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      Chapter 1

      
      
      
      Waking, sleeping, waking, sleeping, bolt upright.
      

      
      Today was the day. Today was the day she was going to be telling a deliberate, carefully planned lie to a figure of authority.
         With unknown consequences. Gooseflesh early in the morning.
      

      
      Seetha sat up in bed with her legs drawn up, quilt up to her chin, held her knees in her hands and revisited her plans.

      
      Small inner voice still grumbling. But what to do? No option but to lie. Basically the immigration laws were unfair. Hence
         it may be a lie but is it a lie to fudge a few statements to work around injustice? But why am I once again trawling this
         moral minefield now? I’ve been through this before – often and in detail. Weighed the pros and cons. Used moral scales, legal
         scales, self-interest scales. Now having decided to lie I must simply go ahead and lie convincingly. On the way to the embassy
         I must rehearse my lines again.
      

      
      God, it’s cold.

      
      Seetha drew the quilt tighter around herself. She was never going to get used to the Brussels cold. Just nine months back
         in Madras, in the sweltering heat of a late June afternoon, she had been told that she had been selected to be the lead on-site
         systems analyst for the new software application that their company, Datasophy India Pvt. Ltd., had been commissioned to develop
         for the Expobel group headquartered in Brussels. At that time, along with the thrill of being selected to lead the on-site
         team and the equal thrill of travelling and working overseas – this was the first time she was travelling outside India –
         she had also been looking forward to experiencing a real winter, not the 28-degree Celsius heat that passed for winter in
         Chennai, nee Madras. Now, she felt that this was one experience she could gladly have done without. The heating was inefficient
         in the rundown apartment block where she had rented a studio – all she could afford on the meagre living allowance granted
         by her company– and she shivered.
      

      
      7am. Five more minutes in bed allowed. Then must get up. Five minutes of diversionary pleasant thinking.
      

      
      Who better to think of than Luc?

      
      Seetha sighed.

      
      Luc Dubois was Expobel’s Finance Officer and one of the persons she needed to work closely with to understand Expobel’s business
         processes and capture the requirements for the financial system she was designing. Finalizing the design specifications anyway
         required them to spend a large amount of time together at work, but in addition, over the last month Seetha thought she had
         noticed Luc strolling over to her work station often and ‘shooting the bull’, to use the American phrase Luc had recently
         picked up. She did not mind at all. Most of the other Expobel staff had been coldly formal and some even hostile. The company’s
         decision to bypass their own IT group and award the application design work to an Indian software house had done nothing to
         make her feel welcome. Luc was coming to occupy an inordinate amount of her thoughts and she did not think that that was necessarily
         undesirable.
      

      
      Luc, Luc. He looks cute. He’s big and has a big smile. Why does he speak so slowly, so deliberately? Not just him. Most whites
         do. I guess it’s only us Indians who speak so fast. Tongues always running ahead of minds, as Appa says. I miss Appa and I
         miss the morning half hour: the cool Chennai morning – not this hellish cold – but hell’s hot, isn’t it – never mind – the
         cool Chennai morning with filter coffee, the Indian Express and Appa’s comments on every headline.
      

      
      But Luc… I don’t know anything about his life. He’s not married. I saw that on his bio on the company website. Relationships?
         Given his smile and his salary, he must have had lots. Steady ones? Probably. Is he in a relationship now? Don’t know. How
         to ask? When to ask? Later. Why am I so interested? Just curiosity. He is the only one who talks to me. Asks about my life.
         Naturally I’m curious in turn. And God, he’s handsome. Film-star looks – Hollywood, not Bollywood. He has big, safe hands.
         I noticed yesterday when he was pointing out cost elements on the costing spreadsheet. My hand will fit completely into his.
         Don’t know why I turned down his invitation for lunch last Friday. Wonder where he’d have taken me. I guess I didn’t want
         to appear too easy but God, it was just lunch.
      

      
      Easy – what a stupid word to use. As morally stupid as Appa’s ‘decent’. Every day it was ‘Behave decently’, ‘He is a decent
         person’, ‘Have some decency.’ Eesh.
      

      
      I’m bad at on-the-spot decision making. One should only be asked out via email. That gives one time to consider and reply.
         Next time Luc asks me out I am definitely going to accept. Or can I be bold and ask him out this Friday?
      

      
      Snap out of this childish reverie, Seetha, girl! Start thinking about the visa application. And what to wear today. Has to
         be a sari. Which sari? I have just two here and both are silk. The violet Banaras silk will be better than the red Kanjeevaram.
         The Kanjeevaram has too much gold zari and would attract attention even in Chennai. Does it have to be a sari? Yes. Will tell
         the visa officer that I am a timid Indian, reluctant to change in any way, one who would never dream of immigrating to the
         West. Downside is, on the way to the embassy I’m going to stand out like a peacock in the crowd of dull winter shades of black
         and brown on this grey winter morning. Everybody will look with slightly raised eyebrows at ‘that Indian girl in a bright
         sari’. God, I hate standing out. I’m going to wear my long, black overcoat on top of my sari. That way very little of my sari
         will be seen on the way to the embassy.
      

      
      I hate the way they make you feel uncomfortable. They can be patronizing with just a raised eyebrow, a pursed lip or a blank
         look. You’re imagining things. They are not patronizing. It’s just that they are clear about their place in the world. They
         don’t have existential doubts – at least they didn’t. Now maybe they are beginning to. We, though, have been unsure of ourselves
         for the last one thousand years. Ever since Ghazni – or was it Ghori?
      

      
      They are just shooting an interested, quick glance at someone different. Don’t we stare at whites in India? But the way we
         stare is different. It is an open-mouthed, wide-eyed, deferential stare. We don’t raise eyebrows, purse lips or put on a blank,
         erasing look when we see a white. Deep down inside we still think they are superior – somehow better put together by God or
         the Devil or Darwin. Better looking too, we think. Pathetic.
      

      
      Look at me today. Thinking of what they will think while deciding what to wear. I’m sure none of them ever spends time agonizing about what the Moroccans, the Senegalese and the Congolese
         clogging the sidewalks of the Chausee d’lxelles will think of their choice of clothes. Even when they come to India – our
         country – the white karma-dharma tourists don’t care what we think of their garish glass beads and ill-fitting sweat pants
         slung low over visible, dirty G-strings. Eesh. It’s we who are trying to do the right thing all the time.
      

      
      Serves you right. Should have stayed in India. Who asked you to come here – and who is now asking you to wheedle a work permit
         and visa out of the British to stay even longer in the West?
      

      
      Anyway, up. Time to rise and shine.

      
      Seetha swung out of bed, wrapped a thick woollen housecoat over her pyjamas and began getting ready for the day ahead.

      
      She struggled to tie her sari, standing in the confined space between the bed and the wall. Her flat was small – tiny actually.
         Her room had a bed, a small sofa, a kitchen counter along one wall and a combination work and dining table built into another
         wall. Sitting in her bed, which was almost in the middle of the room, she could reach out and touch all the four walls of
         the room. The real estate agent who’d showed her the flat had described it as ‘very cosy.’
      

      
      Walking briskly along Avenue Louise, Seetha rehearsed her lines. She was a software professional. She had come to Belgium
         on a six-month business trip. Now, towards the end of this assignment, she wanted to return to her first love – writing. She
         had written earlier – a taut little thriller with a supernatural twist – and had been published, even if it was only in a
         short story anthology but there was no need to mention all that. Now she was starting on her first novel, a novel whose 16th-century subject spanned two continents. Needed to work in England – at the British museum – to refer to books and documents
         on 16th-century England. A period philosophical novel needed to be grounded in fact and she could not possibly write authentically
         about the 16th century English court sitting far away in steamy Madras. No, she was not planning to look for a software development job
         in the UK. She might look for a part-time job to meet her living expenses and her publisher may be paying her an advance.
         No, she had no intention of overstaying her visa. No, she did not have any immediate family in the UK. Yes, an open work permit
         and work visa were what she was looking for.
      

      
      As she walked, she kept an eye on the street signs. She had to find Rue de la Concorde. She was wary of the bizarre language
         rules in Brussels which insisted that all street signs needed to be in French and Flemish. The names in the two languages
         were never the same, always being translations, never transliterations. She took out and consulted a large street map of Brussels
         even though she knew it made her ‘the Indian tourist in a sari who seemed to have lost her way’. Just as well she did though,
         because it turned out that the Rue de la Concorde was the Eendracht Straat in Flemish. Now she had a choice of two street
         names to look out for.
      

      
      At each junction she patiently waited for the lights to turn green before crossing the street, even though she could see many
         others look quickly right and then left and cross through red lights. She had tried that once, soon after coming to Belgium,
         and unfortunately for her, had failed to see an approaching car. The car had had to brake rather sharply. It had seemed to
         her then that a hundred Belgian eyes had looked at her censoriously – she could almost hear an onlooker say, ‘Look at that
         stupid foreign girl. I don’t think they have many cars where she comes from, or even streets perhaps.’ And today, she was
         in a sari. It was best to play it by the book.
      

      
      Turning into the Rue de la Concorde she looked for Number 65. Odd numbers on the left of the street, even numbers on the right.
         She was about to cross when she saw a group of young men and women on the left side of the road, most with shaved heads, some
         with brightly coloured hair, all grungily dressed. She swerved and kept to her side of the road.
      

      
      Best not to take any chances. God knows who they are. Maybe just harmless kids or perhaps punks but they could also be skinheads.
         Don’t really know how to tell the difference. Must ask Luc. If they are racist skinheads my sari could be like a red rag.
         How old are they? Can’t tell. Do they age? How do they age? Probably gracelessly.
      

      
      Luc may not know much about skinheads or their attitude towards foreigners. There are some issues he is oblivious about. He’s not the most perceptive person in the world. But his heart is in the right place and if he saw a skinhead bothering
         me in any way I’m sure he would rush to protect me.
      

      
      She kept to the right of the road and hurried past the skinheads/punks – who ignored her completely.

      
      At Door Number 57 she crossed the road. 59, 61, 63 and there it was – Number 65, with the Lion and the Unicorn crest on the
         carved door. She smoothed her hair, adjusted her sari and was about to ring the doorbell when she saw a small sign which read,
         ‘Visa section, please use the rear entrance on Rue du President’.
      

      
      She snorted and walked towards the rear of the building.

      
      Look at the cheek. Front door only for British citizens. Let all the dirty foreigners trying to get into Britain use the rear
         entrance. Very appropriate. And look at me. Desperate to get in, never mind the entrance. Truly pathetic.
      

      
      Don’t be dramatic. All embassies are the same. They all have a consular section and a visa section. Remember the long queues
         every working day outside the Indian Embassy on Rue de Vleurgat of ardent Indophiles – the ‘we loath the material West, we
         love your ancient wisdom and gentle ways’ nirvana tourists. The Indian Embassy puts them through so many hoops. Makes them
         wait for hours. Makes them fill out a sheaf of forms. Often makes them queue on the sidewalk. Wonder why in spite of all this,
         these misguided souls take the trouble to travel to a country which they mistake for a sylvan paradise peopled exclusively
         by philosophers, while all it is a seething, heaving, frenetic slice of hell.
      

      
      The rear entrance was closed and a sign said that the visa section would be open from 9am to 3pm. Another ten minutes to wait.
         There were already a few people outside. Seetha scanned and quickly slotted them. She loved slotting people. In some way it
         put her in charge. Two black men in suits talking loudly – must be Nigerian businessmen. There was a short person who Seetha
         could tell was from somewhere in the Indian subcontinent – probably was a Bihari, Bengali or a Bangladeshi. Too timid to be
         from anywhere west of the Yamuna. There was a white family – father, mother and two small girls, twins probably. The parents
         were rummaging in an old travel bag and trying to get their documents all in place and ready. Had to be East Europeans not yet in the EU.
      

      
      Seetha moved away from this small knot of people and walked over to a small newspaper kiosk across the road. She always did
         this, almost reflexively and most often unconsciously – moving away from others from the Third world. Moving away from Thirdness.
         The perpetually tentative look. The cloying desire to win approval – even a smile would do. The unseemly eagerness to be corrected.
      

      
      Look at that Bangladeshi/Bihari in the queue. Look at the look on his face. He’s saying to the Visa officer and to every white
         person who crosses his path, ‘I know you may think I’m an intruder but really, I’m a nice person. I even have a history and
         a culture. Though if you ask me to, I’m quite prepared to forget them. Please let me stay and please treat me nice. I’m useful
         too. For loose change, I will do anything from cleaning your windows to working your computers. I’ve learnt to use a Western
         toilet and I’ve stopped picking my nose in public. You may hesitate to ask but let me assure you, I don’t wear a suicide belt
         (if at all I do, it will only be once!).’
      

      
      Seetha didn’t like Thirdness. Wasn’t she a professional who was at least as good as her Western colleagues? She was in the
         West on business; she was proud of being Indian and she had no intentions of settling down in the West. She had to confess
         that she was a little unsure on that last point, but that did not take away anything from her dislike of Thirdness and her
         unwillingness to be associated with the millions who were desperate to crawl into any crevice in the Western world and only
         asked to be allowed to remain there undisturbed.
      

      
      A short man from the subcontinent with an uncertain smile was walking towards Seetha and she was immediately on guard.
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