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RAMESH CAREFULLY STUDIED his reflection in the mirror hung in the ha]].
way. His hair, shirt, tie, suit, nothing escaped his scrutiny. His tje
seemed a little crooked, so he undid it and fixed it with slow deliberate
movements. Then he reexamined the tie. A conservative shade of
maroon, not too wide, not too narrow, just right for the occasion, for the
image he wanted to project.

All of a sudden he was aware of two eyes staring at him. He turned
to Jay, his little son. Jay sat on the steps leading to the second floor, his
eyes focused on his father.

“Why are you staring at me?” Ramesh inquired.

“Going to work now?” Jay intimated the reason for the surprised
stare.

Ramesh understood the reason behind Jay’s confusion. He used to
go to work dressed like this in the mornings. Jay had not seen him
dressed in a suit in the evening.

For a moment Ramesh was proud of his son. “What a keen
observer Jay is!” Ramesh thought to himself. “For six months I have not
worked, yet he noticed a change in my old routine.”

However, the implications behind the question bothered Ramesh.

“I am going to a job fair,” he answered irritably and again
attempted to focus on his tie.

“Can I come?” Jay promptly hurled a question in Ramesh’s direc-
tion. To him a fair was a fun event. He had been to fairs with his mother
before and did not wish to miss this one.

“Jay, this is not the kind of fair you are thinking of. This is a job fair.”

“Do they sell jobs at job fairs?”

“Yes.” Jay’s question struck a sensitive spot. “No, they don't sell
jobs. They are buyers. They shop for skills. It’s me who is selling my
skills. Unfortunately, it’s a buyer’s market.”
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The question stimulated Ramesh’s chain of thought. “Is my skill for
sale?” Ramesh wondered. “If that is true, then why did I dress so care-
fully? Why did I rehearse answers to imaginary questions from inter-
viewers?”

“No, this job hunting is no longer a simple straightforward busi-
ness transaction like it used to be when engineers were in demand. I am
desperate. I am selling my soul. The job market is no longer a two-way
street. | have no negotiating power. I just have to accept what I can get.”

Ramesh pulled on his socks mechanically and longingly thought of
the good old days like a sick old man thinking of his healthful youth.

Just ten years ago he had hopped from job to job at will. Money,
interesting work, more responsibility, benefits, a whim for any reason
that appealed to him, and he had switched jobs. Responding to adver-
tisements was his hobby. Head hunters called him offering better and
better situations. He went to job fairs casually dressed and never gave a
second thought to his attire.

He had job offers, not one or two, but six or seven. The industry
needed him then. It was so nice to be coveted!

Ramesh wiped his polished, spotless shoes with a soft cloth.

How carefree he used to be! He dressed like this every morning in
five minutes and, yes, Jay remembers.

He never polished his shoes then. His hand moving the cloth on his
shoes stood still for a minute. Yes, Rani, his wife, did it for him. Nowa-
days she seemed to do less and less for him. Why? He asked himself.

Rani had found a part-time job on her own when companies in the
area had started to lay off engineers. She had not bothered to discuss
the matter with him, just informed him of her decision. In a year she
accepted a full-time slot. “How did she manage to receive promotions
so soon?” Ramesh wondered.

Rani still ran the home and cared for their young children. Ramesh
had seen her busy at all kinds of tasks from early morning until late
at night.

Over the last three months she did less and less for Ramesh. She no
longer did his laundry or ironing. She had stopped polishing his shoes
and did not wait up for him when he returned late from job fairs.

“She is often tired,” Ramesh tried to understand, but he felt that she
had let him down, wronged him just when his spirit was sinking and he
needed her most.

“She should have made an effort for the sake of appearance. It was
her duty toward a jobless, incomeless husband.”

He pushed all thoughts out of his mind.

He tied his polished shoes, dragged his heavy winter coat out of the

closet, and picked up his keys.
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“Tell your Ma that I have left,” he ordered Jay, and closed the door
without saying good-bye to Rani. _

In the car, thoughts flooded his mm-d again.

Perhaps he made a mistake in coming to study abroad for hig Mas.
ter’s in engineering. No! That was not the error. He should not gy,
stayed on after he received his Master’s. He should have returneq
home as he originally planned. _

He intended to return, but unfortunately he attended a job fair afte,
graduation just for fun and ended up accepting a job offer. A high
salary in dollars converted into a small fortune In rupees, proved
impossible to resist. He always converted dollars into rupees then,
before buying or selling. He offered himself an excuse of short-term
American experience and stayed on. The company that hired him spon-
sored him for a green card.

He still wanted to return home, but he postponed it, went for a visit
instead and picked Rani from several prospective brides, married her
and returned to the United States.

The trip left bitter memories, especially for Rani. He could not talk
his mother out of accepting a dowry.

“Mother, Rani will earn the entire sum of a dowry in a month in the
United States. A dowry is a hardship for her middle-class family. Let us
not insist on it. Just accept what her family offers.”

But Mother, with Father’s tacit support, insisted. “You are my only
son. I have waited for this occasion all my life. I want a proper wed-
ding, the kind of wedding our friends and relatives will remember for-
ever.”

Ramesh gave in to her wishes and had a wedding with pomp and
special traditional honors for his family. His mother was only partially
gratified because she felt that their family did not get what was due
them with her foreign returned son! The dowry, however, succeeded in
upsetting Rani, who looked miserable throughout the ceremony.

“We will refund all the money once you come to the United States,”
Ramesh promised her. “It’s a minor sum when dollars are converted to
rupees.”

Instead of talking in his conciliatory tone, Rani demanded, too
harshly for a bride, “If it’s a minor sum, why did you let your family
insist on a dowry? You know my parents’ savings are wiped out.”

Over a few years they refunded the money, but Rani’s wounds
never healed and during fights she referred to the dowry spitefully.

Her caustic remarks did not bother Ramesh before, but now with
her income supporting the family, they were beginning to hurt. “Write
your mother that your wife works and makes up for part of the dowry
her father failed to provide!” she had remarked once.
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#Don’t women ever forgive?” he had wondered.
#1 am extra sensitive.” He brushed off the pain that Rani’s words
used- ] .
ca The job fair was at a big hotel. He followed the directions and
med into a full parking lot. As he pulled into the tight space close to
e exit, he g]anced at the hotel lobby. Through the glass exterior wall,

i a brightly lit chandelier, he could see a huge crowd milling

underneath

in the lobby. .
Panic struck him. He was late. So many people had made it there

ahead of him. All applicants with his experience and background might
be turned away.

Another car approached and pulled into the last parking space in
the lot. The engine noise died and a man roughly his height and build
stepped out, i I_iamesh shut his car door. Out on the walkway
Ramesh heard a greeting.

“Hello, how are you?”

Ramesh looked up.
In the fluorescent lights his eyes met friendly blue eyes. He noticed

aslightly wrinkled forehead and receding hairline, like his own.

“Hello,” Ramesh responded.

The stranger smiled. “Sometimes I wonder why I come to these
fairs. In the last six months I must have been to at least ten.”

“Really? So have I!” He must have been laid off at the same time,
Ramesh thought.

“We must have attended the same ones. I don’t remember seeing
you,” the newcomer said.

“Too many engineers looking for a job—you know,” Ramesh
offered as explanation.

The pair had approached the revolving lobby doors. Ramesh had a
strong urge to turn back and return home.

“Come on, we must try.” The newcomer apparently had sensed the
urge. “My name is Bruce. Would you like to meet me at the door in an
hour? We will have a drink before we go home. It will—kind of lift my
spirits.”

“All right,” Ramesh agreed without thinking and added, “I am
Ramesh.”

Bruce waited for Ramesh to step into the revolving door.

Ramesh mechanically pushed into the lobby. His heart sagged even
further. “With persons like Bruce looking for a job, who will hire a for-
eigner like me?” he wondered. He looked around. Bruce had vanished
into the crowd.

Ramesh looked at a row of booths set up by the side wall. He
approached one looking for engineers with his qualifications. A few
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Americans had already lined up to talk to the woman screening the
applicants. '

She looked at him and repeated the same questions she had agkeq
applicants before him. “Your name, sir?”

He had to spell it. She made a mistake in noting it down. He haq ¢,
correct her.

“Please fill out this application.” He sensed a slight irritation in he,
voice.

“Thank you,” he said. His accent seemed to have intensified. He
took the application and retreated to a long table.

He visited six or seven booths of companies who might need—
directly, indirectly, or remotely—someone of his experience and educa-
tion; challenge, benefit package, location, salary, nothing mattered tq
him anymore. He had to find a job.

An hour and a half later, as he approached the revolving door, he
noticed Bruce waiting for him.

During the discussion over drinks, he discovered that Bruce had
the same qualifications as himself. However, Bruce had spent several
years wandering around the world, so he had only four years of experi-
ence. Ramesh had guessed right. Bruce had been laid off the same time
as himself.

“It's been very hard,” Bruce said. “What little savings we had are
wiped out and my wife is fed up with me. She thinks I don’t try hard.
This role reversal is not good for a man’s ego.”

“Yes,” Ramesh agreed.

“I may have to move but my wife doesn’t want to. Her family is here.”

“Tunderstand.”

“I figure you don’t have that problem.”

“No. You must have guessed I'm from India.”

After a couple of drinks they walked out into an empty lobby and
empty parking lot.

Two days later Bruce called. “Want to go to a job fair? It's in Woodland,
two hundred miles from here. I hate to drive out alone.” Ramesh agreed.

“Who will hire me when Americans are available?” he complained
to Rani afterward.

“You must not think like that. You are as good as any of them,” Rani
snapped. “Remember what Alexander said.”

Ramesh remembered. Alexander was a crazy history student with
whom he had shared an apartment. Rani always referred to Alexan-
der’s message.

Ramesh had responded to an advertisement on his university’s
bulletin board and Alexander had answered the phone.
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You have to be crazy to share an apartment with me. My last
roommate left because he could not live with me.”

:‘?/\;Tt did }i' EU do? I mean, why did he leave?” Ramesh asked.

' ike to talk. You see, I wake up people and tell them about my
ideas at night. They call me crazy Alexander. . .”

[ will get back to you.” Ramesh put the receiver down and talked
to the student who had moved out.

. You se(:.', Ale-xander’s a nut. He sleeps during the day and studies
at ru'ght. He’s a history buff. He studies revolutions. He wakes up peo-
ple just t.o talk to them, about theories, others’ and his own! He will
offer to discount the rent if you put up with him.”

Short of funds, Ramesh moved in with Alexander.

_Much of Alexander’s oratory bounced off Ramesh’s half-asleep
brain, but off and on a few sentences made an impression and stuck in

his memory.
“You must first view yourself as free and equal,” Alexander had

said.

“Equal to whom?”

“To those around you who consider you less than equal . . .”

“Me? Less than equal?”

“No! Not you, stupid. The oppressed person. Oppression could be
social, religious, foreign, traditional.”

“Who oppressed me?”

“No! No! Not you! An imaginary oppressed person who must first see
himself as the equal of his oppressors. The idea of equality will ultimately
sow seeds of freedom and revolution in his mind. That idea is the first
step. You see . . . stop snoring . . . That's the first step toward liberation.”

Soon Ramesh walked like a zombie.

In another month, he too moved out.
After his marriage he told Rani some of his conversations with

Alexander.
“Makes sense,” she said, looking very earnest.
“Really! You mean you understand?” Rani’s reaction amazed

Ramesh.
“Yes, I do. I am an oppressed person, socially and traditionally.

That's why my parents had to come up with a dowry.”

A month went by and Ramesh was called for an interview.
Bruce telephoned the same night. He and some other engineers he

knew had also been called. Had Ramesh received a call, too?
Ramesh swallowed hard. “No, 1didn’t.” He felt guilty and ashamed.

He had lied to Bruce, who was so open, friendly, and supportive, despite
his own difficulties.
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Ramesh’s ego had already suffered a major trauma. Pll(i:: was cop.
vinced that he would not get a job if Amﬁrlcarés we_r;tzr‘z;ilea IE and he
did not wish to admit to Bruce later on, [ had an 1 w, but they
didn’t hire me.” It was easier to lic 11?W-

The interview over, Ramesh decclldedttlo pl:3

i : hope.
His confidence at a low ebb, he dare no
Three weeks went by and he received a phone call from the com.

pany that interviewed him. He had the job. ' ) 1
“They must have hired several engineers,” Ramesh thought,

elated.
Bruce called again. “I didn’t get the job. The other guys I know

i ative replies.”
han_};‘; (r)léfx(r:se lsvri(rju?jc% Rameslllj. He could not believe that he had the job
and the others did not. As he pondered this, he reglized he ox{ved an
embarrassing explanation to Bruce. How was he going to tell him that
he had the job? )

As Bruce jabbered about something, Ramesh collected his courage.

“I have an offer from them,” he stated in a flat tone and strained his
ear for a response.

After a few unbearable seconds of silence, Bruce exclaimed, “Con-
gratulations! At least one of us made it. Now we can all hope. I know
you have better qualifications.”

Ramesh knew that the voice was sincere, without a touch of the
envy he had anticipated.

They agreed to meet Saturday for a drink, a small celebration,
Bruce suggested.

“Rani, I got the job. The others didn’t.” Ramesh hung up the
receiver and bounded up to Rani.

“I told you, you are as good as any of them,” Rani responded non- |
chalantly and continued to fold laundry.

“Maybe . . . possibly . . . they needed a minority candidate,”
Ramesh muttered.

Rani stopped folding. “Ramesh,” she said as her eyes scanned
Ramesh’s face, “You may have the job and the knowledge and the qual-
ifications, but you are not free and equal.”

“What do you mean?” Ramesh asked.

t the job out of his ming_

INTERPRETATIONS

1. Alexander, for all his eccentricities, is portrayed as the voice of
wisdom. How does his “message” of free and equal relate to the -
problems of job seeking? To the problems of competition between
foreign and native-born job seekers? To the problem of dowries?



