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BYE-BYE, BOMBAY



I am Lowji Sanjana. I am a kid. I used to live in the country of India, in the big city of Bombay, in an apartment building with my ma and my bape and NO PETS! That was the apartment building’s rule: NO PETS!


But not long ago—just weeks after my ninth birthday—I learned we were moving … far away … across the ocean … to …


“America!” exclaimed Bape.


“America?” I gasped. I did not believe my ears!


How could I leave my grandmother and my grandfather? How could I leave my aunts and my uncles and my cousins? How could I leave my school and my best friend, Jamshed?


I started to cry.


Bape put his arms around me. “Look for the good in our move, Lowji,” he said. “Find the silver lining.”


I blew my nose. What silver lining? I could not find any silver lining.


It was my friend Jamshed who found some silver first.


“Lowji,” he said. “In America you can finally have a dog! A dog who will sleep on your bed. A dog who will play ball with you.”


“Yes,” I said, slowly beginning to find some silver too. “And a cat! I can finally have a cat to cuddle with. A cat who will purr when I pet it.”


“And,” cried Jamshed, clapping his hands in excitement, “a horse!”


I raised my eyebrows. “A horse?”


“Of course,” said Jamshed. “In America many people have horses for galloping across open plains and rounding up cows.”


“How do you know this?” I asked.


“I saw it at the cinema,” answered Jamshed.


“The cinema?” I thought about the American films I had seen lately. “I do not remember seeing any horses … or cattle … or plains.”


“Well,” admitted Jamshed, “it was an old movie. Really old. In black and white.”


“Ah.” I nodded. I had never thought of owning a horse before.


Later, when I asked Ma and Bape about having a dog and a cat and maybe even a horse in America, they said, “Najare padvum.” That means “We will see” in Gujarati—the language we sometimes spoke in Bombay when we were not using English. And so I came to America with high hopes of becoming a pet owner.


And oh, how different things are here in America.


Different clothes!


Different foods!


Different faces!


One thing, however, has stayed the same. NO PETS are allowed in my new apartment either.


Already I have learned an American expression for how I feel about this: Bummer!
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HELLO, HAMLET



I squash my nose against the taxi window to get a better look at my new American town—Hamlet, Illinois. Hamlet, I see, is small and quiet. I am not used to small and quiet. I am used to big and loud. I am used to honking cars and rattling trains and double-decker buses that raise clouds of hot, dry dust. I am used to sidewalks crowded with shoppers and pushcarts and people asleep on the pavement. I am used to billboards and bridges and buildings that stretch to the sky.


But Hamlet has none of these. Instead it has narrow streets and shady trees. It has a town square with a pizza restaurant, a shoe shop, and a statue of a man on a horse.


“Do people in Hamlet have horses?” I ask.


I hope.


I pray.


But Ma shakes her head.


“Bummer,” I say, trying out my new American expression. I flop back against the car seat. I think about the dog I will not be sleeping with. I think about the cat I will not be cuddling.


Our taxi turns a corner, and Bape says, “Look, Lowji, there is the school you will be attending.”


I look.


We pass an empty brick building with a playground in the back and a sign in the front. The sign reads: HAMLET ELEMENTARY SCHOOL.


“Where are all the kids?” I ask.


“They are on holiday,” answers Bape. “For the summer.”


“The whole summer?” I gasp. I do not believe my ears! In Bombay I went to a private school. I went all year-round. I went six days a week.


I can almost hear Jamshed: More silver, Lowji. More silver!


I agree.


Then the taxi turns another corner and comes to a stop.


“Maarun miithun madhurun ghar!” cries Bape. “Home, sweet home!”


We climb out of the car and stand on the sidewalk.


“What do you think?” asks Bape.


I think I am surprised. In Bombay we lived on the forty-seventh floor of a modern apartment building. Here in Hamlet we will be living on the third floor of an apartment house—a house with a wide front porch and a yard full of trees and grass.


“I like it,” says Ma.


I look around. I do not see any balls. I do not see any bicycles.


“Do any kids live in this apartment house?” I ask.


Bape shakes his head. “The letter I received said there are only two other tenants—an elderly lady named Mrs. Pendergast, who lives on the first floor. And a newly married couple with the last name of Dove. They live on the second floor.”


I sigh. “No pets and no kids.”


My parents do not answer.


The first thing I notice when we step through the front door is that our apartment house is very clean. The walls are as white as Bape’s cotton shirt. The floors are shiny. There is not a speck of dust on the stairs or a single cobweb in the corners.


“Lemony fresh,” I say, using an American expression I have learned from watching television. “Our apartment house smells lemony fresh.”


“It should,” someone says, “what with all the elbow grease I put into it.”


We turn. A woman wearing men’s coveralls and a tool belt is standing there.


“Good afternoon,” Bape says politely. He brings his palms together in the Indian gesture of greeting. “We are the Sanjana family. I am Farokh. This is my wife, Sooni. And this is our son, Lowji.”


Ma and I nod.


The woman grunts. “The new tenants, huh? Your boxes have been arriving for days now. I’ve been stacking them in your apartment. Place looks like a warehouse—lots of work for sure.”


Ma steps forward. She smiles and asks, “And you are …?”


“Crisp,” says the woman. “Ada Crisp. I’m the landlady.”


“We are happy to meet you,” says Ma.


“Uh-huh,” says Landlady Crisp. She takes in Ma’s bangles and nose ring. She looks up and down at Ma’s salwar kameez. Then Landlady Crisp tugs up her tool belt. “Well, I got work to do. If you folks need me, you’ll find me in my basement apartment—that is, if I’m not scrubbing, sweeping, or fixing something around here.” She stamps away.


And the door to the first-floor apartment flies open.


A white-haired lady pokes her head into the hallway.


“What’s going on?” she demands. “What’s happening?”


“We are moving in,” says Bape.


“We are your new neighbors,” says Ma.


“Are you Mrs. Pendergast?” I ask.


“Mind your own business,” she says. She slams the door shut.


Ma and Bape and I look at one another.


Then Bape shrugs. He leads the way up the very clean staircase to our third-floor apartment.
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FIVE-TOED TRAIL



Right away we begin unpacking. Soon our new apartment is a big mess. Boxes are everywhere. Some are open with our things spilling out. Others are still taped shut. A pile of crumpled newspaper is growing in one corner as Bape unwraps what we have shipped from India.


“Aha!” he cries. He pulls a wooden-framed portrait from a box. “The family!” He acts like he has found buried treasure.


And in a way he has. Because Ma and Bape and I are Parsis—believers in a very ancient religion—we are close to our family. All our family. Generations and generations of our family. In Bombay their portraits covered the walls of our home.


Now I watch Bape unwrap single portraits, dual portraits, portraits of people at weddings and navjotes. Out come my aunts … my uncles … my grandparents on their wedding day. Grandmother is wearing a silk sari. Grandfather has on a fehtna. Next comes a yellowing portrait of long-ago cousins, followed by my granduncle as a child wearing a white suit. Finally, a group of women I do not recognize comes out of the box.


Bape places each of the portraits carefully on the floor.


“It is too bad Roopa is not here,” I say. “Roopa could help you hang the family.”


Bape flattens the now empty box. “We do not need Roopa,” he says. “We can get along by ourselves.”


I am not so sure. Roopa was our servant back in Bombay. She helped us bring up the milk bottles in the morning and clean the dishes in the afternoon. She served our meals and answered our telephone and washed our dirty clothes.


I sigh.


Roopa helped make our apartment a home.


By the doorway of my new bedroom I see a stack of boxes marked LOWJI.


“Ma,” I say. “I am feeling sick.”


Ma lays a cool hand on my forehead. “You are not feverish,” she says. “Where does it hurt?”


I point to my stomach. “It is feeling all tight and ticklish,” I say. “And I am hot and a little dizzy. Could I have caught some rare American disease?”


Ma’s lips twitch. “You do not have a rare American disease,” she says. “You are not sick.”


“I feel sick,” I say.


Ma puts her arm around my shoulders. “It is not easy to move.”


“It is easy for you,” I say. “You have a good job at Ace Computers.”


“No, Lowji,” she says. “It is not easy for me. I may have found a wonderful new job, but I miss Bombay. I miss the aunts and uncles and cousins. I miss Grandmother and Grandfather.”


“And I,” Bape adds, “miss the Restaurant Tanjore. Hamlet, Illinois, does not look like the kind of town that will be needing a gourmet chef.”


He pauses. His eyes start to twinkle. And—uh-oh!—I know what is coming next. A joke. One of Bape’s silly jokes. I brace myself.


“Why are chefs hard to like?” he asks.


“I don’t know,” Ma answers with a grin. “Why are chefs hard to like?”


“Because they beat eggs, whip cream, and mash potatoes!” Bape snorts and slaps his knee.


Ma giggles.


But I groan. I do not feel like joining in their joking. I do not feel full of fun.


Ma puts her hand on my shoulder. “Come and unpack your boxes, Lowji,” she says. “It will make you feel more settled.”


I do not need to settle. What I need is a pet. A waggy dog or a purring cat. But I do not say this. Instead I push the stack of boxes through the doorway and into my new bedroom. I open the top one and begin to pull things out of it. My old life is everywhere.


It is like I am an archaeologist on a dig. I can look in the box and I can tell much about myself.
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