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“Anyone who has wondered about the modern immigrant experience and perceptions of coming to this nation to fulfill dreams will find America Calling a lesson in adaptation, advantage, and revised futures.”


—Midwest Book Review


“America Calling is a timely and unique addition to immigrant literature. Bhandari weaves an evocative and compelling narrative of the power of education to connect and transform—an experience that resonates deeply with me as a first-generation immigrant and college student.”


—Reyna Grande, award-winning author of A Dream Called Home and The Distance Between Us


“Rajika Bhandari is a voice that urges us with moral clarity and rigorous intelligence . . . this is a clarion call for the nation’s policymakers and educators to welcome all curious minds.”


—Maeve Higgins, New York Times columnist, award-winning author of Maeve in America: Essays by a Girl from Somewhere


“Through this intimate account of her own journey, Rajika Bhandari tells the story of the millions of young people who pursue the dream of an American education . . . and the often misunderstood, underappreciated yet immense value they bring about. While she grew up in Delhi and I in Madrid, her story is, in many ways, mine too.”


—Angel Cabrera, president, Georgia Institute of Technology (Georgia Tech) and a Carnegie Corporation “Great Immigrant”


“By turns analytical and heartfelt, America Calling is an engaging and timely read that will resonate strongly amongst the global academic community. . . . As an immigrant with an educational background that spans two continents myself, I see an element of universality in Bhandari’s narrative that transcends culture and national origin.


—Andrew Hamilton, president of New York University and former vice-chancellor, University of Oxford


“Dr. Rajika Bhandari starts with her personal journey and broadens out to support a universal truth: The US is better off with the rich diversity and expertise brought by international students to American campuses and society. A touching and insightful must-read.”


—Lenora Chu, Chinese education expert and award-winning author of Little Soldiers: An American Boy, a Chinese School and the Global Race to Achieve


“Rajika explains why the world’s brightest flock to American shores and boost its competitiveness—and why they are now returning home. She is right that if America doesn’t correct the exodus, it will be the greater loser.”


—Vivek Wadhwa, distinguished fellow, Harvard Law School, Labor and Worklife Program, best-selling author of The Immigrant Exodus


“Rajika Bhandari offers a roadmap to the many who have come, and the many who will be drawn to America. It is deeply personal and yet illustrative of the many shared experiences of generations that continue to enrich a nation built by and for immigrants.”


—Raju Narisetti, founder of Mint newspaper, and former managing editor at The Washington Post and The Wall Street Journal


“A rich testament to the importance of international students, America Calling is also an important addition to the story of the Indian diaspora in the US.”


—Devesh Kapur, Starr Foundation professor of South Asian Studies, Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies and award-winning co-author of The Other One Percent: Indians in America


“America Calling is a one-of-a-kind book, relevant to both students and educators all over the world. The US remains one of the most sought-after destinations for tertiary education, and Rajika’s book is a tremendous contribution to the literature on this global trend.”


—Pramath Raj Sinha, founding dean of Indian School of Business and co-founder of Ashoka University


“Seeking an international education takes courage, as Cervantes reminds us. But it’s not a quixotic venture. As Dr Bhandari ‘s story illustrates, the windmills of the mind can be overcome, and the arc of educational exchange bends toward open doors and open minds.”


—Allan E. Goodman, President and CEO, Institute of International Education (IIE)
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For my mother who gave me the wings to fly and my daughter who inspires me to keep moving forward, and for the millions of students around the world who venture abroad, dreaming and taking risks
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Author’s Note



To write this book, I relied on my memory and interpretation of events, on my professional knowledge and scholarship about international students, and on relevant data and research. Certain events are omitted to preserve narrative flow. The names of most individuals and other identifying information have been changed to protect privacy. The resemblance of these altered names to individuals—living or dead—is purely coincidental. There are no composite characters in the book.





Prologue


They arrive in the US each August, thousands of them with dreams in their eyes and nervousness in their hearts, their belongings usually contained in just two suitcases. They come from over two hundred countries, large metropolises, and small towns—from China to Saudi Arabia, from Taipei to Timbuktu—heading to college campuses all over America, big Ivy Leagues and small community colleges, in New York City, Mobile, Alabama, and points in between. You can spot them easily at any of America’s major airports, as they emerge from the belly of the airplane in twos or threes; perhaps their parents knew each other and made sure they had company on their travels over to a foreign land. Or perhaps they befriended each other somewhere along the way, embarking on a shared journey to a country that was strange yet familiar thanks to television and the internet.


Their luggage contains all their belongings, which will have to suffice until they can make enough money to buy clothes in America. That could take a while. The suitcases are bulging with clothes, books, homemade snacks in carefully sealed packets, and perhaps even a pressure cooker for the ambitious cook. Big white labels pasted on to the suitcases proclaim the travelers’ long and strange names and their US destinations. For now, these are the maps of their lives: where they have come from and where they are going. But even on that first journey, their identity begins to get truncated as the address labels get ripped apart in the cargo hold of the airplane. So Deepesh is now just Deep and Ashwini becomes Ash, convenient nicknames that their American friends will use anyway as their real ones are simply too much of a mouthful.


These travelers are foreign or international students who seek an American university degree, the Made-in-America brand prized by students all over the world. Their burdens are not light. They carry with them not only their two suitcases, but also their personal and professional aspirations, and the hopes and dreams of generations.


My journey as an international student began in 1992, just like that of the thousands of students who arrive at the doorstep of America each fall. I arrived from India, one of 439,000 international students in America that year. Back then, as a newly arrived doctoral student in psychology, I could never have imagined that many years later I would study with the objectivity of a detached researcher the very migration that I had been a part of. That I would one day be immersed in the current debates that surround foreign students and the value of immigrants, the value of learning from outsiders—arguments and issues that are at once personal, for I have lived through many of them, yet are political, with implications for our nation and the world.


Speaking to students, teachers, and administrators at many of the American campuses that host international students as well as to everyday Americans from North Carolina to California to New York and everywhere in between, I’ve realized that Americans do not truly understand the experiences of international students in the US; their value to the US; or the nexus between education, global talent, and immigration on which the future of America hinges. For the average American, there is simply no understanding of the central role that international students—especially those who become immigrants—play in the arc of American prosperity and success.


To most, an international student is just the college classmate with an accent whom your son or daughter brings home for Thanksgiving or is the Chinese kid who might be taking away a college seat from a deserving American student. But beyond these stereotypes, international students remain a mysterious and foreign group. Yet they are everywhere—1.1 million of them spread across almost four thousand campuses, living in small college towns in middle America and in large cities on the two coasts. They are the invisible and unacknowledged drivers of the massive engine of American higher education that depends on them, bringing in $45 billion to the US economy each year and helping to create four hundred thousand jobs.


When I began to write this book, I was afraid that my experiences would be dated. My own experience as an international student in the US had begun almost a quarter century ago. So much had changed since then: the Twin Towers had fallen and stock markets had ebbed and flowed; hulking computers had been replaced with handheld gizmos; digital notebooks had replaced actual ones; students were now customers being wooed by different countries as opposed to grateful recipients of the largesse of rich countries; national boundaries had been drawn and redrawn; and everything about the landscape of higher education itself had changed.


Yet, as I spoke to student after student while researching this book, I was struck by how much has remained the same, especially a student and family’s aspiration for a better education as the ticket to a successful future and the learning and growth that come from expanding one’s geographic and mental boundaries. But the struggles have also remained the same: the academic, social, and cultural challenges on campus and beyond; the struggle to survive financially; the feeling of not being able to breathe, of suffocation and fear when navigating a maze of immigration policies as a “nonresident alien”; of purportedly being among America’s best and brightest, yet having one’s existence and presence questioned every step of the way.


But what had also endured over time was the appeal of America. Being able to study in America represents not just a world-class education, but also freedom of thought, the ability to pursue one’s own unique version of the American dream in a land of milk and honey. As one Chinese female student told me: “Coming to America for me was not just about studying and accumulating wealth. It made me audacious . . . I felt I could do the impossible. Only in America is this possible.”


I heard this idea repeated often, by students, by Silicon Valley entrepreneurs, by university founders in India whose experiences in the US helped shape their future vision, by ambassadors who recognized the role that education plays in building relationships with other countries when all other policy levers fail, and by brilliant young scientists and trailblazers who still believe in America but were forced to leave because the country’s immigration system shut the door on them.


One thing is clear: the idea of an American education is powerful, etched in the psychology of developing countries like India where it is often assumed that West is the best, where the notion of Western superiority—be it in embracing canned food and milk powder, Western medical practices or systems of education—is deeply ingrained in the postcolonial Indian consciousness. Where Indians like my grandfather once aspired to an Oxbridge education, students of my generation turned to America. But what did not change was that we all continued to look westwards. Today, too, eighty-five years after my grandfather set sail from India to study in England, over three hundred thousand Indian students travel to the West for an education, with most of them heading to the US.


I also learned how education is deeply connected to immigration, to the very definition of success in America. My experience and that of the million students who come to the US has also been the pathway for much of America’s global talent, whether it was Nobel Prize laureates or doctors working in a rural part of the country, or Kamala Harris’s parents who arrived in the US as international students—her mother from India and her father from Jamaica. The relationship between the US and the world depends on this flow of education and knowledge, a delicate dance in which other countries sometimes give more and the US leads and other times when other countries gain more and the US cedes, but in which each needs the other.


America’s gain from the journey from education to immigration—the recipe for the country’s prosperity and competitiveness—has existed for the past two hundred years, yet the pathway between the two has become increasingly broken, especially during the Trump administration, which dealt blow after blow to international students. Students around the world—America’s future talent and its best global ambassadors—are now asking: Do we even want to study in America?


International students vote with their feet. Armed with information from the internet and wooed by recruiters around the world, they are savvy consumers with a focus on the return on investment of a foreign degree. They assess their options carefully, comparing destination countries as vastly different as the US and China. In short, students have more choices than ever before. America’s recent losses in attracting global talent have been a gain for other competing countries, like Canada whose loosening of immigration restrictions coincided fortuitously with Trump’s election in November 2016.


It is exactly times like these, when there has been growing nationalism and xenophobia and a contentious debate about who should stay and who should leave, that underscore why America needs to keep its minds and doors open, where American students also benefit from studying alongside students from Syria or Nigeria. Only one out of ten American undergraduates will study abroad, but the presence of an international student in American classrooms provides some global exposure for the remaining 90 percent of American students who do not have the opportunity to venture outside their country or even their cities.


When I came to America, the long and complex history of race relations in the US was a revelation to me, as was the extent of the Holocaust, which had received just a passing reference in my history textbooks in India. On the other hand, my American friends learned for the first time about the tragic partition of India and Pakistan and that it caused what is arguably the largest human exodus in modern history. America’s famed and sought-after Ivy Leagues—each of which hosts several thousand international students—retain their appeal and their global rankings in large part because of the international learning environment they are able to offer American students and others from all over the world.
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INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS leave their homes to travel long distances for many reasons. Most, especially Asians, look westwards to attain the ideal of a foreign degree; many others, such as European students, are less clear-eyed about a return on investment on their education and are motivated instead by the cultural goals of exchange and immersion. Still others want to come but are deterred by the growing gun violence in the US and the fear of visa denials or, worse yet, are stopped at the border even with a valid visa in hand.


But there is one overwhelming reason that students move to another country, yet it is one that is never documented or discussed seriously lest it appear too frivolous when measured against grander aspirations. No survey of the motivations of international students has ever asked them whether they moved because they were following the arc of their romantic relationship. And those who leave and follow for this reason are usually young women, who almost universally are socialized to be the followers rather than the leaders when it comes to the trajectory of their relationships, allowing the pursuit of romance to shape their personal and professional dreams. This common cultural pattern was part of my own story as well.


In many ways, I was an accidental international student and an accidental immigrant; I never deliberately planned to become either. Like countless others before me, I came to the US following a relationship that formed the foundation of my early years in the US as an international student. But while I might have come to America as a naive twenty-one-year-old woman following in the footsteps of a man, I soon forged my own path that was ultimately shaped by America. As is true for students and all young people all over the world, an educational journey is not just about academic learning but also about finding one’s place in the world of where one eventually belongs. For me, this place—this new home—eventually came to be America.


Emigrating from one’s homeland is never an easy decision or one made casually. While for me it meant embracing all the opportunities in America, a country of possibility, it also meant erasing in a fundamental way the contours of my life’s existence and a reality that defines each of us—my citizenship. But in every choice made in life, there is something lost and something gained. I lost the ability to vote in India, but I gained the right to vote for America’s first Black president and its first Indian American woman vice president, whose legacy is itself a testament to what international students and immigrants bring to America. For other international students, the choice has been a return to their original home country, or even a third country. These migrants with mortarboards seek and pursue opportunities where they exist, but also give back to that land they journey to, however fleeting the time spent there.


Even though international students are part of the fabric of American higher education and the history of immigrant America, their stories are rarely told. Why do they need America, and why does America need them? This is a book about one such story—my story and my personal journey as an international student, as a woman, and as an immigrant. It was a journey through which I learned to walk straighter, to speak louder, and to think for myself.





PART I



You get a strange feeling when you’re about to leave a place . . . like you’ll not only miss the people you love but you’ll miss the person you are now at this time and this place, because you’ll never be this way ever again.


—AZAR NAFISI,
Reading Lolita in Tehran: A Memoir in Books





1
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Two Suitcases


I felt tiny on the stage of the large auditorium as I looked up at the two hundred young freshmen who stared back at me. The glare of the lights hurt my eyes, but I could discern row after row of mostly white faces as they looked at me expectantly. Some sat slouched in their seats, their baseball hats cocked to the side, while others leaned forward, tapping their pencils impatiently on their notepads. It was 1:00 p.m. on a Tuesday, eastern standard time. I had arrived in Raleigh, North Carolina, from India less than forty-eight hours ago, traveling across two oceans and 8,500 miles. I had yet to find a place to live. But here I stood, before these American students, as they and I sized each other up.


My heartbeat pounded in my ears, my mouth was dry, and I felt a telltale flush rising from my neck to my face. They were waiting, as was the professor in the wings of the auditorium. I forced a smile, took a deep breath, and pulled back my shoulders. I positioned myself behind the mike at the podium.


“Good morning. Welcome to Introduction to Psychology 101. Dr. Broussard is your professor, but I’m your teaching assistant, Rajika Bhandari.” Perhaps it was my imagination, but I detected a collective eye roll: Great, we’re stuck with a TA with an accent.


I pushed on.


“I’ll play a brief recording for you. Based on what you hear, please write down three things you associate with the voice.” Professor Broussard liked to start the semester in a dramatic and unexpected way and had chosen to begin his first class with a small experiment in social psychology that revealed how we often form judgments about people based on their voices and accents. It had fallen to me to introduce the students to the class. I turned away from the mike, went into the wings, and pressed “play” on the audio-visual console. The tape began to run, and the professor’s stentorian voice boomed through the auditorium’s speakers. I watched the students listening carefully to the disembodied voice, trying to fit an image to the words. And I couldn’t help but wonder what first impressions the students had formed of me. I wondered how I appeared to them in my carefully selected outfit of purple culottes, a printed cotton top, and my green suede flats, a young and foreign woman just a few years older than most of them.


FORTY-EIGHT HOURS AGO, Vikram and I had left Delhi on an American Airlines flight that departed at 2:00 a.m. from Indira Gandhi International Airport. On the drive to the airport in my aunt’s white Maruti Omni van, I clutched my mother’s hand and counted the highway signs as they brought me closer and closer to the terminal. The only other vehicles on the road were the lumbering trucks traveling inter-state and people like us, headed to the airport to put themselves or their loved ones on a plane that would transport them thousands of miles away.


The van pulled up outside the departure terminal. Only passengers were allowed inside for security reasons. But Vikram’s family was connected in ways that mattered in Delhi, and his parents had managed to arrange special permits for themselves and my mother to enter the airport building. Vikram and his parents met us near the Air India counter where we were to check in. I pressed my mother’s hand, though I don’t know what I was reassuring her about. My mother was used to these sorts of moments, alone in her times of joy and sadness. I had seen my father the day before, dutifully visiting him before my departure for America. He made a half-hearted overture to come to the airport, but I insisted that he not put himself through the trouble.


The only other people at the terminal were the female janitors in their khaki salwar suit uniforms, mopping the airport floor, and the passengers waiting with their families, the tears in their eyes now replaced with the emotional and physical exhaustion of staying up all night. The sterile, white glow of the fluorescent tube lights didn’t help. At that unearthly hour there was no daylight to make everything seem just a little bit less sad, less final.


For the journey I dressed in what I imagined a smart, westward-bound student might wear—faded jeans and a red shirt with a scarf—and I carried a tote bag with a blue paisley print. My two large suitcases, the maximum allowed by the airline, were now checked in. My mother and I had bought them just some weeks ago from the Kings Store in Bhopal. “Madam, first-class,” the owner had said, giving us a thumbs-up sign, assuring us that the suitcases would stand up to the rigor of a transcontinental flight. We had spent the past month carefully amassing the things I might need in America that could be contained in just two pieces of luggage. There were the clothes that I thought would suit a young, Indian graduate student in the US: jeans, tops, cotton skirts, and dresses bought from Janpath—the market where Delhi’s fashion-conscious college students flocked to buy samples of western clothes rejected by designer labels. Then there was the tailoring of the Indian clothes for which I had first bought matching fabric from the bazaar and then spent many patient mornings with our tailor, Hamid, to whom we still gave our business despite his age, his unsteady hands, and his failing eyesight. For special occasions, my mother carefully selected five silk saris with their matching blouses and petticoats. And then there was Parachute coconut hair oil, packets of henna for my hair, Shahnaz Hussain’s herbal beauty products, dried fruits and nuts, and spices. We bought and packed enough to last me a year, which is when I planned to be back.


All the packing and planning had led up to the night before, which I spent clinging to my mother like a baby, inhaling her unique scent tinged with the Pond’s sandalwood talcum powder she had used for years. But now with our bags checked and boarding passes issued, it was time for our final goodbyes. Vikram touched his parents’ feet to seek their blessings; I hugged my mother tightly. By the time I left India that night, my mother and I were used to our frequent partings—I had spent a large part of my twenty-one years away from home in boarding schools that offered a better-quality education and then at a top university in the large metropolis of Delhi.


Yet going away to America was different. For the first time, we would be separated by almost ten thousand miles and different time zones, a chasm that we promised to bridge through phone calls and letters. I had often waved goodbye to my mother, my face and raised hand framed in the rectangular and grimy windows of trains and buses, but this time it was at the final immigration barrier in the airport.


I turned back for a last glimpse of her anxious face, not knowing when I might see her again, knowing only that the next time I spoke to her she would be a disembodied voice at the end of a telephone line half a world away. She would be here—in India—and I would be there—in America—and there was very little in between that could change that indelible truth.


UP UNTIL THE AGE of eighteen, I had no desire to leave India to study in the US. My father had tried his best to get me to consider it, my resistance matched in equal measure by his insistence. On a hot summer morning in 1990 in Bombay, when I was visiting my father during my summer break, he decided to take matters into his own hands and to find out more about sending me to America to study. I accompanied him reluctantly as we started out from his flat in the Church Gate area of the city and wended our way through the early morning rush hour crowd. Hundreds of people poured out of the main entrance of the Church Gate station, like worker ants on a mission. I stuck close to my father as we zigzagged from one intersection to the next, making our way to the United States Educational Foundation of India (now known as the United States India Educational Foundation), or the Fulbright Commission. There, we sat under the rotations of a slow ceiling fan, flipping through page after page of US university brochures and directories, each one proclaiming itself as the “best” for this and the “top” for that. My father jotted down some information, purchased international aerogrammes, and pain-stakingly wrote to a whole bunch of universities that he thought might be willing to admit me. I don’t recall the details of what he said in those letters, or who exactly he sent them to. What I do know is that he spent a lot on the postage and that I had no interest in any of it.


I was afraid that if I left to go study in America, I would be faced with a difficult choice after finishing my studies: remain in the US and join the ranks of Indian immigrants there, or return home to India. I had often heard that being a foreigner in the US was like being a fly trapped in honey. America tempted and ensnared you, and yet when you wanted to leave, you discovered you couldn’t. In India everything seemed preordained: you went to school, you studied hard, got a good percentage in your twelfth grade exit exams, and then tried to get into a good college. One didn’t question this sequence, ever. This is what the generation before me had done and this is what was expected of me. I was not used to having choices and, from what I had heard, America represented too much choice and too many decisions. Even when it came to selecting a college or university in the US, there were over four thousand to choose from. To go or not to go? To stay or not to stay? Best not to go, I concluded.


And yet, just two years later, here I was, plotting and planning my move to America. If my earlier reluctance to go to America was based on emotion and fear, the decision to come to America was also one based on emotion, but a different one. When the heart got involved, the decision to leave India and follow Vikram and the destiny of my relationship (which seemed westward-bound) suddenly came easily to me.


Vikram and I first met when we were in different high schools—he in twelfth grade and I in tenth grade. My boarding school was up in the hills, and his school was in Delhi. I met him at a picnic where I tagged along with my aunt who was his history teacher, and whom I was visiting during my winter vacations. Vikram charmed me with his guitar and his soulful voice as we all gathered around him under a tree, singing along to favorites by John Denver and Peter, Paul and Mary. I was smitten, but there was not much I could do. Apart from the geographic distance, there was also the inconvenient fact that he had a girlfriend then.


We soon lost touch and would reconnect many years later when, through common friends, he managed to trace me. We quickly fell in love, a meant-to-be romance that had awaited its turn for three years. In the fashion of many other whirlwind relationships, we were soon engaged. Our aspirations were one, or rather his aspirations became mine. And his dream, like that of many other young Indians, was to come to America to study computer science.


Vikram left for the US in 1991, heading to North Carolina State University, and the plan was that I was to join him the following year. I waited eagerly for Vikram’s letters from North Carolina which arrived every few days, the long sheets of yellow, lined paper neatly folded and stuffed into crisp white envelopes with stamps bearing the American flag. I imagined Vikram sitting alone at the desk in his bedroom as I read the letters in which he guided me through the process of where to apply, where to get more information, what to say in my essays. Clear-eyed and determined, I quickly immersed myself in the vocabulary of America-bound students—the Graduate Record Examination (GRE), the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), the personal essay, and the F-1 student visa—all of which I had eschewed just two years ago despite my father’s best attempts.


I struggled most with the personal essay. I had written essays about many things before, summarizing information into compelling arguments, but had never been taught how to write an essay about myself, let alone one where I had to convince someone ten thousand miles away that I deserved admission to their university. The notion of writing about myself, my motivations and my plans, was alien to me. I had never particularly questioned why I was studying psychology and had drifted into it like many of my classmates. It had boiled down to a process of elimination rather than being a carefully calibrated decision.


In high school I had always been artistic and a strong writer, editor of my school magazine. My English teacher, Dr. Dhillon, was convinced that I would go on to become a writer or a journalist, following in the footsteps of my father. But the pragmatist in me triumphed. I had observed firsthand through my father the peripatetic reality of a journalistic life and had determined early on that it wasn’t for me. I turned my back on artistic or writing endeavors as neither seemed to promise a stable livelihood. On the other hand, there was English literature, which I loved, but which my mother—herself a professor of English—dissuaded me from as the only viable career option was teaching, which in India seemed to be the last resort of many rather than the first choice of a select few.


So, with all these options eliminated, what did that leave me with? Most respectable girls those days would go into the humanities or the social sciences, and so I opted for psychology, a solid and safe bet that promised some job prospects. But this didn’t seem like a compelling enough argument to make in a personal essay. I instead wrote an essay about lofty goals that looked good on paper, but which I felt nervous I wouldn’t be able to live up to.


Then there were the GRE and the TOEFL. I prepared well for both, soaking up the thick books and practice tests that Vikram had sent me from the US. I was nervous about the GRE. My math had never been good, and the Advanced GRE assumed that I had studied psychology for four years. But my undergraduate degree had taken only three years, like most Indian degrees since they were modeled on the British system. I played catch-up with the GRE material, teaching myself child psychology from textbooks. Many questions on the GRE general test stumped me. I didn’t know that a baseball field was called a diamond; I knew nothing about baseball. I would learn only later about the well-known cultural bias of the GRE, leading international students to often score higher on the quantitative portion of the GRE as compared with American students, and slightly lower on the verbal and analytical portions.


The toughness of the GRE was made up for by the pointlessness of the TOEFL, where I sat for an hour with headphones as a man’s voice with an American accent intoned sentence after sentence in a soporific voice. The grammatical errors to be identified in the test were obvious. I had been speaking English since I was a child and, in many ways, it was my first language. Of course, I would be able to tell the difference between when to use “they” and when to use “them.”


I applied to five universities, all in North Carolina so that I could be close to Vikram. I worried about whether I would receive financial help in the form of a teaching assistantship, without which I could not have come to the US—it was simply too expensive. In 1991, the year before I had applied to study in the US, several girls in my hostel in Delhi had received offers of admission from top universities like Harvard and Yale but eventually were unable to go because of a recession that had forced US institutions to cut scholarships for international students.


North Carolina State University—my top pick—first offered me admission but without aid and I was added to a wait list for an assistantship. I felt deflated and weary, and uncertain of my future. But then a month later I received a letter from the university that informed me that one of the students admitted with aid dropped out and a spot had opened for me. It felt like sheer luck.


Now, armed with all the necessary paperwork from my future university, it was time to apply for my F-1 visa at the US Embassy in Delhi. Situated within the diplomatic enclave of Chanakyapuri, a part of Delhi named after the ancient thinker and diplomat, Chanakya, the US Embassy was the most protected building in the city, a sprawling modern 1950s-era building surrounded by barricades and security men. To know the appeal of America, the land of the free and home of the brave, one had only to look at the crowds that gathered outside the embassy each day, hoping to gain entry to the US. In 1990 alone, two years before the day that I stood outside the embassy, 450,000 Indians had emigrated to the US. That hot July morning, I took my place in the lines that had begun to form early outside the embassy, people pouring in from all parts of northern India, even setting up a makeshift camp on the cement pavement outside the building. The wait was so long that it had spawned its own cottage industry: those with greater means had paid someone else to stand in their place, occupying their rightful spot a few minutes before it was their turn to enter the building.


After a wait of almost three hours in the hot sun, it was my turn to enter the building. The man behind the plastic partition at the counter looked fresh and unruffled, his blond hair slicked back and no half-moons of perspiration under his armpits. I had been warned by other students that the path to an American education was paved with visa hurdles and that consular officers, like the one before me, were the gatekeepers of the American dream. I offered a jaunty “Good morning,” to which he simply looked up, met my gaze, and looked back down at the papers before him. I once again went through my mental checklist: I-20, check, vaccination records, check, admission letter, check, bank documents, check . . . the loud thump of the officer’s stamp made me jump. He handed me a slip of paper but kept the passport.


“It will be ready to pick up in three days,” he said. I looked down at the slip of paper where the red stamp said “approved.” It was over. I had my F-1 student visa. I could now leave for America, one among the 439,000 students that year who had also waited in lines outside US embassies all over the world. I looked up to thank the officer, but he had already turned away, beckoning the next applicant to step forward.


SO WHAT HAD BROUGHT me to that stage in North Carolina that afternoon, standing before two hundred undergraduate students, was not my father’s aspirations nor my own ambitions to come to America for a bigger and brighter educational future, but rather it was something far simpler and universal: love. That August day when I’d left India, I was leaving to follow Vikram, to follow what I believed was my romantic destiny. In the process, I became an accidental international student: I came to the US for love, but I ended up staying in spite of it. My student visa turned out to be my ticket to a gilded future: American campuses, whose glossy brochures promised colonnaded buildings, sprawling green lawns, and smiling faces with high ponytails and sparkling blue eyes, soaking up the sun while expanding their minds. These were the American McMonuments of Higher Education, and I was now headed to one myself.
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Coke, Cookies, and Church Sales


“What can I get you to drink, ma’am?”


The flight attendant’s question woke me up. She was holding out a large, shrink-wrapped brown disc while pointing to the drinks.


“Some Coke, please,” I said. She emptied a whole scoop of ice into a small cup, pouring the fizzy Coke out of a large plastic bottle. I took a swig of it, letting the bubbles rush up to my nose, inhaling its sharp smell. It was the real thing, no imitation Campa Cola, the Indian version. I held the shrink-wrapped snack up to Vikram questioningly.


“Chocolate chip cookie,” he said. I had never eaten a chocolate chip cookie, let alone one that was so large, four times the size of the Britannia tea biscuits I was used to in India.


We arrived in Raleigh on a bright, clear day. The sky outside the plane window was pure blue with puffs of white clouds, 8,500 miles from the gray, smog-laden skies of Delhi.


Vikram’s friend Scott was to receive us at the airport. He was waiting for us in the arrival hall, a tall figure in a sweatshirt and baseball cap. “Hey, man.” He clapped Vikram on the shoulder and reached to take the heavy carry-on from my hand.


“You must be Rajeeka,” he said with a lopsided smile that made his blue eyes crinkle. I nodded, feeling too tongue-tied to correct the pronunciation of my name. Scott was a doctoral student in the same department as Vikram and they had begun the program together, soon becoming friends. He was from Ohio, an area of the US that Vikram had described to me as the Midwest.


Scott drove a deep maroon pickup truck with “Subaru” emblazoned on its side in large letters. The truck had plenty of room in the back for the four large suitcases Vikram and I were carrying between us. The three of us squeezed into the front and were off to Scott’s place where we were going to spend the next couple of nights while we looked for housing.


Scott eased the truck onto the highway and I held tight as he picked up speed, the other cars whizzing past but managing to stay in their lanes. The roads were wide and smooth, lined with tall pine trees. After about twenty minutes of driving, we passed a green sign that said RALEIGH, and we entered the city. We drove past shops, but the roads were oddly deserted. I didn’t say anything for fear of appearing ignorant. Perhaps the whole city was on a vacation.


HE NEXT MORNING, Scott dropped Vikram and me off at the campus of North Carolina State University. I felt excited yet nervous. Everything these past few months—the tests, the applications, the shopping, and the visa—had led up to this day. But I had also arrived just two days before classes began for the fall semester, skipping all the orientations for new international students, and relying instead on Vikram as my guide for everything.


Our first destination was the Psychology Department, where I would be beginning work on my doctoral degree. I was their first and only Indian student, an anomaly amongst all the other Indian students on campus who were enrolled in the sciences, engineering, or mathematics. Daniels Hall, the building that housed the engineering department, had been nicknamed “Dinesh” Hall by the Indian students—most of them male—who filled its halls, Dinesh being a common Indian male name.


Vikram and I walked across a sprawling green patch to a tall, nondescript brick building called Poe Hall where the Psychology Department was located. It looked nothing like the historic, charming buildings of the many brochures I had pored over just months earlier. We took the elevator to the seventh floor to meet my advisor, Dr. John Bishop. His assistant, Wanda Smith, a Black woman with perfectly set curls, was seated outside his office and looked up at me over her glasses just as Dr. Bishop emerged from his office.


“Hey, Vikram, how are you doing? And you must be Rajeeka,” he said, extending his hand. I shook his hand limply, wanting to correct his mispronunciation of my name but once again letting it go. One didn’t correct one’s teachers. Dr. Bishop wore khaki pants and a blue checked shirt that matched his light blue eyes. He ushered us into his office, every inch of which was stacked with papers and books. Here and there were objets d’art that were decidedly non-Western, probably gathered on his travels.


Vikram and Dr. Bishop already knew each other as Vikram had visited him several times over the past few months to check in on the status of my application. Now here I was, on campus and in my advisor’s office for the first time.


Vikram and Dr. Bishop made small talk about the North Carolina weather and the start of the school year, while I stayed silent, not knowing what to say. Eventually Dr. Bishop shuffled through the papers on his desk, pulling out a list of courses.


“Here’s what you might want to sign up for this first semester,” he said to me. “There are some regular classes and then some seminars.”


I found his choice of words odd. How did I know what I might want to do, and did I even have a choice? He was my professor, and shouldn’t he be the one telling me what I needed to do? I was used to my Indian professors issuing orders like military generals, not offering gentle suggestions for a proposed course of action. I didn’t know how a seminar was different from an introductory graduate class. Courses, seminars, credits, tuition, teaching assistantship—it was all a blur and a lot to absorb. How was I going to understand all of this? But I felt too foolish to ask. Instead, I pretended I knew what was happening, just as I had pretended that I knew how to write a personal essay.


LATER THAT EVENING, we went out for dinner with Scott and his girlfriend, Amy. Next to Scott’s tall frame, she was short and plump, with a peaches and cream complexion and very dark hair. I had never met her before, but she greeted me with a wide smile and quick hug.
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