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Translator’s Note

There was a tremor in our family a half century ago when one my siblings revealed that he wanted to marry an American. Since then, several family members have migrated to USA and some have taken American spouses. Some of my children too have found the grass greener across the seas and have happily settled there. Through all this we, as well as others in similar situations have nagging doubts about how the migrants are coping with the problems of working and living in an environment so removed from the one at home. It was a relief to read Satyam Mandapati’s light hearted handling of the subject in his Telugu short stories in America Betaludi Kathalu, Made in America etc. I felt the stories needed to be told to a wider audience than the restricted readership of Telugu knowing people. It was a pleasure to accept the task when Satyam asked me to translate some of the stories and the result is here for you to read. 

Translations can be tricky even when the translator knows both languages well but working with Satyam’s stories was easy because the narration is direct with a predominance of dialogues. There are no long-winded descriptions and philosophical musings to test the translator’s acumen. Since the stories came up with situations with which I am familiar it needed less effort to visualise the settings and characters. However, since the reader is the final judge of the efficacy of the translation, I offer the stories to you with humility and high expectations. 

Annavarapu Ramarao

November, 2018

Writer’s Thoughts 

I started writing in Telugu when I was in High School itself, publishing mostly in school magazines. Soon, some of the lesser known magazines started publishing my stories. When I was studying engineering, my literary activity found a new dimension in writing stories that appealed to a wider readership and many leading magazines not only published my works, but were asking me to contribute to their special issues. Since then, it never stopped. And actually, I wrote a lot of stuff on different subjects and gained a big readership in India, USA and other countries too. 

I get my inspiration from the people and their stories around me. When I was India, all my stories covered Indian way of life, good and not so good. After we moved to USA little less than four decades ago, I started writing about what I see around me, here is USA. In simple terms, I love the subject of cultural anthropology and that is what my readers see in my literature.  

What I am proud of is my first book "America Betaaludi Kathalu" (Stories of America Betaala) is the first book ever published by a single author on India/Telugu Diaspora, depicting the lives of Indian Immigrants in USA.  It sold out in about a year and it went into a second print soon after, selling all copies again. And it is interesting to know that this book helped people who migrated to USA for studies and jobs as a personal guide with good information about the immigrant issues. 

Some of my stories were translated into Hindi, Tamil, and English earlier. This is the first time my good friend and a writer himself in English, Annavarapu Ramarao took upon this project seriously and translated fourteen stories to compile into an anthology of short stories in English. I am very thankful to him for his effort in translating them very well, bringing out all the essence and flavour of the content and the theme. I would say, ‘nothing is lost in translation’. 

There are thirteen stories in this book, three of them won awards for best story, including the title story, “A Date with Death”. 

Now we are presenting it in a book form for your reading pleasure and I am sure you all like them. Thanks.

Satyam Mandapati

November, 2018

CONTENTS

	Made in America   9

	Other side of the fence  20

	The Knave    35

	Donkeys, after all   45

	Gayatri     54

	Chicken and the Egg   65

	A Date with Death   74

	Dual Roles    88

	East and West   98

	Cross Roads    106

	The Global Family   121

	Middle Age Blues   131

	Wanted: A Beautiful Bride  142


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Made In America



[image: ]


Living in the United States of America, we fell in with the American habit of going straight to dinner on return from work. It was around six PM. The routine was so well set that Prasuna was already setting the table when I hit the driveway. Hunger pangs drew me directly to the table even without casting off my office dress. 

As I devoured the food off my plate greedily, Prasuna sat opposite me and asked 


“You didn’t have lunch, or what?” 


“Oh, I did, but it wasn’t enough” I replied, continuing to hog.

“I’ll pack a snack for you from tomorrow. Maybe you can have it around 3 O’clock.”

I nodded with my mouth full. Suddenly I stopped, remembering something.

“Where is Saraswati?” I asked.

“She has to go out with a friend. She is eating out,” replied Prasuna. 

I raised my head and asked quizzically,

“Friend? Or date?”

“Friend, I think. Why don’t you ask her? She is upstairs.”

I was still thinking about what Prasuna had said as I washed my hands. The phone rang. It was Subbarao from Phoenix.

“Hello, Babu. What are you doing? Finished dinner?” he said.

“I just finished dinner. Anyway, how come you called at this time?” I asked.

“Malathi is not yet home from work. It seems she will be slightly late today. I have to talk to you about something important.”

“Go on” I said, settling myself in the Lazy-Boy recliner with my cordless telephone. Might as well be comfortable, I thought. Judging by his manner, it seemed that Subbarao had a long story to tell. 

“Here in Phoenix, I have a friend called Balasubrahmanyam. We call him Balu. He has a daughter by name Vasundhara, Vasu for short, who was born here twenty-six years ago. When they went to India last year, she met a boy called Kumar at a wedding in Hyderabad. She liked him and so did her parents. Kumar also reciprocated her feelings and they were married within ten days.” Subbarao paused.

“As she was born here, I suppose there were no visa hassles for the boy coming to US.” I added. 

“Yes, as she is an American citizen he was able to join her here in just five months.” 

“And they lived happily ever after in Phoenix. End of the story.” I said with a smile.

“Oh, no” Subbarao interrupted, “The story actually started here. Vasu has an MS in TV Broadcasting. She is working in Phoenix in an affiliate station of NBC. Kumar is a mechanical engineer. He worked for six years in an Indian company. On Vasu’s advice, he joined a master’s course in the University of Arizona with the hope of getting good offers on completion of MS in two years.”

“Yeah, that helps.”

“They had hardly lived together happily for a month. They began to disagree on everything. They found they had irreconcilable differences about each other’s lifestyle. Vasu knows her mother tongue Telugu but cannot converse in it fluently. Kumar could not understand her American accented English. Kumar was aghast when Vasu removed her Mangalasutram (Sacred gold chain of wedding) and put it in the dresser. He eyed her disdainfully when she wore her sari incorrectly. He mistook her frankness for arrogance. When he saw her mixing freely with other men, he was jealous. She didn’t look like the wife he had dreamed of. He had grown up thinking it was a man’s exclusive right to work for a living, so he felt inferior when Vasu went to work, and he had to go to attend school. He felt humiliated to lose his freedom and to depend on the earnings of his wife. He passed every moment in indignation. 

“For her part, Vasu did not like her husband’s habits. She thoroughly disliked his leaving his coffee cup on the table, failing to remove his plate from the dining table after meals, and remaining glued to the TV instead of helping with the household work.”

“Of course, when we come here, we have to share the work, don’t we?” I said, glancing with a smile at Prasuna, who was busy doing all the housework by herself!

“Accustomed to see her father and brother sharing the housework, Vasu found Kumar’s lazy attitude unacceptable. When he lay sprawled on the bed on weekends, she would ask him, 

‘Why do you waste your life like this? Why don’t you take up some part time work during weekends?’ 

Apparently, this did not go down well with Kumar. She was disappointed to find that when she introduced him to her friends, he ignored them. Kumar found nothing of interest in their conversations, which revolved round American subjects. Vasu could not comprehend the subjects of his interest like Indian politics, Telugu movies, Telugu songs and Telugu literature. Thus, they steadily grew apart.” He paused.

“But they had themselves found each other, isn’t it? Why did they not think of these issues earlier? Since both are educated and have sound family traditions, if each of them had climbed down a few steps and made adjustments their lives could have been happier.” I said, rocking comfortably in my recliner.  

“They tried all that, but nothing worked. Instead of nurturing love they have nurtured resentments. Envy and jealousy have taken hold of their minds.”

“And your friend Balu and his wife? Couldn’t they do something for reconciliation?”

“They tried to tell them, but what can they do when those who should have reconciled have taken uncompromising positions? Vasu divorced him a couple of months back.” 

Subbarao paused.

“So, they got separated within ten months of marriage? If you ask my opinion” I said, forgetting Prasuna’s advice, repeated twice daily, not to go about doling out unsolicited advice, “they should never have married in the first place.” 

“Why?” asked Subbarao.

“Why? Because Vasu and Kumar are as different from each other as America is from India. Vasu is made in America. Kumar is made in India. That’s why.” 

“When Indians like us can become part of American culture, take American citizenship and merge ourselves with Americans, why can’t these two youngsters make a life together?” questioned Subbarao unrelentingly.

I recalled that Subbarao had been a debating champion in college, winning prizes from Andhra University to the University of Arizona. I thought for a moment and replied.

“It is not about those of us who come from India. Immigrants coming here from anywhere in the world, have one sole objective, to settle down here and fulfil their dreams, be they symbolic, commercial or financial. For this, some adjustments are imperative, and we make them.”

“But children born and brought up here think differently. They may eat Indian food at home but outside their world is altogether different. They become mostly Americanized. It is evident in their way of thinking, their sentiments and their behaviour. They develop individual personalities of their own.

“Many of them want to live independently. They can bear difference in the income levels of husband and wife. They don’t value men who accept dowry or justify the attitude of men who do not share running a household. They strongly believe that husband and wife should share life equally, indoors as well as outdoors. They believe that both husband and wife should be financially independent. First generation males coming from India find it difficult to accept such ideas. Even if they begin to think on these lines, they don’t show it in their actions.” 

I stopped.

“But in some cases, such marriages are quite successful, aren’t they?” continued Subbarao.

“Of course, they are. It depends on the outlook of the two people concerned. Even marriages between those who were born and brought up here have sometimes been successful and sometimes not. On such issues it may be better to go by the nature of the persons involved rather than on statistics” I said. 

Statistics, which I taught at the University, I reminded myself, had provided me with food, housing, clothing, car and other needs of life for the last three decades. 

“Is that all there to it?” said Subbarao, sounding thoughtful.

The tone of his voice raised my suspicion. I decided to clear up my doubts immediately instead of wrestling with them later.

“What is the matter, Subbarao? Why are you making such searching enquiries? Has something happened?”

The line fell silent for a while. 

“You could say it has” came Subbarao’s voice, “my son Krishna, called from Philadelphia yesterday...”

“What did he say?” I asked eagerly, my suspicion growing stronger.

“He called to say that he wants to marry a girl born and brought up in India. He gave us the green signal to look for one.”

I laughed aloud.

“Then where is the problem? Why are you sounding depressed, instead of rejoicing?”

“At first, I and Malathi were also overjoyed, like you said. But after hearing about the experience of Balu’s daughter, we are assailed by doubts. That is why I called to seek your advice. Will there be compatibility between our son, born and brought up here and the girl, born and brought up in India? Can they find happiness with each other?”

Prasuna came and sat down near me on the sofa. From her expression, it seemed as if she did not comprehend the story fully. She looked tired from working the whole day in office and then doing the cooking and housework. I recalled her wise counsel on giving advice.

But Subbarao had himself asked for advice, so it couldn’t be unsolicited, although free. I raised my voice so that Prasuna could hear and spoke into the phone.

“As I said a while back, it all depends on the individual thoughts of the two. So, the best thing would be to find a girl who has that kind of compatibility.” I said.

I doubted whether the boy would have the time and the opportunity to travel thousands of miles to find such a bride. 

“That is what Malathi says too. That we should go to India conveniently, find a suitable girl in a family well known to our people, and get them acquainted with each other. But she says the marriage should wait. They should first get to know each other through phone calls, e-mails and letters, and understand each other and then only get married, says Malathi. It seems to
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