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N O N F I C T I O N

2019 SALTER TEA AWARDS
Norton WRITE 300-Level Prize in  

Nonfict ion Writ ing &

Oxford University Press WRITE 300- 
Level Book Prize in Nonfict ion Writ ing

N O  O N E  R E M E M B E R S  T H E  A C T U A L D AY  my grandpa was born. The story goes that 
he slipped into this world during the driest month of the year when the ashoka trees were not 
yet blooming with their thick bunches of yellow-red flowers. It must have been sometime in 
November 1933 in Agra, India. But his birthday was always celebrated in July, the start of mon-

soon season. His birthdate was registered as July 1, 1934— eight months after he was born.  My grandpa’s 
father did this purposefully; he wanted his son to appear more mature in school. Hearing this story as a 
child, I thought of the amount of time we’ve been alive like numbers on a number line. Most of us starting 
our life’s counts when we’re born at zero, but my grandpa’s started at negative eight months.

No one knows the exact day my grandpa died. It was likely a 
few days before the recorded November 8, 1999. But this was the 
date they found him. He was in his prized silver Toyota Corolla 
just off the road on the University of Alberta farmland. It was 
cold, dry grass bending under snow. Police found him in the 
backseat wearing a single shoe. In the front of the car there’d 
been a bottle of liquid antacid and its receipt: 11/05/99 18:08.  

I was negative sixty-three years old when my grandpa was 
born and two when he died. I didn’t hear a lot about him grow-
ing up. I knew that the toy dog my sister and I played with, 
the cream one that walked stiffly and yapped, had belonged to 
him. I knew that when he first came to Canada, he perched on 
the rim of the toilet bowl like a little bird, accustomed to the 
squat toilets of India. I knew that he’d learned to swear so his 
English wouldn’t seem so bookish. And that he didn’t feel bad 
cursing since it wasn’t his mother tongue. I knew he had a PhD 
in theoretical nuclear physics. That he’d met my grandma, a  
Saskatchewan-born girl, by tutoring her in math. I knew some 
of his ashes sat on the top shelf in my parent’s closet in a Carlo 
Rossi box. I didn’t know, and had never felt quite right asking, 
why an alcoholic’s ashes were in a wine box.

S TA R RY S TA R RY N I G H T .  The room was dark. I lay on 
my back, head centred on the pillow, the speaker of my phone 
tucked into the curve of my shoulder. That night my mom and 
I had gone to see the movie Loving Vincent. Every frame of the 
film hand-painted in the style of van Gogh—an imagining of the 
artist’s last months. As the credits had rolled, the song “Vincent” 
played. Everyone rooted in their chairs, not wanting to give up 
the theatre’s warmth for the night’s winter air, not wanting to 
leave the brushstrokes behind.  

“Your grandpa loved this song.” 
So that night I lay there in bed, listening to the lyrics loop over 

and over, wanting to hear what he’d heard in it. 
Before your birth there’d been a stillborn son. Growing up, 

you thought your brother’s death was a bad sign, that sooner or 
later evil would befall you. You felt like a stand-in, not the true 
firstborn boy. This nagging worry clung to you, maybe until it 
hardened into reality.

From the ochre yellows, emerald greens, the bright blues and 
dusky shades of maroon swishing in silk on the streets; the swirl-
ing patterns of colored rice; baskets bursting with cardamom and 
turmeric and dried chilis. To the flat-yellow prairies of canola. 

Now I Think I Know 
What You Tried to 
Say to Me B Y  Maya Gupta  
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Beef slabs and glasses of milk. To a landscape that’s always half-
blue, the other half either still-white or swaying-yellow.

Tears wicking off my cheeks, making a circle of wetness on the 
pillow, falling in a fairy-ring. After an hour, my phone’s battery died.

M Y  B E D R O O M  W A S  T O O  B R I G H T .  The summer sun 
shining in, reflecting off the white walls and off the white duvet 
bunched around my head. My legs stuck out from the blanket 
heap. It was too warm to be under the sheets, but I wanted it 
to be dark. I’d finished my first year of university then started 
crying. Not all the time, but too much. One afternoon my dad 
threw open the door of my room, standing over my bed with 
tears in his eyes.  

“You’re reminding me so much of my father right now.” His 
voice shaking.  “How he’d just hole up in his room drinking and 
not talk—please, just talk to me.”  

I did start talking. And with time, my room welcomed the sun 
again. But I couldn’t forget what my dad had said, or how he’d 
said it. I remember just feeling sorry. Sorry to have upset him so 
much, sorry to have reminded him of his father. Sorry for being 
like someone I didn’t really know.

I N  I N D I A  M Y  G R A N D P A  L I K E D  H E L P I N G  his mother 
with the shopping, the bargaining in the market. Then when he 
had babies of his own, he happily changed the diapers. And as 
his kids grew up, he brought them plates of toast and cups of 
tea in bed. The domestic life had its appeal. But he also need-
ed the physics and math, the intellectual challenge. Yet he nev-
er seemed satisfied professionally. The PhD wasn’t enough, the 
endless thank-you’s from students weren’t enough. He’d imag-
ined himself more as a researcher, felt he hadn’t lived up to the 
expectations of his chemistry-professor father.  

Sometimes I feel this pull too: between a simple life and one of 
academic rigour.  Some days I want nothing more than to own 
a B&B: to fold laundry and listen to guests’ stories, to pick or-
anges and rosemary, to wash bathtubs, and prepare big dinners 
of whole roast chickens. But then I think this life could never be 
reality. And even if it could, maybe I’d grow bored.

M Y  G R A N D P A  W A S  A N  A L C O H O L I C  but also a diabetic; 
the former made it hard to care for the latter.  The story goes 
that he went to the drugstore to buy antacid, but as he was driv-
ing home his insulin levels dropped.  This made him confused, 
made him drive onto the farm instead of home, made him kick 
off a shoe—made his blood go acidic.  The official cause of death: 
diabetic ketoacidosis.  The unofficial cause: depression drowned 
in drinks.

I  I M A G I N E  U S  S I T T I N G  at your linoleum-topped table, the 
one with cool metal legs. There’d be sheets of scrap paper, pens, 
and notebooks and stacks of your books. When you were lectur-
ing you always needed to have at least twenty reference books 
for any one topic. There’d also be two tall glasses of Coke. It’s 
lucky we like it the same way: flat. But there’d be no calculators. 
In India you learned to rattle off your multiplication tables, to 
do calculations without leaving a trace.  I probably would’ve em-
barrassed you, that even in the last semester of a math degree, 
I sometimes still count on my fingers (only double checking of 
course). But you liked to tease, so it’d have been our running 
joke. We would’ve spent Sunday afternoons like this, working 
until the sheets crawled with numbers, until I’d finished my as-
signments and you’d poured over enough pages of tensor cal-
culus and quantum mechanics. Then we’d eat dinner, pages of 
proofs for placemats.IL
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