers shuffled
         in, gathering their wits and assuming the gait and demeanour best suited to pleading, arguing for or inveigling a British
         visa.
      

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      
      
      Ratnesh Kumar was thoughtful as he joined the end of the visa queue. He was not overly angry at being ejected by Seetha from
         near the head of the queue. It was just a minor irritation. He had a sense of perspective. Getting to London was what was
         important. So far things were proceeding as per plan. Last week he had finally obtained his refugee status attestation from
         the office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees. He knew he had to thank Mabel for that. She had filled up all the forms,
         written all the letters and when the papers just wouldn’t move, she had stormed into the office of the Deputy Commissioner,
         made a scene, accused him of being a racist (he wasn’t particularly) and demanded quick action. And it had worked. In Europe,
         it did help to have a white woman on your side. If he had made such a scene, the Deputy Commissioner would have called the
         police and by now he would have been back in India, deported by the Belgian authorities who were known to act very swiftly
         when it concerned aspiring refugees who misbehaved.
      

      
      Now he needed to get to London. Any kind of visa would do. Once there he would apply for asylum.

      
      He thought about Mabel, her credulity, her determination to redress what she considered wrongs, her world made up of black
         and white squares, and her ideological need to gloss over the grey, uneven complexities of men like Ratnesh or the lands they
         came from. In turn, he simplified her. He did not bother to take the trouble to understand her and her passionate sense of
         right and wrong. As far as he was concerned, she had happened to cross his path; had turned, looked at him and felt she had
         to be his champion. And that was that. He was rather proud that she had bought his story. He also sometimes wished that she
         were a little younger.
      

      
      Ratnesh was hungry and unsettled after a mostly sleepless night. He had been unable to get Mabel to suggest that he could
         use the guest bedroom in her exquisite Art Nouveau apartment overlooking the Place Chatelaine. She apparently did draw lines but not where or when an Indian would. He had next tried the fat Moroccan, Hamid, who ran the dirtiest cafe
         in Brussels opposite the Gare du Midi. Hamid had greeted him like an old friend and spent a couple of hours with him, plying
         him first with sweet, hot tea in chipped, dirty cups and then cheap wine in smudged glasses. They spoke in a polyglot of broken
         English, Urdu and Arabic. They had discussed Arab and Indian leaders – contrasting Nasser and Nehru, Ataturk and Indira Gandhi.
         They stayed clear of Bin Laden and avoided mentioning 9/11. Both Hamid and Ratnesh had an eye for an opportunity and they
         had probed business possibilities – exports and imports. Both had hinted of their connections, their influence with unnamed
         politicians, goons and administrators in Europe and their own lands. Both enjoyed the evening and the chance to be expansive,
         but close to 2am, when Ratnesh had asked Hamid for a room or just a bed to spend a night or two, Hamid had turned very Belgian
         and expressed his complete inability to comply with this extraordinary request. As a special concession to a dear friend however,
         he had agreed to let Ratnesh leave his bags for safekeeping behind the counter at the cafe.
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