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Part I





Nina was almost thirty. Friend and colleague consoled her by remarking on her radiant complexion and jet black hair but such comfort was cold. Nina’s skin knew it was thirty, broadcasting the fact at certain angles in front of the mirror. Her spirit felt sixty as she walked from the bus stop to the single room where she lived with her mother. Her heart felt a hundred as it surveyed the many years of hopeless longing it had known.


And her womb, her ovaries, her uterus, the unfertilised eggs that were expelled every month, what about them? They were busy marking every passing second of her life.


Had she been married, thirty would have been heralded as a time of youthful maturity, her birthday celebrated in the midst of doting husband and children. A body could feel young in these circumstances, look forward to the gifts, the surprises, the love.


Instead this would be the moment that announced her diminishing prospects to a judgemental world.




*





July 28th, three twenty in the afternoon. Nina’s students had, as usual, bunked the seventh period. Their reasons would be: how late they got for coaching classes, how they needed to cook and help and socialise at home, how there were not enough university specials and public buses got so crowded, how eveteasing, anxious parents and girls always vulnerable, demanded the skipping of classes.


Nina stood in the doorway and stared at the three long crooked rows of tables and empty chairs. Though she had known Elective English II would not materialise, part of her job description was waiting for the tardy, lazy, recalcitrant, excuse-making, absconding student.


Her gaze shifted beyond the windows to the tennis court with its ragged, rusted wire fencing, the hostel wing behind it and the distant trees. She felt towards the shabby red-brick building the love of an acolyte. The student-less atmosphere allowed her to feel this love more acutely.


Slowly she climbed upstairs to the department room, put away her register and issued two books on Milton from the library cupboards that lined the walls. In the staff bathroom a hurried pee, her breath held against the strong, foul smell. As she emerged she encountered Kalawati, the all purpose maid.


‘Madam, see,’ she said, delighted with a spectator, pointing to the reluctant drops oozing from the tap. ‘How can I clean without water? Then they complain about my washing.’


The half filled, cracked, discoloured sink was plugged with a black rag, waving bravely from the drain. In it Kalawati was swishing tea mugs, two in each hand, leaving tea rings intact, barely wetting flecks of encrusted powdered milk. These were the mugs the teachers would drink out of tomorrow and Nina wished to see no more. Murmuring indistinguishably she walked away, down empty corridors, passing witness to the sweeper pushing clusters of dirt and paper out of classrooms which were then locked behind him. In a matter of minutes the whole place would be considered clean.


Out the big green double gates embossed with the college emblem, onto the dusty sidewalk, towards the three thirty special. Grit under the strap of her new kolhapuris grated against her sweating feet with every step she took.


Down University Road, left at Patel Chest till the Arts Faculty road, then right towards a line of waiting buses. Students milled around, waiting for the route signs to change. The minute the front of a bus proclaimed its identity, its seats would be attacked and possessed by the lucky few.


Once on her bus, the GK II special, Nina settled down to twenty kilometres of painful thought. Hour by inexorable hour her twenty ninth year was ebbing away. Tomorrow thirty, thirty, thirty. What brightness could any dawn cast on her existence? Colleagues, friends, students, parent—her world was totally female. Would she end up a bitter old spinster like Miss Kapoor of the Economics department, like the Misses Hingorani and Rao of her own, like Miss Lal of History or Miss Krishnamurthy of Sanskrit? Academics was full of spinsters, minatory signposts to depressing, lonely futures.


Yet, education was a gift and she would not exchange the life of the mind for any humdrum marriage. If she was going to settle, she would have settled long ago for one of the men her mother kept dredging up with desperate hope from marriage advertisements.


She wished her mother’s happiness was not so dependent on her own. Even now she would be waiting, peering restlessly through the window, readying the tea tray on a little side table, cups turned down, biscuit jar filled, while nearby water killed time in an electric kettle. All in readiness for them to sip tea and exchange the minutiae of their day.


The major topic of conversation in the last eight years had been Nina’s marriage—who, when, where, how? The hopes each conversation generated gradually lost their lustre as the years went by and nothing changed. From where could fresh possibilities be unearthed on the eve of her thirtieth birthday? The lack of these, reflected in her mother’s dull, mournful eyes, was what she was going home to.


Finally her stop arrived. She turned the corner, and there was the sagging iron gate and scraggly lemon tree of B-26 Jangpura Extension. In front of the house was a tiny concrete space, hogged by the monstrous bulk of the landlord’s car shrouded within a grey waterproof cover. A neat row of plants in red pots tried to dispel the ugliness with their glossy green leaves and occasional flowers, but failed miserably.


Nina pushed open the front door and stepped into her home: one small bedroom, attached to a tiny covered verandah which functioned as a drawing-dining room. The front steps provided extra seating. At the back was an angan, in a covered shed to one side was their kitchen, next to it the bathing area, next to that the toilet. B-26 Jangpura Extension had been built as a single unit, but Mr Singh supplemented his income by renting out the front part of the house to tenants who, being female and unprotected, were totally harmless.
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‘What took you so long? I even waited at the bus stop.’


‘How many times have I told you not to do that?’


‘It was so late, I couldn’t help it.’


‘Have you forgotten I come late on Tuesdays?’


Despite the timetable in her possession, yes, the mother has forgotten. Her daughter is going to be thirty, that erodes all reason, all timetables but the one of marriage. Now she has a plan and she is nervous it will not be accepted. While Nina bathes away the sweaty grime of an urban monsoon day, the mother thinks of the astrologer she has to persuade her to visit.


Over tea, Nina listens to the suggestion and considers the desperation it reveals. After what happened to the father they were never again going to believe in astrology. His horoscope had revealed achievement, success and happiness. Like a king’s, pronounced his proud mother as he went from brilliant posting to brilliant posting, foregoing the initial years in the backwaters other IFS officers faced. Then, with no history of heart disease, a sudden cardiac arrest killed him at forty five. On and on his mother wailed, was early death too the fate of kings?


Yes, it was. You can’t have everything.


This knowledge, so acceptable in the lives of others, was not acceptable in her own. In time honoured tradition she held her son’s wife responsible. Instead of looking after her husband, Shanti must have been busy enjoying, enjoying her husband’s transfers to all the good European capitals. It took a mother’s eye to notice distress, to predict the onset of disaster.


The father had believed in the future, had believed in his retirement, had believed in the beautiful house he would build on a plot he was going to buy in a South Delhi colony. The architect’s blueprint would allow Nina to construct a separate unit on the first floor when she grew to need independence. His wife, listening to his dreams, basked in their glow, his daughter, listening, felt lucky to have a future so well taken care of.


The dreamer died leaving his dependents with nothing. The ground cut from beneath their feet, they had no choice but to move to the grandparents’ house in Lucknow.


Years of innuendo and resentment followed. The grandmother could not understand Shanti living when Shankar was gone. Shanti herself could not understand it.


Nina hated the atmosphere she found herself in. She hated Lucknow, her grandparents’ house and Loreto Convent. The International Academy in Brussels was her real school, Europe her spiritual home.


Anger provided the energy in the house. The grandmother resented her daughter-in-law’s existence, Nina resented her mother’s meekness, the mother put up with everything because Nina’s security depended on her patience. Nina obsessively imagined the day when the two of them would leave this small town hell. Lovingly she embroidered multitudinous themes in the farewell speech to her grandparents, single-mindedly she visualised the job that would enable her to add to the small monthly pension her mother got from the government.


It took seven years. Seven years in which Nina finished school, migrated to Delhi to do English Honours at Miranda House, followed by a postgraduate degree from the university, to end up with a lectureship at her alma mater. Seven years and six months to find this room in Jangpura Extension, and bring her mother to live with her. In Delhi Nina hoped her mother would lead a fuller life; in Delhi the mother imagined a husband could be found who would give her darling the home she deserved.




*





Neither expectation was fulfilled. The mother refused to indulge in any social life that involved spending Nina’s hard earned money, the daughter refused to agree to any groom advertisements or acquaintance threw her way.


She might have been more tractable if she had not fallen in love during her MA.


He was fifteen years older than her, a teacher in the English Department at the Arts Faculty. Rahul liked to love serially. Unfortunately for Nina, he reminded her of her father. She offered him her heart and expected his in return—for surely the combined forces of youth and devotion would persuade him into commitment.


She kept this relationship secret from her mother. She was looking for love on her own terms, untainted by convention and respectability.


Eventually the serial lover moved on. She thought the pain would destroy her. Despite her knowledge of his nature, in her weakened state she succumbed to his blandishments eight months later. Then followed four agonising years dotted with moments of ecstasy as she waited for him to declare that she was the chosen one. But Rahul had always made it clear that he wanted to have his cake and eat it too. Like all cakes this one was chewed, mashed into pulp and swallowed.


Her self-respect finally forced her to choose loneliness over compromise. Silently she grieved, the only men in her life long dead authors.




*





The mother knew nothing of the anguish, nothing of the joy. In her eyes Nina was a sweet, innocent virgin. Some traditional women would rather not see the things their children go through, those experiences sit so ill with their values. Now she was in the process of trying to convince Nina that astrology was a science too hastily discarded from their lives. Her daughter did not approve of this apostasy. Her turning thirty was no reason to fall for charlatans, even if she was going to suffer a fate worse than death.


‘You look so young and beautiful,’ pleaded the mother.


This was neither true nor relevant, but in the end the mother’s persistence wearied the daughter. Though it was dishonest to provide fuel for irrational expectations, it was still harder to deal with her mother’s monumental depression on her birthdays. It even overshadowed her own.




*





Next morning.


Birthday girl.


Nina lay in bed, eyes firmly shut. She wanted nothing of this day.


Her pillow was disturbed, the sheet pulled, paper rustled. Alas, to share a room with one’s mother demanded open eyes. She got up to greet her present joyously.


‘Happy birthday to my darling,’ said her mother, holding a parcel carefully wrapped in faintly creased, leftover gift paper. The daughter smiled as she undid the sticky tape to reveal a red and black woven Orissa sari, bought during the Diwali sales of the year before.


‘How pretty Ma.’


‘Your colleagues will like it?’


Nina nodded. When she came home she would exaggerate each response to replenish her mother’s meagre store of pleasure. Her acquaintances peopled her mother’s landscape; she was intimate with their personal lives, their vagaries, likes and dislikes. Now at the thought of their admiration she smiled as she carefully folded the wrapping paper, putting it away for the next present.


The birthday girl noticed the smile and was overcome by self-pity. Both of them were fated to lead lives devoid of men. The mother had fallen through the bad karma of marrying a prince who would die young. The only thing she had to look forward to was her daughter’s marriage, after which she would suffer more loneliness. At least the mother had hope. She had nothing.


As Nina crossed the angan for the toilet, Mr Singh shouted, ‘Happy birthday, ji. When are we going to hear some good news?’


Nina stretched her lips into a grimace.


‘This year, lucky year,’ beamed the landlady, pressing her hands to her bosom. ‘I feel it here.’


Regrettably these cultured times did not allow Nina to strike the voyeuristic lump in front of her. Instead she vented on her mother. ‘How come she keeps such good track of my birthdays?’


‘She has your interests at heart,’ placated the mother, looking old and slightly guilty. The familiar expression added to the daughter’s rage.


‘I hate the way she goes on about good news. Every marriage is good news, is it? Stupid cow. What about her marriage? Husband can’t even keep the roof over their heads.’


The mother let her rattle on. Poor thing, she had to take out her frustration somehow.


‘Don’t forget the astrologer’s appointment, beta,’ she said as Nina left.


As though there was any chance of that. Her treat to all concerned, her husband, her mother, herself.




*





College. Coffee break, birthday wishes, a few presents. Zenobia, special friend, gave Nina a small bottle of perfume, with Balmain written in tiny letters around its rotund middle, suggestive of desire and sex.


Zenobia. Abandoned by marriage after six years, but with parental money and an independent flat. Been there, done that was her attitude to matrimony. Her life was now filled with nephews, nieces, good friends (Nina the chief one), supportive family, occasional sexual encounters and a passion for teaching. She frequently urged Nina to go abroad for higher studies, that being her only chance of finding a decent guy, for Indian men were mother-obsessed, infantile, chauvinist bastards. But all the desperation in the world could not make Nina apply for a PhD.


The friends left college at one thirty in the moist intense heat. As they walked to the bus stand, dampness seeped from their pores, covering both with a sweaty sheen. Nina mopped her face and pulled her sari palla over her head, paltry protection against the solar onslaught. Why did she have to be born in the worst month of the year, she complained. Zenobia agreed. When the monsoon misbehaves, July is a month to hate.


They parted, and Nina pushed her way into a crowded 212. She hung onto the back of a seat, trying to breathe shallowly against the odour freely dispensed from perspiring armpits. Male bodies pushed themselves against her, and she leant firmly into the woman on the seat to her right, hoping she would not have to stand too long.


The bus shook its way through the streets of Delhi. The smells around her were making Nina nauseous. Grimly she put her handkerchief across her nose and glared at the dirty glass windows jammed shut. This same journey was such a pleasure in the mornings, with a seat assured, an hour to go through her lecture notes, suspended between home and college, combining purpose with mindlessness.


She had to change at ITO, struggling unpleasantly against more bodies trying to squeeze into buses. If only she could occasionally treat herself to an auto as Zenobia did, but the habits of frugality ingrained during years of perpetual worry about money, and daily, hourly, weighing of cost and benefit, meant she could never take an auto, not on her birthday, not ever.


So immersed in the world of push, shove, jab and poke, she hung onto another bus strap before being dropped off at the main road next to Jangpura.


The evening found mother and daughter at the same Jangpura bus stop, laden with fruit. ‘I hope he likes mangoes,’ said Nina’s mother, looking uneasily at the three kilos of langra and chausa she had bought from the fruit seller that morning, ‘These are practically the last of the season and cost five rupees a kilo, five! I think one or two are slightly overripe, I hope he doesn’t mind, I thought of leaving them, but then it would look too little… ’


‘He will understand that it is the end of the season, and be very grateful,’ broke in Nina impatiently, her arms aching with the load. The bus came and twenty minutes later they got off at Shahjahan Road, and walked over to 43 Meena Bagh.


‘Please wait, ji,’ said the tall grey haired lady ushering them into the glassed in verandah. ‘He phoned to say he might be a bit late, he was called for a meeting at the last minute. He had to go, you know what it is like these days.’


Everybody knew what it was like these days. Indira is India, India Indira, we need no one else, certainly not an opposition, D K Barooah, the Congress president, had declared as opposition was jailed, the press censored, demonstrations banned, activists tortured. The most startling objector to be thrown into prison was the venerable freedom fighter Jayaprakash Narayan. Old and frail, incarceration would destroy his health and succeed in killing integrity and conscience.


On the wall opposite the front door was a black and white portrait of Indira Gandhi. Around her was a garland of sandalwood roses. They were in the house of a sycophant, or to interpret it more kindly, a man too scared to be seen as anything but a Believer. Slowly but surely Madam’s probing eye delved, knife-like, into every house, every heart.


How feared she was. And how useless. Of her Twenty Point Programme the drive to produce sterile men was the only one that proved responsive to force. Poverty, alas, was resistant. Garibi Hatao. Almost thirty years after Independence that day was further away than ever, though government employees kept long hours in office, too scared to be absent or go home early. This man was obviously an example.


‘Papa didn’t need this kind of fear to make him work,’ burst out Nina. Her tall, vital, handsome father, hair greying at the temples, black framed glasses, clean-shaven face, slightly yellowing teeth, whose laughter was a series of snorts, who could charm with every word he spoke. Were he alive their lives would have been completely different. She tried never to think such thoughts for they led nowhere, but today, on her birthday, circumstances demanded them.


‘Your papa was a different breed of man,’ sighed the widow. For her every celebration was tinged with sorrow.


‘If papa were alive, we would not be here. Nice way to spend my birthday.’


‘That is why I say you should settle down. If you married an NRI or someone in the foreign services you could live abroad nicely.’


‘I don’t see NRIs or foreign service officers lining up to marry me. Get real Ma.’


‘Hasn’t happened doesn’t mean it won’t. Everything is possible.’


Even marriage? Even happiness? Even escape?


If a husband could protect her from life in a brutal autocratic state she would marry him tomorrow. All around them countries like Burma, Pakistan, North Korea, Cambodia, China, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, were showing the way to totalitarian regimes, with their repressive measures and violation of human rights. What was so special about this country that would enable them to escape the fate reserved for so many of their neighbours?


Coming, we are coming, wait for us, our millions will soon join you.


Forty five minutes later, as Nina was urging her mother to get up and leave, they heard the sound of a car drawing up next to the house, seconds later its door slamming. ‘Namaste, namaste,’ twittered a thin, grey-moustached, bespectacled man, deputy secretary, Ministry of Education. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting, unexpected meeting. Sit, sit, I have heard so much about your husband.’


The government servant cum astrologer quickly settled down to business. He asked the date of birth, name, added numbers, calculated the planet configuration at the moment Nina was born. He divined enough details of their past to establish even Nina’s unwilling confidence.


Now, he claimed, the fifteen year bad period in their lives was coming to an end. The unfortunate arrangement of stars that had governed their destinies was slowly giving over to a more favourable combination. Things were going to change, change quite drastically, he added frowning.


‘Marriage?’ suggested the mother.


The civil servant peered at the charts. ‘Late,’ he declared.


It didn’t take a genius to predict that, thought Nina. At thirty it was late by anyone’s standards.


Marriage would take place this year or the next, went on the astrologer. Journeys were involved, the signs were good for prosperity and happiness. And till where had Nina studied?


‘MA,’ said the mother.


‘Things are not easy if you are educated, the mind needs companionship, the search becomes longer.”


Nina scowled. The man should stick to his stars instead of making ridiculous pronouncements.


‘And Miranda House you said? Good, very good.’


By now the mother was in a state of deep excitement and Nina in a state of deep suspicion.


Well, at least she has been given enough sustenance to make this birthday less traumatic, thought Nina while the mother clutched her hand on the way back, as though she were already leaving for a new home.
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Far away, on the eastern seaboard of Canada, in Halifax, Nova Scotia, a young man stood at the window of his clinic and gazed at the trees lining the sidewalk. It was summer; the air was mild, the sun shining for a change. His long time friend and partner had just walked home to his wife, child and lunch.


Eight years earlier, Ananda had been a practising dentist in small town Dehradun. Unlike many of his friends he had never dreamt of leaving India. His ambitions were simple. He wanted to make enough money to look after his parents and repay them for the time, love and hope they had invested in him.


But these exemplary aspirations were not destined to be realised.


His parents had been middle class professionals, on the lower scale of things. His mother taught at the Convent of Jesus and Mary, his father was a minor functionary at the Forest Institute. They had two children. The daughter studied at her mother’s school, and for her BA went to Miranda House, Delhi University. Her lack of academic brilliance was compensated by the genius she exhibited in choosing her partner. The boy had actually been to Doon School with Sanjay Gandhi! Now he was in the IAS, UP cadre. Success was bound to crown your career when you could claim some connection with The Family.


The umbrella of this marriage would cast its shade over the young brother as well. At all times the parents were keenly aware of the potential calamities that could befall their children and a son-in-law added to their sense of security.


Ananda was going to be a doctor. The father spent hours going over the child’s lessons with him, making sure there was no question he could not answer, and the son justified this attention by winning scholarships every year. He had to be something responsible, respectable, solvent and being a doctor fit the bill. In class XII he had school in the morning, coaching classes for medical entrance exams in the afternoon and homework at night. But though he was a position holder in the science stream in the boards, he didn’t score high enough in those other exams to make it to medical college. It was the first disappointment he had known in anything that had to do with reproducing large amounts of memorised material.


Dentistry was the alternate option. The medical exam entrance forms had demanded he fill in a second choice and now he was forced to see the bright side of things. He would not have to do night shifts. He would get the same—almost the same—respect as doctors did, the same—almost the same—money, but without the insane hours. With more economy and a bank loan, he could set up private practice in Dehradun. The career of a dentist uncle in Canada was painted in glowing colours. Who knew, his future too might convey him across the globe. But for the moment, a stretchable moment, he belonged to his parents.


Dental courses ran on quotas. Ananda was from UP, so for him the obvious choice was the dental wing of King George’s Hospital in Lucknow. He passed the interview, and for the five years it would take to qualify he shuttled between Dehradun and Lucknow.
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From the moment of his birth Ananda had been surrounded by the rituals of his caste. Before he left home, his parents did their best to reinforce the practices of a lifetime. He was a Brahmin, his body must never be polluted by dead flesh. Low caste boys in the college hostel might try and tempt him towards non-veg, cigarettes and alcohol. Should he deviate from the pure habits they had instilled in him, his mother’s heart would break. She assured him of this with her disturbed, devoted gaze.


Ananda was put in a room with three boys who, including the other Brahmin, all smoked. The air was blue with the haze of constant indulgence. He breathed deeply and smelled liberation.


From cigarettes he graduated to alcohol. As he moved from first to second to third year at King George’s he found parents allowed their sons a certain autonomy if they were doing well. So, freedom went hand in hand with success. He absorbed this lesson.


Most of his classmates aimed to go abroad. Were they to labour like donkeys for the measly sums Indian doctors commanded? No, never, not while they had wits to fill in applications and patience to endure the year it took to get admission. They would have to qualify again once they were abroad, borrow money for tuition and living expenses and put in even more years if they wished to specialise, but the eventual reward dwarfed these sacrifices.


If the love of his parents meant that Ananda’s ultimate destination lay no further than the small town he had lived in all his life, he was son enough to accept this. His parents found him an internship with a reputed dentist in Anstley Hall on Rajpur Road. His future was such a well understood thing between them that discussion was not considered necessary before this was settled.
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Ananda worked with Dr Chandra for two years. His hand was deft, but with patients, strangers after all, his conversation was hesitant, his demeanour bashful. Dr Chandra thought he would gain confidence with time, you can’t be awkward around people’s mouths. Dentists have to be skilled at putting patients at ease, especially since they feel vulnerable as they recline, mouths open, saliva gurgling in tubes stretched across their chins. Each file had to have notes about the client’s profession, background, interests and family, so that small talk could be generated, empathy exhibited.


Two years later Ananda felt he had learnt enough to be on his own. His parents broke their fixed deposits to help him set up a dentistry practice further down on Rajpur Road. They applied for a one lakh loan from the State Bank of India with their house as collateral to help finance the office equipment.


This done, they insisted it was time for him to marry, he was already twenty four. Marriage brokers were contacted, the family grapevine alerted, advertisements scanned. Photographs with attached bio-datas began to appear and were judiciously scrutinised before being offered to the son for comment. It would take a few months for her to be found, assessed the parents, but before a year was over they expected to have a daughter-in-law. In anticipation of this, they bought a second-hand car, a Premier Padmini with only thirty thousand miles on it.


Ananda wanted to keep a driver but the parents insisted such expense was unnecessary. They hardly went anywhere; the driver would sit on their heads the whole day and steal petrol. When the bride came and his practice was more established, they could consider it.


‘My practice is established,’ countered the son, ‘and surely you need the car more than my wife, whom nobody has yet seen.’


‘May you live forever, may you always be happy,’ murmured his mother.


The boy felt baffled. It was not a question of his happiness but theirs. ‘No arguments, I am keeping a driver. He can get the fruit and vegetables if nothing else.’


The young were so headstrong. What did they know about preserving the life of a car, rationing petrol or saving the salary of a driver? The minute they earned they started to spend. That was not the way, the way was to save, to conserve; how else had they managed all those fixed deposits which had supplemented Ananda’s one lakh bank loan? Besides who could trust food bought by hired hands?


The driver was not kept.


Ananda took the car to his clinic, and as always, the parents went for their evening walk to Gandhi Park, stopping on the way back to buy fruits and vegetables, selected only after they had been prodded, smelled and haggled over, piece by piece. One fateful day their rickshaw was hit by a truck speeding through town. They died instantly.


Relatives came. Relatives commented. His parents’ karma, his own karma, what could anybody do? If only they could have seen to his marriage, he needed a wife to cushion such a tragedy. His sister kept crying and pointing out that all he had was her.


The son’s tears finally came after everybody left. It was his fault, his fault. Why hadn’t he forced his parents to keep a driver? Why were they so paranoid about money? Look where it had led them.


He flipped through the Gita his brother-in-law had left him. Do your duty, never think of the consequences; life is full of suffering—that he liked. Every time he read life is full of suffering he felt a mournful resonance deep within him.


Meanwhile his sister took up from where her parents had left off. He was now an even more ideal candidate for marriage: own house, own practice, no parents-in-law to mar this perfect scenario. Offers flowed in, but Ananda had lost the desire to marry. He was marked by fate, happiness was unattainable and he wanted nothing of life.


Destiny though had other plans. His mother’s brother, the doctor uncle settled in Halifax for the past twenty years, urged him to come to Canada. In India he would be constantly reminded of his loss, whereas if he wanted to make a fresh start, this was a country filled with opportunities. He sent one through the post: admission forms for the Dalhousie University Dental School.


His sister did not want to lose him to the West. ‘I will never see you. You are all that is left of Ma and Baba.’


Her husband scolded her for her foolishness. There was nothing in this country, and how often did they meet anyway? He strongly advocated his brother-in-law’s departure. His own luck came through proximity to The Family, and could not be shared. For most of the middle class even the basic things—a phone, a car, a house—took a lifetime. Now this golden chance had landed uninvited on Ananda’s doorstep.


Opportunities are very insistent. If you neglect them they promise to retaliate by filling you with regret for the rest of your life. A lost opportunity refuses to hide, it pops out at every low moment, dragging you even lower.


It took six months to settle things. Clothes and household goods were dispersed among people in order of their importance to the Sharma family. First Alka took her pick, then relatives, then friends and neighbours, and lastly the servants. Nothing was thrown away, nothing wasted. The practice was sold, and tenants found for their former home.


His sister came from Agra to see him off. ‘Remember if you don’t like it, you can always come back,’ she repeated many times. Ananda was mostly silent. His situation had changed so much that he already had the mind-set of an immigrant, departing with no desire to return.
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Ananda landed in Halifax on the 15th of August, his country’s day of independence, as well as his own liberation from it. His uncle, waiting to receive him at the small and dazzlingly empty airport, remarked on this in a distant, nostalgic way.


During the twenty three mile drive from the airport, the uncle expanded at great length on Ananda’s goals. The orphaned boy needed to get ahead, brooding was not going to help. He had made a smart move in coming, even though it meant more years of study. Take his own example: hard work and the right profession had made him worth half a million dollars. ‘Why do you think there is such a brain drain in India?’ he demanded. ‘India does not value its minds—unlike here. Otherwise you think we are not patriots? But there even the simple tasks of daily life can bleed you dry.’ The uncle shook his head sadly, while his expensive car slid smoothly along the road as though greased with butter. In the undulating landscape, lakes gleamed for a moment, then vanished. Ananda had never seen such empty spaces.


‘Where are all the people?’ he asked.


‘They will come—once we enter the city. But don’t expect many, the whole country has barely twenty million—and Halifax only eighty thousand.’


Now eighty thousand and one.


‘There, there we are,’ said the uncle, pride in his voice as they rose slightly onto a hill which offered a momentary vista of the city sprawled before them. His tone implied that this was the first of many gifts on offer to his nephew. Then came pretty wooden houses, set in green gardens, followed by the high-rises of downtown, all strangely deserted.


‘Where are the people?’ repeated Ananda.


‘Always the first thing to strike our countrymen,’ laughed the uncle. ‘You’ll get used to it.’


Again the spread out generosity of the residential areas, and finally Young Avenue. As they approached, the uncle switched conversational gears; this was one of the poshest areas in town, the Olands, liquour barons, lived right across the street in a huge mansion that made his own place look like an outhouse, but neighbours, nevertheless, neighbours. He could afford to live here because one plot had been divided into three.


The car drew upto its companion outside a garage attached to a yellow house with a black roof. They climbed the steps, Ananda’s eager gaze registering the large picture window, the smaller windows, one strangely set just above a flower bed. The uncle unlocked the front door to reveal four more steps that led up to a carpeted expanse, filled with lamps, deep sofas, silk cushions, shining wooden tables, gilt edged pictures. All this belonged to a doctor like himself.


His first cousins, Lara and Lenny, fifteen and sixteen, were introduced. He was to share the basement with Lenny. The den or the open area between the laundry and Lenny’s room had a pull-out sofa which was to be his bed. They had prepared it for him, they thought he might need to rest. Would he like something to eat first? Ananda accepted, and as he ate a dry and tasteless tomato sandwich his uncle told him this was lunch, and everybody made their own.


Too tired to register anything more, he sank into the soft foam of the sofa bed. Against the crispness of the cotton sheet and the fluffiness of the comforter he felt cocooned as though in a fortress.


He slept for hours, through dinner, through half the night. Three o’clock found him rambling in a strange house, too scared to make a noise that might disturb, longing for a cup of tea, unable to even find the bottles of drinking water. He was alone, all alone, with relatives who did not wake with the fall of his feet on the floor, the blood that joined them diluted with the waters of an ocean. The glossy magazine house felt cold and alien. Tears gathered and fell silently as he sat huddled on the soft yellow silk love seat, shivering with grief and cold in his new pyjamas.
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The family awoke finally. He was taught how to make tea, he was told of tap water clean enough to drink, he was shown where breakfast materials lay. His helplessness reminded the uncle that boys fresh from India needed to be guided in every step they took.


Breakfast over, Dr Sharma and wife Nancy continued with their explanation of Western domestic arrangements. Everybody had to do everything themselves. They both cooked dinner, but breakfast, lunch, tea, snacks, each one made according to their needs. Washing, ironing, bed making, similarly all on their own. ‘You will learn soon, beta,’ said the uncle gently. Here Nancy stubbed her cigarette butt into an ashtray and carefully picked a speck of tobacco from her painted mouth, creased by faint wrinkles scratched into her upper lip.


The tightness in Ananda’s chest increased. Not even one day had passed and they were giving him rules to live by—presupposing he was an ignorant, good for nothing freeloader. All his life he had been praised for being a good boy. He had assumed responsibility, performed well in exams, done his duty by his parents, met every expectation placed on his shoulders. Carefully he put on a pleasant expression to mask his humiliation.


The uncle and aunt got up. Lenny would show him the ropes downstairs. He must make his bed and get ready. Then, it being such a beautiful day, they would drive out to Peggy’s Cove, and follow this with a special Indian lunch in his honour at the Taj Mahal restaurant on Spring Garden Road.


‘No, no,’ said Ananda politely, trying to convey that he didn’t want the familiarity of Indian food so soon after he had left it. He wanted something Western and exciting.


‘Oh, don’t worry,’ said Nancy, ‘it will be a treat for all of us. We love Indian food.’


So Ananda went down into the basement to have a shower, carefully moving the curtains outside the tub so they didn’t touch him. Water streamed onto the floor. His first lesson on how to bathe in the West and how to clean the bathroom afterwards, followed. As Lenny watched, he mopped the floor, and wrung the dirty water out into a bucket. He felt soiled and desperately in need of another bath, but he grimly ignored these feelings. He could live with an unclean body, he had lived with so much else. Now, said Lenny simply, here is the toilet cleaning stuff, here, you use the brush like this, and he proceeded to attack some brown stains that Ananda, to his mortification, had not registered as his responsibility.


Then the bed had to be remade, yes it had to disappear every day, so people could sit in front of the TV. This was the den (ie not Ananda’s room), explained Lenny as they folded the bedding inside the sofa and replaced the cushions.


‘In India we had a maid who did all this, I mainly studied,’ explained Ananda in turn.


‘Lucky man, I could do with a few servants picking after me.’


‘It was not quite like that,’ said Ananda. He had never felt particularly pampered. Rather they were the struggling ones, always anxious, always trying to make ends meet, clinging dearly to their standard of living through toil and sacrifice. The single servant was an ancient, bucktoothed, grey-haired woman, who had to be supervised into proper labour, who chatted relentlessly the whole time she worked and minded if you didn’t listen.
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Into the car and out to Peggy’s Cove. ‘It’s down the South Shore,’ said Dr Sharma, ‘about fifty kilometres or so.’ Lovely scenery, spectacular setting. As before the nephew was struck by the lack of people along the way, but this paled next to the beauty of their destination. There, beyond huge sloping boulders lay sparkling waters, glittering grey and silver in the bright sunlight. A white lighthouse marked the edge of land and sea, and as they stood on the rocks the wind tore into their clothes, hair and ears. He knew the place, knew it from Enid Blyton, the place where four children had gone for an adventure along with Kiki the parrot. What would his friends say if they could see him now, he thought, while Nancy took pictures and gulls wheeled and shouted.


Within five minutes the wind had frozen Ananda’s bones. And that too in August. What kind of summer was this? His nose began to run, and as he had no hanky he wiped it surreptitiously with his fingers, dragging his hands across his face as if deep in thought. When he could bear it no longer, he excused himself and went into the gift shop. It was warm there. His uncle followed him. ‘Want anything?’ he asked. The boy shook his head. In his slim wallet he only had the eight US dollars he had been allowed to take when he had left India, dollars he was too afraid to spend. He had been so focused on leaving, it had never occurred to him that money would be an issue once he reached Canada, because of course everything would be taken care of.


When his uncle felt Ananda had drunk his fill of Canadian beauty, they got in the car and headed back to Halifax and the Taj Mahal.
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In the red lamplit warmth of the restaurant on Spring Garden Road, Ananda breathed in smells he could no longer take for granted. Bending his head over the menu, he bleakly asked for mutter paneer, while the family bickered gently over what had been good last time and how much of the mutton, chicken, fish, tandoor and gravy items to order: Dad, you swore last time the lassi was too sweet, so why are you ordering it again? And Mum, you cannot eat spicy, though you think you can. Don’t forget the pappadums. And Ananda, too bad you are vegetarian, the meat here is really yum.


‘You are not eating?’ observed the uncle, as he looked at the single naan on Ananda’s plate, now cold, and stained red with the oily gravy from his mutter paneer.


In fact his appetite was curbed by memories too recent and too raw to be ignored.


‘It’s still night for him,’ explained Nancy on his behalf.


After the saunf, called mouth freshener, and after the bill, so mammoth for food so familiar, they trooped out. From the car he was shown the Citadel, the graveyard, the pier, the cathedral, Scotia Square, Spring Garden Road, its park. Then on to Dalhousie University, the biggest university in Nova Scotia. Where the uncle studied, where Ananda was provisionally enrolled. And there to the right was the site of the Killam Library, still under construction, the Student Union Building, the Forrest Building, King’s College and the Dome that was part of the Arts and Administration building. He caught a glimpse of department signs on old wooden houses, yes, they said, Dal—Dalhousie—had bought most of the houses around.


The tour of Halifax was over.


To continue bonding with his nephew, Dr Sharma suggested they walk down to Point Pleasant Park, at the end of Young Avenue; they would be back in an hour. It was four in the evening, yet Ananda’s eyelids were drooping, his head felt heavy, his body was screaming for a bed. But his uncle had decided he must see this park and it was not in him to be disrespectful.


‘It’s so beautiful, uncle,’ Ananda breathed, as he walked through the wood and saw the sea at its edge, ‘so clean and fresh—so few people.’ The uncle beamed, admiring for the thousandth time the view and himself for living so close to it.


‘Beta, we must talk.’


‘Ji uncle.’


They walk on meditatively, the uncle pulls on his pipe, an affectation he has. To help his nephew, now so unfortunate, would be a way for him to pay back the debts a life of fortune had accumulated; a way also of making sure his sister’s soul was at peace. As soon as he knew the boy was coming he had spoken to the Dean of Admissions at the Dental School, submitted Ananda’s application and explained his circumstances. He was well respected, and they were understanding.


‘Thank you, ji,’ murmured the tired nephew, soaking in the feeling of being taken care of, by his uncle, the system, the government.


‘Meet the Dean, then we will see about your loan.’


The feeling of being taken care of melted away. Of course this was not a world where family sacrificed their all for your success; here blood expected you to stand on your own.


‘This is how things are done here,’ went on Dr Sharma, his Indianness attuning him to Ananda’s discomfort. ‘Even Lara and Lenny will take loans. No pocket can stretch to cover higher education, maybe a millionaire’s, but not a doctor’s.’


‘How much loan?’


‘Doctors and lawyers are considered good investments, so the whole thing is easily worked out. Right now I will give you a hundred dollars a month, enough to cover some basics.’


He pulled the money carefully from his wallet. The sight of the blue, red, orange and green Canadian notes brought relief to Ananda’s soul. He could unclench his fist from around his eight US dollars, could look forward to replenishment every month, could avoid the ignominy of having to ask, so close to begging.


‘I will pay you back, uncle,’ he murmured. You had to learn fast in the West, it was sink or swim, and Ananda was trying out his strokes.


Dr Sharma looked at the boy, noticed the weariness on his face. Poor child, he had just been orphaned, but what better way to find your feet than student life? If he made things too easy, his nephew, being Indian, might take such avuncular indulgence for granted.


‘Let’s go back, you must be very jet-lagged—it’s going to be light for hours yet. But have something to eat before you sleep.’


The boy looked at him and there never was such an open, unguarded expression on his face again. ‘Thank you, uncle, thank you—for everything. I can’t—don’t want to—go back home, after what has happened—it will be impossible. With your blessings I can make it here.’


‘You will make your mother proud if you do well.’


Why did his uncle have to mention her?


After a pause the uncle said, ‘One does miss relatives here. I kept inviting your mother—even offered to pay—but she said it was impossible to leave her family and I could not afford four international tickets.’


His mother, his self-sacrificing mother.


‘I often discussed it with Nancy,’ continued the uncle reflectively, ‘but it was not feasible.’


Ananda said nothing, he was in too much pain.


Dr Sharma’s own sadness increased. He wished he had done more for his sister. Compared to his life, hers had been so mean and small. Though close in age, as children she had mothered him. Well, he would make it up to her son. She would prefer that, and the son himself would eventually realise that good things can come from even the greatest tragedies. Time is a great healer, he told his nephew, who nodded obediently.


They went home, Ananda made himself a tomato, cheese and lettuce sandwich, drank a glass of milk and went to bed.
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Getting Ananda’s life in order took the better part of two weeks. Dr Sharma went with him to the Dean’s office, went with him to the Forrest Building, went with him to the student loan section, showed him the layout of Dalhousie University, this time on foot. With each day Ananda felt more beholden. Because of his uncle he would be in a place where there were no rickshaws, where if truck drivers were rash, they were caught and punished. With so few people an individual life must mean something. ‘If God shuts the door, he opens a window,’ remarked the uncle periodically.


In India many of his fellow students had yearned after these doors and windows, spent time and money trying to get them open. The brightest of futures anyone could think of was going abroad to study, then staying on somehow.


‘Look at me,’ Dr Sharma often said, pretending Ananda had a choice of where to place his gaze, ‘look at me. I am a citizen of the world.’ In other words, every summer they went to Europe. In Rome, Florence, Paris, Venice, London, Amsterdam, Munich, in art galleries, theatres and museums he exposed his family to the finest artefacts of Western civilization. The uncle looked mystical as he pronounced these evocative place names, and Ananda saw his future dotted with similar alluring stars.


Once Ananda, thinking more of his own situation than intending any criticism of this highly successful man, ventured to ask why his uncle did not visit India more often. Were Lara and Lenny not curious about their father’s birthplace?


‘Arre, beta, last visit, ten days out of three weeks were spent being sick. Such bad diarrhoea—we all had to go on antibiotics. The whole country is crawling with disease, filth, flies and beggars. The children were horrified. How can they be proud of their ancient heritage if they see nothing of it? Very disappointing—and from what I hear the country is practically a dictatorship. One should take the best of one’s country and leave.’


‘Ji, uncle.’
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Ananda had been dyed in a lifetime of study, and such habits were not difficult to return to. The dental course was rigorous, but he welcomed hard work. Long hours in the library stood between him and his memories. In the old wing of the Dental School, he could dawdle, read, feel himself king of the silence, the large windows, the high ceilings. He often returned to work after dinner.


Occasionally he wandered over to the vending machines in the basement. There he drank coffee, ate sandwiches, candy bars and chips. He felt a great fondness for the black, glass-cased monsters. Like his parents, they always gave, never asked. Come ten or eleven he would walk out onto Robie, down the mile to Young Avenue. Meanwhile, this new country was sinking into his heart.


He watched darkness fall earlier and earlier, till night came at four. By February he had joined others in grumbling about the snow and the cold. But in his heart he had not yet had enough, he only complained because everybody else was doing so. And look how efficient the snow cleaning, how manifold the pellets of salt, how pervasive the central heating.


This was the country to live in, despite the cold, the darkness and the never-ending winter.
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Diwali and Holi. Every year their dates change, but around the beginning and end of winter come the festivals that make Indians think with longing of celebrations in the mother country.


Halifax was no exception. Home to four hundred Indian families, home to the India Club whose main aim was to ensure that expatriates did not feel deprived during festive occasions and to expose the next generation to Indian traditions.


Ananda would have preferred not to know when Diwali and Holi fell. With his parents he had eaten special foods on fast days, prayed with them before the gods on Janamashtami, Dussehra, Diwali, Ram Navami, Holi and a hundred other smaller occasions. There was no way he could replicate any ceremony on his own; he preferred complete rejection.


On November 5th of his first year in Canada, Ananda finds himself in the basement of the Equador Hotel. Curtains give the illusion of windows. Tiny coloured winking lights are strung all around. A pundit arranges prayer materials before small images of Ram, Sita, Lakshman, Hanuman on a raised dais. A few diyas are lit around them, more, being a fire hazard, are not allowed. Myriad women are dressed in saris, Nancy and Lara included. Dr Sharma and Lenny are wearing new clothes.


On the other side of the hall is a long table, where the vegetarian feast catered by the Taj Mahal restaurant is laid out. The guests eat, wish each other a Happy Diwali, joyously, festively, wistfully, then emerge into the Nova Scotian night, the wind howling around the women’s saris, inflating them like balloons, reaching under their petticoats, chilling their skin before they even reach their cars.


Another hybrid Diwali over.
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Later Ananda asked his uncle why he participated. This was a man who couldn’t stay three weeks in India.


‘To give the children some idea of their background of course, otherwise how will they know our customs?’


Ananda looked unconvinced. His uncle was a fraud. He went on about Canada, and here he was dressing his women up in saris and devouring vegetarian food on Diwali. His own life would be conducted with more integrity—none of this Indian for a day, and Western for the remaining year. The uncle glanced at his nephew. ‘Beta, I was once like you. I too wanted to leave my country behind when I left its shores.


‘Twenty years ago there was no India club. I am one of the founding members. I realised that if I forgot everything of mine, then who was I? When the children came, it became even more important to keep in touch. Nancy thinks like I do, after all there is something so graceful about our rituals. She loves the opportunity to wear her sari. Then at Christmas we all go to church, that is fair, don’t you think?’


‘Ji, uncle.’
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It was some time after Diwali, when days were shortening so much one barely caught a glimpse of light, that Dr Sharma decided to partition the laundry room to made a cubicle for his nephew. Ananda was bewildered; he was fine on the sofa bed, quietly watching TV during his free evenings and holidays.


He tried to prevent his uncle from spending the money, but his uncle explained—as though to a two year old, that this way he could have privacy. He could use the den of course but his clothes, books and all his personal stuff would have their own place in this little room. He would have a cupboard, his own desk with a tube light above it and a tiny alcove fitted with drawers. Wouldn’t that be nice?


By now Ananda knew that privacy was an important issue in this culture and though he felt wounded, he said nothing. His uncle wanted to shut him up in a cage.


Workmen came and in ten days it was finished.


The room had a window near the top of the ceiling that looked onto the skimpy grass of the back lawn. It was this alone that prevented Ananda from dying of claustrophobia. ‘You are lucky to live rent free,’ remarked Nancy. ‘There are many students who pay highly for accommodation in this area, we are so close to Dal.’ Ananda hadn’t realised he had to show gratitude, his instinct was to feel aggrieved.


‘Your uncle always said we don’t want strangers in the house, not even a student. He might think differently after you leave.’


Ananda did not respond, he was busy with his own thoughts. He had always considered himself undemanding, never exceeding his hundred dollar allowance, keeping his discomfort over food unobtrusive, with no special requests for meals, despite the woeful sameness of boiled vegetables. Nobly too, he had ignored that those vegetables were sometimes served to him from the side of the meat platter.


Yet his uncle thought fit to settle down on the edge of his bed one day, towards the end of his year at Dal, and say that it was time for him to move to a place of his own. He had been around Halifax long enough to know the ropes.


It then dawned on Ananda that being a relative did not bestow automatic rights, that being an orphan ceased to mean anything after you had eaten hundreds of meals at your aunt’s table.


Though proud and sensitive, he was not perceptive. Over the past year he had many times admired his ability to adjust, allowing his TV channel to be changed, doing his own laundry, cleaning the toilet and bathroom. Now as he sought to understand the reasons behind his uncle’s suggestion he concluded that the Sharmas must have tired of seeing his face, while he, pushed in his tiny room, felt barely visible. When his uncle had said, ‘Family here means different things, beta. We help you be independent. We do not want to cripple you,’ he could almost taste the sugar on the pill being used to get rid of him.


With distance the feeling of rejection became less, the understanding more, but the shame remained.
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Ananda shone in Dental School. His three years of practice in India gave him confidence amongst his fellow students. He was articulate in the classroom, good with projects and demonstrations, always ready to help others. His particular friend was Gary Geller, who was the same age as him. Thickset, small bright blue eyes, short blond hair, ready laughter, only child. His father was a dentist too.


Gary had taken a few years off after high school, spending this time working at menial jobs and travelling in Asia. He knew India, he had a broad cultural empathy. High time Ananda stopped clinging to his uncle, he said. He realised that sorrow and the pain of leaving his country made him want to hang on to the familiar. But every young adult in North America left home as soon as possible. Come on, man, it was time to be a bit more Canadian. His parents took boarders (as no doubt the Sharmas would as soon as he left), why didn’t he talk to them?


‘They hardly know me,’ said Ananda, disguising his relieved, tacit acceptance of Gary’s proposal—still being taken care of, but a step outside home, and a man has to start somewhere.


‘They’ve met you enough times. Now you speak to them today?’ It was not a question, Gary’s statements sounded like this, as he was Haligonian born and bred.
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The Gellers would be delighted to have him. They looked upon him as their own, and the rent was fifty dollars a week. That very evening Ananda told his uncle who congratulated him on his independence. He was his own blood, he said with great feeling, and the hundred dollars a month were his till he graduated.


Dr Sharma felt he could now stand before his sister on judgement day with his head held high. And the year of listening to the slight barbs Nancy had subjected him to was over. The way Indians did things made no sense to her, though he had repeatedly tried to explain the duty he owed a dead sister’s son. Before he had issued the sponsorship, they had both agreed Ananda would spend time with them, but even after years of marriage, Dr Sharma had not realised that for Nancy time meant one month whereas for him it had meant at least a year. He had tried to speed up his nephew’s acclimatisation, but grief made the process slow. Now Gary had stepped in, preventing him from feeling too bad about the boy’s departure.


‘You have known them quite a while, no?’


‘Ji.’


‘Once you are settled I will visit regularly, alright?’


‘Ji.’
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Gary helped him shift. One trip in his car was all it took. Lara and Lenny had been ordered by their father to be there to say goodbye. The bonds of an Indian family were strong, he preached, and they said yes Dad, and indulged him—easy since the circumstances involved departure.


‘Thank you, Lara, Lenny, Aunty, Uncle, I am sorry for any inconvenience I might have caused you,’ said the well brought up boy.


‘You couldn’t help it,’ responded the aunt genially, ‘it is difficult when one goes abroad for the first time. But you have adjusted nicely, very nicely.’


Dr Sharma beamed. ‘Come and see us often,’ he repeated.


‘Well, I must say they’re going to miss you,’ said Gary in the car.


‘After making sure I left,’ muttered Ananda as they drove away from 807 Young Avenue.


Gary laughed. ‘You’ll have a much better time on your own, man. One can’t have family breathing down one’s neck.’


If one was fortunate enough to have a family, thought Ananda. Stoically he stared at the majestic maple trees that lined the roads that led to Gary’s house.


‘My parents had this room specially designed, and students have been quite happy here, you’ll see,’ said Gary as he unlatched a little gate at the back. Six narrow steps circled down to a door that opened into the basement. Basements were the students’ lot, but this was as different from his old one as night from day. Blinds divided the room into a tiny foyer with a desk and chair, and a larger bedroom. On the wall above were two long, thin windows set close to the ceiling. The view was of grass, but enough light came through to brighten the place. A single step led up to an alcove with a stove and fridge on one side; on the other was a bathroom to wet as he pleased.


It was heaven at fifty dollars a week. Why hadn’t he moved sooner? Why hadn’t he thought of it?


‘Notice the blinds? They are teak. I saw them in India and had them shipped over—you don’t get things like this here.’


Ananda had never seen teak blinds at home, but he didn’t say anything.


‘Better get a phone connection soon,’ said Gary, pulling the door shut and handing Ananda a key. ‘Come on, Mom must be waiting.’


Dinner was to take place upstairs, in celebration of the new tenant cum friend cum part of the family.
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To be served a fish bouillabaisse—we made this for you, because you don’t eat meat.


‘Mom, Andy doesn’t eat meat, fish or chicken, he is pure vegetarian.’


The mother looked stricken—here, the salad, the potatoes, the bread, and I can open a can of tomato soup, it will only take two minutes.


As Ananda sipped the thick, red mass produced liquid—for the two hundredth time (conservative estimate)—he thought of his uncle. A Brahmin like himself, but only marginally connected to vegetables. How long could one hang on to caste taboos, for whom and for what? His parents were dead. And he had broken taboos when he drank alcohol in college.


As a first step towards a different future, he now said, ‘My uncle eats everything—including beef.’


‘Ah yes, Dr Sharma has been here a long time, hasn’t he?


‘Twenty two years, but he began with meat when he was a student in India.’


‘Andy here is a late starter. But soon you will be asking for steak,’ Gary rallied.


‘Cows are sacred in India, Gary. You must not make fun of a person’s beliefs,’ said Mr Geller.


‘I’m aware of that, Mom—I haven’t travelled in India for nothing—but Andy knows what I mean. When in Rome do as Romans do.’


Ananda carried Gary’s joke further to show how well he could take the spirit of what they were saying, ‘The cows there are sacred, but maybe I will commit no sin if I eat the cows here. Let’s see how long it takes me,’ he remarked and they laughed, wanting to encourage him in steps he took to be Canadian. His life would be easier if he ate meat.
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Ananda had a summer job. He had responded to a notice on the school bulletin board that advertised the position of dental assistant to Dr Cameron in Robie Street.


The interview with Dr Cameron had gone well. The doctor was a tall, stooped man, with thinning hair, a soft voice, tentative manner and blue eyes magnified by glasses. It was a seven hour working day, and if four dollars an hour was acceptable, his assistant (soon to go on maternity leave) would show him the ropes.


The money was acceptable, it had to be, but Ananda took care to inform him that he had been a dentist with his own practice in India. Dr Cameron took equal care to inform him that he was not allowed to even touch a patient till he got his DDS, a fact Ananda was aware of.


From the 1st of June, every morning he made his way to 4098 Quinpool Road. The menial nature of his job galled him. All he did was take impressions, mix silver for fillings, help with flap operations and wisdom teeth removal, prepare injections, develop X-rays, change little paper cups of water, hold and clean the suction, arrange the cloth around the patient’s neck and take out files. He had trained a high school pass boy to do this for him in Dehradun. Never mind, he told himself often, in the new world PhDs drove taxis if necessary.


The money he possessed was a jealous mistress; he wished he could stop offering her the attention she demanded, but he was powerless. Each dollar invited his anxious love, each cent demanded his careful protection. Over and over he calculated: twenty eight dollars a day meant hundred and twelve dollars a week. In one month he would earn four hundred and forty eight dollars. Rent was two hundred dollars, the balance two hundred and forty eight would have to cover everything else.


Once the school year started there would be a fresh loan to cover eight thousand dollars of fees, plus living expenses of four thousand five hundred a year. With scrimping and saving, make that four thousand dollars. Total = twelve thousand dollars. The bank would own him, but then the bank owned many students. Starting life deeply in debt was the way things were done here: don’t worry, don’t worry, you are going to be a qualified dentist.
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Dr Sharma approved of his new life. About once a fortnight he dropped in, drank a cup of tea and demanded details of Ananda’s finances, job, boss, duties, eating arrangements, friends and landlord. After the written part of the DDS, how much time before he could appear for the second, clinical part? Should he spend more years and specialise? If he joined a practice where there were specialists, he could be the general practitioner. Would he prefer a hospital? And how many more years for citizenship? What about his social life, the boy was always in when he dropped by.


Ananda lied and quickly created some mythical friendships. He couldn’t bear that his uncle should find him wanting in any respect.
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The truth was that the whole long summer Ananda was very lonely. Weekends were the worst, and he had much time in which to relive his parents’ deaths. His isolation pressed upon him and numbed his capacity to break his solitude. In India whether at home or in the hostel he had always been surrounded by people, his life open to inspection, comment and group participation.


Now he realised how much his uncle had done for him. The family cocoon he found himself in had felt uncomfortable and alien, but shreds of Indianness transported across oceans did mean something. Despite all that was said, blood (his uncle) was thicker than water (Gary’s parents). They may have said he was like a son, but there was no daily interaction, no constant checking that he was all right. To be fair, they did not check on Gary either, so perhaps this could not be a basis for comparison.


At times it could be a heady feeling, not being accountable to anyone but often towards evening that momentary excitement degenerated into lonesomeness and he grew sick of his seesawing emotions.
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Much thought was spent on food.


As he boiled his vegetables and seasoned them with butter, salt and pepper, Ananda wondered how much his caste meant to him. His uncle pushed him gently towards the eating of flesh. He offered himself as an example. Should one’s identity depend on what one ate? If Ananda married a local girl, he would find himself in a difficult situation. When one came to a new country, one had to come wholeheartedly otherwise one could be very miserable. He wasn’t telling Ananda what to do, all he was saying was that the boy should think about it.


It was Ananda’s own cooking that added fuel to this particular fire. He couldn’t bear to eat another boiled vegetable, another sliver of cheese. He wanted to be able to eat fast food: burgers, hot dogs, sandwiches filled with bright pink meats.


Carefully he started with a fish—that almost vegetable—taking his first bite of a fillet soaked in lemon and tartar sauce, asking his mother’s forgiveness, but feeling liberated. By the end of the summer he had graduated to processed meats. Culinary convenience entered his life.


His uncle approved.
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