
5 

Across the Fence 

To meet, to know, to love - and then to part 

Is the sad tale of many a human heart 

A new man has moved in across the fence . He walks past our 

shop every morning for his daily walk. Then around eight or so, 

he gets into his new four-wheel drive Toyota and goes to work. 

I presume it is to work. He is always immaculately dressed, in 

suit and white long sleeved shirt, wearing stylish green glasses. 

He must be either a lawyer or a doctor. Twice a week, he picks 

up a loaf of bread from our shop on his way back from his walk. 

There is just a barely perceptible hint of a smile as he says 

thank you and leaves. He is polite and graceful, softly spoken. 

He must be from abroad. His hands are soft, fingernails 

perfectly manicured . He is probably in his late forties or early 

fifties. Sometimes, I want to talk to him, just to get to know 

a little bit more about him, but he is shy and retiring. I want to 

ask his name, what he does, where his family is, whether he has 

a family, the sort of things neighbours want to know. But he 

may get the wrong impression that I am 'too forward.' 
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I am a stranger myself in Cuvu. We are from Labasa, 

from Wainikoro. Our lease was not renewed. Like so many 

others, we had to leave. But there was nowhere to go. My 

husband had a distantly related uncle in Cuvu. All his 

children had migrated, leaving only him and his elderly wife 

to look after the shop. They were making preparations to join 

their children in Vancouver, but they wanted to keep the 

shop, just in case things did not work out for them. We will 

run their store while they are away, and I will continue 

teaching, part-time, at the local secondary school until things 

settle down. If they ever settle down. 

We have made a good start. We had established customers. 

People are friendly and curious about us. They admire our 

determination to make a go. If only people here worked as 

hard as you people, they say. There is something about Labasa 

people. People say we are humble and genuine, that we have 

kept our culture and language alive, untainted by Western 

influence. They invite us to their weddings and birthday 

parties. They try to make us feel welcome. Life settled into a 

routine after a few weeks. The novelty of welcoming new 

migrants wears off, and you are left alone to get on. It has not 

been easy since Vinesh, my husband, had a stroke about three 

months ago. The absence of close family and friends nearby 

during a crisis like this hurts deeply. There is no one to turn to, 

no shoulder to cry on. Sometimes, the loneliness can be 

overwhelming. I do everything by myself: manage the 

accounts, do the banking, keep track of the stock, make sure 

that Priya does her homework, prepare for class, and keep the 

household running. I often wish there were more hours in 

a day. 
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Early one morning, a little girl from across the fence 

comes to buy bread. So the man has a family. I ask the girl's 

name. 'Shirley,' she says. She speaks with a distinct Western 

accent. She probably has no Hindi at all. 'And you are from 

where, Shirley?' I inquire. 'Vancouver,' she says. 'And your 

parents, are they here with you as well?' 'No, just my mum and 

me. We are here for a holiday.' 'And that man is your?' 'Uncle. 

Uncle Viru.' 'And what does Uncle Viru do?' I have no idea 

why I am asking this little girl all this but I am getting curious 

about the man. 'He is a physician.' That's Canadian for doctor, 

I learn later. Now, his smart dress makes sense. 'Come back 

again sometime and meet my daughter, Priya. She is your age. 

I think you two will get along well.' 

Later that afternoon, Shirley returns. 'Come over and 

play with me,' she says to Priya. 'Can I go, Mum?' 'Yes, but 

don't be too late. I have to go to town later.' A doctor from 

Canada, in Cuvu, all by himself? Like us, he is a newcomer to 

this place. Perhaps his wife and children will join him soon. 

'Mum, you should see the inside of the house,' Priya says to me 

as soon as she returns. 'Yes.' 'The books. Sooo many of them. 

Big, thick books all along the wall. And OVOs and COs. Must 

be billions of them.' 'Oh, come on now, Priya.' 'Mum, 

seriously.' Books and music and a medical doctor. That is 

a strange and rare combination of taste and talent. Here, even 

teachers don't read anything beyond the set texts. No time, 

they say. No time to spare from grog and gossip, that is. 

A few days later, Shirley comes to the shop with her 

mother. A stylish woman, in her mid-thirties, short black hair, 

knee-length dress, floral top, probably from one of the tourist 

shops in Nadi. Not flaunty or flamboyant, but definitely 

someone who has lived abroad for some time, I realise. 'Lovely 
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girl, Priya,' she says. Nice, soothing, slightly Western-accented 

voice. 'Thanks. She can be a real terror sometimes though.' 

I extend my right hand across the counter. 'Hello, I am 

Meera.' She reciprocates, her palm as soft as a baby's bum. She 

must be someone from a 'soft' occupation. 'Sorry, Hi, Geeta,' 

she says switching her handbag from her right to her left hand. 

Well spoken, educated. 'On holidays, Shirley tells me.' 'Yes, 

our second trip in five years. Holiday and to see Viren.' 

'Shirley's uncle I take it?' 'Yes, her Mama. My cousin.' 

'Time for a cup of tea or are you in a rush?' I ask hoping 

she will stay. I give her a pleading look. Geeta seems so vibrant, 

so full of life. 'Mum, remember lunch with Viru Mama,' Shirley 

reminds her mother. 'He's sending a car soon.' Geeta looks at 

me, shrugging her shoulders helplessly. 'Tomorrow will be 

perfect, if you are not busy,' Geeta volunteers. Busy! I wish. 

'Tomorrow lunch then,' I offer. 'Nothing fancy, something very 

simple.' 

I can only do lunches these days. Rural stores have 

a rhythm. There is a fairly heavy flow from around six to eight

thirty, nine. People come for the basic necessities: bread, butter, 

milk, eggs, onions, potatoes, kerosene, newspapers, lighters. 

There is hardly any activity around midday. Mid-afternoon, 

after school, the rush begins again, with schoolchildren buying 

lollies, ice-cream, ice blocks. By about eight, it is time to close 

shop. Thank God. By then, I am almost dead to the world. 

The doctor, Viren, is on my mind. I feel confused and 

guilty. I want to know more about him. I know I shouldn't. It is 

not right for a married woman to look at another man, let 

alone think about him long into the night. Things haven't 

been easy since Vinesh's stroke. No woman should have the 

joys of her married life snatched away so (ruelly, in the prime 
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of her life - not even your worst enemy. All the dreams about 

travel, picnics at the beach, swimming in the sea, late-night 

parties, making love whenever the mood seizes: all gone. All 

the foregone pleasures when children come along cannot be 

revived. With a stroke, of course, it is- longing and desire and 

passion withno prospect ever of consummation. 

It wasn't always like this though. Once I truly loved and 

admired Vinesh. He had done the unthinkable for someone 

from his family background. He had married me, a South 

Indian. His father had threatened to disown him, hang himself 

if he married a 'Madraji.' The extended family had protested 

that he was setting a bad example for his younger siblings and 

cousins. 'Khatta Paani' is what they called us-dark-skinned 

people with little culture or class, an inferior type. But he had 

stood steadfast. I meant the world to him. He has never 

betrayed me, for which I am grateful. 1 have wonderful 

memories oflove and lust together, the dark nights by the river 

and the cane fields, the excuses we devised to get away from 

people to be just by ourselves in bed, but they are just that, 

memories. They are not enough to carry me through the day. 

I wonder if Geeta eats curry. That's the only dish I can 

cook properly. I won't make it too hot. Duck curry: that should 

be a delicacy. Mung dhall, tomato chutney, a bit of raita with 

cucumber, in case the food is too hot. Chappatis. For dessert, 

chopped watermelon and pineapples with a squeeze of lemon 

to cool things down. And masala chai to finish it all off. 

I haven't been nervous like this for years. I feel as though 

something important depends on the lunch. I want it to be 

a success. I want to make an impression. I can barely wait for 

Geeta and Shirley to arrive. 
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Geeta is punctual, neat in her hibiscussy dress and 
maroon top, her short wavy dark hair tied in a small bun, 
sunglasses across her forehead, her smooth face glistening gently 
with hints of perspiration. 'Here's something for dessert,' she 

. says, handing me a large packet of rich Swiss chocolate. So 

sweet. 'You carry your Canadian custom too far for us country 
people here,' I said, but not actually meaning it. I wish our local 
people would show greater courtesy and consideration. 'Oh no, 
it's nothing.' Priya asked for a large bottle of soda before 

disappearing into her bedroom with Shirley. 
Geeta and I sit on the back verandah, keeping an eye on 

the shop, and enjoying the cooling sea breeze off the coral 

coast. 'The place has changed a lot since you came here last?.' 
I ask, trying to start a conversation. 'Heaps,' Geeta replies. 

'Most of all, mobile phones. I can't believe that almost 
everyone has one, including taxi drivers. And they send text 

messages to the radio stations. Just the other day, I was amazed 
to listen to someone from Los Angeles requesting a song on 
at ext message!' Geeta had just returned from Nadi. 'That 

town is practically unrecognizable. The duty-free shops, the 

range of fab goods they sell, the exquisite handicraft. And you 
can get a decent cappuccino now. Five years ago, it was that 

dreadful black mud that passed for coffee.' 'It's all thanks to 

you guys,' I say. 'Keep coming back.' 

'And you? Been here long?' Geeta asks. 'A couple of 
years.' 'From?' 'Labasa.' Geeta looks perplexed. The idea of 
people moving about within the country is new to her. 'That's 

another change then. We stayed put when we were growing 
up. For us Ba folks, Labasa was a strange country which existed 

only in name, where people spoke a strange language stranded 

in the past, a nd very simple.' 'I n a ni ce way,' s he checks 
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herself, knowing that I am from there. I explain our situation. 

'That's one thing I can't get over about this country. It can 

never be our home. We will never be allowed to claim it as our 

own,' Geeta says angrily. 'That's the way things are around 

here,' I say. 'No use complaining. Make the most of what you 

have, and hope for the best.' 

Geeta was a nurse, which explains her soft, delicate 

hands. From Suva, she had married and accompanied her 

chartered accountant husband to Canada in the late 1980s. 

The marriage ended. 'I am sorry,' I say in sympathy. 'It's not 

the end of the world,' Geeta remarks in a matter-of -act way 

that is surprising as well as refreshing. 'It happens all the time.' 

She had her daughter, and she had an extended family which 

was close. None was closer than Viren. 'He's like an older 

brother to me,' she said, 'loving and protective. I don't know 

what I would do without him, especially Shirley.' I envy Geeta 

her freedom and opportunity - and most of all her closeness 

to Viren, and his warm sheltering of her. 

'Viren moved here several months ago,' I say, 'but we 

don't really know him. He comes to the shop for the usual 

things, but that's about it,' I say, hoping Geeta will talk more. 

'He's on the quiet side, unless he knows you well,' Geeta says. 

'And then he is a non-stop chatterbox,' Shirley pipes up from 

the end of the verandah. What will make him open up, 

I wonder. I want to know more about Viren but should be 

careful not to show too much interest, nothing to cause 

suspicion at this early stage, to send the wrong signal. 

'Duck curry!' Geeta almost shrieks. 'I haven't had one in 

years.' 'Yum,' she says, as she takes a piece of meat between her 

thumb and forefinger and sucks on the gravy. 'You're a great 

cook, Meera,' she says appreciatively. 'Really.' 'It's a hobby and 
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a habit,' I say. I have been doing this all my life, but it is good 

to get appreciation, to get noticed. Vinesh, well, he hasn't 

noticed or done anything for years. My domestic work is taken 

for granted, but that is nothing unusual around here. Women's 

fate, they say. Any excuse will do. Taking your partner for 

granted can be the cruellest cut of all. 

'Shirley is so fond of her uncle,' I say, hoping to prod 

Geeta to talk about Viren. 'Is he from around here?' Geeta 

took the bait. 'Viru is from Ba, but he grew up in Canada. His 

parents [my Mama and Mamil migrated there some time in the 

late 1960s. They were among the earliest Fiji migrants to 

Canada. Viru is their only son. He did medicine and worked at 

the local hospital in Surrey, which is where most of our people 

in Vancouver live. He has been a practising physician for 

nearly twenty years. He could have climbed the ladder, gone 

places, but Viru is not like that .' r am happy that we are on the 

right track now. 

'So what is he like?' I ask nonchalantly, trying not to 

give too much away. 'He's a free spirit, always seeking that 

extra something in anything he does. He works five days 

a week at the hospital, but runs extra free consultations on the 

weekends. He volunteers for the St John's Ambulance, is with 

the Red Cross. He plays and sings at fundraising events for 

charities - you know, Blind Society, Handicapped Children, 

that sort of thing. And, of course, he is my closest friend . 

Shirley spends all her spare time with him. I don't know what 

we would do without him.' Those words again. He seems too 

good to be true, but maybe there are people like him out there 

in the world that I don't know about. 

'N ever married?' A delicate question, I realise, but not 

out of place in the flow of the conversation. 'He was, to Kala.' 
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'From Fiji?' 'Yes, but like Viru, raised in Canada. A beautiful 

girl, so talented.' So there is a past, a history. 'What happened?' 

'She was killed in a skiing accident in Banff. That's the main 

winter resort in western Canada. They were married twelve, 

maybe thirteen years.' 'No children?' 'No. Kala had life

threatening complications and they both decided not to risk 

her health.' He would have made a great daddy, 1 say to myself. 

What a great loss. 1 feel for Viren. 

'So, how. did this Fiji thing come about?' 1 ask as we sip 

masala chai. 'Canadian doctors have a volunteer scheme for 

developing countries. There is always demand for doctors in 

Africa, Latin America, parts of Asia. You put your name 

forward, fill out the forms, indicate your country of preference 

and wait. Viru chose Fiji. He got it. For many the really exotic 

places are Central America and Africa. You know, the Albert 

Schweitzer thing.' 1 had no idea who this person was, what he 

had done, why he was popular among doctors, but nodded 

knowledgeably, hoping she wouldn't ask me about him. 'And 

so he is here. Actually, your Medical Department chose 

Sigatoka for him.' 

'I wonder why he chose Fiji when he could have gone to 

so many other places. 1 mean, Fiji? Everyone is leaving Fiji.' All 

the violence and turmoil, and this man wants to come here? 

'But he has always wanted to come to Fiji, and this was the 

perfect opportunity.' 1 couldn't help wondering loudly, 'Why?' 

'He is from Fiji, but like so many of us, he hardly knows the first 

thing about the country. How did we get here in the first place? 

What was girmit all about? Why is there so much trouble in this 

country? You can read about all this in the papers, but it is not 

the same thing, Meera.' Return voyage of self-discovery. 

Sounds so airy-fairy to me. 'I suppose you can afford it if you 
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have the money.' Luxury of the rich. My curiosity increases. 

'What about you, Meera?' Me? What about me? The 

question takes me by surprise. 'One day at a time, I suppose. 
We'll run this store for a while. It's not much, but at least we 

get by. People are friendly. Priya likes her school.' 'And 

Vinesh?' She had noticed him lying on the bed on the back 

verandah. I wish she had not br6ught his name up. Sometimes, 

it is good to escape the grim reality of our lives, think of happy 

things and forget about unhappy moments. 'A stroke. There is 

some movement in his right leg, but the left side of the body is 

gone. It is not like overseas here. And we don't have the 

money to take him overseas for treatment. We will just have 

to live with it. That's life, isn't it?' I hope I did not sound too 

depressed or despairing. 

Time flew as our conversation ambled on. By the time 

we had had tea, it was nearly five. Just as we were getting up, 

there was a knock on the shop door. It was Viren! 'I am sorry, 

ma'am, but I am looking for Geeta. We had planned to go to 

Natadola this evening.' 'No, I haven't forgotten,' Geeta says as 

she rushes to the front door. 'Come on, Shirley, Mama is here.' 

'Viru, you have met Meera, haven't you?' 'Well, yes, sort of. 

Hi, I am Viren,' he says, shaking my hand. 'Hi,' is all I am able 

to manage. Soft hands, gentle squeeze. I avert my gaze. 

'Mum, can Priya come with us. Pleease!' Shirley pleads. 

Geeta looks at me. 'We'll be back in about two hours,' Viren 

says encouragingly. Priya was tugging at my hand, looking into 

my eyes for permission. 'Can I, Mum?' The little girl hardly 

goes anywhere, has no one to play with after school. Really, 

this place is like a prison for a small child. 'Only if you promise 

to behave.' 'Promise! Promise!' 'Would you ... ' Geeta asks me. 

But before she could complete her sentence, I said, 'No, no, 
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I can't. This is a very busy time of the day, and I have to give 

Vinesh a bath. Piyari, the house help, as taken the day off. But 

thanks. May be another time,' I say knowing that another time 

is a dream. 

Natadola. It's ages since I have gone there although we 

live just half an hour away. Picnics and swimming and walking 

were never big with Vinesh. Beer with the boys was more his 

scene. But now all that's gone. Getting him out of bed is 

a challenge; getting him to go anywhere is a major expedition. 

He gets irritable, angry, frustrated, as if saying: why me, what 

have I done to deserve this? Why indeed, the poor man. My 

normal outing is from this place to the town, occasionally to 

the mandir or a puja during day-time. You have to be careful in 

this place. A poor man's wife is everyone's sister-in-law. Our 

reputation is all that we women have. 

Priya was ecstatic. 'Mum, it was so good. Uncle Viru is 

so much fun.' 'Oh, Uncle Viru, eh? Since when? And what did 

this Uncle Viru of yours do that you are all ga-ga about him.' 

'We swam. We splashed water on each other. We played soccer 

on the beach. We had coconut and ice-cream on the way 

back. He's such a kind man, Mum.' I am glad that Priya likes 

Viren. I sincerely hope she sees more of him. I hope he likes 

her too. This beautiful girl deserves all the fun she can have. 

Kind man, yes, but also probably very lonely. I wonder whether 

he misses his family, what goes through his heart as he tries to 

find himself in this place. 

Geeta must have told Viren about Vinesh. Next day, 

early in the afternoon, they came over. 'Will I be able to see 

Vinesh?' Viren inquired. No pleasantries. Pretty direct, very 

doctor-like. 'Go right in,' I said as Geeta and I went into the 

kitchen to boil the kettle. Half an hour later, Viren returns and 
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sits at the kitchen table. Both Geeta and I are all ears. 'CV A

sorry, Cerebrovascular Accident - that's the technical name 

for stroke of a fairly common kind. It is called schaemic stroke.' 

'Translate, please,' Geeta teased Viren. 'Stroke occurs 

because the blood supply to part of the brain is totally or 

partially blocked through build up of a clot or through particle 

or debris from one part of the body travelling in another where 

it should not be,' Viren explains. Very much the doctor. No 

emotion. 'People with diabetes are particularly at risk. There 

are other more severe types of strokes, such as haemorrhagic 

stroke caused by bleeding in and around the brain, but 

fortunately, that is not the case here.' Then Viren asks me 

about Vinesh's pre-stroke health. 'Heavy smoker, fatty food, 

drinks, you know, the good life.' Viren shook his head. 'That's 

what they all think.' 

'It must be hard on you,' Viren said to me. There was 

touching concern and sympathy in his voice. He was the first one 

in a long time who had spoken to me like that. Tears well up in my 

eyes. I am embarrassed, but I can't help it. 'With all that physical 

disability and emotional highs and lows and low self-esteem, the 

sleeplessness, the sores, the irritability, the panic attacks, the 

irregular bowl movement.' Viren was choosing his words carefully, 

almost clinically. He is a doctor after all. 'Complete recovery is 

impossible, but Vinesh can improve.' Yes, I live with that hope, but 

sometimes hope is not enough. I want a miracle. 

I look straight into Viren's eyes, asking how? He reads 

my mind. 'Through occupational therapy, relearning daily 

activities such as eating, drinking, bathing, dressing, toilet, 

help with language and speech, returning as much as possible 

to the routine of daily life. Regular monitoring of temperature, 

blood pressure and sugar level. Emotional support is very 
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important. Post-stroke depression can be very dangerous, fatal 

even. You must not make the person feel as if he is a burden.' 

I hope to God that I haven't. 

Then checking himself, making sure he had not come 

across as a doctor talking to a patient, Viren said, 'I am sorry to 

sound so formal. I can see that you have been taking good care 

of Vinesh. Things can only improve from here on. He is a very 

lucky man.' Luck: what price, I think to myself. If only Viren 

knew the hell I go through every day just to keep us afloat. 

And Vinesh is not the easiest of men to please. Nothing is 

ever good enough for him these days. I should be at his beck 

and call twenty-four hours. He grills me whenever I go out to 

buy goods for the store: who I have seen and talked to. He 

throws a tantrum when he sees me speaking to male customers 

at the shop. He thinks I am having affairs. God, I sometimes 

wish that were true. 'I will send some antidepressants 

tomorrow,' Viren says as he leaves the house. I am sad to see 

him leave. It is so good to have adult conversation. 

A few days before she returns to Canada, Geeta invites 

me to lunch at Viren's. Just the two of us. It is salad, sand

wiches and soup. 'Something different,' Geeta apologises. 

'Wouldn't dare try curry with you around.' I am flattered. We 

get along so well. I feel there is an unspoken bond between us. 

She understands my situation and feels for me, without any 

hint of pity or condescension. She knows that she will leave 

and return home. She has a place to go back to, to look 

forward to: friends, family, job. And I will go on as always, on 

my treadmill of daily routine. 

The rooms are full of books and music as Priya had said, 

books along the wall, fore ign magazines and newspapers, 

clippings friends have sent scattered on the floor of the 
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reading room. COs of music with Western names I don't know 

- Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Vivaldi - and dozens of 

Hindi ones by Lata Mangeshkar, Mohammed Rafi, Mukesh, 

Talat Aziz, Mehndi Hasan, Chandan Oas, Jagjit and Chitra. 

I recognise all the songs on the covers, of course, songs of love, 

loss and longing, of times and places long forgotten, lodged 

deep in the memory. 'Books and music keep Viren going,' 

Geeta says. 'A hopeless romantic at heart, he is.' Nothing 

wrong with that, I say to myself. God, we could all do with 

more romance in our lives. 
'Viren will miss you,' I tell Geeta. 'Shirley more than 

me,' she replies instantly. 'That girl means the world to him. 

She can do no wrong in his eyes. Spoils her rotten. She sleeps 

in his bed, they often eat from the same plate. It's a strange 

bond, very special.' So Viren has a warm heart as well. 'Viru is 

also very fond of Priya, you know. He says she's cute, very 

bright.' 'That's so nice of him.' 'And he admires you too, you 

know.' I look straight into Geeta's eyes, searching for any 

hints. 'The way you run the shop, look after Vinesh, the way 

you are raising Priya. It's not easy, especially for a woman.' Pity, 

sympathy, probably more than admiration, I think. I was 

hoping for something more, but then he hardly knows me. 

'Can I go to Viru Mama's house?' Priya asked me a week 

or so after Geeta and Shirley had returned to Canada. 'He is 

not your Mama.' 'But Shirley calls him Mama.' 'That's 

different.' I don't have sisterly instincts towards Viren. Far 

from it. I am confused, but there is a deeper desire and longing 

that I can't quite describe, a desire for closer attachment 

perhaps, even romance. To sit together in the unlit night 

listening to syrupy songs, picnics at the beach, long walks in 

the mountains, movies. 'Call him Chacha.' Father's younger 
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brother or cousin with whom a joking or even a sexual 

relationship is permissible. That way, no roads are closed. 'Or 

simply Uncle. But not Mama.' 

Priya and Viren get on like a house on fire, as they say. 

'Chacha said this, Chacha did that.' She was almost possessive 

about him. 'My Chacha,' she would say to children at school. 

She once invited him to school to give a talk about Canada. 

She was so proud. Everyone adored him and the girls envied 

Priya. The two go swimming together at the beach, to the 

town on Saturdays. He cooks for her, and they watch movies 

together. Once or twice she has slept over, After years of 

neglect and the physical absence of fatherly attention, Priya is 

beginning to blossom. A child's innocent heart and pure love 

are truly wonderful things to behold. r often wonder about 

Viren and Priya, what they talk about, the games they play. 

r sometimes desperately want to be a part of that company, but 

Vinesh would disapprove. He disapproves of so many things 

these days. Besides, r don't have the time. 

r now look forward to seeing Viren on his early morning 

walks, his sweaty athletic body striding in the distance, head 

covered with a baseball cap. He picks up his bread and 

morning papers, smiles his innocent smile, asks after Priya and 

Vinesh and then leaves. He is concerned about Vinesh. That 

much r can see. The other day, he brought some antidepressant 

pills along with a small booklet explaining the different kinds 

of stroke, thrombotic and embolic and others r forget, and 

their diagnosis and therapy. 

The two have struck up a chord. Vinesh can be (and 

recently has been) irritating and stubborn, but he is not dumb. 

The two talk mostly about the past. Viren is keen to know 

how things were done in the 'old days.' The marriage 
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ceremonies, the funeral rites, the celebrations of festivals, the 

text books students read. 'Try some of the retired head teachers 

for the books,' Vinesh advises, but there is no luck. 'We don't 

have a sense of the past,' Viren says to Vinesh one day. I agree. 

Getting by or getting on top by hook or by crook is the story of 

our people. Vinesh now looks forward eagerly to his talks with 

Viren. It is good to have him around, just his physical presence. 

Next morning, Viren was up for his walk as usual. 'I am 

having a party for some friends this Saturday. I would like you 

to come, Meera.' This was the first time Viren had ever taken 

my name, and he looked straight into my eyes, unblinking. My 

heart missed a beat. Inside, I felt as if I was meeting a man 

I had always wanted to meet. Something is happening, but 

I can't put my finger on it. It is something I felt all those years 

ago when I first met Vinesh, the same flutter, the same 

anxiousness, the self-consciousness whenever Viren was around, 

wishing always that he would prolong his visit, any excuse to 

talk to him. 

'Of course,' I replied excitedly. 'Not sure about Vinesh, 

but Priya and I will be there.' 'No, Priya is coming over on 

Friday!' says Viren. 'You two are something else. Lately you 

seem to be the most important person in her life,' I say. That is 

the truth. I am of course delighted with the developing bond 

between the two of them. Viren smiles, still looking at me as 

he prepares to leave. Saturday is two days away. 'What's on the 

menu?' I ask hesitatingly. I don't want to appear intrusive. 

'I will think of something. There is still time.' 'Leave that to 

me.' 'I can't possibly do that.' 'This is Fiji, not Canada, doctor

ji. We could go shopping tomorrow afternoon.' 

We do, just the two of us. Priya is still at school. It is so 

good to be driven, not to have to worry about all the crazy 
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drivers on the road giving you the dirty looks, not to have to 

bother about parking. Viren is a polite, careful driver. Nice 

aftershave. 'Nice day,' Viren says to me, looking ahead, his 

hands firmly on the steering wheel. We are both avoiding eye 

contact, both acutely self-conscious of being together in 

a confined space, but I like being physically close to him. 

There is something reassuring about that. 'That time of the 

year,' I say. It is May. We head for Rupa's Fresh Foods. Viren 

pushes a rattling wayward trolley. 'Like your cars,' he says to 

me and laughs. 'I thank our potholes and mechanics,' I add 

smilingly. We buy three kilos of fresh goat meat, two kilos of 

king prawns and from the vegetable section, garlic, onions, 

ginger, coriander leaves, tomatoes and hot chillies. We don't 

say much to each other. We don't need to. That is the beauty 

of it all, the understood silence. 

Mid-morning Saturday, I walk over to Viren's to cook. 

Everything is properly stacked: the plates, the bowls, the 

kitchen towels, the stove squeaky clean. He hasn't done this 

just for me, has he, 1 wonder. He makes me a coffee as we 

plunge into the cooking. Viren cuts the onions in thin strips, 

and crushes ginger and garlic. 'Medium hot?' I ask. 'Oh, the 

normal.' 'No one eats goat in Vancouver,' Viren says, 'but it is 

so delicious. So lean.' He's trying to create conversation. 

I smile. 'Well, you will have to come to Fiji more often, won't 

you?' I add. 'I would like to,' he says. There is touch of 

hesitation in his voice. I look straight at Viren, but he averts 

his eyes and moves away from the kitchen. By mid-afternoon, 

the cooking is all done. 'See you around seven,' I say as I leave. 

'It's our party, yours and mine together,' he says gently as he 

opens the front door. 
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What to wear? I feel like a girl about to make an 

appearance at an important or glamorous party. Red Salwaar, 

orange dupatta will look good and red bindiya. A dash of 

Opium. Gold bangles and my favourite gold necklace, a gift 

from our wedding so many years ago. I tie my hair neatly in 

a bun, and lightly brush with powder the faint worry lines on 

my forehead . 'Mum, you look great, ' Priya says, hugging me. 

'Chaccha will be really pleased.' 'Will he?' Why am 1 asking 

a little child this, I catch myself thinking. 'How do you 

know?'''C'ause I know,' Priya replies with a mischievous smile. 

'Yes, always the know-it-all, eh.' I stroke Priya's hair. 
'Don't be late,' Vinesh says from his bed. 'I am not 

feeling well.' When do you feel well, I say to myself angrily. 

Can't I have a moment of fun without you spoiling it for me? 

Lately, he h as been behaving strangely. He disapproves of 

Priya sleeping over at Viren's. And he does not like me talking 

to him much either. He doesn't say much, but his body 

language gives him away. No doubt, he thinks I am having an 

affair with Viren or something close to it. He knows I have 

never betrayed him. Sometimes, his sullen looks get too much. 

Then, 1 wish I were actually having an affair. But it is always 

a guilty, fleeting thought. Nothing, no one in the world, is 

going to spoil this evening for me. 

Guests are already in the verandah when I arrive. 

A European couple, a Japanese medical consultant and 

a doctor from India. People compliment me on my dress. 

'That's the thing about this place,' Mrs Lansdowne says, 'so 

splendidly, joyously, colourful.' 'Fiji: a resplendence of colours' 

would be a nice description of this beautiful country, ' David, 

her husband adds. 'How long have you known Viru,' Mrs 

Lansdowne asks me. 1 note the hint of familiarity. 'A few 
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months.' 'Related?' 'No, just good neighbours.' 'We miss that 

here, friends dropping by for an afternoon cup of tea or just 

a chat.' Viren is a great host - polite, playful, courteous -

and good at light conversation. When he goes to the kitchen 

to fetch a bottle of wine, Mrs Lansdowne says, 'He is a most 

wonderful man, you know.' I know. Looking at David, she says 

with a wink, 'Lucky you came before him.' 'Ah! Lucky is my 

middle name, dear.' 
Viren behaves as if I am the hostess of the party. I like 

the attention. I haven't felt like this for years. The banter, the 

easy laughter, the lightness of touch, the familiarity of 

friends, wide-ranging conversation, the welcome attention. It 
is a special evening. Once or twice, I catch Viren looking at 

me from across the head of the table. Unresisting, I return his 

gaze. There is a gentle smile in his eyes. I feel warm all over. 

Yes, it is our party together. It is our secret. 

Guests leave around midnight. Priya is asleep on the 

couch in the living room, the remote control still in her 

hands. I envy her innocent peace. I wash the dishes and Viren 

dries them. It all feels so natural, as if I have known Viren for 

ages. Then we return to the veranda with our cups of coffee. 

The night is soft, silent, except for the occasional croaking of 

frogs, and the moon is caressed by gentle, passing clouds. 

I wish Viren would touch me, hold me close to him. It has 

been a long time. He is in an easy chair, gazing into the 

moonlit distance, sipping coffee. 

'So how have you found this Fiji of ours?' I ask. 'Your 

first trip?' 'Yes, actually.' This takes me by surprise. People 

travel so much these days, and Viren is not short of money. 

'Any reason?' 'My father didn't want to return, and we didn't 

persist. I know many families which have never returned.' The 
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hurt perhaps, the guilt of leaving desperate relatives behind, 

the struggle in the new homeland. I had heard similar stories 

from returning relatives before. 'Why now?' I ask. 'The 

Canadian volunteer scheme provided the perfect opportunity.' 

'Like the Peace Corps?' We have some Peace Corps teachers at 

school. 'Yes, something like that, but more professionally 

oriented: doctors, engineers, those sorts of people.' 

'Any relatives in Fiji ?' I ask. It is then that Viren tells me 

about his visit to Ba, which had splintered his heart. He had 

gone there for a week, to Vatia, in 'search of my roots,' as he 

put it . His father, Ram Shankar, once a primary schoolteacher 

turned insurance agent, had worked there. Younger people at 

the Ba Hotel, where he stayed, had no knowledge of local 

history. No one knew his father. Inquire with the rural 

shopkeepers, someone suggested. He did. At first people 

seemed reluctant to talk, or tried to change the subject or 

pretended ignorance . Viren persisted. Then one day, the story 

seeped out, slowly at first and then in torrents. Ram Shankar, 

the insurance agent, had blackened his name through 

a notorious series of arson cases in Ba about thirty years ago. 

Several shops in the town burned down over four nights. 

Arson was suspected. The shopkeepers, all Gujarati, were 

supporters of the cane strike so they could get the farmers in 

greater debt than they were in already. In retaliation, so it was 

said, a group of incensed anti-strikers burned down the shops. 

No one was ever caught. The shopkeepers claimed insurance 

from Ram Shankar's insurance company. 

The true story emerged years later. The wooden 

structures were old and rotting. The shopkeepers wanted them 

pulled down. They bribed Ram Shankar. He got their 

insurance papers in order, overestimating the value of the 
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houses by thousands of dollars. And then he hired his cousins 

to torch them. Everyone knew the truth but was too afraid to 

report it to the police. ' Ram Shankar had everyone in his 

pocket or under his thumb, not a man to be crossed or treated 

lightly. If he himself didn't intimidate people into submission, 

he had friends who did. It is difficult to believe this story that 

such a gentle and caring man as Viren could have such a brutal 

father as Ram Shankar. 

Ba was Ram Shankar's place in more than one way. He 

belonged to a group of wealthy and well-connected men - big 

landlords and moneylenders - for whom the village women 

from poor homes were playthings. They could have anyone they 

wanted, and they did. Ram Shankar made one of them pregnant, 

but denied paternity. No one could do anything about it. 

Reporting the matter to the police was out of the question; that 

would bring only more trouble. And the local village advisory 

committee was in Ram Shankar's pocket.The girl was hurriedly 

married off into a poor home. 'You should meet your illegitimate 

brother,' an old man had remarked acidly, spitting out rough 

tobacco. 'He could do with some help, the poor fellow.' 

Parmesh lived on the outskirts of Moto, a poor casual 

labourer, a hired cane cutter in the cane harvesting season. 

Viren was bitterly ashamed of his father, leaving a woman 

pregnant with his child, just like that. 'How cruel can you be!' 

he said. 'Even animals acknowledge their offspring.' Viren said 

nothing about who he was. 'It broke my heart to see my 

Parmesh in a state of abject poverty, tom clothes on his body, 

his children working as hired labourers even at their tender 

age. The look of desperation in their eyes. Their future is 

dead.' 'Did you say anything?' 'What could I say? There was so 

much I wanted to know about my brother's background, his 
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journey, whether he knew who his real father was. Perhaps he 

didn't. It was better to leave the past in its grave. I gave him 

the hundred or so dollars I had on me, and promised to send 

him funds regularly. Why this generosity from this complete 

stranger? he must have wondered. Or did he, like me, know 

the truth but thought it best not to bring it up? It would have 

been too painful to find out.' 

Parmesh was not Viren's only discovery in Ba. He also 

learned that his mother was his father's second wife. He had 

divorced his first wife with whom he had two daughters. 

'Divorce was worse than death in those days,' Viren says. You 

became an outcast for life, living in suffering and sufferance, 

a free domestic helping hand, little more. His wife and 

daughters were packed off to their parents' place near Vaileka. 

She never remarried and died a few years ago of tuberculosis. 

'A whole life destroyed, and no remorse, no regret,' Viren says. 

'My father never said a word about all this. What a stone

hearted man.' 'What about the daughters?' I ask. 'I wish 

I knew.' No one in Ba knew when or where they were married, 

whether they were still alive. 'A part of my past is lost forever, 

gone' The visit to Ba explained to Viren why his father had so 

few friends in Canada. Even close relatives had kept their 

distance from him. It made sense to him now why all these 

years Ram Shankar had refused to return to Fij i, to connect 

Viren to his roots. The door was slammed shut on Fiji, secrets 

kept from the family until now. 

Viren is devastated by his father's secret past. Fij i has 

lost its charm for him. I touch his forearm. 'All this has 

nothing to do with you, Viren,' I say in sympathy. 'We all have 

skeletons in our closets.' What hurt Viren most was that the 

memory of his father's deeds were still remembered and 
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recalled bitterly by the older generation in the village. And 

the discovery of his half-brother and his step-sisters had 

overwhelmed him. 'They don't deserve this,' he said. 'I wish 

I had known about this earlier.' 

'I will be leaving the day after tomorrow,' he says after 

a long silence. His words strike me like lightning. 'For how 

long?' I ask, dreading the answer. 'For good.' 'I see,' is all I can 

manage. 'Nice to have met you. Priya will miss you a lot.' 

'I will miss her. And I will miss you too.' 'Me? What have 

I done?' I ask, looking into his face. 'I don't know where to 

begin. Perhaps it is better not to say anything,' Viren replies. 

'We don't have much time. And knowing the truth won't 

hurt.' 'I admire the way you juggle so many things: the store, 

Priya, Vinesh.' Is that all he thinks about me? I feel irritation 

welling up. 'I can do without pity. We women are not as 

helpless as you men think or believe.' 'I did not mean it that 

way. You are a very attractive woman, Meera. Just because 

I didn't say anything to you doesn't mean I did not notice you. 

I noticed you the moment I first saw you. What man wouldn't?' 

I am touched but feel a 'but' coming. 'I wish times were 

different, things were different,' Vinesh says in a voice choking 

with emotion. 'Yes, it is always like that, isn't it?' Why does it 

have to be me? 'Vinesh loves you. More, he needs you. 

I couldn't possibly hurt Vinesh. He does not deserve that, not 

in his present state. He doesn't have anyone besides you. You 

are his everything.' I have my needs too. What about my 

needs? Does anyone ever think of that? 'I truly wish things 

were different, Meera, but they are not.' I see tears welling up 

in Viren's eyes. 'You will always be in my heart.' 

I will be very sad to see Viren leave. He gave me hope, 

made me feel special. I felt young again, full of life. I looked 
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forward to his morning walks like a girl in love. The comfort of 
his presence, the vague anticipation of better things to come. 
His gentle, caring ways. But it's all in the past now. It is best for 
him to leave. Fiji will always haunt him, and he will be 
destroyed by it. He doesn't deserve that. There is nothing 
I can say or do that will lessen his pain. We both stand up 
spontaneously and hug each other. A long, warm hug. Viren's 
shoulder is wet wit h my tears. I feel his strong athletic chest 
against mine. I can almost hear his heart beat. I must leave. 

I see a strip of glowing light appearing on the horizon. 
Another dawn is breaking. Soon the bread truck will arrive 
and it will be time to open for business. 




