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Chapter 1

Delicious Samosas and Hooch
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Amir woke up sweating to the same hot mornings he was already accustomed to in Dharavi, the biggest slum in India. He looked at his alarm clock, it was a few minutes past 5:30 in the morning. He still wanted to sleep but the noise of people talking and working persuaded him that he won’t be able to go back to sleep anymore.

But what really persuaded him to get up from bed was the smell of delicious fried food cooking. What was cooking were “Samosas”, which was a deep fried pastry filled with spicy fillings made usually with potatoes, herbs and spices. The smell of cooking samosas in the morning is what brightens up his usually dreary days. 

However, his mornings were usually made dreary by the noise of his mother’s workers chatting and speaking loudly while they prepare, cook and pack their samosas. Amir was by nature a quiet man, he loves the tranquility which usually comes with silence. This is the reason why he hates noise, he can’t stand most noises.  He sighs, “Just another day in my dreary life,” he says to himself as he made his way to the kitchen and prepared himself a cup of hot whipped coffee.

He opened the covered dishes in their kitchen table and was delighted that his mom has cooked his favorite breakfast: fried eggs & fish, rice, mashed potatoes and steamed vegetables. This was one of the reasons why he loved his mother so much, no matter how busy his mother is with their samosa business, she never fails to personally cook her son and daughter breakfast, not to mention that she also always find time to clean and tidy up the house.

Her mother was just a simple housewife back then who loved cooking, but when her husband died who was the only breadwinner in the household, she courageously became the breadwinner of the household while not neglecting her duties as a mother and a housekeeper.

This was why Amir idolized his mother, Anusha; and to him, she was the best mother in the world. He wanted the best for her. Despite seemingly impossible because of his poor finances and normal job, he wanted to get his mother and his sister out of the slums of Dharavi. He wanted to buy them a big and beautiful house, as well as a new and beautiful car. He sighed at the seeming impossibility of his dreams, but then remembered that it is not impossible for a poor person to become rich in such a short time. He remembered the success stories of young Indians who overcame the chains of poverty to become the richest and most famous men in India.

Delighted, he finished his breakfast and coffee and checked the news online using his smartphone. He saw that another group of young people barely out of their schooling have managed to get almost a million dollars in venture funding.

This delighted him even more, “Someday, I’m gonna get venture capital funding for my startup and become a young millionaire also.” 

He stood up from their kitchen table and went to their simple but well ordered and clean living room. He saw one of their female workers and his teenage sister, Kaira. Both women were in front of a stack of flattened and prepared food boxes. The boxes bear the name of their late father, Mohan. The inscription on their mimosa boxes read: “Mohan Mimosa: Delicious food made with love.” 

The idea for the inscription on their mimosa boxes came from Kaira. To her, even though their father was already gone, he still provides for their family even in spirit only.

Kaira and their female worker were busy preparing the flat boxes and turning them to real boxes. Both women can prepare a box within a minute. They were so good at it that they can prepare more than a hundred boxes within an hour’s time.

“You woke up late as usual, brother. You stayed up all night watching movies again, didn’t you?”

“I wasn’t. I only woke up thirty minutes later than you and mother. Can’t you see it’s still dark outside.”

“Hah! You’ve always slept longer than us. Mother and I are both women, yet we wake up much earlier than you. Ha! Ha! Ha!”

Amir knew that his sister was teasing him again as she normally does. He stopped minding her and went outside of their house. It was still dark but the noise from their workers which were housed in a small shed in their front yard already made the atmosphere seem busy. Looking past their front yard’s walls, he can also see that in spite of the darkness because the morning sun hasn’t risen yet, most of their neighbor’s houses were lighted already and he can almost hear the faint activity in the houses of his neighbors. 

He went inside their small shed which contained their workers and their mimosa preparation and cooking facilities. He saw his mother directing the preparation and cooking of their mimosas. He hugged her.

“Mama, have you already eaten breakfast?”

“Yes, I have son. Have you eaten breakfast?”

“Yes, mama, it was delicious as usual.”

“Good, now go get dressed for work now. You mustn’t be late in your job. You know how difficult transportation is.”

He showered and got dressed for work. Before leaving home, he saw his mother one more time and said his goodbyes. Afterwards, he made his way towards the main streets of Dharavi.

His neighborhood was a working neighborhood. Prepared food, meat, fish, vegetable, and fruit vendors already lined the streets he walks in. Plenty of people riding motorcycles and old cars are already traveling the roads on their way to their jobs. Old delivery trucks and vans of all sizes are already congesting the roads, spewing their pollution via their exhausts.  

Sometimes, Amir can smell the pollution in the air, but he’s used to it already. He reckons that everyone is experiencing the same problems with pollution in India.

At last he reached the main road leading out of their neighborhood. At a distant, he saw the pulled rickshaws lined up by the side of the road. He made his way towards them and boarded one. He gave instructions to the rickshaw puller on where to go and then settled himself on the old and tattered seat of the pulled rickshaw.

The rickshaw puller started their journey. Amir can’t help but realize that the rickshaw puller was a very thin and is an old man. Other Indians don’t give a second thought to rickshaw pullers and the other poor people making their living from the streets either from begging,  selling, or by making themselves human horses, but he does.

His mother and father were both devout Hindus, but he and his sister are not. Both of them question the fact that if there are indeed gods, they either don’t care or are unfair to the plight of many humans living in misery. Yet, both he and his sister believe in a higher being whatever forms it has. This is another reason why he wants to become rich, not only to unchain his own family from poverty, but also to help the poor people he sees.

He tried to forget the feeling of unhappiness he was feeling because of his poverty and the poverty of the other people he sees. He took out his smartphone and started to scan for full length movies in YouTube. He knows that many of the full length movies he’s watching in YouTube are breaking copyright laws and he himself is part of the problem by consuming pirated content. Though he feels guilty about this, he just can’t resist the allure of free but pirated movies in YouTube. He reasoned to himself: “Many Indians are doing what I’m doing together with other people from poor and even developed countries, I alone by not watching pirated movies can’t put a dent on the problem.”

Soon, he forgot the moral question of watching pirated movies, and watched a pirated Indian movie in YouTube. He watched an action movie which starred one of his favorite Indian actors. Soon, he was so lost with watching the movie that he never minded anything around him.  

Suddenly, the rickshaw stopped which surprised Amir. He stopped watching the movie and looked in front of him. He saw that the rickshaw puller was panting and holding his chest. Amir had an idea what was going on. The rickshaw puller was having chest problems. He even thinks that the rickshaw puller was having a heart attack. Amir looked around. He saw a food stall selling bottled water. He quickly bought one and asked the rickshaw puller to drink it. Slowly, the condition of the rickshaw puller normalized.

“I’m sorry, I can’t take you to your destination anymore. I don’t feel well,” said the rickshaw puller.

“It’s alright, my office is near here anyway. I’ll just walk the rest of the way.”

He handed the rickshaw puller his fare and proceeded to walk towards his office.

The rickshaw puller tried to return his money, “I don’t deserve the money. I didn’t deliver you to your destination.”

“Take it. You’ve almost taken me to my destination. You deserve it. Just rest for a while, sir. You don’t seem well enough to pull a rickshaw.”

“I have no choice but to pull rickshaws, otherwise me and my family won’t eat.” 

“I understand. But please rest a bit, sir. You’re no good to your family if you’re sick.”

Amir felt a growing pity for the rickshaw puller. Not only was the rickshaw puller malnourished and severely sick. He also has not choice but to pull rickshaws. Otherwise, his family would starve.

Amir felt so helpless because he cannot help the rickshaw puller with his situation in life. His only solution was to do the same thing as what many others do in such situations: walk away and pretend such harrowing conditions in life never happens. 

“I’ve got to go,” said Amir sheepishly.

“Thank you,” said the rickshaw puller.

Amir started walking towards his office, but he was troubled. He can’t stop thinking about the rickshaw puller and his family.

He continued walking. He didn’t mind everything around him. He regretted boarding the rickshaw puller’s rickshaw.

“Why couldn’t I have chosen another rickshaw puller? Someone who is more younger and healthier. At least I won’t be thinking how hard and miserable life is.”

He was now nearing his office. Along the way, he passed a few street vendors selling printed books on their small stalls. He decided to stop at one.

He soon forgot about the rickshaw puller as he busied himself perusing and reading some of the used books. He then saw a book which was published in the United States. 

“I’ll take this book,” he said to the book vendor while holding the book he intends to purchase.

“Kind sir, that’s a popular book bought by students but the one you’re holding is the old old edition. I have the new editions hidden here inside my stall.”

“They must be expensive. I can’t afford to buy new books.”

“But they’re cheap, sir. They’re published right here in India.”

The book vendor then took out a new version of the book Amir intended to buy and handed it out to him.

Amir inspected the so-called new version of the book. Just reading the front pages of the book including the publication dates confirmed what Amir suspected all along: the books are pirated copies.

Amir knows that many Indian students and even adults buy pirated copies of books published in the West. He understands that the pirated books are a
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