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To my family



Prologue


LOVE & COURAGE

Four months had passed since I’d made one of the biggest decisions of my life. I was running to become the eighth leader of one of Canada’s largest political parties, the New Democratic Party. From the moment I announced my candidacy, I had been riding a wave of life-changing events, and on that particular day in September, there was another one in store for me.

It was a beautiful day—the kind when summer hasn’t lost its hold and the weather seems to ignore that fall is just around the corner. I was heading to an event at Professor’s Lake Recreation Centre in Brampton, Ontario. As I drove through the surrounding neighbourhoods, I looked out my window and took in the buildings where I’d held countless community events over the years, each one bringing together hundreds of constituents who made up one of Canada’s most diverse communities. This was the riding I had represented for the past six years in the Legislative Assembly of Ontario. The riding where my team and I had launched my leadership campaign.

Back then, in May 2017, pollsters gave us single-digit odds of winning. Analysts said I was too unknown, too inexperienced, too unrelatable. Columnists pointed to my turban and beard, and pondered whether a very visible minority could connect with all of Canada.

The past few months had been a blur of activity. In order to build the movement and create countrywide energy and excitement, we were holding events we playfully called “JagMeet and Greets” in communities as widespread as Duncan, BC, and Lunenburg, Nova Scotia. By that September day, my squad had signed up 47,000 new members—more than all the other NDP candidates combined. Our dream—to excite and invite a new generation of social democrats who believed in an inclusive Canada—was taking shape.

I felt my excitement building as I pulled into the park entrance and headed toward the recreation centre. We’d held events across the country, but this was the first official campaign stop in the city where it all started. Hosting an event in Brampton felt more like a homecoming party than another campaign stop. Behind the building’s vine-covered glass walls, hundreds of our original supporters and volunteers, friends who’d been with me since the beginning, were ready to celebrate.

I glanced at my watch, a gift from my bapu-ji—my dad—on my sixteenth birthday, and saw that it was time to get inside. A volunteer in an orange T-shirt was waiting for me at the front. I turned the volume down on Post Malone’s “Congratulations”—its contagious bravado and my non-stop playing of it made it our campaign’s unofficial anthem—and rolled down the window. Before I could ask, he said, “Don’t worry, I’ll park it.”

As he came around to the driver’s side, I adjusted my bright yellow turban in the rear-view mirror. I hopped out of the car and hustled up the concrete stairs toward the rec centre doors. Before I reached them, though, a woman in a black T-shirt stopped me.

“Oh, hey,” she said, casually puffing a cigarette. “Are you headed upstairs?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Can we ask you questions?”

“Now?”

“No, during the event.”

“Yes, you’ll be able to ask questions.”

“Okay,” she said, and stepped aside.

As soon as I got inside, Hannah Iland, my campaign tour director, spotted me and escorted me to the ballroom. “Heads up,” she said, “there’s a local TV station that wants to broadcast the speech so we need you to carry two mics.” She led me to the doorway. “We’ll announce you in a few seconds,” she said.

I peeked over her shoulder and scoped out a room filled with the bright faces of so many loved ones, and people who I had grown to know well over the past six years as a politician. I also caught a glance of the emcee, Gurkiran Kaur, the woman I was going to ask to marry me as soon as this crazy campaign was over. Hearing her introduce me to my supporters made the moment—and our future plans—all the more special.

When I walked onstage, the applause was overwhelming. Gurkiran handed me the two microphones with the signature affectionate look she gives me—a twinkle in her eye, a wink without winking. While trying to keep our relationship private so as not to cause any distractions from the campaign, we’d perfected our own sign language, a way of exchanging positive vibes without being overt about it.

I returned her glance and tested the mics on the crowd. “Wow, this is amazing,” I said, taking a moment to try to pick out my parents in the crowd of a hundred. “First question, does my voice carry better this way, or—”

“It carries great,” called a voice too clear to be from the crowd. I looked to my right and noticed the same woman who’d stopped me outside. She was striding over so quickly that her pace and proximity to me took me aback. As she spoke, her hands waved wildly and her head jerked from side to side. Her stream of words poured so fast I had a hard time grasping them.

“Hi, my name’s Jennifer, I asked about a questions process, there isn’t one, so I’m asking you now—”

“Hold on, one second, hold on,” I said, squeezing out the words between hers. I turned to the audience and tested the microphones again so that I could figure out what Jennifer wanted.

She stepped closer, head tilted, angrily pointing up and down. “We know you’re in bed with sharia,” she said.

Of course, I thought. This wasn’t the first time in my life I had been confronted with Islamophobia, or suggestions that there was something wrong with me because of the way I looked, or fears that I was a terrorist or terrorist-sympathizer.

“When is your sharia going to end?” she asked, wagging a finger in my face.

I’d encountered hecklers like Jennifer (many of whom were worse) throughout my life. In fact, several months earlier, the media scrum for our campaign launch had been delayed by a similar incident.

In that moment, I purposely didn’t explain to Jennifer that I’m Sikh, not Muslim. Though I’m proud of who I am, throughout my life, whenever I’ve been faced with Islamophobia, my answer has never been “I’m not a Muslim,” because hate is wrong, no matter who it’s aimed at. When it comes to stopping fear and division, all of us, no matter who we are, have to stand together. History has shown that if you allow any sort of hate to take hold, it spreads like fire, burning people for their race, gender, economic status, or sexuality.

Jennifer kept ranting. “We know you’re in bed with the Muslim Brotherhood. We know by your votes,” she yelled, still inches from my face. She disparaged Muslims and me, associated me with Islamic extremism, and said I didn’t support women’s rights, growing increasingly hostile with each new accusation.

I wasn’t worried for my safety—much of my life has been spent disarming aggressive people, and I’ve gotten pretty good at it—but I was worried that she’d ruin our celebration. So many people on my team had worked countless hours behind the scenes, in offices, and on doorsteps, but hadn’t had a chance to come to our gatherings before that day. They and the many other supporters in the room deserved better than having their optimism derailed and drowned out by bigotry. I feared they’d walk away with a bitter taste in their mouths.

I knew I had to cool Jennifer down and respond in a way that made the room feel positive again, but the chances of turning it around slimmed with every second she seethed. When two campaign volunteers approached Jennifer and tried to shepherd her away, one of them gently touched her back. Jennifer spun around and snapped at him. “Don’t touch me!” she screamed. “Don’t anybody touch me, or I will contact the police immediately.”

There were rows of phone cameras pointed at us now. Great, I thought, YouTube’s about to blow up with an angry white woman shouting down a turbaned, bearded politician and threatening to call the police. I could sense the audience’s unrest, too, and I began to worry for Jennifer; I feared someone in the audience might direct their impatience or anger at her. I didn’t want that negativity to dictate the day. I wanted us all to remember why we were there, why we were doing this.

The reason was spelled out in two languages on orange signs all around me, but it didn’t sink in until I caught the eye of my bebey-ji—my mom—in the crowd. She looked at me with that calm wisdom that’s always there. I could see just a hint of encouragement, too. Suddenly, I remembered the lesson she’d repeated so many times to me: “Beta”—dear—“we are all one. We are all connected.”

Thanks to my mom, the right words finally came to me. “What do we believe in?” I asked the room. “We believe in love and courage, right? Love and courage!”

A dear friend of mine who runs a creative agency had helped develop “Love and Courage” for the campaign, but to me, it was more than just a slogan. When my friend presented the idea to me, I felt those two terms captured more than just my motivation, more than just my journey—they perfectly encapsulated the lessons life taught me, my values, who I am, and the way I try to live my life.

“Love and courage.” I repeated it until the crowd echoed the message louder than I could with the microphones. They chanted and clapped so powerfully that it seemed to surprise the heckler, who spun around with her arms up, cheering along. Did she not understand why the room was chanting?

“We believe in love and courage,” I said to everyone. “We believe in an inclusive Canada where no one’s left behind.”

It was in that moment that I finally looked Jennifer in the eyes. She wasn’t intimidating or scary at all. She was just a fellow human, one who maybe had been hurt or had faced hardships, or for whatever reason had grown resentful of people who looked different from her. When I saw that, I wanted her to know that I loved her. That we loved her. That we welcomed her and that she belonged in our version of Canada, too.

“As Canadians, do we believe in celebrating all diversity?” I asked the audience. “Give a round of applause for all diversity.” As the crowd applauded, I felt truly blessed that our supporters were living our campaign message, rather than just putting it on signs and in hashtags.

I was proud that everyone in the room had met hate with love. It was the courageous thing to do.

While Jennifer went on about my fictional ties to extremism, I countered with, “We welcome you. We love you. We support you, and we love you. Everyone in this room loves you, we all support you, we believe in your rights.”

In the days and weeks following the incident, many people asked how I remained calm in the face of so much aggression. My answer was always the same: Think about all the people who feel like they don’t belong. In my case, I was set apart by my beard, brown skin, turban, and a different-sounding name, but it might be the clothes you wear or the accent you speak with or how much you or your parents earn. When you feel like you don’t belong, you can become like Jennifer, or you can come up with positive ways to disarm prejudice.

After reflecting, I realized that people were really asking me where my love and courage in the face of hate came from. And that was a more complex question to answer.

Sometimes, loving someone, even yourself, takes a lot of courage. There isn’t a single moment when I realized that. Rather, it was a lesson I learned and relearned my entire life, sometimes the hard way.

My story is a Canadian story, a journey in a country where people who are as different from each other as me and Jennifer can both find our place. It’s a story of my family and the ups and downs we faced together. Some parts of it are hard to tell and could be hard for some to read. But most of all, this is a story filled with love and courage, and how I came to understand that these two forces are inextricably connected.



Part One
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Chapter One


A NEW WORLD

My parents had to make a lot of tough decisions to give my siblings and me the life they thought we deserved. One of the hardest was saying goodbye when I was just a year old.

In the late 1970s, my parents, Jagtaran, “One Who Uplifts the World,” and Harmeet, “Friend to the Infinite Divine,” were living in a one-bedroom apartment in Scarborough, at the east end of Toronto. While Toronto was on track to becoming one of the most multicultural cities in the world, it sure didn’t seem like it at the time. Sometimes, in the elevator or on the bus, my parents would see another minority. But most of the time, my parents felt that they always stood out.

To help themselves feel at home, my parents sought comfort in the food of their childhood. The apartment was often filled with the fragrance of coriander, cumin, turmeric, and cloves from the dishes my mother made. That fragrance would follow us for the rest of my family’s lives together, through half a dozen homes and five cities. But back then, while they marvelled at the cleanliness and amenities of their apartment, they couldn’t imagine building a family in its cramped quarters, with only a single bedroom.

My parents, like many new Canadians, had found the transition to Canada from Panjab in 1976 difficult. It probably didn’t help that Canada effectively recognized none of their education or international experience. They were getting by on my mom’s meagre salary as my dad tried to pass the medical exam that would allow him to practise as a doctor in Canada. They each worked hours upon hours each day, trying to get ahead in their adopted country so that they could settle down and, hopefully, start a family.

Despite their precarious financial situation, my father was anxious to have children sooner rather than later.

“We’ve been married a year. What’s the hurry?” my mom asked. But this, she knew, was my father’s nature. He was always trying to dream bigger. He always wanted to provide more for his family; he was driven. He never wanted to settle. In a way this was the polar opposite to my mom, who was almost always content. She might be the only woman on earth to describe her labour and delivery as “not that bad.”

I was born on January 2, 1979, a sizeable nine pounds and five ounces. (Seriously, Mom? “Not that bad”?) My mom named me by combining both my parents’ names: the jag, pronounced “jug” (the world) from my dad’s name, Jagtaran, and meet (friend) from my mom’s name, Harmeet, meaning “friend to the world.”

For the first months of my life, I slept on a stack of blankets by my parents’ bed. Although we didn’t have a lot of money, I never wanted for the important things—food, warmth, love. Still, my parents wanted their children to more than survive—they wanted us to thrive.

So in the winter of 1980, as I was learning to take my first tentative steps, my parents took a leap of their own. My dad had applied to universities from one end of Canada to the other for his residency, flying between provinces for interviews. The travel was costly enough as it was, and my mom’s maternity leave had long since expired. They couldn’t afford a babysitter, so my grandfather came from Panjab to help look after me.

There was a lot of uncertainty about where my family would end up, so my dad suggested to my mom that my grandfather take me to live in Panjab for however long it took for my parents to get settled. It wasn’t unusual in Panjabi culture for grandparents to raise a child while the parents got established, but there would be eleven thousand kilometres between my mom and me, her first baby. The thought of being away from her beta for a week, let alone indefinitely, made her heart heavy. But she also knew I would be better off living in one place with my grandparents until my parents were more settled.

So, in late 1980, my mom kissed me goodbye and sent me to the airport in a taxi with my grandfather. As the car drove farther away from their apartment, she could feel a hole open up in her heart and grow with every mile between us.

“I never knew it would be that hard,” she said later. “I was broken.”

I had barely had time to get to know my home in Canada. But as my name said, I was a friend to the world, and I was about to learn just how big that world was.
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My first years in Panjab are impossible for me to remember. But I often wonder if they left some unconscious imprint on me, some deeper sense of what my parents’ lives were like before they came to Canada.

My parents were born in Panjab, which literally translates to “five rivers”: panj, meaning five, and ab, meaning river. The region stretches across the plains just south of the Himalayan mountain range and is surrounded by China and Afghanistan. It was the frontier land through which ancient travellers typically made their way into the South Asian subcontinent. It was home to the first Sikh kingdom, created in the early nineteenth century by Maharaja Ranjit Singh, a leader renowned for his belief in pluralism and diversity. Sikhs made up less than 10 per cent of the population of that first Sikh kingdom, but because the realm was based on Sikh principles of equality and pluralism, all spiritual traditions, faiths, and religions had equal rights and held positions of power in the royal court and army.

The Sikh kingdom was the last territory to succumb to the British colonialism that swept across the South Asian subcontinent. Eventually, though, Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s kingdom did fall to the British in 1849 as a result of treachery and deceit, as opposed to military defeat. The ensuing century of British rule forced the hundreds of distinct and proud kingdoms across the subcontinent to amalgamate.

While the British were successfully pushed out of South Asia, they left collateral damage in their wake. The departing British, as they did nearly everywhere in the world, drew up on the backs of napkins arbitrary lines for countries, creating divisions and conflict. The same centralized power structures used by the British continued, so minority languages, tribes, ethnic communities, and spiritual traditions continued to be marginalized. Once again, the rights and dignity of the many diverse populations, languages, and spiritual traditions of the subcontinent were an afterthought.

Those one hundred years of British rule were culturally, socially, and politically devastating to all South Asians. The impact of that century is still carried, felt, and remembered to this day. It’s a scar that has healed, to a degree, but the mark remains nonetheless.

My father, Jagtaran Singh Dhaliwal, was born in the city of Barnala, Panjab, in 1950. His father, Shamsher Singh, had served in the military as an engineer before settling into a quieter life as a farmer. Shamsher Singh enjoyed farming, but he wanted his children to get educations. They could help tend the cows and harvest rice, wheat, and cotton, but they were never obliged to do so, and only after doing their homework.

My grandparents encouraged my father to break from the family’s military tradition. During my father’s childhood, through a combination of poor management, bad business decisions, and a lack of government policies to support local farmers, my grandfather had lost a lot of his inherited land. The possibility of building a secure future as a farmer diminished with each passing year, so my grandparents encouraged my father to find another path. They felt that a career as a physician would provide a more stable and financially rewarding future than farming or the military ever could.

My grandmother Jaswinder Kaur never went to university, but she had a formal education in Panjabi literature. She’d stay up late to help my dad with his homework. Whenever his eyelids got heavy or he grew bored with the material, she’d bring him back to the books. “Son,” she’d say, “this is the only way to a better life.”

My father took those words to heart. He attended medical school in the royal city of Patiala. He wasn’t the first in the family to make their mark on the city. Walking through the streets of Patiala, my father often passed by a statue of his grand-uncle Sardar Sewa Singh Thikriwala. Sewa Singh was a renowned freedom fighter and activist who championed greater civil and legal rights for the under-represented in Panjab. He advocated for more democratic representation, and he insisted that the Sikh places of prayer—known as Gurdwaras—that were controlled by the British at the time should instead be run by the local community. Sewa Singh’s actions eventually drew the ire of the local king and his British supporters. The king imprisoned him, but that didn’t stop my great-grand-uncle’s efforts. While in jail, he went on a hunger strike to protest the mistreatment of the less fortunate around him. The hunger strike cost him his life, but his efforts for democratic reform and social justice were memorialized in the statue that the city built.

Sewa Singh’s advocacy against British rule, though, was unusual in his family. His brothers served in the British Indian Army. For many Sikhs—who at one point made up more than half of the British Indian Army—this was a pragmatic decision. Soldiers got up to fifty-five acres of land for their service after they retired. Favoured officers like my great-grandfather, who rose to lieutenant, earned even more.

My grandfather Shamsher Singh had followed my great-grandfather’s footsteps into the military. Even after he settled in the outskirts of Barnala not far from his lands near his village of Thikriwala, he never shook the regimented military lifestyle. Every day he woke, showered, polished his shoes, and went to work—either driving the tractor or supervising the workers. After lunch, he had to have his nap. And every evening, he drank from the same shiny teacup, feet up.

My father’s family was better off than most, but my dad still struggled with contentedness. He felt ashamed about broken furniture at home that they were unable to repair or replace, and that he couldn’t afford a bicycle to ride to school. He felt embarrassed by what he perceived as his father’s failures, each of which resulted in less and less land for the family to farm, meaning the family had less and less income.

Sikhi—or Sikh teachings, practices, and the Sikh way of life—should have helped my dad avoid focusing too much on these worries. But at the time, my father didn’t give spirituality a lot of attention, nor did his parents give it much emphasis. He hadn’t walked very far down the path—not yet.

Some of you reading this may have a clear picture of what Sikhi is, but some of you may not. It’s one of the world’s youngest religions, started in the fifteenth century. The founding principle is a belief in oneness—or Ik Oankar. It’s a belief that deep down we are all connected. In fact, it’s a belief that everything is connected: each of us human beings alongside the life forms and forces we share this planet with.

A common analogy used to understand the principle of oneness is to see yourself as a drop of water in the ocean. Individually, you are unique and separate, but together with all the other drops, we become an ocean. The goal isn’t simply to understand this connection but to live and experience it through love—love for the universe and all things in it, love for yourself, and love for others.

According to Sikhi, if others suffer, you suffer with them. When you help others, you’re helping yourself as well—because we are all connected. A belief in the oneness of humanity means ensuring everyone has justice and fairness in their lives. If we are all connected, then injustice against one of us is injustice against all of us. This is why Sikhs categorically reject inequality. The belief in oneness in Sikhi also promotes pluralism and respect for different beliefs, spiritualities, and religions. Sikhi doesn’t ever seek to convert. We can all be different, equal, and connected.

One particularly pernicious form of inequality that continues to persist in the South Asian subcontinent is the caste system, a system of inequality based on race and class. People of a higher caste, often people with lighter skin, have access to more resources, while those of a lower caste, typically those with darker skin, are denied those resources. At one time, this meant that only higher castes could learn to read and write. Today, some lower castes are still denied the right to access the local village well, and they experience significant barriers to attaining work, education, and other necessities of life. One of Sikhi’s goals is to abolish the caste system.

The names Singh and Kaur replace family names that might otherwise divide society by class. Singh, a title of royalty, is given to men, while Kaur, another title of royalty, is given to women. While in some cultures, women’s family names are omitted from history as they marry and take their husband’s surnames, in the Sikh tradition, women keep the title Kaur throughout their lives. This practice represents the belief that women are sovereign and complete regardless of age or marital status.

All of these Sikh beliefs were familiar to my father when he was young, even though he and his family were preoccupied with their struggles rather than the teachings. They were losing more and more and more land. My grandmother was worried that their financial security was in jeopardy. She needed to make sure my father had a bright future. She believed that the only path to a secure future for her son was by him becoming a doctor. At first, my father accepted his mom’s belief that becoming a doctor was the surest way to achieve financial success. It literally came with a title and access to a promising career. Later on, though, my father embraced medicine not only as a ticket out of insecurity but as a ticket out of India itself.

His determination to leave his homeland only deepened near the end of his medical degree. More and more, the ever-present corruption that penetrated almost every aspect of daily life in India was wearing on him. In the Indian bureaucratic system, you had two ways of getting ahead: paying someone off, or becoming a sycophant.

“If you wanted to get posted in a city, you had to bribe someone to do it. Sometimes a bribe wouldn’t be enough and you were also expected to lick someone’s feet,” my dad said. “Why get stuck in this nonsense or waste energy on asking why things had to be this way?”

After he graduated in 1976 with his MD, my dad purchased an ad in the English-language newspaper The Tribune that combined his two priorities—leaving India and getting married—and kept his posting brief:

Young Panjabi physician looking for a woman living outside of India.
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When my mom, Harmeet Kaur, first arrived in Canada in 1976, the thing that struck her the most was the freedom of women. She grew up in a place where women had to think twice about taking a bus. You literally had to weigh the risk of getting sexually harassed with the need to get to your destination. Walking down the street or being out after dark alone were calculated risks women had to make daily. Sikhi’s feminist tenets had fought hard against this injustice, but misogyny was still alive and well in South Asia.

Given where she’d grown up, the first time my mom stood in a grocery aisle in southern Ontario, she was amazed to see women carrying sanitary pads in plain view of other customers. Coming to Canada gave my mom access to a freedom she had never experienced and probably never even imagined.

My mom had arrived in Canada on a family visa. She was sponsored by her brother, who was sponsored by his sister, who was sponsored by her husband. On it went and would continue to go, uniting relatives in their adopted home. In the decades to come, the number of Panjabi-speaking Canadians would grow to be one of the largest minority groups in Canada. While the majority of Panjabi-speaking people clustered around the greater Toronto and Vancouver areas, they had a presence in every province. My mom’s family, like so many others, built their community one person at a time.

Unlike my dad, my mom had grown up on a multigenerational farm where the children were expected to contribute to the family business on top of their schooling. All of the work—picking cotton, husking corn, harvesting wheat—was done by hand. Luckily, there were four generations living in their two-storey farmhouse at the time.

My mom’s parents, Sarup Singh and Gurbachen Kaur, loved farming, but they knew the future was bleak. They didn’t have the means to buy any more land, and while the land they did have was incredibly fertile, twelve or so acres wasn’t enough for the eight children to divide up and establish their own families on. My grandmother was ambitious and, like my paternal grandmother, she taught herself to read and write in Panjabi and Urdu, a rarity among women in their working-class farming community. My grandmother enrolled my mom and her siblings in the local village school and encouraged them to pursue education as a path to a brighter future.

My mom was probably the first woman in her family to get a university education. She graduated with not one but two degrees: a bachelor of arts and a bachelor of education. Despite my mom’s credentials, though, it was tough for her to find work in India. There were limited opportunities. She found a part-time teaching gig, but it wasn’t enough to earn a real living. Her siblings in Canada told her she would have a better shot there. They sold the land of opportunities and my mom bought in.

To her surprise and disappointment, though, when my mom got to Canada, she found that job opportunities weren’t quite as plentiful as her relatives had advertised. Though she was educated in English, she, like so many other new Canadians, was told that her degrees weren’t recognized. She looked into getting recertified, but when she found out how expensive it was, she knew there was no way she could afford it.

Hearing the stories of my mother from this time, I always thought of one word: resilient. My mom is pretty much always content. Whatever the weather, no matter if she’s hungry or full, tired or rested, she is almost always happy. It’s what has allowed her to overcome so much in life. My mom was a young woman in a new country who had just found out that her hard-earned education was effectively worthless. For many people, that would be cause to lose hope. But not my mom. In fact, my mom’s story isn’t unique. So many new Canadians arrive with so much hope, only to find that none of their education or international experience is recognized in Canada. I’m in complete awe of all the people who persevered and never lost hope despite the odds.

My mother found a job in a factory that made curling irons. After working there for a couple of months, she started taking an IT course on the side, hoping it would help her land a job at a bank. She finally got the job, an entry-level clerical position, and joined the throngs of commuters working downtown. Sometimes, when we drive through downtown Toronto, my mom turns to me and says, with a shy touch of pride, “See that tall building over there? That’s where I used to work.” And when she thinks my siblings and I can’t hear, or that it won’t get back to us, she’ll say the same thing about us: “See those kids? I raised them.”

Later that year, my mom’s sister went back to India to visit family.

“I will find you a suitable boy,” my aunt told my mom, almost in passing. Oh no big deal I’m going to find you your life partner take care, talk soon. Sometimes it’s hard to imagine the different world our parents come from and the completely separate realities they experienced. There were no telecommunications between Toronto and the family farm, and my mom couldn’t afford to fly back with her sister. All she could do was give some broad criteria for what my aunt should look for: well-educated, good-looking, a practising Sikh who, obviously, didn’t drink or smoke, and was willing to live in Canada.

In Panjab, a couple of weeks later, my aunt opened up a newspaper to the classified section and found my dad’s advertisement. She sent a letter to my dad, and a few days later, he arrived for a visit. As a physician, he was considered a good catch. He had received letters with marriage proposals from families in the UK and the US, but found that Canada’s multiculturalism appealed to him most. And when he saw a photo of my mom, with her smiling eyes, he knew his decision was made.

When my aunt returned to Toronto two months later, she gave my mom a picture of her new husband. It could have been anyone. But my mom found the positive, just like she does in any circumstance. (I’m probably being a little generous when I say “any” circumstance. I mean, I would have loved for her to find the positive in me receiving an 80 per cent on my eighth-grade geometry exam instead of a 90 per cent, but I guess I wouldn’t have had the pleasure of geometry tutoring after school.) She was content with what she saw: a serious face, strong nose, sharp turban, and classy suit. She took the picture to the immigration office and filled out a sponsorship application.
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The guy who arrived on my mom’s doorstep four months later, in April 1977, wasn’t quite the man in the picture. Though my dad struck a strong figure in a turban, he had transitioned to wearing it only occasionally during his last couple of years at medical school, and he had cut his hair, which meant he wasn’t a fully practising Sikh. Instead of a proud mane, his beard was also cut short.

My dad certainly didn’t behave the way my mom imagined a doctor would act. Her first impression was that he seemed a little gruff and abrupt. Maybe it takes a while to start liking him, she thought.

My parents had a small wedding ceremony and moved into their apartment in Scarborough. My dad immediately got busy studying for the Medical Council of Canada exam and its US equivalent, which would allow him to recertify in Canada and practise there. Every day, he’d pack a bologna sandwich and board the bus to the University of Toronto library to study, while my mom went off to her new job at CIBC. It was supposed to be temporary. In a few months, my dad assured her, he’d pass the exam, find a residency, and they’d be living more comfortably.

But my dad failed his first attempt at the MCC exam. He was educated in English, but a second language is a second language. The rigidness of multiple-choice tests—something he wasn’t accustomed to—stumped him.

They continued to scrape by on my mom’s modest monthly salary. To help make ends meet, my dad worked as a security guard. He would study by day and then pull twelve-hour shifts on weekends and evenings, trying to cram in study sessions during his breaks. It was a demanding schedule, and more than once, a supervisor fired him for sleeping on the job.

“I’m a doctor, but I can’t use what I’ve learned to help people,” he’d lament to my mom. More than just a blow to his self-esteem, it was a blow to his sense of self.

My dad thought he’d have better luck passing the American medical exams, so shortly after I was born, he went to New Jersey for a three-month course. When he returned, my dad was certified for a US residency. But both he and my mom were still determined to live in Canada, close to my mom’s family.

To do that, though, meant saying goodbye to me for a time. That was when my parents made the decision to send me to Panjab to live with our family there.

“It will only be for a little while,” my mom explained to me, my one-year-old mind unable to understand. “And when you come back, we’ll have a beautiful new home.”

Whenever my mom recalls our separation—even now, decades later—all her nervous tics come out. My mom, who fluctuates between being bold and opinionated or warm and fuzzy, instead goes quiet and softly taps her moccasins on the floor. She smiles awkwardly out of the side of her mouth, a thing she does to lighten the stress in her life. Over the decades, I’ve caught her making this expression a lot. Back then, when she’d first said goodbye to me, she thought it was the hardest thing we would have to do as a family. But she had no idea just how bad things would get.



Chapter Two



CHARDI KALA—RISING SPIRITS

The eight months without me were some of the longest in my parents’ lives. My dad channelled his intense ability to focus and was single-minded about passing the exam to recognize his medical degree. He had a deep desire to succeed. In his mind, passing the exam would give us the financial security he had pursued for so long. But he also felt the pressure of proving himself, proving that he could make it. “It’s okay if your medical degree doesn’t work out,” his in-laws would say. “You can always get a job in a factory.”

I know comments like those hurt my dad. They flew in the face of all the long hours of study and sacrifice it had taken him to get this far. He badly wanted to work in the field he had dedicated the majority of his academic life to. Failure was not an option. What might have started off as his mother’s worry over financial security had blossomed into a love for healing and curing. It was prophetic, given his name, Jagtaran—one who uplifts the world. His work as a physician would be his contribution to lifting people up.

He finally got his break when he got the results of his most recent exam. He opened the letter hopeful about the results but with guarded optimism, having failed to reach the passing percentage so many times before. This time, though, he felt he had poured that much more of himself into his studies, and he was confident he would pass. He unfolded the letter and read the results. He had passed, with a solid score. His heart beamed with the satisfaction and pride of achieving a hard-won victory. My dad was back on track, and he could finally earn his place in the Canadian medical practice.

My mom continued to work at the bank, but she had lots of time to herself. She wished she was spending it with her little baby, but instead, she was knitting clothes for me.

“How big do you think he is now?” she’d ask my dad at dinner, showing him the hat she had knitted that day. “Do you think this will still fit when he comes back?”

“Let’s just focus on getting him back,” my dad would say.

My dad thought the next step in his medical career would be easy, but it proved to be its own challenge. He had earned the degree, passed the equivalence exam, and gained local experience—he felt it should be easy to get accepted for a residency program. He applied to a number of schools in a variety of different specialities, completed his residency interviews, and awaited the results. The first responses that he received were all rejections. They were polite and nicely worded, but rejections all the same. As the rejections piled up, he started to feel a little panicked, but he reassured himself that he had applied to a lot of programs. Finally, in November 1980, my father received an acceptance letter from the medical school of Memorial University of Newfoundland, St. John’s. It felt like he’d won the lottery. He quickly accepted the residency, specializing in psychiatry, and cancelled his remaining applications.

A few weeks later, my parents made the trek to St. John’s. My mom and dad found a two-bedroom apartment and furnished it with a new mattress, a second-hand dining set, and a couch. Right after getting things settled in St. John’s, my dad boarded another flight, this time to Panjab to pick me up from my grandparents, while my mom stayed behind to unpack the few boxes and suitcases in our new home. I can just imagine my dad’s excitement and sense of accomplishment. He had made it, and now was going to pick up his son. He was well and truly on his path to a bright future in Canada.

[image: Image]

We were all finally reunited in St. John’s a couple of days before my second birthday. I was hobbling around in the snow and speaking full sentences in Panjabi.

“Bhua,” I apparently said to my mom, using the word I would for my father’s sister, “aho soor morden chaliyeh.” Let’s chase the pigs out of the field. In Panjabi, there’s a different word for almost every relationship. Aunts who are your mom’s sisters are called masi, while aunts on your dad’s side are called bhua, and grandparents are called something specific, depending on whether they’re your mom’s or dad’s parents.

I’m sure it hurt a little when I called my mom “auntie” instead of “mom,” but she let it go. My mom was just happy to have me back and loved that I was speaking Panjabi. My father, though, was a little more worried. He was adamant that we should speak only in English at home.

“How is he supposed to go to school?” he said to my mom. “The teachers don’t speak Panjabi.” My mom eventually conceded, and English became the first language in our house. Later on, though, my parents would regret their decision. Growing up surrounded by English, it was inevitable that I’d quickly adapt and learn the new language. But forgetting Panjabi meant I lost a little bit of myself and my ability to connect to my roots. It also meant I lost an important connection to my parents. My parents speak English fluently, but you can connect with someone on a completely different level when you speak in the language in which they feel most comfortable expressing themselves. There aren’t any guidebooks on how to build a new life in a brand-new country in a language you’ve only ever studied in school. These were just the learning pains my family came to accept.

My first years in St. John’s were blissful. As chance would have it, other South Asian doctors-in-training had found their way to Newfoundland. My dad was studying with a few doctors from different parts of South Asia, even a couple from Panjab. My parents had grown up in villages and cities where people from different faiths were neighbours and close family friends, and they were delighted to find out that St. John’s was no different. My earliest memories were playing with the children of my father’s colleagues, kids who were Hindu, Sikh, and Christian, and Hindi-, Panjabi-, and Telegu-speaking. All of our families regularly gathered for social evenings and delicious food. At least once a week, I’d stuff myself with chicken curry, aloo gobi (potato and cauliflower stew), saag (stewed spinach), and other delicacies.

I made my first friend in Canada in that St. John’s apartment, too. Tim and I used to play with our toys in the stairwell until his parents or mine would call us home for dinner. While I was probably one of the only brown kids in the apartment, I remember playing with the other kids and never really noticing that I looked different. St. John’s gets heavy snowfall, so we made use of the winter wonderland. We built snow forts and dug tunnels. I’d spend all day playing outside with the other kids in the building until my mom called out, “Jimmy!”

Yes, that really was my name growing up. My full name is Jagmeet Singh Jimmy Dhaliwal. When I was born, my parents were still struggling with their identity in their adopted land and were even more confused about the identity of their child. So, in order to keep my options open, my parents gave me a Western name in addition to my Sikh one. And when my siblings came along, my parents did the same thing. I was two years old when my sister, Manjot, was born, and they gave her the name Mona. Then, on Mother’s Day in 1984, my brother, Gurratan—or Gary, as my parents called him—was born.

Each day, my world grew a little more. I started school not long after Gurratan was born, and I loved it. More important, though, I met my first crush. There was a girl named Sunali in my kindergarten class, and even though we were young, she carried herself with confidence. Of course, that meant that many of the other boys in the class bothered her non-stop—I think most of them had crushes on her and just didn’t know how to show it. One day, a couple of boys were being more aggressive than usual toward her, pulling her hair and teasing her. I saw that they were upsetting her, so I walked up to them, pushed them away, and yelled, “Stop!” The boys looked stunned and shuffled away. Sunali looked over at me and thanked me, and I think my heart stopped for a moment.
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