
At first I knew nothing of the reason for his visits. I was ten years old, and 
was not surprised that my parents, who were from India, and had a number 
of Indian acquaintances at the university, should ask Mr. Pirzada to share our 
meals. It was a small campus, with narrow brick walkways and white pillared 
buildings, located on the fringes of what seemed to be an even smaller town. 
The supermarket did not carry mustard oil, doctors did not make house calls, 
neighbors never dropped by without an invitation, and of these things, every 
so often, my parents complained. In search of compatriots, they used to trail 
their fingers, at the start of each new semester, through the columns of the 
university directory, circling surnames familiar to their part of the world. It was 
in this manner that they discovered Mr. Pirzada, and phoned him, and invited 
him to our home.

I have no memory of his first visit, or of his second or his third, but by the 
end of September I had grown so accustomed to Mr. Pirzada’s presence in 
our living room that one evening as I was dropping ice cubes into the water 
pitcher, I asked my mother to hand me a fourth glass from a cupboard still out 
of my reach. She was busy at the stove, presiding over a skillet of fried spinach 
with radishes, and could not hear me because of the drone of the exhaust fan 
and the fierce scrapes of her spatula. I turned to my father, who was leaning 
against the refrigerator, eating spiced cashews from a cupped fist. b

“What is it, Lilia?”
“A glass for the Indian man.”
“Mr. Pirzada won’t be coming today. More importantly, Mr. Pirzada is 

no longer considered Indian,” my father announced, brushing salt from the 
cashews out of his trim black beard. “Not since Partition.4 Our country was 
divided. 1947.”

When I said I thought that was the date of India’s independence from 
Britain, my father said, “That too. One moment we were free and then we were 
sliced up,” he explained, drawing an X with his finger on the countertop, “like 
a pie. Hindus here, Muslims there. Dacca no longer belongs to us.” He told me 
that during Partition Hindus and Muslims had set fire to each other’s homes. 
For many, the idea of eating in the other’s company was still unthinkable.

It made no sense to me. Mr. Pirzada and my parents spoke the same 
language, laughed at the same jokes, looked more or less the same. They ate 
pickled mangoes with their meals, ate rice every night for supper with their 
hands. Like my parents, Mr. Pirzada took off his shoes before entering a room, 
chewed fennel seeds after meals as a digestive, drank no alcohol, for dessert 
dipped austere biscuits5 into successive cups of tea. Nevertheless my father 
insisted that I understand the difference, and he led me to a map of the world 
taped to the wall over his desk. He seemed concerned that Mr. Pirzada might 
take offense if I accidentally referred to him as an Indian, though I could not 
really imagine Mr. Pirzada being offended by much of anything. “Mr. Pirzada 

 4. Partition: the division in 1947 of the Indian subcontinent into two independent countries, India and 
Pakistan, after British withdrawal.

 5. biscuits: a British term for cookies or crackers.

compatriot 
(kEm-pAPtrC-Et) n. 
a person from one’s 
own country

b  DR AW CONCLUSIONS

Which details in lines 
40–47 suggest that Mr. 
Pirzada is a welcome 
guest in Lilia’s home? 
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