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*****
Disclaimer
All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
*****
Preface
Migrating to another country is quite an experience, especially when the two are very different in nature. One feels like a fish out of water and the difference in the prevailing norms of the two countries create many curious situations, mostly amusing but sometimes poignant. As Indian immigrants living in the United States, we have had quite a few interesting experiences.
This story was inspired by one of those experiences. However, we have taken a significant amount of poetic license to develop them into what would be an interesting read. We hope others, immigrants and non-immigrants alike would enjoy these stories and recollect similar incidents in their journey of assimilation in the United States.
*****
Rohan the Drunkard
Ajay had obtained his bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering and applied to many different colleges in the United States. He was offered a scholarship from the University of Michigan. This would be his first time traveling out of India and his parents were concerned whether their son was fully prepared for the challenges he would encounter at the university in the United States. They made enquiries among their neighbors and acquaintances whether they knew anyone else who may have studied at Michigan. If Ajay went and talked to that student, he would be much better prepared for his new life.
Ajay lived in the isolated town of Jharia, a small coal mining town. Although no one from Jharia had gone to Michigan, he found out that a boy called Rohan from the nearby town of Chaibasa was attending Michigan. As luck would have it, Rohan was visiting his parents in Chaibasa that summer from Michigan. Ajay placed a phone call to set up a time to meet Rohan.
Ajay wanted to take a gift for Rohan as a token of his appreciation. His father gave him a nice Cross pen to use for this purpose. Armed with this gift, Ajay departed for Chaibasa. The traveling directions called him to take a shared jeep ride from Jharia to Chaibasa, the only form of usable road transport available in the region and then take a cycle rickshaw from the stop where the shared jeep ride would drop him off.
When Ajay got down at the Chaibasa stop, he was welcomed by a sleepy town with only a single cycle rickshaw waiting for potential customers. When Ajay asked the rickshaw-puller to take him to Rohan’s house, he smiled slyly.
“So, sahib, you are going to Rohan the drunkard’s house,” he commented. “I hope you have brought some nice vilayati sharab (foreign wine) for him.”
“I did not realize Rohan liked wines,” Ajay said with a start. He had only gotten the pen which now felt inadequate as an appropriate gift.
“Where can I find foreign wines here?” inquired Ajay from the rickshaw-puller.
The rickshaw-puller brought Ajay to the only liquor shop in town, where he had to pay an exorbitant price for a bottle of Black Label Johnny Walker. He was rethinking his decision about getting advice from a person who drank so much. If the rickshaw-pullers of the town called him a drunkard, was his advice really worth much? However, given that he had spent a considerable amount of time travelling from Jharia to Chaibasa; it did no harm to complete the mission. Plus, he had already made an appointment and it would be rude to miss it.
On the phone, Rohan had appeared quite normal. When Ajay met Rohan in person, he was relieved to find that Rohan was not a drunkard, but a sober, smart and friendly person who provided many valuable tips on coping with life in America. Ajay felt much more confident about his first foreign trip after the conversation.
Before leaving, Ajay offered the bottle of wine he had brought. To his surprise, Rohan informed him that he had never touched alcohol in his life, nor had anyone else in his family. He recommended Ajay to return the wine bottle to the shop unopened.
“But, then why are you called Rohan the drunkard,” Ajay could not help asking.
Rohan smiled. “It is a long tale, but let me tell you why I have this strange reputation. When I was coming home last summer from America, I was accosted by another Indian man at the airport. His mother was returning alone to Kolkata and did not speak English. He wanted me to help her during the long trip home. We needed to transit through London Heathrow and he was worried she would get lost.”
Rohan continued. “I could see no harm in offering this gentle lady my help. She was my mother’s age and I could understand how difficult it would be for someone without the knowledge of English to negotiate the Heathrow transit. Furthermore she looked like a really nice old lady and it seemed a shame not to help her.
They were not asking me to check anything in my name, which is something that could get one in trouble when traveling abroad and one should never do. However, I could see no harm in accompanying this old lady and helping her through the transit process at London Heathrow airport.
When we were walking together in the terminal towards the gate, the woman started walking slowly. After every five steps, she would put down her bag and then pick it up again. I figured her bag must be heavy and offered to carry it for her. It was indeed very heavy, but I did not mind carrying it for someone who was my mother’s age. I reasoned that my mother may be traveling alone on the same route one day and I may need to ask for the same favor from some stranger.
We had some time before the flight and the lady went off to browse through the duty-free shops. She had an amazing knowledge of prices of different commodities at different shops at the airport. Although she could not speak English, she told me the price of each and every item at the airport and the corresponding prices in various locations in the city. She gave me a long lecture on which things are better to buy from the city, which things are better to buy at the airport and which things are better to buy on the plane.
Wine and chocolate are always cheaper on the plane, she informed me. She gave me several tips on how to bargain for prices at different types of shops. I was beginning to realize that the lady was not so helpless after all. She was a smart shrewd person who knew her way around and knew the duty-free limit on every item that could be imported into India.
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