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Bhajans Through A Wall 

True story.  My first apartment was a modest studio on the fourth floor of a city brownstone.  

Me being a struggling photography student, the apartment was modest in every sense, but, 

as long as rent was paid, it was mine.  

Mrs. Ramsingh shared a wall with what would have been my own corner of Elysium, were it 

not for her penchant for bursting into Hindi bhajans at all hours and decibels.  My first year 

at college, quite by force, I came to know those songs by heart.  Whether I was in good 

spirits, or stressing about exams or girls or both, Ms. Ramsingh’s caterwauling would crawl 

into my head and scratch around for hours on end.   

I saw Mr. Ramsingh, a neatly-dressed man in his 70s, much more often than I ever saw her.  

Those encounters, usually in the hallway, were polite, awkward and curt.  The several times I 

knocked about the singing, he would briefly crack the door and whisper a hurried, 

apologetic, “Sorry, Sorry”.  I judged from his accent and snippets of non-English through the 

tissue-thin wall, that they were not originally from Canada and assumed that this accounted 

for their desire to keep to themselves.   

After months of the wailing, I approached the landlord on the matter.  Mrs. Shultz was a 

serious woman with a thick accent I could never identify.  She seemed to soften a bit though, 

when relating that Mrs. Ramsingh had been an accomplished singer before succumbing to 

early onset Alzheimer’s and that her husband was her sole caregiver.  It somehow didn’t feel 

right pursuing my complaint after that.   

As I returned home one evening, I passed Mr. Ramsingh in the hallway heading out.  We 

exchanged “good evenings”, his curt as always, and I entered my apartment, had a shower 

and made myself dinner.  As I sat down to eat, I heard a loud crash against the wall I shared 

with the Ramsinghs, followed by screams.  I had not heard Mr. Ramsingh return and 

wondered what had occurred.  I pressed my ear to the wall and heard Mrs. Ramsingh 

screaming in a language I could not understand.  I did not hear anyone else.   

I raced to the Ramsingh’s door and knocked, asking if she was all right.  I tried to force the 

door to no avail.  Desperate, I called 911. 

Still the screaming continued.  I did not need to know her language to hear the fear in her 

voice.  Without thinking, I returned to my apartment.  I sat with my head against the wall 

and, as loudly as I could, began humming the melody to one of the bhajans that that same 

disembodied voice had drummed into memory.  There was a break in the screams and then, 

slowly building, Mrs. Ramsingh began to sing.  That’s how Mr. Ramsingh and the 

paramedics found us.  Me humming.  She, with a broken hand, trapped between the wall and 

her bed, singing.   

Later that night Mr. Ramsingh (Ashook I found out was his name) knocked on my apartment 

door.  In the doorway, he thanked me for keeping his wife calm until the paramedics arrived.  

He shook my hand.  I hugged him.  Apartment drama can be a funny thing.   

A year later, Ashook and I still exchanged the briefest of hellos when we passed each other in 

the hallway and Mrs. Ramsingh (Devika) still sang her bhajans at all hours.  But sometimes, 

when the mood came over me, I would pull a chair right up to the wall, rest my head against 

the faded wallpaper and sing back. 

- Brent Bain 


