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An Australian Fusion 

'Please Uncle, talk to Dad. You are the only one he will listen 

to.' Rani, my niece, sounded desperate. 'See you at the Black 

Pepper for lunch, Beta.' 

Such calls are a regular part of my life. As the eldest 

male in the extended family in Australia, a community elder, 

I am contacted once a week or so about all kinds of favours: 

help with visa applications, advice about bonds for intending 

family migrants, scholarships for children, hostel accommodation. 

It's an obligation. 

Ramesh, Rani's father, was my cousin from Labasa. He is 

from the wealthier branch of the extended family. I often 

stayed with him and his wife, Sharmila, whenever I visited 

Sydney to buy Fijian fruits and vegetables from the shops and 

markets in Liverpool. They were my window on the life of our 

community in the sprawling more affordable western suburbs, 

where most of the Indo-Fijian migrants settle . 

Ramesh was a successful migrant. He had a house, 

a good job, two cars, his son was in high school and his 

daughter at university. Sharmila was a secretary in the state 
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government. People looked up to Ramesh for the good 

standard he was setting for the new arrivals. He was a regular 

speaker at weddings and funerals and community gatherings. 

He was a good singer of bhajans, Hindu devotional songs_He 

played the harmonium well. 

I noticed in a corner next to the bedroom in his house 

pictures of Hindu gods and goddesses and a place of prayer: 

lata, thali, dry flowers, a religious book covered with red cloth, 

a harmonium, dholak, tabla and dandtal. This side of Ramesh 

was new to me. I hadn't known him as a particularly religious 

type. Now he insisted that his children take language and 

cultural lessons at the local mandir, learn proper ways of doing 

things. I understood the impulse but knew that we were 

fighting a losing battle. Our world will go with us. 

Once, expecting my visit, Ramesh organized a havan at 

his place. It was a full-blown affair, complete with solemn 

readings of shlokas from books I had never heard of before. The 

priest was from India and he insisted on doing things the 

proper way, the way they were done back home rather than 

the corrupted way they were done in Fiji. Everyone present 

recited the Gyatri Mantra and joined in singing verses that 

were completely unfamiliar to me. I had never heard them in 

Fiji. Some of the men wore Indian-style dress, while women 

were in sparkling salwar kamiz and sarees. 
That evening, after the guests had gone and we were 

relaxing with a bottle of Black Label, I asked Ramesh, 'When 

did all this sadhugiri start,' this passion for religion? 'Since 

coming to Australia,' he said. In this, Ramesh was not alone. 

Religion was the eternal opiate. 'But why this obsession with 

doing things the Indian way?' I wanted to know. 'India is our 

motherland, Bro.' 'I thought Fiji was.' 'Fiji was where we were 
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born. It is our janambhumi the place of our birth. It was never 

our spiritual home. India is our matrabhumi,' our motherland, 

the land of our religion and culture. 

There was bitterness in Ramesh's voice when he spoke 

of Fiji. Many Indians spoke distressingly about racial 

discrimination back home, the glass ceiling in the public 

service, the regular trashing of temples, the burglaries and the 

assaults. The lan~ problem was uppermost in their minds. 'We 

even have to bury our dead on leased land,' Ramesh said. The 

plight of Indo-Fijian tenants forced off land they had occupied 

for generations hurt. 'Our grandparents built the damn place 

through their blood and sweat, and this is the treatment we 

get? How can we call Fiji home?' 

Nikhil, the teenage son, was listening to our discussion 

intently. 'What have we done to claim it as our own, Dad,' he 

said. 'We can't even speak the language. We don't invite 

Fijians into our homes. They were there first. Why blame 

a whole race as if all Fij ians are the same?' N ikhil's maturity 

surprised and delighted me. Ramesh was short with him. 'Yes, 

but how many of them lifted their finger when we were hurt? 

Kicked in the gut? They were all rubbing their hands in glee, 

looking forward to taking our land, our homes, our jobs, our 

businesses. ' 

'We have to look at the larger picture, Bro,' Ramesh 

continued as I sat pondering N ikhil's point about home and 

belonging. 'Have you been to India recently?' Ramesh asked. 

I hadn't. 'India is going places. It will become a superpower in 

my lifetime.' He continued as ifhe was talking to himself: 'We 

can't escape our heritage, Bra. In the end, we are all Indians. 

That is the truth. When Australians ask you 'where are you 

from,' they think you are from India. When you say Fiji, they 
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say 'but you are not a real Fijian. You don't have bushy hair. 

You don't play rugby. You don't smile.' 

Ramesh had bought hook, line and sinker into the 

rightwing Hindu view of the world. He was an ardent 

supporter of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad, which sought to 

promote a pan-Hindu fraternity. He regularly visited the web 

sites engaged in wars of words about India and Hinduism. For 

Ramesh, the fount of all knowledge was the ancient Indus 

civilization. He supported the destruction of the Babri 

Mosque. He even bought into the argument -that the Taj 

Mahal was built by Shah Jehan on the foundations of 

a destroyed Hindu temple. And unbelievably, he supported 

Bush's war on Iraq: one more Muslim country lacerated by the 

West, one less Muslim threat for Hindus to contend with. 

It was as simple as that for him: my enemy's enemy is my 

friend. On these matters, Ramesh always spoke with a calm, 

unswerving conviction. 

Sharmila did not share his views. 'There you go again,' 

she would say whenever Ramesh launched one of his India 

lectures. 'We Indo-Fijians are the most hypocritical people in 

the world.' Indo-Fijian: that was how I described myself. 

Ramesh hated the word. 'I am an Indian, full stop, not some 

hybrid, hyphenated thing,' he used to say whenever the topic 

was raised. 'I hear they are trying to ban the word in Fij i. 

Identity theft, they call it . I rest my case. They won't allow us 

to identify with the land of our birth.' 

'I am definitely not an Indian,' Sharmila continued, 

ignoring Ramesh. She was adamant about that. 'Do you know 

that these India Indians look down on us? We have lost our 

culture, they say, we can't speak the language properly, we are 

too Westernized. They snigger at the way we dress, the way we 
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walk and talk.' She was right about that. I had once read an 

article by an Indian journalist that created a furor in the 

community. In the article Blood Cousins or Bloody Cousins, the 

writer said he was ashamed to be identified as an Indo-Fijian, 

low types beyond redemption. Indo-Fijians gave all Indians 

a bad name. 

'Shami, I agree with you,' I said. 'But don't you think we 

are superior to them?' I answered my question, 'I mean, there is 

no question. Of course we are. Has it ever occurred to you that 

they actually envy us, our freedom, the way we get along with 

other people, not hung up on status and rank?' 'Yes, Bhaiya, 

that's what I keep telling Ram, but he won't listen. He hangs 

out with them, mimics their ways, tries to be more Indian than 

Indians. Look at the way he dresses.' Ramesh had long flowing 

Indian cotton kurta and pants on. 'It's all a sham.' 

'Not all Indians are like that, Shami,' Ramesh 

countered. 'You and I know many who are concerned about 

Fiji. Take Suresh Batra and Vandana, or Ravi Palat and Malti.' 

Sharmila cut in abruptly. 'Yes, but most have contempt for us. 

Remember what they say: four coups and how many Indians 

have shed an ounce of their blood to defend their honor? 

Always expecting the world to do something but not lifting a 

finger themselves. What kind of kayarpan, cowardice, is this?' 

'But isn't that true, Shami? Aren't we the most cowardly 

people on earth? Ek dam darpok? Look at India. People there 

die to defend their land. Look at Kashmir.' 

'Exactly,' Sharmila retorted. 'Fighting over some thing 

that belongs neither to India nor to Pakistan! Fighting is such 

a terrible, stupid way of solving problems. Call them cowards 

if you want, but our people in Fij i are wiser. All the guns are 

on the other side, so what do you do? We protest with our feet. 
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It makes sense. Darpok maybe, but we are sarnajhdaar as 

well,' wise. 

Ramesh and Sharmila were chalk and cheese in their 

attitude to Fiji. Sharmila was a graduate of the multiracial 

Dudley High in Suva. She had Fijian, European, Part

European and some Chinese friends. 'People complained to 

my parents that I was being bad by associating with my friends. 

Kharaab ladki: bad girl. They thought my friends had loose 

morals, sitting ducks for rape or whatever. I hung around them 

because they were more fun. Indian girls rarely played sports, 

always clinging to each other, gossiping all the time. They 

called me a tomboy, the worst thing they could say about an 

Indian girl.' 

In Sydney, Sharmila had met up with some of her former 

schoolmates. They occasionally went out to parties, visited the 

usual haunts at Circular Quay, had picnic at the Botanical 

Gardens. 'With them, I have so much fun, Bhaiya.' Fun was 

not a word she associated with the community functions she 

attended. 'With Indians, you go there all dolled up, sit quietly 

in a segregated corner with other women, talk about children, 

how well they were doing at school, the Bollywood videos 

they have watched, the latest model of washing machines they 

have bought, who is seeing whom. The men expect us to cook 

and clean while they sit and drink grog and gossip. Nothing's 

changed, Bhaiya. Ek dam ganwaar ke aadac,' behaving like real 

country bumpkins. 

Sharmila told me about a Book Club for Fiji women she 

had once started. Only Fijians and Part-Europeans came. 

'Bhaiya, you go to Indian homes and you won't find them 

reading. There are no books around. Most will never read a 

book. They think reading is for school children. 'I did all my 



An Australian Fusion 179 

reading when I was in high school,' one woman told me the 

other day proudly. Grown-ups don't read, like grown up men 

don't cry. They can't spare time from window shopping or 

Tupperware parties or weddings and socials.' 

Ramesh disapproved of Sharmila's social activities and the 

way she dressed - knee-length skirt, stylishly cut hair, the 

expensive perfume, but did not say much. Once or twice his 

friends had noticed her drinking wine at Darling Harbour with 

her friends, which hurt Ramesh. He was a leader of the 

community and expected his wife to have some respect for his 

position and status. 'I am married to you, Ramesh. I am not a doll 

that you dress up for show and then put back into the cupboard 

whenever you want. If you don't like it, you know what do.' 

Sharmila's sharpness had increased in the time I knew her. 

When we returned to the topic of Fiji and the events 

there, Sharmila said pointedly, looking at Ramesh, 'We are 

quick to point a finger at others. How many of us can say we 

have really good Fijian friends? How many of us allow our 

children to go out with Fijian boys and girls? We look down at 

them. After all these years in Fiji, but how many of us can 

speak even basic Fijian, and understand Fijian culture? You 

can count them on the fingers of one hand.' Almost exactly 
N ikhil's words. 

'That's not fair, Shami, and you know it, Ramesh 

responded indignantly. 'How many of us know our own culture 

and language? We are a bastard culture, if you ask me. And 

when were we ever allowed to learn Fijian? We were locked up 

in racial ghettoes all our lives. Race is a fact of life, we were 

told. We looked at each other through the glass curtain. Why 

wasn't Fijian taught in schools? Whose fault was that? It is not 

fair to blame our people for Fiji's mess.' 
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'Shami, Indians are not all peas in the same pod,' 

Ramesh said after some time although curiously, he saw Fij ians 

in that way. 'They are not, although fram your Christian 

perch, they might all appear the same.' Turning to me, 

Ramesh said, 'Bra, you know how it was in Labasa. North 

Indians thought the South Indians inferior. The Arya Samajis 

hardly mixed with the Sanatanis. And Hindus and Muslims 

lived apart on different planets. When did we ever have the 

time to reach out? We lived in a series of concentric circles, 

and by the time we reached its outer edges, it was time to kick 

the bucket.' 'Yes, divided by ancient prejudices and modern 

greed,' I added. 

'Excuses and more excuses, as usual,' Sharmila replied 

dismissively. 'We were the immigrant community. We should 

have tried harder to adapt. We are repeating the same mistake 

here . We live in Australia, but how much of this country do 

we really understand? We congregate in our ghettoes and 

think this is Australia. Well, there's more to Australian culture 

than barbecues and beer and beaches. We must keep up with 

the Jones's, mustn't we? Yup, and never be backward m 

condemning Aussie lives as shallow and superficial. Never.' 

'Shami, there you go again,' Ramesh said, trying to 

break Sharmila's onslaught. 'As I was telling Bra earlier, no 

matter how long you live here, you will not be an Anglo

Saxon, you will still have black or brawn skin. They still ask 

'Where're you fram?' They say this is a multicultural country, 

but how much multiculturalism do you see in the government, 

in our schools and universities? When you apply for jobs, they 

talk about this gender equality thing. Does anyone talk about 

color?' Then, homing in to seal the argument, he said, 'Just 

look at New Zealand and see what they have been able to 
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achieve. Even their Governor-General is a person of color, 

with Fiji Indian roots to boot. That will never happen here. 

Conformity and subjection is what they want.' 

'That's being so unfair, Ram,' Sharmila responded. 'Yes, 

this is a white man's country, I agree . But things have changed 

since we came here twenty odd years ago. Just look at the 

number of ethnic restaurants around us, welfare programs and 

government-funded languages classes for migrants, grants for 

cultural things. Look at the Bollywood movies in local 

theatres. Look at the spice and video shops. It is everywhere, 

Ram. Your Mandir, of which you are so proud, was partly 

government-funded. You condemn this country but you still 

take its generous dollars when it suits you. You want to have 

your cake and eat it too. That's our problem, not theirs.' 

'When will we ever learn?' Sharmila continued. 'Bhaiya, 

Ramesh and I had this huge argument when Pauline Hanson 

made that speech in parliament about immigrants swamping this 

country. Our church group took a strong stand against her. We 

signed petitions and protested. We even took a delegation to Bob 

Carr. What did Ramesh do? He just sat here and did nothing. 

Actually, he scolded me. 'Hanson is not against us,' he said. 'She 

is against the slit-eyed types, people who pollute Cabramatta and 

fight gang wars. I hate them too. Such hypocrisy, and we have 

the gall to complain about Australian racism?' 

I knew of our lack of historical sense. In Fiji, we hardly 

knew our past and, worse, did not seem to care about it. For 

many, the past was simply past. In Australia, our sense of 

disengagement was obvious. We h ad nothing to say about the 

'Stolen Generation.' Wik and Mabo we did not care about. 

Ramesh had once said to me, 'We were not here when the 

land was stolen from the Abos,' Ramesh said. 'Aborigines, 
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Ramesh,' I reminded him sharply. 'They are the first people of 

this land.' 'Whatever. We're not a part of all that. Why should 

we lose sleep over somebody else's problem?' 

'We can't pick and choose, Ramesh,' I said. 'Australian 

history is our history too now. We can't ignore that history 

because we live within its structures and beliefs. We are implicated 

because that past lives in us.' 'My history in Australia begins the 

day I arrived here,' Ramesh replied calmly. And then he 

launched into a long diatribe about how Australians had 

terrorized the girmitiyas in Fiji, turned them into slaves on the 

CSR plantations. 'This country should apologize to us, just as 

the Americans apologized to the Japanese for interning them in 

World War n. And hasn't Clinton apologized for slavery?' 

'Ramesh,' I said, 'if the government does not apologize to the 

Aborigines for decades of abuse and neglect and physical 

violence, do you think they will apologize to us. For what? 

Get real.' 

I was puzzled. Ramesh had lived in Australia and did not 

seem to care about its past, but became a volcano of passion about 

India and things Indian. Kashmir concerned him, and the Babri 

Mosque, the Hindu chauvinist Bajrang Oal, the Shiv Sena as well. 

He was the local representative of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad and 

met regularly with visiting Indian cultural delegations and priests. 

Ramesh's religiosity did not impress Sharmila. On the contrary, she 

despised it. 'They read the Ramayana and the Bhagvada Gita, but 

do they truly understand their message?' she had once said to me. 

'It's all to do with rituals and appearances, to see who does things 

bigger and better. It is all a huge competition thing. A tamasha, 
dikhaawat ke liye,' all for show. 

I had noticed the proliferation of mandalis in Sydney. 

People from the same village or suburb in Fiji or one extended 
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family had a mandali of their own. Unlike Sharmila, I liked the 

cultural rituals and ceremonies. They were fun, brought our 

people together and kept them intact, gave them a sense of 

collective purpose and identity. The elaborate celebrations of 

Holi and Diwali, of Ram Naumi and Shiv Ratri among the 

Hindus and Eid and Milad among the Muslims kept alive a 

culture that would otherwise flounder in the arid urban sprawl 

of Australia. Ramesh seemed glad that at least on this point, 

I shared his views. 

Neither Ramesh nor Sharmila were prepared to concede 

an inch. Such conversations must take place in other homes as 

well, I reckoned, people tom between cultures, making inner 

adjustments, confronting the long painful silences that intersperse 

family conversations. This is the fate of the first generation of 

migrants everywhere, I suppose, having left one home but not 

quite found another in their own lifetime, caught in-between. 

The problem is especially acute for the 'twice banished,' such as 

our people for whom questions about belonging and attachment 
often take complex, contested shapes. We belong neither here 

nor there, like the washer man's donkey, Dhobi ke gadhaa, na ghar 
ke na ghat ke, or else everywhere all at once. 

I often wondered how children of migrants coped with 

it. I had seen many in Liverpool who seemed lost. Many, I was 

told, had ended up in the local court on charges of drug abuse. 

I had seen many affecting Australian mannerisms, speaking 

the local lingo in broad 'Austraaian' accents, wearing trendily 

tom jeans and T-shirts with blush-making slogans to slap 

across the face such as 'Masturbation Is Not A Crime,' 'Smell 

My Finger,' 'My Other Name Is Cock Screw.' 

Once or twice I tried talking to some of the boys. They 

seemed slightly embarrassed, uneasy, in my presence, apologetic 
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about their shabby appearance. Proper deference to the elders 

of the community, acknowledgement of age, is still observed, 

even among the seemingly wayward youth. There is something 

warm and endearing about this. Some cultural habits are 

difficult to break. More often than not, I am addressed as 

'Uncle' by Indo-Fij ian children who are complete strangers. 

Rani would have been in her mid-twenties, in her 

second year of university, working part-time. I had known her 

from when she was a teenager, when she first moved to 

Australia with her parents. She was more like her mother, feisty 

and opinionated, ready to take on the world. Rani was close to 

me. We could talk about things she couldn't with her own 

parents or even friends. Being an elder uncle has its advantages. 

Rani was feeling her way around courses at the 

university, unsure of what she really wanted to do. This was 

a sore point with her parents, especially with Ramesh. 'Why 

can't you be like other girls,' he would admonish her, 'and do 

something useful, like accounting or economics ? You have 

a future to think of. Time barbaad nahi karo,' don't waste your 

time. But Rani's heart was not in money making subjects. She 

was leaning towards primary school teaching. 

'Primary school!' Ramesh exploded. That for him was 

the end of the world. 'Do you think we came here so that you 

could become a primary school eacher? Padhooi koi khelwoor 
boot nahi haye, education is not something to trifle with. 

Teaching is for no-hopers, and you know that.' 'But that's what 

I want to do. I love children.' More troubling than Rani's 

choice of profession was Ramesh's concern about what others 

in the community might think of him and his family. Their 

children were doing law, dentistry, and medicine, socially 

respectable, point-earning subjects like that. 'Oh God, where 
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did we go wrong?' he wondered aloud in his lounge chair. 'We 

haven't gone wrong at all Ram,' Sharmila reacted angrily. 'If 

primary teaching is Rani's passion, why not let her do it? Who 

cares what others think? You seem obsessed with this status 

thing. That's your problem. Please don't take it out on Rani. 

Beta, ignore your Dad.' 

It is not only Rani's choice of career, Shami,' Ramesh 

said after Rani had left the room. 'She is going off the rails 

everywhere.' He was especially dismayed that Rani showed no 

interest in things Indian. 'She seems to be ashamed of her 

background,' Ramesh said to me. 'She's not ashamed of being 

an Indian, Bhaiya,' Sharmila retorted, snubbing Ramesh. 'It is 
just that she doesn't find any meaning in them. It's not only 

Rani who feels this way. I do too. Their obsession with 

horoscope and hierarchy leaves me cold. You go to any 

function, and you will see how these people behave. It is all 

about who ranks where. The status thing is big with them. 

They can't figure us out.' 

'I am not ashamed of who I am, Uncle,' Rani said to me 

later. 'But these fellows look down on us, they mimic our 

language. And just because we go to bars and night clubs and 

enjoy a drink or two, they think we are easy lays. Sorry about 

the language, Uncle, but that is the truth.' It was not only 

India Indians who did that. 'Fiji boys are not much better. 

Probably worse.' 

Rani was like many children I had met over the years. 

They did not have the language, but they had the right values, 

I thought: respect for age, polite language in the presence of 

family and friends, refraining from Western gestures of love 

and affection in public, never calling older relatives by their 

first name. All this to me was important. I was proud of the 
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way our children were negotIatmg their way around the 

perilous paths of Australian youth culture. 

'Dad keeps putting Australia down, Uncle,' Rani said' to 

me one day. 'What do you expect from a land of convicts,' he 

says. He seems to have no sympathy for the Aboriginal people. 

'Abos' he calls them, 'Hafsis,' whatever that means.' 'A put

down for 'half-castes.' 'But this is my country now. This is 

where I have grown up. This is all I know. Yes, it has faults, 

with all that stuff about the 'Children Overboard Affair' and 

the 'Stolen Generations,' but it has been kind to us. This is 

home. I hardly know Fiji and India I have visited only once. 

Dad can't understand where I am coming from, nor does he 

want to. That makes it so frustrating .' 

'Don't be too harsh on your Dad, Rani,' I said. 'He is 

a product of his time and place. He has traveled a long way in 

his lifetime. His journey from Labasa to Liverpool has not 

been easy. Give the old man a break.' I talked about the 

difficulties of being a first time migrant. You have to start all 

over again, usually at the bottom of the ladder. The ambition 

to become something is gone; you are content just to make 

ends meet, pass your time until retirement. If you get 

promoted, it is a bonus. 'It hurts, Beta, all those years of hard 

work ending like this . A time comes when we want to hold on 

to things that matter, things that give us purpose and identity. 

We all have to change with the times, but sometimes you hang 

on to your past because that is all you have. Have you seen 

Fiddler on the Roof?' She hadn't even heard the name. 'Do, 

because then you might understand your Dad better.' 

'I will , U ncle ', Rani replied. 'I don 't ask Dad to change 

his ways . I know he won't. But he should let me live my own 

life. I am an adult now. I didn 't ask to be brought here. This is 
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Australia, not Labasa. They throw me in at the deep end and 
expect me to swim straight away. Well, it is not easy. If I don't 
hang out with my Australian friends, they call me names and 
keep me out. If I mix around with them, Indians look down on 
me. Dad thinks getting used to living here is a bed of roses. 
Well he is dead wrong.' 

Rani had dated a few boys, none of them from Fiji or 
India. She had finally found an Australian boy, David. He 
seemed, when I met him, to be a decent person, level headed, 
clean-looking, who was working in the Australian public 
service. They were in love, holding hands, glancing at each 

other, making plans for a future together: thinking about 
putting a down payment on an apartment in Carlingford, 
taking a loan out for another car, buying gifts for a friend's 
wedding - the sort of things most young couples do. 

Rani and David were completely at ease with each 
other. Rani's first language was English; she spoke Fiji Hindi 

haltingly. But her taste in music was totally Western, played by 

artists whose names I had never heard before. I thought 
'Eminem' was a kind of lolly you kept in jars! Flabbergasted at 
my ignorance, Rani gave me an Eminem poster. 'Put it on your 

office wall, Uncle: I dare you to.' 'I will,' wondering what my 
ageing colleagues might think! 

David was making a real effort to learn the basics of 
Indian culture. He was intrigued about the different kinds of 

uncles we have: Mama (mother's brother), Mausa (aunt's 
husband), Phuffa (father's sister's husband), Kaka(father's younger 

brother) and Dada (father's older brother). He would invariably 
get all this mixed up, causing mirth all around! Bas Hangama, 
enough of this confusion, he would plead playfully. Ek Jhaapat 
maarega, Rani would reply, I will give you one slap, and break 
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into a giggly smile. David had taken to hot Indian curries, 

especially fungali mugli (murgi), wild chicken, and was becoming 

a good cook too, learning to distinguish between different kinds 

oflndian spices: jeera, methi, haldi, garam masala. 
Rani's circle of friends included many of her age from 

various ethnic backgrounds: Greeks, Lebanese, Indians, Sri 

Lankans, Maltese, Crc:iatians. What brought them together, 

I realized, was a common predicament. They were all facing 

pressure from their parents to conform, to stay within defined 

boundaries, not to let the family down. They were all rebels 

with a cause, trying to create a niche for themselves in Australia, 

searching for an identity that reflected their complex cultural 

heritage. The circle was therapy as well as a counselling session, 

a network of shared sadnesses, frustrations and clouded hopes. 

Sharmila accepted David, but Ramesh exploded when 

he found out. He felt betrayed. 'Why are you doing this to us? 

Can't you find someone from our own community?' he asked 

Rani . 'If you can't, I will. I know a few families with eligible 

boys. Good boys with education and careers and culture, too. 

We can go to Fiji, put an advertisement in the papers. 

Everyone is doing it. I will go along with anyone you choose as 

long as he is an Indian boy. Is that too much to ask?' 

'No, Dad. There will be no advertisement in the papers. 

I will decide. As a matter of fact, I already have.' Then, all of 

Ramesh's prejudices came out. 'A gora [white man] will always 

be a gora. They are different. Look at their divorce rate. Don't 

be blinded by this so-called love of yours, Rani. Think about 

the future. Where will you be in ten years time? You will have 

no place in our community. Our relatives will shun us. Don't 

get me wrong. All I want is what is best for you.' 
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'Let me be the judge of that, Dad,' Rani replied 

instantly. 'In case you have not noticed, our own divorce rate 

is nothing to be proud of either. And I will not embarrass you 

with the names of all your friends, family friends mind you, 

who freely break their holy marriage vows. See it for yourself 

who goes in and out of the Sunshine Motel in Parramatta. You 

will be surprised. It is no point being holier than thou, Dad. At 

least Australians are honest enough. If things don't work, they 

don't work out, not like us who pretend everything is hunky 

dory when often the marriage is just a shell.' 

Ramesh thought long and hard about what Rani had 

said. Her words made sense although he was not quite 

prepared to admit it . He feared that if he began to see things 

from another angle, he might lose his own convictions and 

cultural certainties. If he kept opposing Rani, he realized, he 

might lose Sharmila as well. Life had not been easy for them. 

Quarrels had become more frequent, and sullen silences even 

longer. Sharmila had begun to avoid Indian functions and 

went out shopping or doing some other errand when Ramesh's 

friends came home. Her deliberate absence was noticed. 

Once or twice, the talk of separation had come up in their 

conversations. Fearing the worst, Ramesh had begun to mellow. 

Even so, he was not prepared for what lay ahead. One 

day, Rani mentioned casually to Sharmila, and within 

Ramesh's hearing, that she was moving with David into an 

inner-city two bedroom apartment. 'Why?' Ramesh had asked 

indignantly. 'What's wrong with this place of ours that you 

want to move out?' Rani refused to budge. Ramesh pleaded, 

'Well, at least get married before you move in. Do the proper 

thing, girl. Get engaged so we can announce it in a proper way 
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to our relatives. You are the eldest in our extended family. You 

should think of your nieces and nephews. You must set a good 

example for them.; Rani had become immune to such a guilt 

trip. She was not going to be a moral exemplar for anyone. She 

had her own life to lead, on her own terms. 

Marriage kept recurring in family discussions, causing 

acrimony and heartache. 'What difference does a piece of 

paper make, Dad?' Rani· said one day. 'What matters is how we 

feel about each other. We have to find out if we are compatible. 

I am sure we will get married one day, but at a moment of our 

choice, not anyone else's. David agrees with me. You should 

think about what David wants too sometimes' 'But if a piece of 

paper doesn't make any difference, then why not get it done 

and over with? All the getting to know each other will come 

later, as it does in marriages. Adjustment will follow.' 'Dad, 

please, Bas, enough.' 

It was at this point that Rani had rung me to help break 

the impasse between her and her parents, especially Ramesh. 

'All I can do is try, Beta,' I told Rani at our lunch at the Black 

Pepper. 'That is all I ask, Uncle. There should be no doubt in 

their minds about what I will do. I will not change my mind.' 

Two very stubborn people, I thought. 

The next day, I sat Ramesh and Sharmila down and told 

them what Rani had told me, her plans for her future with 

David, her determination to go ahead no matter what. The 

usual arguments were rehearsed, with increasing temperature 

between the two of them. 'Rani is a beautiful child,' I said. 'You 

should be proud of the way you have brought her up. I love her 

as my own daughter. She is an adult now. You should trust her 

judgment. David would be a son-in-law you would be proud to 

have, I would be proud to have. I have met him. I like him.' 
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'I have bowed so much, Bro, I might just break the next 

time. First it was the drinking and the nightclubs and the 

endless late nights. Then, it was long breaks at the coast with 
boys whom I didn't know, had never met. Then it was all the 

'dates,' and now this.' 'Why is it always about you, Ram?' 

Sharmila reacted angrily, 'How you feel, how hurt you are. 

Have you ever spared a thought for Rani? What she might 

want? You treat her like a little kid and she resents it bitterly. 

As for the palwaar shalwaar, extended family, where were they 

when we needed them, when we first moved to Sydney? No 

one wanted to know us, if you care to remember. Now, all of a 

sudden, they have become so important to you. You really are 

something else, Ram.' 

'Ram, the choice seems clear to me,' I said emphatically. 

'You can either stick to your views and lose your daughter, or 

you can bend a little and keep the relationship intact. David is 

a lovely boy, but if things don't work out, it's not the end of 

the world. As a father, you should stand in the background, 

ready to help when your children need help. You encourage 

and advise and support. You can't dictate. That's a sure recipe 

for disaster. When it comes down to it Ramesh, it's Rani's life 

we are talking about, not yours.' I was blunt. Surprisingly, 

Ramesh took my words calmly. Sharmila seemed quietly 

satisfied with my firmness. 

I was harsher with Ramesh than I should have been or 

wanted to be. Much later, I found out how convulsed his inner 

culturally-ordered world was, although he never spoke about it 

to anyone, including Sharmila. The pettiness and bickering 

of his fellow community leaders was beginning to drain his 

spirit, people advancing their own private agendas at every 

opportunity, abusing the public funds collected for charitable 
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purposes. Chor-Chamar, he called them, scoundrels. Many 

arranged marriages were floundering, infidelity was common. 

His own marriage, he realized, was in cold storage and could 

crack any time if he wasn't careful. 

But it took a tragedy in his cousin's family to drive home 

the dangers of his stubbornness. The cousin insisted that his 

daughter marry a Fiji boy he had chosen for her, the son of his 

business partner seeking to migrate to Australia. 'I will hang 

myself if you don't do it,' he had threatened. The poor girl was 

in love with someone else, but would not dare to have her 

father's blood on her hands. Once safely in Australia and his 

permanent residence papers secure, the boy absconded and 

married his long-time girlfriend from Fiji. Some months later, 

rejected, depressed and with no one to turn to, the girl 

committed suicide with an overdose of sleeping pills. That 

jolted Ramesh. Robert Browning's words would have summed 

up his feelings: This world has been harsh and strange; Something 

is wrong; there needeth a change. But how? Ramesh was 

searching for a solution. 

One day, still not making any headway, I had an inspired 

thought. 'Why don't the four of you go on a holiday together, 

away from all this jhanjhat, bickering? Give yourselves some 

breathing space. You will have time to consider things calmly, 

get to know David, see how things go. You can only go up from 

here.' Sharmila jumped at the idea, Ramesh was less 

enthusiastic. But in the end, they did go for a holiday in Fiji 

over Christmas. 

'That was the best thing you ever did for us, Bhaiya,' 

Sharmila told me after they had returned to Australia. The 

trip was obviously a success. At Nadarivatu, the family had 

hiked in the forested hills and climbed Mt Victoria, mingled 
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with the villagers from nearby koros, cooked food on an open 

fire, played touch footy and drank and talked long into the 

night. This was the first time Ramesh had 'met' David. They 

talked endlessly - like two chatterboxes, as Sharmila put it 

- about cricket. Both were passionate and knowledgeable 

about the game, together composing lists of the all-time great 

first eleven. 

David shared Ramesh's interest in current affairs, more 

than any of his friends or even family. They both liked the 

bush and the outdoor life. Nikhil told Ramesh and Sharmila 

proudly that David was like the older brother he never had. 

That meant a lot to Ramesh. Rani could be impetuous and 

flighty, but Nikhil was the thoughtful, sober one in the family. 

The ice was gradually thawing though everyone gingerly 

avoided the topic of engagement and marriage. 'I told Ramesh 

to let me handle that,' Sharmila told me. Good advice, 

I thought to myself. 

In between swimming and kayaking, there were endless 

hours of talk and tears between Sharmila and Rani. 'Meet your 

father half way, Beta. Get engaged now. Marriage can come 

later, at your convenience. We will have enough time for a 

formal announcement, invitations would be sent out, proper 

arrangements made. This way you will win Dad over. He will 

save face. You know how important that is to him.' And then 

she added, 'And to me, too, if I am honest with myself. I want to 

give you away in the proper style, in the presence of our family. 

It's every mother's dream. All that Monsoon Wedding stuff.' 

'But Mum, we are not ready financially. Think of all the 

expenses involved, hiring a wedding hall, the reception, the 

gifts, accommodation for family members. We really can't afford 

it right now. David wants to complete his university course, 
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secure his job in the public service. I would like to complete uni. 

And we both want to travel a bit before we finally settle down.' 

'Beta, hosting the engagement party is not your responsibility. It 
is ours. Dad and I will take care of everything. We have talked 

about it. That's what parents are for.' 

Rani and David went for a long walk on the beach, 

mulling over Sharmila's proposal. Then, all of a sudden, it 

happened. Ramesh was swimming when David called out to 

him. Returning to the beach, Ramesh sat in the hammock 

under a coconut tree when David said to him, 'Ramesh, will 

you accept me as your son-in-law?' Rani froze as David spoke 

the words. Sharmila looked straight into Ramesh's eyes, 

unblinking. 'Who am I to stand in your way when Rani 

approves?' Tears were running down Rani's cheek as David 

hugged Ramesh. 'Rani is the queen of my heart. Cherish her.' 

Sharmila wiped a tear. 'Oh, I see, so Mother's permission is not 

required, is it,' she bantered, obviously delighted with the way 

things had worked out. Then, it was time for beers all around. 

'Champagne will come later,' David said, relieved. 

The wedding took place a year later at the Sydney 

Botanical Gardens. It was a grand affair, with nearly one 

hundred close friends and family in attendance. Rani looked 

exquisite in a cream sari with colored borders and David was 

resplendent in his salwar kamiz. It was fusion wedding, an 

eclectic mixture of Hindu and Western ceremonies. Rani and 

David exchanged wedding vows and rings in a delightfully, if 

minimally, decorated mandap under an ancient eucalyptus 

tree. I gave a short, light-hearted speech, 'Wedlock is a 

padlock,' I told David, to laughter. 'Marriage is like a lottery,' 

I continued to appreciative smiles, 'but you can't tear up the 
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ticket if you lose!' And then a couple of lines from my favorite 

poet, Lord Tennyson: 

Two lives bound fast in one with golden ease 

Two graves grass,green beside a grey church tower 

Ramesh and Sharmila were the happiest I had seen them 

in years. 

Immediately after the formal ceremonies were over, Rani 

and David came over and said, Thank you, Uncle, from the 

bottom of our hearts.' Then, spontaneously in a traditional 

gesture of respect and affection and seeking my blessing, they 

both touched my feet in the quintessential Hindu way. Someone 

had been tutoring David. Perhaps he too was a cultural tutor. 




