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ABSTRACT 

INDIAN IN INDIANA 

Rajpreet Heir, M.F.A. 

George Mason University, 2016 

Thesis Director: Dr. Kyoko Mori  

 

This thesis is a collection of essays.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

In class when they talked about puberty I assumed I would be sixteen and on my 

way to a party wearing a Saturday shirt and with a thin yellow purse strap across my 

chest. But I was ten, in fifth grade and it was late November in Indianapolis. I got off the 

bus from school, used the bathroom in our house, and realized there was blood in my 

light purple underwear. Somewhere in the distance, I heard sirens, drawn out and 

carefully approaching. And fading. 

 My mom was sorting mail at the kitchen table, wearing jeans and a sweater. 

Instead of going straight to her, I played with some magnets on the fridge and then 

wandered around the table. Though she hated everything else about the kitchen—the 

cream vinyl floor that couldn't be scrubbed clean enough, the dark cabinets which made it 

seem like it was always winter, dents and scratches on the window seat, the curtains that 

couldn't be pulled up all the way—she had the table custom built. A wooden border 

framed twenty-four teal ceramic tiles with smaller tiles at each intersection. From where I 

stood watching my mom's long fingers as they efficiently tore an ad from a magazine, our 

open floor plan allowed me to see my older brother Satwant  and my twin brother 

Mandeep wrestling by the ottoman in the living room.  

 They went to different schools; Satwant  to middle school and Mandeep to a 

gifted elementary school that didn't offer me an invitation. Mandeep was older than I by 
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seven minutes. I came out feet first, peeing. The only hair I had was a unibrow. I had 

jaundice too and stayed at the hospital for three days under a lamp while Mandeep went 

home with our mom. Mandeep had big round eyes, curly hair, a peaceful disposition, and 

didn't scream or shake when someone other than my mom held him.  

 “There’s blood in my underwear,” I whispered to my mom, making her dangly 

earring shudder. Her mouth, smooth in frosted pink lipstick, pinched downward, and then 

she looked away. I sensed a geographic distance, as if she still hadn't touched ground in 

Indiana since her move from Coventry, England in 1986 when she had an arranged 

marriage to my dad. Her parents, most of her siblings, and all the relatives she'd grown up 

with, were still in England. When she got to Indiana, she'd lived with her in-laws for the 

first married years, as is customary in Sikh families. Though my dad was her favorite of 

her three suitors, at twenty-two, she'd had to move to a new country to live with a family 

she barely knew. She had a story so different from other Hoosier women. Working full-

time and being a mother of three was hard enough, but having no example or anyone to 

guide her made everything harder. And there I was, already getting my period so soon, 

and opening up a new, tougher chapter in motherhood.  

 “Come upstairs in a minute,” she said, finally.  

 In her room, she went into the closet, emerged with a white paper bag, and took 

out a hardcover book. We both lay down on the waterbed, facing the headboard shelves 

on which was a blue vase with fake flowers and a trophy holding the golf ball with which 

my dad got a hole in one. On the wall to our right were windows with blinds that I hadn't 

seen fully open in my lifetime and a large photograph of a beach sunset. On my mom's 
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dresser behind us was a jewelry box with bindis and gold wedding necklaces and 

bracelets in the bottom drawer and next to the jewelry box was an old candle that hadn't 

ever been lit. The furniture had never been rearranged and nothing in the room matched, 

unlike my brothers' and mine.   

I savored my mom's warmth next to me. She was beautiful, after all. She had 

large eyes like Mandeep's, a round and open face, curly shoulder-length hair, fairer skin, 

and a small figure, yet there was a womanly squishiness to her. An Indian Debbie Harry. 

I, on the other hand, looked exactly like my dad. All of my family members liked to point 

this out. It didn't feel flattering. Only people who hadn't seen many Indian people would 

claim my mom and I resembled each other. My face was long and narrow, my eyebrows 

thick, I was taller than my mom by at least three inches, and my limbs were bony. She'd 

only had one daughter and I hadn't even turned out well. And to add to that, I was hitting 

puberty already.  

She flipped through the book before us and then stopped at a two-page spread 

depicting a girl going through the stages of womanhood. The girl was white, not Indian, 

and I was relieved—despite the movie the visiting health instructor had showed us, I was 

starting to think all the changes were only happening to me. I was the tallest child in my 

elementary school, had difficulties maneuvering around furniture, went up two shoe 

sizes, and had acne on my cheeks and forehead. Early in the school year a girl at lunch 

had said, "I know why you wear skirts down to your ankles, it's because your legs are 

hairy!" After that, I started using scissors to cut my body hair; I didn’t have a razor and 

was too afraid to ask for one because I assumed my mom would say I was too young to 
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be shaving. Sometimes I confused pre-puberty changes with being Indian. It was a relief 

to have proof that "normal" girls also had those changes.   

By that point, I had realized she, unlike the moms of "normal" girls, was going to 

reject most of my ventures into expressing femininity: skirts above my knees, spaghetti 

strap tops, two-piece swimsuits, painted nails, and scented chapstick.  

Yet, my mom had grown up bathing in the sink. She had four younger siblings to 

look after; her parents would punish her for undoing the first button on her school 

uniform. My mom believed we were immune to the hardships she left behind in England. 

Her mother, also a first-born, had moved to England knowing no English and considered 

herself lucky because she got to see a picture of her husband before getting married. She, 

too, had thought her descendants were free of the burdens she left in her rural Punjab 

farming village.   

 Now, standing on a woven mat in her bathroom, my mom opened a few drawers. 

On the marble counter were some of the perfumes and shower gels her sisters brought her 

from England. All the bottles were lightly coated in dust. 

 After we got the pad into my underwear, I laughed. I felt adhesive sticking to my 

inner thighs and I couldn’t believe grown women wore diapers.  

“Can I take it off now?” I asked my mom after moving several paces from the 

shower curtain to the sink and back.   

“No, you have to wear these for the rest of the week,” she explained.  

I realized that I would be bleeding on and off for those days and that it wasn't a 

one-time thing like a scrape.  
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 We heard the familiar sound of a jeep honking outside from the driveway. My 

aunt, ChaChi, and her two boys lived in the same neighborhood. These two boy cousins 

were closer to being brothers because they had the same gene pool as me—ChaChi, who 

was my mom's younger sister, had an arranged marriage to my dad's younger brother. 

Two sisters married to two brothers. My mom and Chachi shared the same in-laws. 

Because of this, we spent most of our evenings, weekends, and summers together. The 

four boys. The pair of sisters. The pair of brothers. Then me. ChaChi and my mom could 

connect on some things, but my mom was older and her kids were older and she had a 

daughter, so she still had to go through parenting milestones first and report back. My 

mom yelled down to my brothers that they could open the garage door. She told me we 

could talk more later.  

 Gathering coats, my mom offered to make tea for ChaChi as she did for all of our 

family who visited. I still didn't know if having three cups of tea a day was an English 

tradition or an Indian one. The wooden bookshelf behind my mom reflected the same 

intertwined identities; there were colorful books about Sikhism which my grandmother 

brought back from a visit home to India, a British trivia game which my brothers and I 

stopped playing because we didn't know the answers, a set of encyclopedias my dad won 

from a business trip, two books about US Presidents, John Grisham novels, a Beatrix 

Potter collection, and on the highest shelf, a wedding engagement picture of my mom in a 

blue sari standing with my dad.  
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 Thinking about our new secret, I stared at my mom as she moved around the room 

to hug her nephews. When she finally returned my look, a laugh bubbled out of me, and 

ChaChi asked if she missed something.  

 “Why don’t you go play outside with your cousins?” my mom suggested. 

 The weather outside was sharp and nearly still. Without looking back at me, the 

four boys headed over to their friends' house. Something about a huge game of football. I 

wondered why they didn't play at our house instead.  

 Everyone knew our yard was the best for sports. It was flat and open. Located on 

the corner of our cul-de-sac, the sidewalk was one end zone and our driveway the other. 

When I picture some of my happiest childhood memories, I think of our front yard—six-

on-six football, a football spiraling toward me with mud flecking off the sides, the smell 

of sweat, and lying in the grass, utterly winded. The neighborhood boys, Adam, Mike, 

Jamie, Kyle, Brandon, Dan, Steven, Chris, and Patrick, resting before picking out the 

next adventure. And Vikram, Navdeep, Satwant , and Mandeep. And me, the only girl.    

Sometimes, my dad would play QB. He didn't throw to me more or less than 

anyone else; he just threw to whoever was open. When he and his family left England 

and moved to Indiana in 1977, he didn't know how to play football. During gym, 

someone threw him the ball and he threw it back. Not only did he look different because 

he was Indian, he was the only fourteen-year-old who didn't know how to play a game all 

the other kids knew. The soccer unit went much better for him, as a left-footer, and he 

played varsity all through high school and considered playing for Indiana University 
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later. He was a natural athlete, over six feet tall, limber but muscular, and he passed his 

love for physical activity on to us.  

 We rarely went to gurdwara, our Sikh temple, but were devout NFL followers 

instead. One Sunday, my dad set up surround-sound speakers for a game. Mandeep, not 

even in kindergarten, put his ear to the speakers, and asked my mom "Is that God?" In 

one of my proudest moments of fourth grade, our gym teacher at Indian Creek 

Elementary made the whole class watch how I threw a football. We weren't friends with 

any other Indian families and never visited India. My brothers and I played with the 

neighbor boys—all of them white—all day long. At times, our basketball games went up 

to 150. Our capture-the-flag games merged into kickball, into super soaker fights, an ice 

cube fight, climbing trees, catching bugs, popsicle breaks, bike riding, a mini-Olympics, 

and four-square. 

 Yet, sometime over the summer, I had begun to see my white brothers and myself 

differently: instead of quickly counting to eight apple in tackle football, I would slowly 

count off to ten Mississippi because touching a neighbor boy—trying to tackle him—

seemed dangerous and significant in a way I didn't yet understand.  

Now I was left behind with my mom and aunt while the boys played. While I 

stood watching my brothers and cousins run off toward Adam and Mike's house, a car I 

hadn't seen turned into the cul-de-sac and idled before the Kingman's house, which was 

for sale. My parents always grabbed house flyers when they went on walks to see how 

much other houses were going for, to guess what people would pay for ours. They 

discussed how the new gutters, repainted white walls, and new kitchen counter might 
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increase the price. My mom often argued with my dad to have repair people over because 

she thought no one would buy a house with squirrels in the attic, a missing upstairs closet 

door, ceiling leak, or bending teacup shelf.  

 With my new pad in my underwear shifting uncomfortably, I crossed the cul-de-

sac to Mrs. Shriver’s house then knocked on the screen door's framing. She was older 

than my parents were by at least a decade and was divorced. In her window was the type 

of statue my mom made fun of at Lowe's—a naked angel resting its face on a plump 

palm. Even with short boy-hair, Mrs. Shriver resembled an angel, with her dull, freckled 

skin. As one of the tallest adult women I knew, her eyes usually gazed over the top of me.    

 Though she'd lived in the neighborhood even before we moved in eight years ago, 

the first time I entered her house was last year, when Satwant  and I were selling food for 

a township fundraiser. We were invited through the door, into the foyer, where the two of 

us stood around while Mrs. Shriver was looking though the fundraiser magazine in the 

kitchen. Satwant  whispered that I should hold my breath to avoid inhaling any of her 

cigarette smoke, so I let him do all the talking.  

 Several months after that first visit, Adam invited us to feed her cats because it 

was his job while Mrs. Shriver was out of town. Being in a house with ten cats matched 

the happiness level I would have when it was my birthday, when it was Field Day at 

school, and when I would receive mail from my family in England, so I decided I would 

have to return; I tried the next weekend when I was working on an assignment that 

required us to ask family members about their thoughts the day JKF died. Because my 

parents were too young, my mom told me to knock on our neighbors' doors and ask them. 
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Few were home. Mrs. Shriver stuck her head out of her screened door and squinting at 

me, said she was only eight or nine and couldn't remember it that well, then shut the door 

quickly. No invitation to see the cats was extended and her answer disappointed me 

because I would have remembered. Princess Diana died when I was only seven and I 

remembered it well. My parents were sitting together in front of the TV when we came 

down for cereal and Bill Clinton's condolences speech and a clip Diana's sons walking 

around on large rocks in Scotland were shown repeatedly.  

 I visited again after Halloween and outright asked to play with the cats. While 

Mrs. Shriver talked to her friend in the kitchen, I chased her cats around in a sunroom. 

The friend, an older blond woman, had asked who I was and Mrs. Shriver had said, 

"She's a neighbor girl." It made me proud that the friend noticed me and Mrs. Shriver 

explained my presence. When I told Mrs. Shriver that I missed trick-or-treating because I 

was visiting England, she gave me a shopping bag full of king-sized candy, thereby 

becoming the coolest adult in our neighborhood, Indianapolis, and the world at large. I 

got her email address. My mom was mad when she saw the bag of candy and found out 

where I had been. She said not to go over there again, but didn't provide an explanation.  

 Outside of school, my interactions with non-family members had always been 

limited, most likely because this was the same model my mom had grown up around. She 

was supposed to go to school and come straight home. My dad's sisters had a similar 

experience. For women especially, family was supposed to come first. Our families were 

supposed to provide everything we needed; only sometimes, for me, it didn't. Although 

my family already had an average American life in some ways—we lived in a cul-de-sac 
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in a quiet part of Indianapolis—I wanted to learn how to be even more American so I 

could fit in more at school, where I was beginning to stand out for the wrong reasons. I 

think my desire to look to others for guidance about being more American scared my 

mom because she probably thought outside influences would change me, make me 

question her, and make me less her daughter. It was understandable. Trying to choose 

between the rules from her childhood and the kind of parenting she knew I wanted, must 

have been difficult. She was inside having tea with her sister while I was across the street. 

She was too busy with her tea to know where I was.  

 It had only been a week since my mom had scolded me about the Halloween 

candy and I was back over at Mrs. Shriver's house again. Mrs. Shriver opened the door 

wearing a long dark-colored robe, a cigarette in her scaly-knuckled hand. When she 

exhaled, it appeared she was releasing parts of herself. She didn't seem too surprised to 

see me since we had had two email exchanges, pretty much only about her cats.  

 "Thanks again for the candy!" I said. "Can I play with the cats?"    

 She nodded. I stepped inside. The musty-yet-soothing smell of coffee and cat fur 

confirmed that I was in an American house. No lights were on and the windows had long 

drapes over them. The ceiling wasn't ribbed with beams like ours. Next to the door, I 

noticed for the first time hundreds of large antique crosses in jewel tones were nailed to 

the wall, so many that my neck strained when I looked up. The crosses were foreboding 

enough that I was hesitant to take another step even though I wanted to touch the cool 

iron and glass. The closest thing I had seen in my religion was a khanda, or symbol of the 
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Sikhs. It consisted of two interlocked swords, one sword in the middle and a solid circle. 

But khandas weren't sold anywhere I had been and weren't colorful.   

 "I collect them when I visit places," she explained, then drifted back down on the 

middle of a wrap-around couch, next to a white cat, a large ginger-colored cat, and mauve 

pillows which barely stood out on the faded brown upholstery.  

 The television, set in an imitation-walnut cabinet with no doors, was turned to 

Jerry Springer, a show I occasionally watched in my parents' room on mute when 

everyone was downstairs. Though I didn't usually understand what was going on, I 

envied how violently expressive the guests and audience were.  

 When Diablo, a cat with a huge face and blue eyes, flicked around my ankles and 

skittered off into the back hallway, nails clicking on the floor, I asked Mrs. Shriver if I 

could follow. Diablo and I had become acquainted after I spent an afternoon over the 

summer chasing her around the cul-de-sec until she allowed me to pet her. She became 

my shadow and even tried to sneak into our door behind me that day. Now I was 

following her around her house.  

 The guest room had a burgundy bed, pine desk, and some dolls in the window. 

The closet was full of bare hangers on the rod. Mrs. Shriver said the next room was hers. 

From where I stood, I could only see a paperback book on an unmade bed. My room 

probably looked the same.   

 Her house didn’t have an upstairs like ours, but it did have a basement. At the 

bottom of the carpeted stairs was a black punching bag. When I pushed it, the material 

didn't indent and the punching bag hardly shifted. She told me it was her son's from when 
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he lived down here, but I hadn't seen anyone else at her house. I went in the nearest room. 

Aside from a bed with black blankets and a fake hand on the bed shelf, the room was 

empty. The adult-sized fake hand was a peachy color, balanced on its wrist, and the 

fingers extended upwards as if someone was attempting to escape from their grave.   

 If there hadn't been for a window, it would be the kind of room that would linger 

in my mind and leave me staring at my ceiling after waking up. Feeling suddenly 

crowded and slightly out of breath, I left the room. The two other closed doors seemed 

less appealing.  

 “Do you have any other kids?” I inquired. No woman in my family lived by 

herself, without her parents, kids, or husband.    

 “I have a daughter,” she told me, rubbing the light down on her forearms. One 

slippered foot shifted to point toward the stairs.      

 “Where is she?” I asked. We heard the hum of the furnace running. The sweetness 

of potpourri took the rest of the air.  

 “In Spain. She’s been there for two years,” she answered. Waiting for Mrs. 

Shriver to continue, I decided her protruding collarbones were glamorous, and that her 

skin reminded me of the chalk dust I used to eat; I'd scrape a piece of chalk back and 

forth on the board, watching specs accumulate in the wooden groves of the ledge, then 

create a pile in the corner to pinch up, wishing it were Pixie Stick powder.    

 “I’d rather not talk about it,” she said when she saw I wasn't blinking. Once we 

were upstairs again, I saw Satwant  standing at the screen door in his jacket, his face 

showing the effects of the cold, the borders of his ears flushed and his eyes watery. I 
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could imagine my mom taking biscuits out of the oven, instructing the boys to line up 

with their plates, and being frustrated her sister was getting out the water and plates 

instead of me.  

 “I need to take my sister home,” Satwant  said to his shoes. Some cats were 

batting their little paws at the door, but they didn’t seem to enchant him. My eyes too 

began to look at nothing yet everything because I probably wouldn’t be allowed to see 

Mrs. Shriver again after clearly going against my mom's rule.  

 I wanted Mrs. Shriver to give me some sort of sign that I had made the right 

decision in adventuring away from my family to visit her. My family was increasingly 

communicating that my place was inside our home, being a good daughter. And not just 

my family, I was starting to stay inside more and more as I identified less and less with 

male cousins, white brothers, and actual brothers. I wanted Mrs. Shriver to prove that I 

should follow my instincts to continue reaching out, as I had done that day, but she just 

shut her door.     

*** 

 A few days later, within the first few minutes of the bus ride home, my jeans felt 

wet and I moved up a seat. When I lifted myself up, I saw my jeans had such a large 

growing bloodstain that I was leaving blood on the seat. My three friends called me over 

for Kemps, a four-player card game, and for the first time ever on that bus, I turned them 

down. Chris was always my partner in Kemps and he seemed confused but didn't say 

anything. I look out the window.  
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 Earlier that same school year, while looking out of a bus window, I'd seen Mrs. 

Shriver briskly traveling up the sidewalk, barefoot and wearing a long printed dress and 

no winter coat over it. The back of her heels jumped out due to their paleness and contrast 

with the bottoms of her feet, which were smeared black. Her dirty and probably freezing 

feet made her look more like a kid than an adult. She seemed agitated, snapping her head 

back and forth.  

 On this afternoon, as I was checking my pants, I noticed that Chris's new cards 

partner got off on one of the first stops and the game ended after she left.            

 "Are we going to keep playing?" Chris asked, moving up a seat so he was across 

the aisle from me.  

 "No," I replied. He was silent and remained where he was. Every few minutes, I 

would shift and look at my jeans again, as if doing so would make the stain go away.  

 Maybe he saw the blood, maybe he didn't. But blond-haired, blue-eyed Chris gave 

me a look I had started getting from the popular girls in my class. It was a look I would 

have given to a kid like me too, had I been him or someone like him, a look that wasn't 

outright mean; it was subtle and established that I was on the wrong side of things. Part of 

me agreed.   

 Our house was the last stop, and I pulled my backpack low so the bus driver 

wouldn't see what had happened. The experience felt so individual to me, like 

punishment. With no sister, older female cousin, or female friend who had also just 

started puberty, I didn't understand that my bodily changes were actually routine.    
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 That evening, the fire engines interrupted our dinner. Leaving behind our warm 

food, we rushed outside without coats. It was the kind of adventure that came only 

rarely—like the time we found a metal horseshoe buried by the fence, or when a guy 

leapt out of his car to yell at us for throwing plums at him, or when we heard gunshots in 

the neighboring field.    

 Beneath a taut, muted sky, two fire trucks had snaked into the cul-de-sac blocking 

our view of Mrs. Shriver’s house. The firefighters, who moved up the front walk with 

some haste, stayed inside so long that we almost grew tired of spying. The fire engine, 

with its great throbbing motor, continued running. The adults kept their expressions stern 

despite the excitement. An ambulance announced itself too and curved in front of the 

McCarthy’s house. I didn’t see any smoke coming from Mrs. Shriver's house and the air 

smelled the same. 

 Two firefighters came out of her front door. They were dragging Mrs. Shriver 

between them. With a towel around her shoulders and still barefoot, she hacked hard with 

her head down. At the ambulance, she sat inside. Satwant , Mandeep and the other boys 

in the cul-de-sac agreed that Mrs. Shriver had started a fire on purpose from all her 

cigarettes. It had probably started on her couch or bed and had smoldered.  

*** 

 A week later my parents woke my brothers and me twenty minutes early and told 

us to come down to the kitchen table.  

 “Mrs. Shriver died in a fire last night,” my mom said. I waited for my brothers to 

speak. They were silent. There were some sounds in my head, but they weren't thoughts. 
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 “But I didn’t hear any fire engines!” I pushed my chair back, allowing it to 

screech over the floor tiles. My feet carried me past the teapot on the cooker and the 

fridge cluttered with our school projects, to the kitchen window. When I looked across 

the street, the dense darkness and light from the kitchen blocked my view—all I could see 

was my family sitting around the table in its reflection. Seeing them made me feel dizzy, 

as if I needed to grab hold of something heavy, a tree trunk, or jungle gym, and hang on.  

 “She’s probably okay like she was last week?” I asked, moving back to them. My 

mom just looked through me with her tired eyes. How I wished she could tell me more.  

 Back then, I just felt upset because it seemed like she didn't care about me. Now I 

understand that she didn't know how to comfort me or didn't understand that I expected it. 

No one had comforted or reassured her or provided any explanation to her when she had 

gone through confusing times. She had to learn how to make sense of everything on her 

own, and refusing to comfort me was perhaps her way to start making me self-sufficient. 

When she saw American moms being overly supportive of their kids on TV and in real 

life, she seemed to think it was a disservice. My mom wanted her children to have a 

realistic view of themselves and where they fit in the world. Maybe she thought holding 

back would prepare me for the sort of experiences she'd been through. My mom had such 

a matter of fact tone when she told us Mrs. Shriver died. There wasn't going to be any 

further discussion.        

*** 

 Mrs. Shriver was the first person I knew who had died. Of our family members 

living in Indiana, only one had died, my grandmother's brother, known as Chief. I only 
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had few memories of him. Chief had moved from England to Indiana in 1971. He'd 

received a job offer from a chemical plant that had locations in Milwaukee and Indiana. 

He picked Indiana because India was in the name. He, along with other employees, were 

laid off though shortly after starting. Chief began selling vacuum cleaners door-to-door 

after seeing an ad for the job in the newspaper. He became successful, a multi-millionaire 

eventually, and told my grandmother to move to Indiana too with her husband and four 

children.  

 My grandparents were torn. They'd recently decided on moving to Australia. My 

grandmother's other brother was there. Their Visas were originally made for Australia, 

but they cancelled them on the last possible day, after having a family vote and deciding 

on America.   

 On the plane ride over, my dad decided he'd go by Jack instead of Jasveer. His 

brother became Ben instead of Birpal. His sister because Lucy instead of Lakhwinder. 

And Chanpreet became Carol. Upon arrival, the family was constantly hustling for 

money. At fifteen, my dad began working for Chief selling vacuum cleaners and the two 

became very close. My dad still sells vacuums today, thirty-seven years later. When he 

told us Chief had passed away, it was the first and last time I'd seen tears in his eyes. 

Now I understood, at least a little, how it felt to lose someone special.  

 After getting ready for school, I sat at the center of our couch to zip up my boots. 

My dad was watching CNBC Squawk Box as he did every morning. He taught us about 

stocks and investing at dinner on the weekends—another thing his dad hadn't done for 
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him, but he did for us. As with my mom's parents, my dad's didn't finish middle school. 

Both of my parents were the first in their families to get college degrees.  

 He asked if I was okay and I started to cry, something I didn't do in front of him, 

and he put his arm around me into a tight side-hug. Hugs were nothing new—he was 

always saying he had hugged me more than anyone else in the world. My face was 

pressed against his collared shirt. He was wearing a short-sleeved shirt even though it 

was probably going to snow that week. At that age, before we began to differ on my role 

as a woman, I think I was his favorite child. He liked me to sit next to him at dinner, I 

always got the front seat over my brothers when he drove us, and he always wanted to be 

on my team when we played games.  

 “She would never let me go see Mrs. Shriver,” I kept repeating. It was the only 

thing I could think to say as my tears darkened the woven cotton on his shirt. Years later I 

learned my mom once thought she saw Mrs. Shriver's husband take a gun out of his trunk 

before going into the house. Keeping me from going there wasn't just because she was 

afraid of me getting close to an American, it was also because she thought the home 

might be unsafe.    

 Later that morning in class, I tried to write the assigned morning journal entry 

about what life would have been like at Valley Forge, but instead started writing about 

how Mrs. Shriver was gone forever. Even with my favorite mechanical pencil that had a 

twistable eraser, I could only write four sentences with words spaced too far apart and 

pressed in too hard before my hand seemed to buckle. I approached my teacher, who was 

erasing yesterday's agenda off the board.   
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 “Something bad happened today,” I told him.  

 Mr. Walters, who served in the military and could make our line move in the 

hallway by tilting his head, turned toward me. Two girls at the table next to us looked up 

from their notebooks wide-eyed, mouths tightened. He took me out into the hall. Kids 

still arriving slowed down and stopped talking as they passed. Fixating on the heavy 

doors to my right, which lead to the playground, the drawings of labeled frog anatomy 

the other class created, hung on the sand-textured wall, and his shoulder, I managed, 

through sniffs, to tell him my friend died. He said I could go to the nurse’s office to talk 

to Mrs. Bennet and that I could step out of the class anytime if necessary.  

 Face to face and nearly knee-to-knee in her office, Mrs. Bennet asked about what 

happened.  

 She nodded solemnly as I talked about Mrs. Shriver. I didn't know how to tell her 

that I didn't know Mrs. Shriver enough to be really sad—but that Mrs. Shriver was 

someone who could offer me something and some place my mom and friends at school 

could not. What hurt more at that time, I think now, was the change in my parents' 

behavior towards me since I started growing into a woman. After I was done crying, Mrs. 

Bennet and I came up with a plan for me to help in the school's Secret Santa store.  

 She then walked me over to the store, which was set up in the teacher's lounge. 

Inside were three moms with short blonde hair and button-down shirts. No long colorful 

dresses like Mrs. Shriver. They went to the other side of the room near the cashbox. 

Younger kids came in for the next few hours, shaking snow globes, tickling each other 

with fluffy feathers attached to the top of pens, jingling bells, and talking about what 
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present was for which family member. For a while, I tried to flick a small basketball into 

a hoop and kept missing. Mostly, I wondered how I'd traveled so far in so few weeks and 

no one had checked my luggage or stamped my passport. 

*** 

That same afternoon, winter clouds shaded the sun as I walked up our driveway 

and the bus rumbled away. A large clawed machine on Mrs. Shriver's driveway dumped 

what appeared to be clothes and darkened papers into a rectangular bin, effortlessly, as if 

they didn't bear the weight of a human life. In cartoon fires, the whole houses would 

disappear and would leave a flat plot of land behind. Here though, walls of her house 

were still visible, and blackened siding stuck up at uneven heights. The two houses on 

either side of hers looked almost arrogant. Though I'd been thinking about how her house 

looked for most of the day, I felt no urge to cut through our yard and stare at an exhibit 

that couldn't stare back.   

 Later that evening, I saw a pick-up truck parked on Mrs. Shriver’s driveway. A 

young man wearing sunglasses and a black T-shirt stood outside the house for a long 

time. Even though he was pudgy and didn't have blond hair like Mrs. Shriver, I knew he 

had to be her son. My mom wouldn't let me go talk to him—she said he looked like he 

wanted to be alone. Not wanting to miss witnessing someone expressing the sadness I 

was sure I felt, I located our binoculars. In the front room, I balanced a couple of books 

on two pillows before the window, then lay on my stomach and positioned the binoculars 

on them.  
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Neighbors were saying Mrs. Shriver's death was accidental, as if her trip to the 

hospital the week before didn't happen and as if her behavior towards the end seemed 

normal.    

 Through the binoculars, I only saw trees in our front yard at first, and I thought 

about trying to watch without binoculars, but after struggling with the adjustment wheel, 

I brought yellow caution tape into focus. I saw her son, close enough to glimpse the hair 

on his arms, as he placed his hands behind his head and leaned against his pick-up truck, 

bare neck exposed to damp mist and wind. Early dusk colored the sky. He took several 

steps before dropping to the doorstep and bowing his head. Perhaps he was thinking 

about his fake hand. Perhaps to think about how years spent with her will slowly become 

a small pile of scenes. About how only one cat survived. About how he can't escape that 

she died the day before her forty-sixth birthday. Perhaps to think about what her house 

will sell for now.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 Soon after Mrs. Shriver died, my friend Holly stopped by our house with her 

mother and two younger siblings and they gave me a stuffed animal—a white kitten. 

Holly lived in the cul-de-sac behind ours, and her family was new to the neighborhood.  

 I told Holly about how the local news team had let my brothers and me walk in 

the background of their news clip on the fire that had killed Mrs. Shriver. We'd waited all 

evening with the pretty reporter until it was time for her to be on the air. I offered her 

some of the Sprees Mrs. Shriver had given me, but she turned them down, which seemed 

so grown up because none of my peers would have done that. The wait to go on air was 

so long that she asked if she could use our bathroom and it had made me feel so 

important to lead her to our house. We were indeed on news that night. You can't see us 

that well, but you can make out the leopard-print fur in the hood of my coat. In the clip, I 

start to point at the house and Satwant  grabbed my arm and told me not to.    

 "Did any of the cats survive?" asked Holly. Though she'd never visited Mrs. 

Shriver's house or even met her, she knew that I loved all of her cats because I'd talk 

about them frequently. 

 "Only Tyson. One of the firefighters took him in," I explained.  

 I'd learned this from the news report my mom read to me. When she shared it with 

me, I tried hard not to be sad and just looked at the carpet. My mom must have 
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understood how the fire affected me though. She took me to the funeral showing and 

bought me a rose for it. We went to a church not far from our house and inside were so 

many strangers that I gripped the rose stem hard enough to bend it. There was a pretty 

dark-haired lady and my mom figured out that she was Mrs. Shriver's daughter. She was 

surrounded by people. I decided I wanted to give the rose to her, but while we waited, an 

older woman came over to us and said she was Mrs. Shriver's mother. My mom 

explained we were her neighbors since I'd gone quiet. Her mom asked, "Is that rose for 

me?" I had no choice but to turn it over to her and we left soon after.   

 The obituary eventually came in the newspaper and I cut it out and placed it in a 

small jewelry box my dad had gotten on a trip from India. I'd been waiting to know what 

to put in it since the box was one of the most beautiful things I owned. Its lining was 

purple velvet and seemed like a good bed for the scrap of paper. I put the box on the top 

shelf in my closet. Next to it was some of the candy Mrs. Shriver had given me. And next 

to the candy were some rocks from her side-yard.   

 On a cold evening, I had seen her ex-husband drive past and before my mom 

could stop me, and even though my hair was wet from a shower, and I wasn't wearing a 

coat, I ran over to his car and waved for him to stop. I hadn't seen him in around in years, 

but I knew it was him because he had longer hair, and no other male adults I knew had 

hair like that. He always had a rueful expression. Another woman was with him. Out of 

breath, I asked him if I could take some of the rocks. He had no idea what I meant and 

after several tries, he understood that I wanted to take some of the large decorative 

crystals Mrs. Shriver had placed next to some shrubs by her garage. I'd always admired 
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them. The rocks were almost as big as my hand and I took three. One was spiked with 

clear crystals, another had a smooth purple surface, and the last one looked like fool's 

gold. They were speckled with ash, but I didn't wash them.  

 The last item on the shelf was a burgundy velvet doll's dress still on a hanger. I'd 

spotted it when Mandeep, Adam and I did a perimeter around the house's remains. They'd 

told me I shouldn't grab it, but if I didn't, it would just end up in the large dumpster with 

the other debris. The dress was small and in near-perfect condition aside from part of the 

lace collar which was browned and slightly burnt.  

 I knew the kitten from Holly would go on the shelf too. I don't remember much 

else from her visit aside from how, after they left, my mom looked at me and then looked 

at the red carpeted hallway by our door. While Holly and I had been talking, her two 

siblings had tracked mud all over the carpet. The mud was thick and wet. How hadn't I 

noticed? My mom and I stared at each other.  

 "You wouldn't have let us do that at someone's house," I said.  

 She nodded. The image of the red carpet covered in mud stands out to me because 

I can't remember the carpet every being that dirty, before or after their visit. I have no 

memory of cleaning up the mud, so it must have been my mom that had to kneel and 

scrub it all off herself. It was as if her belief that these Americans that surrounded us 

would bring unwanted mess into the familiar, clean spaces of her home, and that she'd be 

responsible for the consequences, had been proved. I can't disagree. Me adopting more of 

an attitude, dressing differently, listening to inappropriate music, or speaking back too 
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much wouldn't be something so much for my father or brothers to deal with; it was my 

mother who'd have to pay.    

*** 

 Holly and I hadn't been hanging out together as much, so I'd been a little surprised 

by her visit. Though I enjoyed playing with her dog, pretending we were pioneers, sitting 

on her porch swing, and rolling down the small hill in her backyard, my brothers, 

cousins, and their friends thought Holly was weird. She was home-schooled and her 

family was religious in a way that meant they couldn't celebrate Halloween. Even my 

family celebrated Halloween. She actually would have been a wonderful friend for me 

since she and I both loved reading, playing outside, and coming up with imaginary 

worlds. There weren't other girls around and we kind of needed each other. But she 

would call and ask if I'd come over to play and I'd lie and lie each time. I think the 

problem was that I stopped wanting to play with anyone. I'd started distancing myself 

from her as I noticed changes in myself and body. Holly was a year younger than me and 

these changes were far away from her. 

 I still remember the last afternoon when our friendship was harmonious. It was a 

few months before Mrs. Shriver died. We'd been wandering around Holly's yard, bored. 

"They won't notice we're gone. And I know how to get back there," I had told 

Holly. Next to her house and behind our cul-de-sac were several hundred meters of 

woods surrounding a sizeable field.  

"You sure it's safe?" she asked. The craziest thing I had seen her do in the year 

she had lived in our neighborhood was smear a Polaroid picture before it dried.  
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 "We can pretend we're exploring the west for new areas to build our homes," I 

said.  

 After she finally agreed, we walked past her swing set and into her neighbor's 

shady backyard. Once into the woods, we stepped over a semi-flattened metal fence and 

broken beer bottles and then angled around thin branches until we arrived at the clearing 

of the field. The simplicity of two endless colors, gold straw grass and blue August sky, 

expelled every memory of Before Field. Holly sat on the ground, picked up pieces of 

dead grass, and began tying them together. I joined. 

 When we finished weaving our crowns, a breathless yearning caught hold, and 

dazed and sun-baked, we stood. Far ahead was a willow tree in someone’s backyard. The 

linearity of the route seemed to calm Holly even though we were venturing further and 

further from her home. At the yard, we stopped because what we saw looked as if it had 

been lifted from picture postcards of Canadian gardens and I felt as if I had finally fallen 

into my Anne of Green Gables book. Cattails half the size of our bodies and tall grass 

leaned toward us. Beneath the willow tree was a persistent stream. Drunken bumblebees 

surrounded fallen berries and a lavender moth hovered over a cluster of fuchsias. Wild 

vines wrapped around cement figurines. The thick scent of fresh-watered ferns washed 

over me. Bushes and headache yellow flowers conspired next to a tulip poplar. Through 

the garden, a roof, back window, and corner of a house were visible. It was suddenly 

possible that my stuffed animals slid down my ruler when I left the room, that there was a 

secret passage somewhere in our house, that girls were better than boys. I kept looking 
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over at her, pleased with how the trip had turned out even better than I had imagined. 

Then Holly and I stood in silence, enjoying the site before us.  

 We heard a gunshot. The sound cut through the day in a way that was shocking, 

yet somehow expected. Without discussion, we knew we needed to run. We knew what 

we'd heard wasn't just a firecracker or some dad starting his lawn mower. We knew those 

sounds well. This was something new and different. And the fear it brought us seemed to 

signify something more, as if we knew we'd just received a warning about the appearance 

of hair down there, the end of braless days, the start of acne, and the decimation of 

innocent crushes. Soon I would struggle to fit my skirts over my hips, I would become 

the tallest in my grade, I would start knocking cups over at home, and I would take to 

spending long periods of time in my room alone. The world I knew would soon have fast-

moving skies and my close relationships would twist on their hinges.   

 “Run!” I yelled at Holly. 

 My heart hammering painfully, I realized no clear entrance to the woods existed 

on that side of the field, so I threw myself into a thicket and fought through until I found 

a trail.  

 The bad kid in our neighborhood, Drew, lived a couple houses away from there 

and not long ago, Mike had claimed Drew had a gun. I'd only seen Drew once—when he 

came to our garage sale years ago. His hair was dyed black, he wore a black shirt, and 

black nail polish and his pants, which had many chains, were so baggy and flared that I 

couldn't see his shoes. I had estimated that he was older than my brothers and me by at 

least six years. My mom had seen us talking to Drew and hurried him off our driveway. It 
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made sense that she'd make him leave. He didn't fit with the colorful toys and childhood 

furniture we were trying to sell.  

 I could imagine he'd gone into his backyard to shoot the gun because he was 

bored at home, grounded perhaps. He'd probably fired the shot as if to assert that the 

neighborhood wasn't all flowers, sunshine, and well-built-houses with large yards, but 

that there was a darkness too. And the darkness meant boys could be more than nuisances 

at a garage sale.  

 I realized then that I wouldn't be able to go into the woods with Holly again. She 

was going to tell her parents what had happened and we'd only be able to play in her 

backyard. Her parents wouldn't be as warm to me anymore because I'd led their daughter 

into a danger. From then on, I'd be scared to go into the woods alone, and even when I 

went with my brothers and our white brothers, I'd remember that gunshot.  

 Concentrated branches flicked in my face, tugged at my shirt, and scraped at skin 

under my collarbone. Over my shoulder, I could see Holly’s razzed expression. The 

canopied land behind us fell and rose, blending into the far distance with shards of 

sunlight. Our hard summer heels rasped together on the dirt path and our crowns were 

thrown off somewhere along the way. 

*** 

Early in December, after dinner, my brothers and dad were watching Sunday 

Night Football and my dad scolded me the same way he had that summer. He turned to 

me and said, "Don't you see your mom over there working? Get in the kitchen and help 

her." 
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When I got to the kitchen, my mom didn't comfort me even though I had tears of 

confusion. She didn't thank me either. I got a small taste of her childhood and what it 

meant to be a woman in our household. My mom used to dream of writing a book. 

English was her favorite subject and she used to enjoy making her essays as perfect as 

possible. But my mom's parents, having grown up in rural Punjab farming villages, 

valued her work around the kitchen much more than her school work. Her family didn't 

have books in every room like we did.  

In her late teens, my mom visited a career advisor and told him she was interested 

in advertising, but he pushed her into technology. After she moved to America, and while 

raising us, my mom decided to finish her degree since her British credits didn't add up to 

a Bachelor's. By then, continuing with technology, rather than switching into a creative 

field, made the most sense. She became the first college graduate in her family, like our 

dad. My mom took a Web Content Manager position at a large software company and 

became successful. She seemed to enjoy her job, but she might have regretted not having 

been an artist. I always thought she had the most beautiful doodles I had ever seen.   

Despite the lack of academic encouragement in her childhood, my mom made 

sure we read before bed, bought us math worksheet packets for the summer, kept us away 

from our television, and found the best camps for us. Though my dad worked long hours, 

he got to relax when he arrived home. He had spent more time in America than my mom, 

yet maintained conservative ideas about gender roles. My dad didn't think my brothers 

needed to do housework even though all three of us did yard work. It wasn't right that my 



30 

 

mom did more than any of us, but I began to think that every extra chore they gave me 

meant I was slowly committing to the subordinate position my mom occupied.             

By the time it started snowing that year, my fights over domestic work got 

extreme—locking myself in the downstairs bathroom in protest of cleaning extra dishes, 

arguments with my dad when he called me lazy, fights with my brothers when the three 

of us had to work as a team to do housework. None of the girls I knew at school, all of 

them white, had reached puberty. They just said I should talk to my mom. But my mom, 

probably like her mom, had distanced herself from me. She wanted to ignore my changes 

and resisted if I asked to go shopping, to wear nail polish, or to visit my female friends' 

houses. Learning how to be a woman was something I was going to have to figure out 

alone.  

 Only a few years before, my dad had called me his third son, his Raiderette, in 

honor of his favorite team. The outlaw nature of the Raiders and the colorful owner had 

appealed to my dad since he'd immigrated. My mom also endorsed our father-daughter-

Raiders bond and bought me a Charles Woodson shirt. I ordered two cheeseburgers at 

McDonald's. My mom celebrated Take Your Daughter to Work Day. One time she had 

me do a long math problem on the dry erase board for everyone before a meeting. She 

showed me tricks on the computer before my brothers. The day she took apart our 

computer, she brought me over to unscrew the nails.  

 My parents' new rules seemed hypocritical. It was if they had forgotten how I 

spent my time and what they'd taught me and assumed I knew the good times would end. 

Suddenly I was singled out as an Indian girl. They had to make me realize that I wasn't 
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white or a boy, as if I had to be punished on all of our behalf. I had to take on our culture 

for us.   

One night that January, when my parents were sitting on either side of me on our 

couch—thigh-to-thigh-to-thigh—reprimanding me for my especially rebellious behavior 

that week, I decided talking to them didn't work anymore, so I fled from the couch and 

decided to run away.    

 Satwant  had gotten a tent for his birthday several months before and I realized I 

could take it from his room since he was probably already sleeping. I could move out to 

the woods near our house. Not the big woods where I heard the gunshot, but woods just 

outside our neighborhood and next to Fort Benjamin Harrison Park. That winter was mild 

enough that I figured I would survive.  

 Once inside my room, I locked the door and started throwing my belongings in a 

pile on the floor: a dream catcher, Paddington Bear, my Union Jack backpack, a John 

Harbaugh autographed Colts pennant which I won at my kindergarten sock hop, letters 

from family in England, a straw hat, a purple rock from Mrs. Shriver's yard, clothes, gel 

pens, my journals, library books so my parents would have to pay the late fees, beaded 

necklaces I made with my younger cousins, and a box of confetti. The Indian suits stayed 

in the closet and my bras stayed in their drawer.   

 I heard knocking at the door. The banging on the door grew louder. "I'm going to 

break down this damn door!" my dad yelled. Finally, I opened it and sat on my bed with 

my head down, crying. My parents took in the scene.  
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 I removed the thin silver ring I received at my aunt's wedding in England two 

years before and set it on the mattress. "What does that mean?" my mom asked. I had no 

answer.  

 Now I know that the ring felt like a marker of my family's ownership of me. I 

wanted to break away from my family's cycle of unfairness toward women. It was as if I 

could sense what was to come: the rules, loneliness, regular disagreements on my role 

around the house, lack of academic encouragement relative to my brothers, control over 

who I interacted with, and the sudden appearance of the strict aspects of my family's 

background, but none of the culture. I wouldn't learn how to speak Punjabi, but I would 

become fluent in my culture's restrictions. My parents, unconsciously, were putting the 

entire burden of being Indian on me and not my brothers. I didn't know how to articulate 

that, so I just kept tossing stuff around until my mom left and went to bed.   

 “You’ve really upset her,” my dad said. Eventually he left too.   

 On my door, I carved a capital letter R, for my mom’s name, Rayna, and then put 

an X over it. It didn't bother me that some people might think the R was for my name. 

Next, I took the blankets off my bed, dropped them into the pile, got Scotch tape out of 

my drawer and wrapped half a roll around the door handle on both sides so no one could 

get in.  

 That night I hardly slept. I was cold, but too tired to find my blankets. I tossed 

around, half awake, half-dreaming, imagining life in a tent. In the morning, harsh slats of 

sunlight came through my blinds, shedding a disrupting light on my room’s disarray. I 

had to go to the bathroom, but I couldn’t get the tape off the door. I searched for an 
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empty container but couldn’t even find my pencil cup, so I sat down on my bed, legs 

tightly crossed and peed on the white cotton mattress cover. As I finished, there was a 

knock at the door. The tape still presented a struggle. “What are you doing?” my mom 

asked, hearing me rattling around. I finally opened the door and she looked at the bed. 

 “I had to pee my pants because I couldn’t get out,” I explained. She sat down on 

the other part of my bed.  

 “Do you want to explain what happened?” she asked. I tried to understand why I 

dumped all my belongings on the floor, but no concise answers came to me. With my 

mom sitting next to me, acting so normal, I began to wonder if all my upheaval was even 

warranted. Maybe I was ungrateful and disrespectful as they told me I was.  

 “Can I have an older sister?” was the only thing I could think to say. I knew it 

wasn't possible, but it seemed like the best solution.  

 “That’s not going to happen,” she said laughing a little. She put her hand on my 

head.  

 “Take a shower and clean all this up. Then you need to apologize to your dad,” 

she said, glad no doubt, that one more childhood crisis seemed to be winding off the reel 

of motherhood.   

 Shortly after, I found my dad pulling weeds next to our crawlspace in our 

backyard. A trash bag sat near his feet. While I waited for him to notice me, I looked over 

our fence, at the raspberry bush in the corner of our backyard, the colorless grass, and felt 

disappointed that everything appeared as it had the day before.   

 "I'm sorry about the fight," I told my dad once he turned.  
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 "It's okay. Just get back to being yourself," he said.  

 Yet he was totally missing the point—I was changing, his views of me were 

changing, and I no longer knew who I was. I was behaving differently because my old 

self was no longer there and the new self hadn't been figured out.  

 Nonetheless, I was relieved to hear him say this as though the solution was so 

simple—maybe because I didn't know all of this. And I felt like the best thing I could do 

to show I appreciated his comment was to skip off toward the patio and away from the 

weeds which had the same bent shape my back would develop.    
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CHAPTER THREE 

 By middle school, I no longer knew the name of every blade of grass in our front 

yard. The boys would still sometimes play football. One afternoon, I put on shorts, socks, 

and my pink sports bra, and then stopped. I walked past my bedroom windows and 

realized I wanted the boys, my white brothers, to see me without a shirt on from our yard 

down below. In Snow Day, a movie I had watched on a flight back from England, the 

high school sweetheart, wearing just her pajamas, opened her bedroom window to a 

crowd of cheering male admirers who wanted to win her over after hearing she had just 

broken up with her boyfriend. That sort of attention appealed to me, so I spent an hour at 

my window yearning for something that never happened—the first of many listless 

afternoons in my room. Some days I wrote more than I spoke.        

Instead of playing outside with the boys, I now exercised alone. We got a 

treadmill in our garage and I ran on it occasionally and jumped rope in our backyard. My 

parents forbid me from running or biking around our neighborhood alone. They said I 

wouldn't be safe. My brothers though, could roam freely. I had to beg them to take me 

around the neighborhood and they usually didn't want to. If I were them, I suppose I 

wouldn't have either.   

Middle school wasn't easy for my brothers either though. Our public elementary 

schools had been full of smart and well-behaved students, experienced teachers, and we'd 
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gone on field trips to Chicago, landfills, the children's museum, Washington D.C., an 

apple orchard, and state parks. We had classes of about twenty-five students and spent the 

whole school year with them. Though Mandeep and Satwant  had gone to an advanced 

elementary school, mine had been pretty great too. There was a six-acre outdoor lab with 

a pond, fancy computers with the newest games, and a huge library.  

The ten elementary schools in the area pooled into three huge middle schools. 

Ours was Craig Middle School and it had over 1,300 students. It was located less than a 

mile away from my elementary school, but it felt like another world. Our elementary 

schools had mostly been white, while at Craig, about 50% of the students were white, 

45% were black, 8% Hispanic, and 2% other. Students were assigned lockers, there were 

eight periods in the day, and the teachers seemed exhausted from constantly disciplining 

us. They would often have us watch movies for the whole class period, make us write 

notes about what we watched, and then claim they were going to read the notes, which 

they rarely did.  

Most classrooms didn't have windows and there was a rumor that the school once 

was a women's' prison. It especially felt like a prison because of the police officers that 

stood in the hallways and the video cameras on the stairwells. You watched your book 

bag because people would steal. You let certain kids cut you in the lunch line or take your 

favorite mechanical pencil off your desk because it was dangerous to confront them. By 

the time you left Craig, you'd seen at least four fights and maybe a couple of arrests. In 

my first few months at Craig, some guy ran passed me and slammed my books and 

binders out of my hand for no reason and I had to pick up all of my stuff during a busy 
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passing period and no one helped me. None of them really knew me. Kids from my 

elementary school were sprinkled in my classes, but we weren't really friends.  

All the kids in our neighborhood went to Craig. My white brothers weren't people 

I just hung out with after school anymore; we waited at the bus stop together, rode the 

bus together, some of us had the same lunch period, had some classes together, we passed 

each other in the hallways. Home and school were blended together. It didn't take my 

white brothers long to realize they shouldn't hang out with me. My clothes were baggy 

and out-of-style, I wasn't as athletic as the other girls on my cross-country team, I could 

come off as judgmental instead of fun and a rule-breaker, and I wrote in my notebook 

instead of talking to people sometimes. They distanced themselves from my brothers a 

little too. They were too nerdy, wore strange clothes my mom picked out, and weren't 

funny in the right ways.  

Our white brothers had no problems. They suddenly had a bunch more guy 

friends with similar backgrounds to their own. Their clothes looked more like everyone 

else's, they were accepted more easily into social circles, and they even started making 

jokes at our expense. During a volleyball game after school, Mandeep thought the ball 

landed out, but it landed on the line. One of the boys claimed Mandeep messed up 

because of his "Indian judgment." Of course, with nine other white guys on the court, the 

boy made everyone laugh even though the joke was far from creative. It didn't even make 

sense. The "Indian judgment" joke stuck. In gym class, if our classmates didn't know us, 

they'd assume my brothers and I were unathletic because we were Indian.   
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Yet the British thought we cared more about soccer than we actually did. The 

summer into seventh grade, my family visited England for nearly a month, and attended 

three weddings. One of them occurred on the same day as the 2002 World Cup Final. As 

a bunch of my relatives and I walked from the gurdwara to the wedding reception, some 

of the men hurried up porch steps in their black suits, knocking on doors to find out the 

score in the game. House after house they tried, until an old man finally stepped out said, 

"Score's nil-nil." He studied us: a bunch of Indians walking away from the neighborhood 

gurdwara. The women in saris, lengas, and silwars and sequined tunics. "A wedding 

scheduled for today? So sorry," the old man said. Back home in Indiana, the scene 

would've required explanation. He might not have opened the door. But this was 

Leamington, England. There was no way for him to know Mandeep, Satwant , and I 

didn't care as much about soccer as everyone else. We watched as many World Cup 

games as possible, but we hadn't spent the past year or two in anticipation for the 

tournament.  

 During the wedding reception, groups of my male relatives would disappear to the 

parking lot, run someone's car, and listen to the radio for game updates. Brazil scored 

their first goal just before I dipped roti into massorani dahl and just after the bhangra 

performance.   

 Then I was in Indianapolis again, in middle school again, a seventh grader, and 

the World Cup felt far away, even though only months had passed. There I was, wearing 

a blue rugby shirt I'd bought in England, sitting in a large cafeteria, the only place in the 



39 

 

school that felt expansive. The ceiling was high and there were huge windows on one 

end.  

 The sixth grade dance—the only middle school dance I had attended—had taken 

place in the cafeteria. I'd wandered from friend to friend, unsure of what to do with 

myself since I didn't know how to dance. Our cross-country coach had let us go to the 

dance instead of practice, and even though I didn't like cross country, I was beginning to 

wonder if I should have just gone to practice. Teachers stood around the dance floor and 

the idea of dancing in front of them weirded me out. As I moved around my peers who 

were bouncing around and laughing, I found Mandeep at a table playing paper football 

with his friends. I tried to hang around, but he ignored me, so I went to the bathroom and 

hid in a stall for the rest of the dance. At one point, I looked down at the shoes of the 

person in the stall next to me and I recognized them as the shoes as one of the best 

runners on my cross-country team, an eighth grader. She'd probably finished the workout 

early and there I was, not even at practice, or at the dance.  

 The three weddings we attended over the summer presented several challenges, 

and dancing was one of the biggest ones. Even though we were in England, dancing still 

seemed so out of reach for me. It seemed to involve having a good time, acting frivolous, 

letting others see you move in potentially unflattering ways. This was hard enough in an 

American middle school, but to dance in front of relatives I hardly knew was terrifying. 

The relatives seemed to have such a good memory when it came to things the Americans 

did wrong.  
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 To deal with my dancing deficiencies, I augmented the same strategy I'd 

developed at the sixth grade dance: I would go to the bathroom about seventeen times 

once music started. A song came on that I didn't recognize? Bathroom. A song that I did 

recognize? Bathroom. My aunts pulling me to the dance floor? Bathroom. Bored while 

sitting alone? Bathroom. While at a table or in the bathroom, I'd find myself twisting the 

small pins I'd secretly attached to the underside of my tunic. One was an American flag 

and the other was of two checkered flags which wave during the last lap of the Indy 500. 

I can't remember where I got them or how I ended up with them, but they brought me a 

lot of comfort.  

 The boys experienced some pressure to dance too, but there were so many of 

them that they could veto more easily, and get back to tearing up Styrofoam plates into 

confetti no one would use, or mixing every fizzy drink together into a concoction they 

called "volcano."  

 Soon, people began gossiping about the strange American girl who went back and 

forth from the table to the bathroom. My American grandmother scolded me. She'd left 

England in 1977 and probably had people she was trying to impress. Most women her 

age at the wedding lived in England and they had their own social norms. I added to her 

challenge.  

 Gradually, I danced more at events. Then, during one of the last receptions we 

attended, I was standing with some distantly related aunts when some music started. They 

began dancing and I stiffly followed along with their movements. It helped that they 

hadn't seen me at other events and didn't know about my bathroom legacy. After a few 
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songs, I even shut off my brain and let myself move. Eventually, plates of food arrived at 

our table, so I left the group. As I approached the food, my British grandmother tugged 

on my silwar. She was sitting on the end of the table and had been watching me. "Good 

job," she said. "I'm proud of you."  

*** 

Then there I was, in the cafeteria, with a friend called Smiley, who wearing a tight 

shirt that said "London" in large capital letters. Since the L and N were pushed to the side 

by her chest, she liked people to think it said condom. Like the four other girls and one 

guy sitting with us at the table, she'd never been out of the country.  

My two best friends had moved away and I'd settled with this new group. They 

weren't  well-off, athletic, liked, attractive, or smart. I could have tried to fit into a 

different group; I had had other friends that had always been on the periphery, but I didn't 

identify with them as well as I had before the England trip. I found myself wanting to be 

around stragglers—kids forced to ask big questions of the world. Leah Smiley was the 

leader. She liked to say obscene things and I tried to laugh at everything she said. She 

was pudgy and had short, extremely curly brown hair.  

 “My dad took the door off my room,” Smiley bragged as she scraped off the 

sausage on her rectangular piece of pizza. “What are you going to do?” asked Melinda, 

who looked like she was forty. Her face and hair were rough. She kind of grunted when 

she spoke.    

 “I’m just worried about them finding my thong collection,” Smiley said. The T of 

her thong was almost always visible for people to whisper about. A hot guy in our grade 
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once asked if he could stick his hand down her pants, but she didn't let him because, 

unfortunately, she was wearing her furry thong and didn’t want him to feel that.  

On my tray were the same things I ate for lunch nearly every day in seventh 

grade—a warm turkey bagel, pouch of carrots, and carton of grape juice. At home, I ate 

the same exact breakfast everyday—oatmeal and toast. I even sat in the same spot at our 

table, with my napkin and spoon to my right, my bowl in the middle, and plate with toast 

on top to the left. I had become obsessive about what I could control after getting back 

from England.  

“My little sister asked me about butt cheese last night,” Smiley said as she looked 

around the table to make sure all of us were listening, “I asked my sister what she meant, 

and she said, ‘you know, when you get a straw and slurp up someone’s butt cheese!,” 

Smiley explained and pretended to slurp it out. I laughed before she finished her story.    

"I've got a joke," said Joey, a boy with close-cropped light hair and glasses. He 

pretended to make out with his lunch occasionally.  

"Smiley's standing in line at a sperm bank and a guy tries to make conversation 

with her, but she doesn't say anything. She reaches the front, empties her mouth and then 

asks for his number," Joey said. I had no idea what any of this meant, but laughed again.   

"Well, your butt looks like cottage cheese," Smiley replied. The previous year, 

Smiley’s dad had married Joey’s mom. Smiley probably wasn't lying about Joey’s butt.  

 For the rest of lunch, as with most of the lunches, I sat quietly, disliking Smiley, 

but wishing I could be as loud and open as her. In England, it seemed like a possibility.    
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 On n a forty-minute morning drive from Leamington to Birmingham, we had 

passed two shirtless Indian men standing outside a bar. They were muscular and their 

jeans fit tight. They were breathing fast with what seemed to be anger and they were most 

likely, I realize now, drunk. A bunch of other bar patrons, mostly other Indian men, had 

gathered around them on the street. When I cracked my window, I could hear them 

shouting in Punjabi. A man's arm waved and the two men started sprinting down the 

street. It was a Tuesday. Our car moved through traffic before I could see who won. I 

think I remember their race so well because I hadn't seen Indians in America act that way. 

From what I had gathered about our stereotype, Indians were reserved, in science fields, 

short, owners of thick Indian accents, and dorky. My family didn't fit this stereotype 

except for the quiet part. It was thrilling to see people who looked like me out on the 

street calling attention to themselves like Smiley. With so many Indians in England, they 

could afford to have some who acted brash.   

*** 

"Were you in your mom's closet again?" Smiley asked, leaning over my desk to 

look at my school picture. Our math teacher, Mrs. Ellison, had just passed them out to us. 

I was amazed that Smiley had figured out the sweater wasn't mine. I'd borrowed my 

mom's white work cardigan and had thought it made me look sophisticated. I'd worn it 

over a scaly-looking pink shirt I'd recently gotten from Target and I realized the 

combination did make me look somewhat like a receptionist at doctor's office. Just the 

sweater with a white tank underneath might have been okay, or the pink shirt, but not 

both together.  
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In England, my older cousin Anit would have prevented me from leaving the 

house in an outfit she didn't deem fashionable. Then, she would have opened her closet 

and found me something better to wear.  I hadn't known Anit existed before I went on 

that trip. Usually when we visited England, we just spent time with my mom's side, but 

two of three weddings had been on my dad's side, which meant I got to spend a lot of 

time with Anit. Our grandfathers were brothers. At her house, we talked about which 

football players were cutest on her poster of England's national team, painted nails, 

braided each other's hair, played popular music, and read magazines. Her mom took us 

into the city center one afternoon and let us try on eye shadow at a store, then she bought 

us ice cream cones with Flakes stuck in the side. I bought fuzzy hair ties for my mom and 

a butterfly clip for myself. We rode the bus back to her house, which was exciting 

because I'd had little experience with public transportation. The bus had blue seats and 

carpet and was so much cooler than the bus I rode to school. On other days, we watched 

Bend it Like Beckham, Never Been Kissed, Billy Elliot, and Bridget Jone's Diary. Anit let 

me borrow her Indian suits for the wedding that we attended my last week there and her 

mother let me have my pick of her perfumes. When I used the shower, Anit told me I 

could use any of her shower products.  

 One morning I woke up to her arguing with her parents that she should get to skip 

school because her school uniform was still in the wash. They let her win and we got to 

spend a great day together. We set out from her house to a park and as we cut down a hill, 

I remembered feeling utterly delighted that it was just the two of us wandering around 

without any parent supervision. I even asked her if she was sure we were allowed to be 
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out and she seemed confused and asked how things worked in America. She walked 

around her town all the time.  

 At the park, we walked through a women's locker room to get to a vending 

machine, where we both bought barbeque Walkers Crisps. On the way out, we passed the 

showers, which didn't have curtains, and there was a giant buck-naked white woman who 

was jollily washing her back with a scrub brush. She might have been whistling to herself 

too. Her brief presence just added to the feminine power of the day.  

 Anit and I sat on some swings eating the crisps. Then she decided we should go to 

a store to buy a card and chocolate bar for her aunt since it was her birthday. Again, she 

just started walking and knew the way. In the store, we read the cards together until we 

found the funniest one. As we exited, she opened up a chocolate bar she'd bought just for 

us and handed me a corner. She said nothing as she did this, let me say everything in my 

head, and in a way it was brain preparation for my return to America. When I got home, 

there'd be a corner of my mind I'd be able to visit, where a memory of belonging existed.  

Yet that corner of my mind made me even more aware of how isolated I was in 

Indiana. I hadn't seen any Indian girls at Craig. The same closeness I'd felt with Anit only 

came in flashes with Smiley, if at all.  

“Let’s go over the warm-up problems,” Mrs. Ellison said as she walked over to 

the chalkboard. Kids who drummed on their desks and talked back were quiet when she 

taught. I can't even remember her getting upset with us once. She had short brown hair, 

was pregnant with her first child, and always seemed to be smiling. Of my seventh grade 

teachers, I liked her most.  
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I let someone else explain the answer to number one. Number two was always 

harder and I liked to show Mrs. Ellison that I could do challenging work. After the 

England trip, I became obsessed with school. I reorganized my folders in my free time. 

My papers had to be in binders with glossy sheet-coverings. On the only snow day that 

school year, I stood in front of our bathroom mirror for hours, memorizing a ten-minute 

presentation while my brothers played with our white brothers. The presentation was only 

worth five percent of our grade and we were allowed to use index cards. First through 

sixth grade I had been a B/C student, but then I had started getting straight A’s. If I didn't 

have good friends, wasn't as athletic as I had hoped I'd be, and wasn't as valued by my 

family, at least I could be good at school.  

Yet no matter how much I tried in school, I wasn't as smart as my brothers, and it 

didn't seem like I was going to catch up. Out of the three levels of math, I was in the 

lowest one. Both of my brothers were in the highest. Satwant 's sixth grade history 

teacher kept one of his papers because she thought he’d be famous. She asked my mom 

what books Satwant  had read as a kid so she could read them to her kids. When Satwant  

and Mandeep had been at their advanced elementary school, and I'd been at Indian Creek, 

I hadn't compared us that much. But now that we were all in the same middle school, I 

began to realize how far behind I was. Satwant  had won six academic awards as a sixth 

grader and I won none. Mandeep was varsity on his cross-country team and one of the 

best math students in the whole grade. They were both in advanced art. Even though I 

was doing my best, I couldn't reach them.  
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At home we fought more and more—over the TV, the division of chores, the 

radio station, the last Aero bar. And I fought with my parents. My mom and dad had been 

so different in England and I thought they'd come back home and keep acting the same 

way. Instead I was still getting in trouble for not setting the table, not putting enough 

meat on the pizza I helped make for dinner, emptying the dishes from the dishwasher too 

loudly for my dad's taste, complaining about how Mandeep and Satwant  were ganging 

up on me instead of settling disputes with them, wearing a tank top instead of a t-shirt 

beneath my sweater, not being able to stay home alone instead of watching Mandeep and 

Satwant 's basketball practice, arguing that I shouldn't have to clean up the whole 

breakfast if I'd mostly made it myself, and going up to my room instead of spending more 

time with my family. The fights almost felt worse because I had seen another side of my 

parents that I'd really liked.  

In England, my mom didn't seem like my mom; she seemed like some young, 

beautiful relative. My mom glowed while with her side of the family. Her British accent 

re-strengthened. She didn't care if I stayed up late, bossed around younger cousins, ate 

too much candy, wore the same outfit every day, or spent a whole afternoon bothering 

my uncles to take me to the canal near my grandmother's house. At parties, my mom 

danced with her sisters in the center of the dance floor and didn't check up on me or my 

brothers. In England she could actually be something else besides a mom and wife 

because she had a community. We were an afterthought to her for once and I realized 

how privileged we were to have the attention of such a glamorous woman nearly every 

day while at home in America. It made me happy to see her living out the carefree 
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twenties Indian tradition hadn't allowed her. She'd sit in her pajamas on a bed with her 

sisters, sharing Cadbury orange slices, gossiping about family members. When she 

reclined, her limbs took up more space than they did at home.  

My dad also seemed younger, daring, the character of the stories he'd tell us about 

his past. He drank with male relatives, played cards, and went to pubs. My favorite day of 

the trip, or as Mandeep and I still say today, perhaps one of our favorite days of our lives, 

was with our dad.  

On that day, the weather had been warm enough to puzzle the average 

Englishman. We were almost finished with a three-mile walk from Warwick Castle to 

visit my dad's childhood home for the first time. It was me and the men: my dad, his 

younger brother, his two sons, my brothers, and a male cousin. All of us were visiting 

from America.  

 My dad had wanted to have a ton of pictures with me in the castle gardens. He 

kept sharing his fascination with me about the peacocks, tiny staircases, archer windows, 

and the war reenactments with actual cannon blasts. As we crossed over a bridge into St. 

Nicholas Park, my dad pointed out the river his younger brother, Arjun chacha, almost 

drowned in. The River Avon had been visible on top of the castle too and I thought it 

would disappear or something once we got close to it; after years of using my 

imagination, it seems too easy to see landscape of their childhood. The idle river, like 

most of what we’d seen that day, seemed so much more drawn in, as if it was created 

with a purpose, compared to our flat neighborhood and town.  
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 A block away from his house, we stopped to look at the billboard my dad and his 

friends hid behind during their sniper pea-shooting days. They'd spit frozen peas through 

straws at double-decker passengers. One time a police officer came after them for this 

and they outran him. At the end of a street, we reached my dad's tiny old house, which 

was made of faded brick and connected to the other houses. A barrier no taller than my 

knees guarded a little front walk, which was packed with flowers and shrubs.  

 When my dad was seven, his parents had sent him to Mussoorie, a fancy 

international boarding school in the Himalayas. It was a trend at the time to send first-

born sons to Indian schools. In his year there, my dad met children from around the 

world, saw wild porcupines and snakes, and got into fights. One fight left a scar on his 

cheek that he still has today. When he arrived back in England, late at night, my 

grandmother opened the door and agonized at how dark her son had become. His skin 

had been as white as milk when he left. It took him a week to adjust back to the time 

difference, and when he couldn't sleep, he wandered around the house, singing songs he'd 

learned at school about hippos.  

 The house had three bedrooms, one for him and Arjun chacha, one for their two 

sisters, and one for their parents. My dad and uncle's room was covered in pictures of 

soccer players they cut out from the newspaper. Every evening my dad would translate 

the news to his parents when he really wanted to go out and play. His mother worked as a 

cleaning lady at a hospital and his father worked sixty hours a week as a boilermaker, 

pouring melted steel into molds.  
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 "I want you guys to see our walk to school," my dad said, energy in his walk as he 

began leading us away. He didn't really look at us as he said this, as if he were fully back 

into 1960s England. I don't think he'd planned for us to visit more than his house, but 

being back where he had grown up made him want to put his whole old world back 

together.  

 We cut through Priory Park to my dad and Arjun's chacha's primary school. In the 

park, I studied the trees with low branches because my dad had probably climbed up most 

of them. Nesting was what they did back then. They’d take eggs from nests, poke holes in 

both sides, blow out the yolk, and put the eggs in a box filled with sawdust. Once a white 

kid dared my dad to climb a tall tree, claiming a nest was up there. As my dad climbed 

higher and higher, the kid started shaking the thin tree, which scared my dad, so my dad 

purposely peed on him from up above. That story was one of my favorites and at 

dinnertime, we'd have him tell it over and over.  

 In that same park, my dad and Arjun chacha would light fires and then call the 

fire station to put them out. They enjoyed how the firefighters would thank them for 

being such good citizens.  

 “This is a crater where a bomb from World War II hit,” my dad said as we moved 

into a field. "There used to be a slide that dropped off into it." The lopsided crater was 

about four feet in diameter and could probably fit about fifteen basketballs.  

 After Priory Park we crossed through a tunnel, which used to be a place my dad 

and Arjun chacha avoided because skinheads hung out there. The tunnel had a stone outer 

wall and became almost completely dark in the middle. I asked my dad about the 
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skinheads he'd referenced at home once or twice. He said, “I was like an Indian skinhead. 

You got your butt kicked or had an image.” Indians were called paki bashers or wogs, 

and you could accept the name or push back. My dad said he was always getting in fights 

because he needed to make sure his younger siblings weren't bothered at school. My 

mom says she wished she had had an older brother to protect her while she was growing 

up.   

 Finally, we reached the back of a small brick school. When I peered into the 

school's windows, I saw a cafeteria with chairs stacked on round tables. We didn't stay 

long since we were all hungry. We walked another few miles and came upon a small fish 

and chip shop. My dad said he was going in and we should wait outside since there 

wasn't room for all of us in there. About fifteen minutes later, a whiff of deep-fried 

something made us turn, and there was my dad approaching with the first part of our 

order—a small white paper cup filled with chips. Fish and chips were what my had mom 

craved when she was nine and homesick for England while visiting India for the first and 

only time. As a surprise, her grandmother made her chips as best as she could (fried in 

butter instead of oil). My mom cites that meal as one of the most memorable in her 

lifetime.  

 Each of us grabbed one chip from the paper cup, as if we were each taking a petal 

from a flower. I ate mine right away and burnt my tongue on the fluffed potato innards. 

Only one chip remained and my uncle offered it to me, as the only girl. Being singled out 

in that way felt good. And then, I felt a harmony of past, present, and future, male and 
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female, mother and father, children, cousins, parents, and grandparents, and England and 

America and India, unlike I had ever felt before. I hadn't realized my hunger.        

*** 

The warmth of the chips was gone. It was just the second week bearable enough 

for us to run outside for gym class, my last class of the day. Although the sun wasn't 

visible, we had to squint underneath a council of dense clouds. The land around our 

middle school track was flat and plain, almost proclaiming that it was boring and had no 

history to it. The trees were all of uniform height. What had gone in the woods behind the 

track? Probably nothing until the school was built.  

"Get over here you dinks!" Mr. Briggs barked at the kids wandering on to the 

track late from the gym. People said Mr. Briggs was a Vietnam War vet but no one had 

the courage to ask. He wore glasses and had a face that looked like mashed up 

cornbread—his discolored cheeks had indentions, lumps, and pockmarks. One time when 

a boy from our class kept mouthing off, Mr. Briggs grabbed a metal chair and sent it 

sliding to half court.  

 I tried sneaking over to the inside lane before Mr. Briggs set us off on our weekly 

timed mile. A good starting position might give me a personal record. Smiley stopped me 

though and told me to stand with her in the fifth lane. She didn't even try to run. She only 

walked three laps each week and passed it off as four.  

“Why do you always run four laps? Just do three laps with us,” Smiley told me.  

All of our gym uniforms would be reused next year by someone else. Despite Mr. 

Briggs’s clear instructions, Smiley had written her name in permanent marker. She had 
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rolled the unisex cotton drawstring gym shorts until they were nearly hiked up her butt. 

I’d rolled mine a couple times too because it felt liberating to show more leg.  

 “He’ll notice my time dropped by a couple minutes,” I replied. Track practice 

was right after gym. The team didn't cut, but only a third got to run at away meets. 

Mandeep and Satwant  always got to run at the away meets. My mom would make me go 

to the meets anyway and watch them from the stands. She thought I should still be able to 

run if she was driving me to the meet, but I was too embarrassed to mention this to my 

coach. I didn't want to run at away meets if they didn't think I was qualified. At least in 

regular gym class, I was one of the faster runners.  

“Tell him a different time,” Smiley said, starring me down.  

Mr. Briggs raised his arm and swung it down and I ran away from Smiley. I was 

barely average on the track team, but enjoyed running nonetheless. The coaches put me in 

the 800 because they could fit the most people in that event.  

Soon, I finished the first lap. Ahead of me were guys from the track team and I 

knew they were going to beat me, but I also knew my time could improve if I tried to 

keep their pace. Behind us were all of the girls from class and a pack of guys who were 

chatting up the girls. The class was full of students who really wanted to get a good time 

and those who were more interested in socializing. Few tried to run if they knew they 

were bad at it. They knew they'd get teased. One was the best sprinter on the track team 

and it was breathtaking to watch him run. The previous week in gym class, Mr. Briggs 

timed us at the 100-meter dash. Tray ran so fast that his white shirt ballooned behind him. 

Mr. Briggs let him have a do-over. To our delight, Tray stretched the back of his shirt and 
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then knotted it tight. In a rare occasion of unity, our whole class cheered for him as he 

sprinted and we reveled in his athleticism—his slight form, elbows digging out, and heel 

toe heel toe heel toe hitting the track so deftly.  

There'd been another sprinter even faster than him last year, an eighth grader 

named Jason. Once, on the way to the gym, Jason stopped me near the vending machines. 

It was a little after 9/11 and I was in sixth grade. He had been walking with a friend and 

laughing as they looked back in my direction. Jason turned to talk to me as his friend 

continued to the boys' locker room. 

"I feel like you should know something," Jason began as I smiled, eager to finally 

be spoken to by such a great athlete. And an eighth grader. 

"I don't believe it," he continued, "but people are saying you're Osama bin Laden's 

daughter." His tone was so friendly and conspiratorial that I had to have him repeat what 

he said. When he left, I couldn't help but still feel some excitement that he'd approached 

me.  

 We got extra attention in England too. An American tragedy had occurred and it 

meant I was more relevant than usual.  

 "So were you injured at all during 9/11?" my cousin Harminder asked one 

afternoon. His two brothers had leaned in, curious. They'd probably wanted to ask this 

question since we'd arrived at their house a few days earlier. The boys were all about our 

age. Satwant , Mandeep and I were playing video games with them while their parents 

were at work. Just like with Anit, we hadn't really hung out with these cousins much 

before.  
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 "Yeah, did any of your friends get stuck in the towers?" Harminder's brother 

asked. His tone was gentle, as if his question might bring back tough memories, when all 

my brothers and I had done on the morning of 9/11 was take standardized tests at school.   

 "Indiana is miles from New York," I explained. "Think of it as how far France is 

from you."  

 They nodded, but I could tell they didn't believe me. Indiana never came up in 

their news programs, and it certainly wasn't featured in popular movies. To them, 

America was New York, Florida, and California.  

 "What about the debris when the towers fell?" " Harminder asked, his eyebrows 

furrowed. "Did any of it land on your house or in your back garden?"  

 Satwant  paused the video game, stood up and drew an imaginary map of America 

in the air, and pointed to where New York and Indiana were. This calmed them down. 

The calm ended when our cousins claimed America invented pizza.  

*** 

After the second lap, I was still a few strides behind some of the boys. The boys at 

the front of the pack were now over two hundred meters away. As I passed Smiley, she 

yelled something about slowing down, but I accelerated so she couldn't say anything 

more. I could pretend I didn't hear her if I was going fast. In other weeks when I'd pass 

her, she'd try to get my attention by walking backwards or skipping next to me for a little 

while, and I'd laugh for her sake, or even slow down for a few paces to talk, even though 

I just wanted to focus on running and the distraction was annoying me.   
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In England, I hadn't gone on any runs, but I had played in a giant family soccer 

game one afternoon at a small empty park in Leamington. There were about twenty of us 

and all were male except for me. I don't recall meeting a single aunt or female cousin in 

England who played sports for fun. They hadn't been encouraged in that way and it made 

me appreciate how my parents had raised me.  

 Two older men agreed to be captains. Everyone got into a huge circle to help with 

the process. The circle got smaller and smaller and then both of my brothers got drafted 

and then most of my English cousins. I could sense their relief of being chosen. Soon it 

was just me, a five-year-old, and a six-year-old. I waited, expectantly. Although I had 

only played organized soccer for one season back in third grade, I had run track and 

cross-country the previous school year and knew how to move around a field. Surely, 

they'd be able to understand I was more athletic than two children who came up to my 

hip. The six-year-old was picked. Then the five-year-old.  

 The men began to discuss the goal widths as if I wasn't there. I tried to catch 

Mandeep and Satwant 's eye and but they ignored me. I realized I might be embarrassing 

them by being at the park in the first place. I was supposed to be back in one of the 

houses, talking about bracelets or something with a bunch of women. Something like this 

hadn't happened at home before.  

 I ended up watching the game from the playground. At one point, Harminder 

visited me. Hanging upside down, and missing America, I told him, “When I get married, 

I’m going to wear jeans and everyone will eat fried chicken. At the reception, we're going 

to listen to Jewel.”  
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 The tough part about the England trip was, that despite the good memories, I 

couldn't adhere to England in the same way I had on other trips. I'd gone when I was two, 

eight, and ten, and on those trips, my aunts and uncles had taken me on little excursions 

around England, and I'd played games with my little cousins. If I did something wrong, 

like jump up and down on a made bed at my grandmother's house, throw up from road 

sickness, or spend thirty minutes looking for snail shells instead of staying inside to talk 

to relatives that had driven over an hour to spend time with "the Yankees," it had been 

fine. England had been an upgrade from America in the past. I could visit England 

knowing each day would be far more fun than any day I'd had in Indiana. There were 

presents, relatives who thought I was adorable, and no one expected much of me. But this 

time around, I began to realize England, just like Indiana, could make me feel like an 

outcast. Even in England, I could feel isolation as a girl. England was even larger and 

more confusing than Indiana.  

*** 

As I came around the turn into the last 100 meters of the third lap, I began to 

wonder why I shouldn't just stop a lap early. For every school run I'd done since 

kindergarten, I'd run the whole thing. In kindergarten, our teacher had taken us out to the 

track to run one lap and I'd gotten first in the whole class. In elementary school, I'd been 

the fastest female runner in most of my classes. Sure, I was the fastest girl in gym class, 

but that was mostly because none of the girls ran each week. I'd gotten first enough times 

and it still didn't change the fact that I wasn't even above average on the track team. Also, 

I'd never considered lying about laps. I wanted to explore that side of me. What did it 
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mean to be a bad kid? Sticking to the rules all the time and trying my best didn't seem to 

have many benefits. I was and probably always would be dumber than my brothers, it 

didn't seem like I was making much of a difference in people's lives by trying to help 

them, and I didn't fit in America and or even in England anymore.  

As I approached the finish line, I lapped a group of students. Even though they 

were walking, they still took up the inside lanes, so I had to dodge around them. Smiley 

was far away, somewhere on the opposite side of the track. At the finish line, I stepped 

off into the grass. My body felt antsy, because for countless times in the past, it expected 

the difficulty of the last lap. I still had so much energy. I tried to ignore these 

observations as I searched for the health teacher who was keeping time. She sang off 

mine and I could tell she didn't suspect anything. The boys in my class might wonder 

about the time though, and I decided I'd tell them I'd pulled a muscle and stopped early. 

The health teacher knew I ran each week and had a general idea of where I finished in the 

group, so dropping over a minute and a half from my time probably didn't trouble her. As 

I left the track, I realized that even though I'd only run three laps, my time still wasn't as 

good as Mandeep or Satwant 's mile time.  

I went back into the gym to tell Mr. Briggs my fake time and he began writing it 

on his clipboard. One time we ran into Mr. Briggs at the grocery store near our house. He 

was exiting the produce section at the part where you are supposed to enter.  

Finding my name on his list, he asked me to repeat my time. My previous times 

were listed in a column. "Wow you really improved!" he said. His enthusiasm made me 

feel terrible.    
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“I only ran three laps,” I found myself saying.  

Mr. Briggs peered down at me and I felt a strange sharpness as if his gaze was 

slicing me open. How long had it been since someone actually noticed me for me? Then 

Mr. Briggs looked hurt in a way I hadn't seen before. He usually didn't pay attention to 

me because he didn't have to. I was one of the few kids in the gym class that cared about 

all of his exercises. I tried to laugh and pretend I was proud of what I’d done.  

“You’re too good for that. Don’t listen to those girls. You're not that kind of girl,” 

Mr. Briggs told me in a low voice.   

I'd spent so long feeling intimidated by Mr. Briggs, and I had just told him 

something I had done wrong, and he was not punishing me, he was helping me. But what 

kind of girl was I though? Maybe after exploring the contradictions in Indiana and 

England, I had expanded my life and my understanding of who I was. Cheating wasn't the 

way to liberation. Lying about my time meant I wasn't being true to myself. I wanted to 

break the rules, but becoming myself didn't mean breaking rules I believed in, like 

running the whole distance. I'd always respected running as a sport because you got 

exactly what you put in. You knew where you stood with running.  

Breaking the rules could be good for me, but not when it came to track. Perhaps 

now I could become even more grounded in myself. My understanding of Indian and 

American cultural expectations could be melded together in my very own formula. What 

other girls in my middle school could do that? That sort of individuality was beautiful. 

And now, with Mr. Briggs's help, I understood I was the kind of girl who may not be 

great at running, but the kind who tried hard at the mile every week. That was a start.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 It felt as though we were in an empty eye socket. We were eighty miles south of 

our Indianapolis homes on a summer afternoon on a YMCA day camp field trip at at 

Bluespring Caverns Park, standing in a sinkhole. Lush plants surrounded us, and the sky 

seemed far off, as if it had forgotten about the world and decided to take a break from 

stretching itself so far and wide. If you had looked down on us, we would have all 

seemed equally trapped.   

 The counselors had split our group in two. Mandeep was sitting a ten-minute walk 

away at picnic tables with the other twelve campers, while I was with the half that was on 

the tour. We were thirteen and it was the summer after seventh grade. Mandeep was math 

and science, left-handed; I was English and art, right-handed. We didn't talk to each other 

much at home or around others. He hung out with over-achievers. I hung out with under-

achievers. Ordinarily, being on my own wouldn't have bothered me, but he and I were the 

only non-white campers and all the kids were in the same school system except the two 

of us. These kids were more attractive and richer than the kids at Craig. In the first few 

days of camp, when I felt left out, I'd ask people random questions and write them down 

in a notebook. This only made everyone nervous around me.  

 Mandeep and I used to go to the Y near our house, but a brand new one with a 

larger selection of camps was built in Fishers, a nicer side of town. Our mom considered 
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the old one "too dingy" so my parents took turns getting up early to make the longer drive 

for us—a small representation of the way each generation in our family has made 

sacrifices for the next generation as they moved from continent to continent.    

 "Are we going to see any bats?" asked Dan, the oldest and tallest boy, who would 

be a freshman in high school next year. Dan did reckless flips at the pool; he'd leave the 

diving board while seated in a plastic chair, jump into jungles of foam noodles, or stiffly 

angle himself into double somersaults. His skin was so tan and beautiful. Boys just didn't 

have that sort of skin tone at Craig.  

 The guide, a young man who probably grew up in the area, said we would see 

some bats, and then launched into recounting the cave's origins. In 1940, George 

Colglazier noticed his pond had disappeared overnight in a heavy rain. It had become a 

sinkhole and entrance to the Bluespring Caverns. Over the course of a million years, pond 

water had been seeping down through surface soil, reaching the limestone beneath it. The 

water slowly dissolved small parts of the rock, creating fissures and then cavities. 

Eventually, the surface level gave way and the pond vanished into the longest known 

subterranean river in the United States.  

 The cave system had been discovered in the 1800s, and there used to be an 

entrance by a spring. However, a dam completed in 1913 on the White River closed it 

off. Colglazier's children, especially his three boys, were thrilled about the entrance on 

their property and word spread. The Colglazier children got the ultimate childhood gift, 

an entrance to a magical world of history. The family began welcoming visitors from all 

around the world to see the caves.  
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 The guide asked us to follow him further down the incline and pointed out a small 

brown bat clinging to the concrete ceiling. Dan and his friends announced their 

disappointment in the creature. It seemed docile—a mouse with wings taking a nap.  

 On our descent into the earth, a railing was available yet no one reached out. At 

the bottom was a semi-rusty deck at the opening of a cave. The dank air smelled of stale 

blankets, but the coolness was a relief from the sun. In the water was a metal boat, which 

resembled an elongated and wider version of the pan my mom used to occasionally make 

banana bread, one of the American desserts she liked. She preferred to make us British 

desserts that she got to have at school when she was younger: custard, scones, and bread 

and butter pudding. A guide helped us step into the boat. Dan was first and he caused 

waves to slop on to the deck. Next was Lauren, then several others. Lauren was the 

prettiest girl in the group.  

 Earlier, while the other group had been on the tour, and we were at the picnic 

tables, restless after finishing our lunch, Dan had grabbed Lauren's waist. She had let out 

an effortless shriek as she kicked her legs at him, her hair lightly swishing with sunrays in 

a way mine refused. My thick black hair took in all the sun and let none out.  

 "Why don't you wear some of those lace-up shorts that girl wore last year," Dan 

had jeered as she broke away from him.  

While getting ready a day before, my mom made me change out of my track 

uniform shorts into a longer blue pair, even though we were running late. She thought the 

track shorts were inappropriate. I wore the same longer blue shorts to a family party 

months later and my grandmother told me to change into pants because she thought those 
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shorts were too short. Though my clothing guidelines were different from nearly every 

girl I went to school with, I was reminded that my mother and her mother had dealt with 

even worse rules in her time. All three of us were brought up to believe that the mere 

touch of a man spelled doom.  

 At the picnic tables, Lauren had escaped from Dan and done a cartwheel. As she 

was suspended in the air, I had held my breath. It was if we were with her in mid-spin, 

seeing the flat ground below us and the elusive sky above. Lauren wore an extremely 

bright, extremely tight, pink tank top and short shorts. The boundaries of the universe had 

been exposed: they were the edges of Lauren's shorts. Her stomach appeared in a smooth 

arc of baby softness. She had landed laughing. Shattering the air.   

 Trying to maintain balance on the shifting boat as I got in, my legs felt as 

apprehensive as they did after getting off a trampoline or bounce house. An obese boy 

named Travis was seated in front of me and Blake was settled in behind me. Concerns 

about the boat sinking and if this many people were supposed to be on it were 

unabashedly voiced.  

 Blake was a disabled kid with nearly translucent skin. He was so little that he 

looked at least five years younger than we did. He never talked. I think one of the 

counselors said he had Fetal Alcohol Syndrome. Since we were in middle school or on 

the way into high school, we proudly considered ourselves to be mature enough to not 

tease him; no one was mean to Blake, but no one sat next to him either. 

 The guide instructed us to put our hands on the shoulders of the person in front of 

us for safety. I wished Dan was in front of me, but it was as if Lauren and Dan knew we'd 
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have permission to touch each other today. If we went to a movie, were paired up for 

square dancing, had to practice trust falls or needed to learn mouth-to-mouth 

resuscitation, they'd somehow end up with each other. I considered explaining the 

directions to Blake, unsure of how much assistance he needed, but then I felt his bony 

hands hit my shoulder blades. When he sneezed into my hair, I didn't say, "Bless you"—

as a non-Christian, saying it always made me feel uncomfortable, traitorous—I just 

stayed quiet.  

 Gliding into the cave on ONE OF THE MOST UNIQUE TOURS IN AMERICA, 

the guide's light at the front of the boat was bright enough that the water's movements and 

our shadows were illuminated on the textured surfaces. We were on a mile journey 

through the long sinuous passages to the heart of the natural world. A skin of moisture 

glistened on the walls.  

 The guide, a regular occupant of this underworld, said, "Let's be honest, everyone 

wants to touch something when they're in a cave, but don't do it. Touching a stalagmite or 

stalagmite can kill it. The oils from your fingers will disrupt the mineral buildup in a 

permanent way." 

 I could see why he'd tell kids like us a statement like that early on the tour. I didn't 

need to read the other campers' minds to know they'd already considered running their 

hands on the cave walls.  

 "Ew, something dripped on my head," said Lauren. 

 "They call that a cave kiss. It's just moisture from the caves," explained the guide.    
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 After showing us some formation that resembled an elephant and one that 

resembled a pterodactyl, he started talking about the "amblyopsis spelea," native blind 

fish—fish without eyes, fish that can only sense through vibrations—swimming beneath 

us, and it bothered me that some creatures will adapt to any environment. Losing eyesight 

to continue living in darkness seemed to go against what I knew of evolution. The fish 

had been living in Bluespring for thousands of years and could live as long as people. 

Their main diet consisted of small blind crustaceans called isopods, which live in the 

water. The teal water had a depth that seemed luminous yet I couldn't see below the 

surface no matter how hard I gazed into it.  

 "Now I'm going to turn off the light for something we call 'total darkness,'" the 

guide announced. "The darkness is so absolute that you would go blind if you stayed in 

here for more than a week."  

 The darkness seemed to whisper under my eyelids, gently blotting away summer. 

It was not the stillness of peace. I felt nervous to breathe too hard. Suddenly I felt hands 

from the darkness run up and down my sides. They could only be Blake's. His fingers 

moved across my breasts. I couldn't turn to look at him to see if he had done this on 

accident. Someone touching me in that way could only have been a mistake. Surely 

disabled kids didn't have those sorts of interests. Then Blake did it again. His hands went 

up and down my chest, fingertips catching on the soft material of my powder blue shirt. I 

didn't want to take my hands off Travis's shoulders for fear of losing balance. Any 

aggressive movement could tip the boat. The guide had said that the water was fifty-four 
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degrees and if you fell in, you'd be dead in under thirty-five minutes. We were 100 feet 

below the ground's surface. 

 For someone so bony, I had developed breasts early. My breasts seemed to 

dismay my mother, like my growing into a woman was an insult to our family's 

sensibilities. My mother had probably forced me to dress so modestly to avoid attention. 

She had never acknowledged why it was so important to cover up, as if I wasn't grown up 

enough to understand. 

 Blake grabbed my chest and left his hands there. My slender growing body—with 

its creaky joints and skin color deep enough for my brothers to scratch tic-tac-toe boards 

on my legs during long car trips until my legs looked as if they had jail bars strewn about 

them—was once more, a problem.  

    I squeezed the tensed inner parts of my arms, arms that used to throw a football 

further than many boys, on Blake's bent wrists, but it didn't faze him. Blake drummed his 

fingers down me and up again like a shiver. Like my ribs were piano keys. I felt repulsed 

and confused at what he was getting from touching me. Such intimacy with someone who 

hadn't spoken to me before.  

 Only the week before, when I was in a different Y camp, Ross, a boy my age, 

who had buttery rich kid pudge, had pushed me into the shallow end of the indoor pool. I 

thought he was being playful, so I'd push him back. Then Ross lifted me up and tossed 

me sideways, and I struggled to stand, catching my breath and blinking away water but 

he grabbed me before I could catch my breath. As he tossed me sideways, he groped 

me—me, the only girl my age in a one-piece: a dark blue, snake-skinned pattered Nike 
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one-piece that came up to my neck. The other kids around us, splashes, and the Disney 

station's music, had detracted from my protests and where his hands were. I didn't 

understand what I had done to him or why he picked me. I certainly wasn't anyone's first-

choice crush; he didn't seem nervous around me. His actions were motivated by 

something new.    

 A day prior to the pool incident, I had been chasing Ross in capture-the-flag and 

he started to weave in front of me, grinning while glancing back. Even though I didn't 

play outside with my brothers and white brothers as I had when I was younger, my 

competitive spirit still emerged on occasion. I accelerated, my shoes edging into the 

sweet mud. Then Ross stopped next to some tall grass, turned to face me, and said, "You 

jiggle."  

 My face had felt as if all the blood had been pushed to the last layer of skin. It was 

a new brand of teasing that I could not dispute. My breasts seemed so obscene all of a 

sudden and I wished I was wearing something even baggier. Though Ross had stopped, 

tagging him—or any boy—lost its allure.   

 I didn’t tell Mandeep about any of this—it never really occurred to me—but I did 

tell my mom about Ross and she contacted the Y. She was more about action than talking 

to me about what happened, but I knew she cared. The afternoon after the pool incident 

with Ross, a counselor handed me an envelope and inside was a penciled two-sentence 

apology note on unlined Y stationary paper from Ross. The sentences were formulaic, 

about how he was sorry he made me uncomfortable and that he would be nicer in the 
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future. It was as if he'd sat in the director's office wondering what to say and the staff 

gave up and just told him what to write. 

*** 

 With the lights still out, the guide said he was going to slam a seat cushion down 

on the boat so we could hear the echo. The slam felt sinister and the echo lasted twenty-

five seconds. I counted to distract myself from Blake's hands.  

 "You guys can talk now if you want. Should I turn the light back on or do you 

want me to steer us in the dark for a little bit?" he asked.  

 "No, let's finish in the dark!" someone said and everyone seemed to agree. They 

spoke cautiously at first, then too loudly, as if to see if everything still worked.   

 "What's Bedford known for?" asked the guide as he steered us back through the 

way we'd came.  

 "Limestone!" shouted someone ahead of me. 

 "That's right, it's the limestone capital of the world. By 1920, 80% of limestone 

buildings in the US were done with Indiana stone. That includes buildings such as the 

Biltmore, Empire State Building, Pentagon, and the DC monuments." 

 I wanted to listen, but the information wasn't critical to me. The conversation in 

the boat gave me a chance to speak without calling too much attention to myself. "Stop it. 

I don't like that," I told Blake. I twisted my head back. I felt his hands move up to my 

shoulders. Blake said nothing. Whether it was because he didn't want to or couldn't, I 

didn't know. A couple of minutes later, his hands fluttered on my breasts again.   

 "No, stop it," I repeated.    
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 Travis half turned, my hands following his swiveled shoulders. "What are you 

talking about?" he asked.   

 "Nothing," I replied. Blake continued to rub his hands on me.  

 Though the cave was not constricted the way throats are, nor the same colors or 

surface material, I felt like we were inside of one. Moments seemed to move backward in 

time, as if the world had stopped spinning the right direction—or stopped spinning at all.      

 When we were helped out of the boat, out of the dark continent, a shimmer of 

black dots accumulated before my eyes. We reentered the warm, thick, and heavy air. 

The smell of the caves would linger deep in my hair roots even after I used handfuls of 

shampoo later.  

*** 

 Now, years later, it’s impossible for me to remember Blake’s face. I don’t know if 

Blake had leg braces. Were his eyes halfway shut most of the time? Did he wear light 

blue a lot or was that someone else? Did he frequently slobber or do I just want to 

remember him that way? I never looked at him long enough to really consider him before 

that day and I purposefully didn’t look at him later. 

 On the way back from the caves, Lauren and Dan were way at the front of the 

pack.  

There were no animals I hadn't heard or seen before—just squirrels and birds. No wind 

worked its way through the treetops. As we got closer to the picnic tables, I decided then 

I wouldn’t tell Mandeep about what happened. Having developed so much sooner than 

him, and since our parents treated me more harshly than him, I didn't want to connect 
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with him and hadn't wanted to in awhile. I didn't hate him for being the boy twin and 

getting more privilege, but I understood he wasn't much of a resource for me. At home, I 

was usually causing drama of some sort because of the rules imposed on me, and I think 

he valued peace. When we got back to the group, I avoided eye contact with him. He 

seemed so innocent, with his smooth skin and big eyes, sitting at the table with the other 

kids. I don't think it would have helped me to have told him what had happened because I 

didn't even want to think about it or understand it. I didn't know how even if I had 

wanted.  

 Later, I'd learn that this was the first summer he realized a girl like him. While 

waiting for our parents each day after camp, he would play basketball in the Y gym. A 

girl would always try to talk to him and he would listen briefly and then try to get back to 

the game. Our worlds felt so separate then, that saying we were twins felt inaccurate.  

 I wouldn’t tell my mom about what happened either. I’d just ask her to put me 

back in another YMCA camp. What happened in the caves was going to sit far back in 

my mind.  

In fact, I did such a good job burying the memory that I didn’t really remember it 

until I was a twenty-one years old—a senior in college. That semester, and two before it, 

I had been writing about my past and I must have shaken the memory loose. I was alone 

in a computer lab printing out some academic articles and the caves incident seemed to 

drop down directly on top of my head. Emotions I didn't allow myself to feel years ago 

overcame me. I had to sit. I saw a metal boat on water and kids in it. However, they 

seemed far away and their faces were peach smudges. It was as if I was watching from 
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hundreds of feet overhead, as if the caves had cracked open below. This opening almost 

created a spotlight on the boat and the water reflected light back up at me.  

*** 

 Back on the bus, the counselors announced that we'd be visiting Buckner's Caves, 

but we wouldn't be there long. When we arrived, there weren't any staff members to 

provide guidance. The counselors had to study some signs to understand that we had to 

follow an unkempt trail down a steep hill. While they were deciding if we should even 

go, Dan hurried down the trail and several of us followed. My excitement of being right 

behind him overpowered my fear that we shouldn't be on the trail. If we all tumbled into 

each other, I'd be close to Dan. Also, the burst of energy distracted me from thinking 

about what had happened at Bluespring. If I felt happy and concentrated on familiar 

things, like my crush on Dan, then maybe what happened to me wouldn't matter. I could 

pretend I was like the other kids.   

 When we got to the bottom of the hill, I realized there were only four of us: Dan, 

his friend, another girl, and me. I couldn't hear anyone else on the trail and I wondered if 

they'd even followed us. The cave opening was about our height and I thought about the 

wild animals that might occupy the space. Was this even the cave that we were supposed 

to enter? The boys walked in anyway and we followed. About thirty steps in, we couldn't 

see anything in front of us. Within a matter of minutes, the boys dusted us, but the other 

girl and I could still hear their footsteps. As we continued, blindly bumping into surfaces, 

the space was getting tighter and tighter and I felt myself growing warm with sweat.  

 "Turn left! You have to belly crawl!" Dan yelled. "It's great."   
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 The girl passed me to join them, but I stopped. We weren't too far from the 

entrance. I could still go back. My crush on Dan and desire to be cool wasn't as 

bottomless as I'd originally imagined. Before Bluespring Caverns, I would have gone 

after the group, but now, I just worried about them. They didn't know what was out there. 

Ahead of me was darkness. Behind me was darkness. Behind that darkness, light.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 On Valentine's Day in eighth grade, Mandeep and I received large red envelopes 

in the mail. They were on the kitchen table when we got home from school.  

 "Alright twins, open them together," my mom said, standing between us with a 

hand on our shoulders. I tore open my envelope and pulled out a cream folder. Inside on a 

small slip of paper decorated with balloons was the word I'd been hoping for: 

"Congratulations." 

  Mandeep and I high-fived each other and started jumping up and down. We had 

just gotten into Park Tudor, one of the best high schools in the state. Some of the alums 

were Ruth Lilly, great granddaughter of Mason Pharma, Bernard Vonnegut, brother of 

Kurt Vonnegut, Thomas Binford, Neil Funk, Ed Carpenter, Anne Hendricks Bass, Tim 

Durham, and Jake Lloyd, the child actor who played Anakin Skywalker in Star Wars: 

Episode 1. Among its student body and donors were the names of some of the most 

powerful names in the city: members of the Simon, Irsay, Clowes, Pulliams, Hullman-

George, and Hilberts families. Park Tudor had been around since 1902 and one of the 

school's first visitors was Theodore Roosevelt. 

 Only 400 students went there. The tuition was almost as high as Indiana 

University's. There were lecture halls with sliding chalkboards, teachers with masters and 

PhD degrees, and 98% of students attended one of their top three colleges of choice. Park 
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Tudor was the first school in the state to upgrade to a turf football field. They had a gated 

entrance. Ten to fifteen percent of each entering class was racially diverse. Mandeep and 

I had taken an entrance exam, submitted writing samples, interviewed with the Director 

of Admissions, and filled out an application. Satwant  had gotten in the year before and 

we were going to follow him.  

 A few months earlier, I got to spend a day at Park Tudor, shadowing a freshman.. 

My mom bought me a new sweater and put my hair into a stylish up do. Students had to 

follow a dress code: no jeans or t-shirts, but khakis, corduroys, and collared shirts. Even 

in the morning classes, the teachers seemed to be happy and the students made jokes with 

them. The hallways had art projects that hadn't been vandalized. The girl I shadowed was 

tall and blonde and her dad used to be a quarterback for the Colts. When I sat at her lunch 

table, I realized I was sitting with the pretty girls for the first time. The cafeteria tables 

were round and wooden, we got to eat off of actual plates, and my chicken sandwich was 

restaurant-quality. I was "Satwant 's little sister" and everyone wanted to stop and talk to 

me. The next day when I went back to Craig, I tried speaking more in classes but stopped 

by third period because no one else had changed like I had. Now, I was going to Park 

Tudor in six months.   

  My mom hugged each of us tightly and told us how proud she was. We started 

flipping through the forms in our folders and suddenly Mandeep yelled. He got a partial 

scholarship. Not as much as Satwant 's half-tuition scholarship, but something that would 

help the family. As my mom read it, she put her arm around him. Later, my mom would 

call and persuade the school to give me one too.   
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 When I wrote my application essay for the Freshmen Merit Scholarship, my mom 

had me write, "I have been on High Honor Roll since seventh grade. This is a major 

academic accomplishment for me, because it took unwavering determination to realize 

my goal. Remember, I live in the shadows of my high achieving brothers!"  

 I didn't think much about the line at the time. It was true that my brothers were 

better students than me. My mom meant well by the line. She and I were sitting at the 

computer together when she thought of it and I remember that she got excited at how the 

admissions people would appreciate the humor. At first, she put a smiley face at the end 

of the sentence, but then took it out. 

 None of my middle school friends went on to a private high school. Maybe 

Mandeep had a few friends who switched out of the public school system, but most of the 

kids in our year went on to the massive high school down the road from us. Park Tudor 

was about twenty-five minutes away and located in an art district called Broad Ripple. 

We'd also applied and gotten into Cathedral, a Catholic school that was only fifteen 

minutes away. Before Valentine's Day, I had told my mom I should go to Cathedral 

because I was too dumb for Park Tudor. If they took students like Satwant , how would I 

be able to succeed? She'd convinced me when she said, "If you go to Park Tudor, 

colleges will be knocking on your door." 

 By the end of eighth grade, I did feel I was becoming smart enough for Park 

Tudor. I was awarded the April Impression award and Team Girl award. The Impression 

award was given to a sixth, seventh, and eighth grader each month, based on their 

academic performance. The guidance counselors wrote a little profile about the winner 
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and posted it on a bulletin board in a busy hallway. The student was recommended by 

their teachers. Satwant  had already won one, but it still felt great to be recognized.  

 The Team Girl award was something I'd been hoping to win ever since I saw 

Satwant  win Team Boy four years earlier. At Craig, each grade was divided into three 

teams and each team had their own English, math, science, history, and gym teacher. 

Your team's teachers nominated you for this award, and it was based on a school year's 

worth of accomplishments.  

 While I'd been obsessed with school in seventh grade, I was even crazier about 

school in eighth grade. Smiley and I didn't spend as much time together our last year in 

middle school together after she started dating a police officer's son. I threw myself into 

class projects, volunteering, reading, leading study groups, and writing cards for my 

peers. And it paid off. I received a big trophy with my name engraved on it. Mandeep 

didn't end up winning Team Boy any of the years we were at Craig. I was beginning to 

catch up to my brothers. Maybe at Park Tudor I'd be able to pass them.  

*** 

 Then I was in a Park Tudor English class, and I received a C on my first paper I'd 

written in high school. I was sitting in the same small and bright English classroom I'd 

taken my entrance exam in and shadowed in.  

 I'd asked Mrs. Kennedy how everyone had done on our Sun Also Rises papers. I 

couldn't wait to get my first A. Mrs. Kennedy had probably never seen such good 

interpretation, such a strong argument, I was sure.    
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 "There were seven A's, five B's, and one C," Mrs. Kennedy had replied. She's was 

an easy grader, according to Satwant . Mrs. Kennedy had moved around the room, 

returning the papers individually, smiling as she handed them to us. She had graying hair, 

glasses, and was in excellent shape because she liked to bike for an hour each day while 

reading. Though she was in her forties, she was a free spirit and always seemed one look 

out the window away from drifting away into some happy daydream. I'd begun thinking 

she'd be my new favorite teacher and that I'd visit her all the time as I had with my 

favorite teachers in eighth grade. After she handed me my paper, I flipped it open and 

studied the top corner, which was covered in even lines of pink handwriting, making a 

pink triangle. Under the nice snug writing was a C.   

 I was the dumbest person in the room. Around me, as in most classes, were 

stunning creatures. It was as if all their mothers did when they were pregnant was eat 

fruit, sit in the sun, and correspond with beauty gods. I had a crush on what felt like every 

boy in the school. At Craig, I'd been impressed by boys who perhaps had a great jump 

shot or helped me with a science question or got high honor roll. At Park Tudor, it 

seemed every boy was athletic and smart and travelled to Europe over school breaks.  

 In my short time around my peers, I'd learned a lot about fashion brands. One girl 

had a bag with what looked like to me, "OC" on it, possibly for the TV show, and I asked 

her if she watched the show even though I didn't. I knew people liked it and I wanted to 

seem cool. She blinked at me and sauntered off and I later figured out that the logo on her 

bag was two interlocking C's for Coco Chanel. A girl in my math class, who seemed to 

have a new watch every day, asked me if the picture of a house on my binder was our 



79 

 

family's summer home. It was a picture I had cut out from a high-end travel magazine. 

Why did the students get to be beautiful and rich and smart?  

 When I left Craig, I'd filled five diaries, and 200 sheets of loose-leaf paper I'd 

written on in between purchasing diaries. I suddenly felt embarrassed about all the 

writing I'd done. Despite the hours I'd put into writing, I wasn't even a good writer. My 

diaries didn't matter if I couldn't do well in class. I began to wonder if I'd gotten A's in 

middle school English because I'd been a caring student, not because I actually knew 

what I was doing. Satwant  didn't write nearly as much as me, but had done well in Mrs. 

Kennedy's class and he'd won a prestigious writing contest the year prior. How was I a C 

student in my favorite subject? It was then I decided to stop writing for fun. The bell rang 

and the students left ahead of me and I watched them, wondering what they had that I 

lacked.  

*** 

 When I think of my freshman year at Park Tudor, I mainly think of running loops 

around campus during the colder months. Mandeep decided to join the basketball team, 

so Satwant  and I had to stay late after school too so Satwant  could drive us all home at 

the same time. Satwant  would usually just to the library to do homework and hang out 

with his friends, but I'd go for solitary runs. I'd leave the athletic building, curve around 

the baseball and soccer fields, continue towards the lower school campus, go through the 

woods, cross a stream, curve down to the tennis courts, and then stretch in the athletic 

building parking lot. During the day, Park Tudor was a place that made me feel 

inadequate. When we had in-class essay exams in English, I couldn't finish in time 
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because I wasn't able to type fast enough. Mandeep was in one of the highest levels of 

math for a freshmen  and I was in the lowest. Students had taken to calling him Godvir 

and some would call him for homework help. The pretty girls I sat with the day I 

shadowed didn't really talk to me. They weren't mean, but I just wasn't one of them. In 

Western Civilization and Biology, I talked too much and tried to answer every question. 

I'd made a few friends on the volleyball team, but they began to fade once they saw how I 

was in class. The two-mile loop I took around the campus made me feel as if I was doing 

some voodoo ritual, where if I circled something enough times, I'd break a curse. I was 

trying to make Park Tudor mine, but I only felt strong when I was on the very edges of 

campus, near the iron fence perimeter, jogging, and away from everyone.  

 The only course that I felt I was thriving in was photography. During second 

semester, I persuaded my mom to let me take black and white photography even though it 

meant she'd have to buy extra supplies for me. The teacher, Mrs. Iver, a bubbly woman 

who knew how to get us excited about our work, let me borrow a camera. Photography 

became the highlight of my day and I'd come back from lunch early to spend extra time 

in the dark room., perfecting my pictures. I enjoyed Mrs. Iver's lectures because it was 

easy for me to identify the strengths of a photograph. For the longest time, I'd enjoyed 

studying pictures in travel magazines and especially the portraits of celebrities in Vanity 

Fair. Three walls in my room were covered with pictures I'd cut out from magazines.  

 Mrs. Iver seemed to get most excited about my work each week. On the first unit, 

she didn't give us many directions, and was impressed with my picture of my childhood 

rocking chair because it looked as if it were floating, and a picture I took of a wine glass 
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because I thought to put food dye in the water and catch the dye's diffusion. Some of my 

best pictures were taken after my runs after school. One was of my running shoe at the 

track starting line at eye level. Another was of a leaf I stuck into a fence by the tennis 

courts. There weren't many people outside afterschool during those winter months, and I 

could take as long as I wanted to arrange just the right picture. In the classroom, I liked 

strategizing with Mrs. Iver about which pictures had the best potential, then controlling 

the focus, intensity and duration of light, processing the image, and watching my image 

emerge under the solution. 

 I practiced my photography on my brothers and white brothers sometimes. I 

completely stopped playing football at home by freshman year though. Occasionally the 

boys played football, but in the big field, not on our yard anymore since it had become 

too small. I'd fully taken to solitary activities while at home: studying for unnecessarily 

long periods of time, writing, making cards, reading, photography, and listening to rock 

music while envisioning a future filled with freedom. I now appreciate that time as a sort 

of forced sabbatical. My brothers didn't receive it and while they continued their 

adventures outside, my mind grew rich, and all the pages I read and wrote could have 

papered our yard in a pile of literary snow, but the loneliness of those days still frightens 

me.    

 Sometimes I took Gatorade out to the boys. Other times I went to the big field, 

and observed their games through the lens of a camera. The boys listened to me when I 

said to take a group picture and they said hi, but I mostly went unnoticed. The pictures 

often came out blurry since I couldn't figure out how to catch their movements in time.  
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*** 

 My sophomore year, I stopped running alone after school during the winter 

months because I became friends with a freshman named Wendy. I'd made other friends 

freshman year, but I just sat at their table for lunch and that was about it. Wendy, who 

was Chinese American, had parents that were similar to mine in some ways like about 

respect and family coming first. We became friends during volleyball when I'd help her 

with her serve. We also had French class together. She said she decided to become my 

friend because one day I got to class early, and turned around to ask her and some others 

why we couldn't chose who we liked. She went about the world as if she were about to 

see a liger or another odd creature for the first time, leaning forward when she walked in 

a way that made it look as if she could easily fall over.  

 In the winter, after school, she'd help me with my science and math homework. 

She believed in me academically, and was determined to help me realize that I could 

master those subjects just as easily as my brothers could. Some days, we'd walk around 

the campus, discussing philosophy and our futures. When we weren't together, we'd email 

each other. Wendy was not like the stragglers I'd been friends with in middle school. In 

fact, she ended up running track too and was one of the best female 400 runners. It 

seemed like we always had something to talk about. Our phone calls could go for three 

hours. Our long conversations wove in and out of my years at Park Tudor.  

 Wendy didn't play volleyball the next year, but I did. Without her around, I felt 

pretty left-out. If she were around, she might have stopped me from making the biggest 

mistake of my already terrible social life the night of the volleyball lock-in.  
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 Even though I was born in America and traveled to England frequently, and 

British relatives visited us frequently, it seemed my classmates and other people in 

Indiana expected that we only had one dimension—that we were super Indian. Our names 

were Indian, shouldn't we eat Indian food every night? We looked Indian. How could we 

not have been born in India? What did our names mean? Did my dad wear a turban? Why 

didn't I have a diamond stuck to my forehead? My interest in sports and chicken fingers 

was fine and all, but what about those Indian weddings?  

 My peers weren't the only people who felt this way. During my sophomore year, a 

white lady fortune teller that I waited in line for forty minutes to see, told me I would go 

to INDIA to STUDY SCIENCE and that I'd marry a DOCTOR while I was visiting. Was 

she being racist? Not exactly. Was she ignorant to the many other experiences an Indian 

person can have and has had? You bet your corndog, yeah. 

 Sometimes I got the feeling that people and my classmates wanted to think I had 

exotic home life, in the same way they wanted to believe Santa was real. Here's how I 

picture their fantasy: When Rajpreet gets home from school, her mother, wearing a pink 

sari, and many gold bangles, embraces her and brings her to the table where they drink 

tea. A loin-clothed servant fans them with a palm frond in time with sitar music. The 

kitchen windows open to a side-garden and the perfume of blossoms takes the air. In the 

backyard, her grandmother wakes from a nap next to a waterfall and puts marigolds by a 

bronze statue of a god with many arms. Rajpreet's two brothers and father, Aladdin shoes 

on their feet, play a wooden board game. While the family eats roti, tandoori chicken, 

gobi, and dahl on the lawn, and radiate peace and love into the universe, a tiger drifts past 
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to the porch and curls up by a peacock. Ghandi stops by. Before bed, Rajpreet's 

grandmother tells her many mystic secrets about and healing others.  

 Because I felt a disappointment from people when they discovered how ordinary 

my life could be—that I ate hamburgers, went to the YMCA, had no pets, had never been 

to India, had never seen a Bollywood movie, couldn't speak my own language, couldn't 

shift my head side-to-side like a snake—I think I willed an aspect of myself that was the 

kind of otherworldliness that was desired of me. Besides, I was observant. Surely, I 

thought, I could do a better job as a fortune-teller than that white lady who told me I 

would marry an Indian doctor.    

 At the volleyball lock-in, my junior year, I felt the pressure of not fitting in. As a 

team, we were all staying the night in the school's athletic building. Normally, I didn't 

mind my team since we'd have practices or games and then I went on my way. But the 

lock-in meant extended hours of being with girls who were so different from me. Instead 

of being part of the group, I was fully isolated.  

 It's like I wanted to flee the situation, but knew I couldn't, so my mind stepped off 

to the side and grabbed at something weird. I decided I would read people's palms—

something I knew nearly nothing about. I'd done it for my cousins when I was younger 

after being inspired by the Miss Cleo psychic hotline commercials, and I seemed to have 

a way of sensing if a sports team might win a championship, but there was no actual 

practice behind my form of palm reading. I think I connected the one semi-exotic hobby I 

had with the discomfort of being around girls who didn't include me.  
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 In high school, I felt at once more conspicuous and unseen than I had before. 

Though the school did try to accept racially diverse students, there were only about three 

to four Indians in each year. I definitely stood out in a room, and yet, I felt as though 

people disregarded me. 

 These girls had parents that owned companies, malls, sports teams. These girls 

got cars with a giant bow on them for their sixteenth birthdays. These girls had parents 

who let them go on spring break trips in the Caribbean, while my parents wouldn't let me 

go for a run alone in our suburban neighborhood. Many of the girls on my volleyball 

team spent their weekends at parties, or watching movies together, or buying short skirts I 

could only dream of owning, while I went home and helped with dinner or cleaning or 

yard work. I hated the other girls in a way. How could I befriend them if they were 

reminders of what I couldn't have and thought I deserved? However, in terms of 

attracting friends, I didn't really help myself at that age. My facial expressions usually 

rotated between frown, heavy frown, and gentle scowl.   

 The differences between them and me felt even more apparent that night at the 

lock-in. After listening to country music I didn't recognize, of the girls talking about 

stores that my family didn't shop at, and hearing about boys that didn't seem to notice me, 

I decided to take action. My mind did its step sideways. I turned to Sam, who was sitting 

near me on the gym floor, chatting with some other girls about college visits, and I said, 

"Want me to read your palm?"  

 She twisted to face me and asked me to repeat what I'd said, so I did. Then, it was 

as if she'd been expecting this moment. The moment when the Indian girl on the team 
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would reveal her secret powers. Of course I read palms. It was like we were walking 

through a jungle and she was some sort of Indiana Jones and I was some dark-skinned 

extra who suddenly had a magic carpet to transport us out of danger. Of course I'd have a 

magic carpet. "Quick Indy, we'll use this magic carpet the village elders gave me. They 

told me a day would come when a white man would need this and today is that day. 

Happy to serve you." No questions would be asked and we'd fly away and then I'd die in 

the last scene of the movie rather than in the first third because I'd been a useful brown 

person.                                                                                                

 Sam seemed delighted that I'd picked her and she quickly scooted across the floor 

and sat directly across from me. She didn't really ask questions about how I'd become 

interested in palm reading, whether someone had taught me, or if I'd done it many times 

in the past. She sat there, completely attentive, soaking in all that I had to say about her 

and where she was going in life.  

 After Sam, Abby wanted to go. Then Kelsey. Then Nicole. Then Andrea. Then 

Emily. Then Ashley. Then Stephanie. Christina. Melissa. Jennifer. Liz. Chloe. Theresa. 

Molly. Alex. Julia. Anna. Claire. Taylor. Mackenzie. Olivia. Arianna. Sarah. Grace.  

 The day you drop something into a pond by accident is the day your life really 

begins; he'll work with blueprints and eat salty foods; you'll get wait-listed by Princeton 

and attend Dartmouth instead; in college I see you wearing green eye shadow and dating 

a geo major; you'll celebrate holidays harder than anyone else in your neighborhood; 

sorry you're only having sons; an epiphany comes to you one day while you're watching a 
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crime show after work; the image of you at a carnival is the strongest; no you won't die 

young, and and and... 

 At first, the attention was exhilarating. When I was deciphering who they'd 

become, they listened so intently. My teammates crowded around me on the free throw 

line. Another patch of girls by the net called next. I got tired after the first few and 

announced I was going to watch a movie in another room with the rest of the team, but 

other girls stopped me, complimenting me, pleading. Never had they noticed me more. 

After a few more, my mind started to feel depleted and what I was telling them started to 

sound more and more like a formula. They didn't care and would offer their palms as if I 

wouldn't be able to resist sharing their future. Some girls would have everyone clear out 

so they could ask me questions about their futures that they didn't want everyone else to 

hear. Would they get divorced as their parents had? Would they meet more boys in 

college? An hour and a half passed. Then another hour.    

 Though I was falling into my classmates' stereotype about brown women, I was 

accessing something important and genuine in myself: the ability to notice key details I 

observed in people and structure them into a plot. I was telling interesting stories to an 

audience and that felt amazing. Since I wasn't allowed to fully exist as character in their 

world, I could call things as I saw them, and perhaps they recognized that.  

  In the morning, people were quiet and didn't look at each other. There was a weird 

air. No one had really thanked me for the lock-in entertainment I'd provided. A week 

later, I saw that on Sam's Facebook page, another girl on our team had posted about how 

creepy it had been to get her fortune told. They had pictures from the lock-in and one was 
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of the girls in the locker-room huddled together laughing. The caption was something 

about how the girls were avoiding the weird fortune telling that was going on in the gym.  

 In school, after that, an English teacher I'd always liked approached. "I didn't 

know you read palms." I nodded enthusiastically. She hadn't stopped me in the hallway 

before. Then she said, "You need to be careful about telling people they're going to die."  

 I hadn't told anyone at the lock-in that they were going to die. In fact, I didn't 

share anything negative, even when requested. The girls were trying to spin the palm-

reading thing they'd been so insistent about, into me being a freak. Rumors had clearly 

spread even to faculty and one of my favorite teachers was admonishing me for 

something I didn't even do. Yet, would I have thought I was a freak if I were one of 

them? Of course.  

 Instead of learning from the experience, I did it again at a basketball game a few 

months later. While sitting in the stands with other students, I circulated, reading 

fortunes. One boy asked, "Is this some Indian thing? Like your grandmother taught you 

or something?" He asked in a kind and conversational way. He just didn't know better. 

After awhile of drawing on his hand and telling him what I could about his future, I 

started to get up, but he wanted me to stay. He said I could just stay and draw on his 

hand. I continued. We weren't talking. His blue eyes stayed on the game. I tried to tell 

myself he made me stay because he enjoyed my company, thought I was wise, and 

maybe even cute. But really, he just liked how it felt for me to draw on his hand. I 

remember that the headmaster was behind us with some other well-dressed man, 

watching, and when I finally got up, the headmaster spoke to me for the first time, and 
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asked me about fortune telling. I started telling him I just did it for fun, and then, 

thankfully, the game ended and I hurried away down the bleachers to find my parents and 

Mandeep, who'd been playing in the game.   
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CHAPTER SIX 

 That afternoon in Asheville, North Carolina, even the sleepy slopes we passed on 

our drive to the Biltmore Estate, the largest home in America, seemed to own a sort of 

troubled stillness. It was spring break of my junior year. Five months were between me 

and the fortune-telling incident. My social situation perhaps even worse than it had been 

in the fall though. I'd written a secret admirer letter to a senior boy named Hank, and then 

told him I'd written it, and then the school, Mandeep and Satwant  included, found out. 

Hank was a three-sport athlete, grilled food in the parking lot for home football games, 

moved with a quiet intensity, ate a lot of oranges, and had stunning blue eyes. When I'd 

found him in the weight room and told him I'd written the letter, he kind of just ignored 

me, and went back to his routine until I just kind of left the room. Wendy had known I 

shouldn't do it, had advised me not to do it, but I was so sure that living boldly would get 

me places. In my head, it had made sense. I liked a boy, thought he was impressive, and 

thought he should know. I hadn't really had more friends than Wendy to lose, but if 

people had thought I was possibly weird before, they knew I was definitely weird now.  

 Being away from Indiana for spring break, in a beautiful part of the country I'd 

never visited before, felt helpful. Maybe Park Tudor would become the school I wanted it 

to be once I returned. Maybe North Carolina was the solution to all my problems. Yet, 

tension was there in the hushed early April sun, chimney smoke from hidden storybook 
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houses in the woods, winking wind chimes, and distant stares from residents. Seated in 

rocking chairs, they looked on with the eyes of photographed Civil War generals. 

Mandeep and my parents didn't seem to be affected, especially since we were 

finally done with college campus tours. Even while visiting Duke, Jackson, and Wake 

Forest with its bright hills and ripe skies of promise a few days earlier on our spring 

break trip, I'd felt uneasy. I hadn't felt that way two years earlier when we first started 

touring schools. As a family, we had gone to Notre Dame, Vanderbilt, and Wash. U. 

when Satwant  was a sophomore and we were freshmen. I can't remember exactly why 

we visited North Carolina specifically that spring break—maybe because the track 

coaches at some of the schools had been interested in Mandeep. Other students at Park 

Tudor were also touring campuses, making it seem like the next step in the college 

search. 

But did they feel they same trepidation I was feeling? Maybe it was because the 

warmth meant the conclusion of indoor track practices back home —no more crunches 

and easy baton hand-off drills; instead we would be running miserable 900 meter repeats 

and time trials for outdoor track. Or maybe something else was pinching at my 

excitement. There was something unspoken among us that was beginning to make me 

wonder if I'd actually get to join my classmates or even my twin as they packed up their 

suitcases and got on flights to attend colleges in distant cities. Having surface-level 

thoughts about the whole matter seemed to be the best plan, so I focused on taking the 

Biltmore trip for what it was: a break for all of us at the end of a week away.  

*** 
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An hour after our drive from the house we were renting, we found ourselves 

inside of George Vanderbilt's library, surrounded by a walnut-paneled bookcase 

containing over 10,000 books, a haunted looking fireplace, a chess set Napoleon used to 

own, and a spiral staircase leading up to the wrap-around, second level balcony. My 

father, clad in an English football jersey and jeans, looked up in wonder, gripped a 

brochure he rolled into a column.   

Since we had arrived at the Biltmore, he'd been full of: "Check that out," "It's just 

fascinating that—," "Amazing," and "Just to even get all the glass for the windows."  

He had the same expression as when he watched animal documentaries, saw a 

good thunderstorm, or passed a tall building. That wonderment is one of my favorite 

things about him. Neither him, nor my mother, were ever taken on trips like this while 

growing up in England. My mother's parents didn't even take her to a restaurant once in 

the twenty-two years she lived there. Her lack of opportunities seemed to be one reason 

she worked so hard to find us cultural outings like this one.  

In the corner of the library, a tall blond-haired man stood in a tight striped blue t-

shirt that emphasized his muscular form, and in jeans that encased his lean thighs. A thick 

gold chain rested on his hard chest. Sunglasses. California flair in North Carolina’s Blue 

Ridge Mountains. He had to be a rock star with time and money to come out here alone. 

He was better than Frank. Older, with more of a story to him. No heavy doors, claw-

footed bathtub legs, or drapes tied back by silk ropes were necessary to add to his 

presence; he was a man that could stand well anywhere. At that point, he was, quite 
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simply the sexiest man I had seen in my seventeen years of life. What we’d do together 

was beyond me, never having kissed a boy.  

Mandeep hinged at the waist, laughing, when he saw the 60s-inspired getup of my 

crush. 

 “You think that’s Roger Daltrey?” my dad asked, noticing who we were looking 

at.  

 “No it can’t be, that guy is younger,” Mandeep said.  

 It was 2007, making Daltrey sixty-three years old, and this guy, in my opinion, 

was in his mid-twenties. My dad squinted. He actually needed glasses, but didn't wear 

them because to him, even eyesight was mind over matter.  

 “That guy needs a bra,” my mom remarked.  

 For the next few rooms, the times when I couldn’t see California man in the 

crowd filled me with such bottomless despair that I considered departing from my family, 

but something way older than me kept me rooted. Though raised in England, both of my 

parents seemed inclined to hang on to traditional values from Punjab. Even across two 

different western continents, our ancestors’ influence was real in my life. It was as if the 

threat of western thinking had made them clench their views even tighter.  

 Suddenly we were back in the marble lobby and some people dispersed to see the 

gardens outside while others waited for the shuttle. Golden Boy wasn't anywhere. My 

mom wanted us to take a picture on the porch ledge and we had to take two because I 

wasn't smiling enough. I blamed it on the sun.  
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 After the gardens, we took the shuttle back to the parking lot and my parents 

decided to stop in the winery. I doubted my crush would be there too and I sulked in the 

backseat, playing "Someday Never Comes" by Creedence Clearwater Revival on my 

iPod shuffle. Though my relationship with my dad disintegrated after I went through 

puberty, we still connected when he would drive me places and teach me about the 

greatest music he'd encountered in his lifetime. The gap between us seemed to grow 

every year and felt especially apparent on that trip, with my departure from high school 

and home next year more in sight than ever. The song made me feel close to my dad and 

reminded me of the things I did like about him.   

 At the winery, Mandeep and I reluctantly followed my parents. We were offered 

sparkling grape juice but we both declined. We'd stopped having fizzy drinks in sixth 

grade after our coach told us it was bad for runners.  

 Outside in a café area, we sat waiting on French iron seats that left argyle dents on 

my bare legs. I wondered if Golden Boy would like my legs. Mandeep drew the table on 

a napkin. Even though I was good at photography and was doing well that semester in the 

first creative writing class I'd ever taken, I wondered if Mandeep would be better than me 

if he tried. He'd always been excellent at drawing and didn't even need to pursue art 

because he had so many other talents.  

 Earlier that semester, our older brother, Satwant , asked our high school US 

History teacher how Mandeep and I were doing in his class and the teacher told him, 

“Rajpreet tries hard, but Mandeep is just the better student.” Satwant  told us this during 

family dinner. Wanting us to be close, our mom insisted we ate a home-cooked dinner 
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together every single night of the week. I knew her efforts came from a good place, but 

the conversations with my brothers during those dinners mostly made me more aware of 

my faults.    

 During my sophomore year I tried convincing myself and my mom that I had 

dyslexia, but after taking several tests with the middle school counselor, my results 

showed nothing unordinary in my learning abilities, which was unfortunate because I had 

grown attached to the list of dyslexic celebrities.  

 My parents reappeared and took us into the gift shop. We were next to a table 

heaped with decorative plates, ornate frames, a bronze deer, clocks, and a glittery 

birdcage when I saw Golden Boy. My cheeks warmed and I stood straighter as my heart 

began to pound. I took a deep breath, left my parents, and approached. I wanted to be 

bold as I had been with Hank.  

 “Do you always dress that way?” I asked him. My voice sounded high-pitched 

and childish. I wasn't sure if he could even hear me.   

 In his form-fitting shirt and jeans that Roger Daltrey easily would have worn, he 

turned. He was still wearing his sunglasses. We were standing in the middle of the aisle 

next to cookbooks and further behind him were lit lamps. His face, up close, had 

wrinkles. Maybe he was actually in his thirties. A little disappointed, I tried to remind 

myself of the luck that had brought us together.     

 “It’s my style,” he replied. I waited for more. Nothing. He didn't radiate the same 

shine as he did from across the Biltmore rooms.   
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 “Where are you even from?” I asked, hoping, desperately, that he'd say something 

interesting to me.  

 My head barely went above his shoulders. We were both looking at each other’s 

chests. He wasn't looking at me in the same way as my friends, teachers, family or most 

men, yet I didn’t feel like I knew how to play the game, but he seemed to think I did. 

Maybe my well-developed body, in a white shirt and khaki shorts, suggested I was grown 

up and experienced, but in many ways, I wasn't.    

 “Savannah, Georgia. You should visit,” he replied. The city name suited him 

somehow. “Where are you from?” he asked.  

 “Indiana” I said, smiling back. “Why are you here?” I asked, continuing my 

aggressive interview with him.   

 “Just thought I’d come up here on my own,” he said. I wanted to shake him so all 

the real answers would come out. I wanted him to tell me he was a rock star, that I was 

right to like him, that someone someday will love me, and that someone will smell of 

sweat and meat and turf and cedar. I wanted him to say that I will have more friends in 

college, that I was good at running, that my thoughts were worthwhile, that I counted, 

and that I was more than what my family thought I was. Why didn't he know to tell me 

all of this?  

 Thin fingers gripped my shoulder and in a whir, my mom pulled me away. Her 

face was pointed down. She hustled me past the wind chime display and the fake flowers, 

and around the landscape paintings containing every color. She didn't give me time to ask 
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what was wrong. Her mouth was slightly agape as she focused on the automatic sliding 

doors.  

 “We need to go,” she panted. Outside, Mandeep was standing by some flowers in 

the parking lot. Together we got in the van.  

 “I talked to Daltrey,” I told Mandeep and then waited to hear what my parents 

said to judge how much trouble I was in.  

 “She just walked up to the guy and started asking him questions,” my dad said in 

disgust. I should have been feeling victorious. I was a daring, forward woman, once 

again. I had achieved the goal I had fixated on all afternoon. But I felt lower than I had 

the whole trip. My parents had witnessed me hitting on a guy.   

 “What’d he say?” Mandeep asked. “Was he really Daltrey?”  

 “No,” I mumbled. Mandeep apparently had no idea what had transpired between 

our parents and me. He was too innocent to notice when I was after a guy, even if one of 

those guys was one of his friends. Thankfully, on the drive back, the day's events were 

not mentioned again.  

*** 

 Back at the small house we were renting for the trip, I went into my room. 

Collapsing on to the front couch, my mom announced she was tired and on strike. My 

dad started to make the dinner. I knew what would happen next; the same thing happened 

anytime my mom went on a trip, or when older relatives in our family were over and my 

dad wanted to impress them. I had to become domestic.  

 “Come help me make scrambled eggs,” he told me. 



98 

 

 “No, I don’t want to,” I called out from my room, which was only a few feet from 

the kitchen. I pulled the covers over myself in the twin bed. The wool comforter was 

hideous and there was a large mallard duck on the front.  

I actually liked making scrambled eggs, they were one of my favorite foods, but I 

hated it when my dad asked. He rarely asked the boys to help around the house, but I still 

had to rake leaves and pick up sticks.  

“Get up and burn a fricken' calorie,” he said, temper rising. But I didn’t want to 

serve anyone; I didn’t want to make my dad like me for the wrong reasons.  

 “Get your ass in here,” he said, slamming cabinet doors. He didn't talk to my 

brothers that way. I got up and locked the door so he wouldn’t see me cry. I looked 

around for tissues but there weren’t any. I would have to use the sheet.  

 He banged on the door. Women had been treated a certain way for generations 

and suddenly there I was defying what they knew. My parents and their parents had done 

what was expected of them and why shouldn't I? 

 I pulled the scratchy blanket closer, hugged my pillow, and looked at the 

splintered wall next to my bed. There was no mirror in the room; I wouldn’t be able to 

see if I had any evidence of crying. Other girls would at least have their makeup 

compacts, but I wasn't allowed to have one.  

“I’ll help,” I heard Mandeep say.  

But then, my mom decided Mandeep should get a run in at a track before it got 

too dark and we should all come too. He hadn't gotten a chance to run the whole week. 

There were chances on other days, but my mom refused to let him run alone in a city she 
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didn't know well. A track would allow her to keep him in sight. My dad stopped getting 

the eggs ready since the rental van was registered in his name and only he could drive it. I 

knew they weren't going to let me stay behind. By that age, I'd given up trying to fight 

my mom when she wanted us to do a family activity. Maybe her forcefulness came from 

her own sadness that she was an ocean away from her parents and siblings.  

 My mother knocked on my door, calling my name. When I opened it, she said, 

"Get out, we're all going to the track and you can't stay here." Sometimes, my mom 

comforted me when my dad yelled at me, but this time, she sounded exhausted with my 

behavior. After wiping my face and nose, I left the room. We all got into the van and 

stared out of our own windows 

*** 

 We went to a local track that was at the bottom of some hills. The sunken position 

of the field allowed for naturally raised bleachers. Red spray-painted bushes on the 

hillside spelled AHS. Because the stadium lights weren't on, we weren't going to be able 

to stay long. I knew I should run too, but also knew I needed to do more than run to fix 

why I was slower than my brother. I decided to just walk laps around the track with my 

parents. 

 My shoes wouldn't stay on my feet and I set them to the side by the starting line. I 

was wearing a tank top under the pink jacket my aunt in England gave me. My mom said 

the tank was too low at first but I wore it so many times in the past month that she gave 

up—a rare defeat for her. I tried wearing lip-gloss as eye shadow for a while but she 

noticed one morning in the van when I looked down at my backpack before getting out. 
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Elizabeth, my first white friend with a home situation like mine, bought brown fishnets 

for us and we wore them under our jeans on Fridays. If you looked closely at our thighs 

when we were seated, the ridges of the tights were visible under the denim. My mom 

didn't know about our ritual since I disguised the fishnets before I left the house.   

 It was our second lap around as we were nearing the two-hundred meter start 

when my parents began. 

 “Do you even know why you want to go to Wake Forest? You say a different 

major at every school we visit,” my dad said.  

 “I like law or architecture,” I replied. But I know where this was leading. 

 “These schools are expensive; they cost more than our house. And we’re not 

going to get any financial aid even though we will have three kids in private colleges. 

They want us to spend out retirement money,” my mom said.  

 I knew I couldn’t tell them I felt something magical at Wake Forest. I wanted to 

have deep discussions about life in the lobby of the languages building. I wanted to toilet 

paper the trees and make it look like it snowed like in the picture from the brochure. I 

didn’t know what a Demon Deacon was, but I want to be one. 

 “I’ll work really hard,” I said. 

 “Why should we pay for you to go somewhere if you can’t even help your dad 

make scrambled eggs?” my mom asked.  

 Mandeep passed us with a flick of a wave, his long bony legs in short shorts. He 

was on the inside lane. His face was smooth and the impact of the track caused the skin 

around his jaw to bounce slightly. If I was a boy that’s what I’d look like, soaring above 
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failure without a chance of showers. I should have been the boy. My mustache came in 

before Mandeep’s.  

 “There’s no airport near Wake Forest. You’d have to get a ride every time,” she 

said. 

 “We can ask Will how he does it once we get back home,” I replied. Will, 

Satwant 's friend from the year above, had just been accepted into Wake Forest and lived 

half an hour away from us in Indianapolis.  

 “All liberal arts schools are the same. When we get back we’re going to the 

Preview Day at DePauw,” she said.  

 In my mind, DePauw, which was only an hour away from home, was beneath me. 

Anyone from my school could get into DePauw. In high school, I had started at the 

bottom of our class, but I had slowly caught up and then risen to the top quarter. Since 

seventh grade, I'd had nothing but school. All those hours I'd spent studying with Wendy. 

I was going to Girl's State and two business camps that summer. There were no parties, 

drinking, or boys, or spring break trips. Other people at my school who worked as hard 

were going to Vanderbilt, Harvard, Columbia, and Emory. The least my parents could do, 

I believed, was to send me to Wake Forest in Winston-Salem, North Carolina.  

  Any college in Indiana, I was sure, was too close to home. I was too young to 

understand that going to college was a privilege. For me especially, it was a privilege 

because no woman in my family had been to college until my mom. She didn't even get 

to go away for college though, she finished her degree while raising my brothers and me. 
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My grandmothers didn't even get to finish middle school. Still, I compared myself not 

with the women in my family from previous generations, but with my brothers.     

 “But Satwant  gets to leave Indiana and Mandeep will too,” I whined. We had just 

learned Satwant  got into the University of Pennsylvania Wharton School. He hadn't even 

wanted to apply to UPenn, but my mom convinced him to try. She believed he had Ivy 

League in him and she'd been right. At the moment, Satwant  was on spring break in 

Florida, staying in a house with his friends—both male and female. My mind didn't even 

dare dream of such trips by that age since I had long accepted my parents' restrictions on 

my social interactions.  

 “That’s because they are doing business programs. You don't know what you're 

doing. Mandeep wants to run and there aren’t good enough programs in Indiana,” my 

mom said. I had no way of defending myself. Their argument made sense. How could I 

be made out of the same stuff as my brothers and be so stupid? I was the errant ball from 

my family's playing field.  

 “You need to be realistic here. You don’t even know what you want to do,” my 

dad said. We had circled back around again.  

 “Why should we send you away? How do you think it feels when you go talking 

to strange men? You scared us,” my mom said.  

 Even though the conversation about my shortcomings was nothing new, talking 

about what I did at the Biltmore had put us into a new land of shame.     

 “What the hell were you thinking? Don’t be stupid. Come on,” my dad said. He 

was angry, hands in his leather jacket pockets, head down as he marched on.  
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My throat muscles seem to bulge in an effort not to cry.  

 “Why would you do that to us? He could have taken you. You need to use your 

common sense,” my mom was saying, her voice peaking. If I was capable of flirting with 

a grown man in my parents' presence, they worried about what else I might do when 

away from them, regularly surrounded by boys in co-ed dorms and at frat parties. They 

wouldn't be able to protect me then and this scared them. Speaking to a stranger hadn't 

been smart and part of me knew that.    

 Right then though, I focused on how I hated my mom's worn pink corduroy jacket 

and small rhinestone hoop earrings. She could have been wearing something that actually 

showed her amazing figure and she could have been wearing jewelry that was as artful 

and interesting as she was. She rarely would buy stuff for herself. She was always 

stressing sacrifice, appreciation, thank you letters, and sticking to family values.  

I stared at the metal fence near the road and wondered if I could just take off, leap 

over the fence, roll down the slope, and live in North Carolina for good. I would wear 

halter-tops and be fast in something other than running. I would actually be able to take 

pride in my body, speak loudly, and leave the house on my own without having to ask for 

permission.   

 “Okay,” I said. I spoke in a gargled deeper voice, trying to use my practiced 

discipline to keep my emotions in check. My voice sounded just like my mother's. In my 

fantasy, I wanted to start running. Sprinting with no hair tie, pumping my fists and 

growling. Maybe I’d finally get a personal record in something and make my coaches 



104 

 

proud. I’d give one lap with all the youthfulness and hope winding out of my body and 

they would tap their clipboards and say, “It’s about time.”   

 “You’ve been acting really ungrateful,” my mom was saying. My socks weren’t 

providing enough protection now from the asphalt track. My heels hurt.  

 I stared at the big number two in my lane as we closed in on the end-zone. Unlike 

my brother, I knew I would never get to have waffles with a pressed WF seal at the eight-

dollar weekend buffet that student athletes loved.   

The whole North Carolina trip, I began to suspect, had been a setup. My parents 

had been waiting for me to slip, so they could have a reason to keep me from leaving. No 

drinking, no kissing, no smoking, no dancing with boys, no Bs, no two-piece swim suits, 

no makeup, no thongs, no strapless dresses, no driver’s license. But they still sensed 

falseness in me.  

We weren't in India or England anymore, but their thinking was old news. The 

food, movies, dress, music, and language, were left behind in moving to new countries, 

but the rules for girls stayed the same.    

 Mandeep passed us again—shirtless now. He was trying to break the four by eight 

record. I knew he would do it. His relay team might make it to Regional’s. In contrast, I 

would be lucky to be an alternate for the four by four. Most likely, I wouldn't even get 

that.   

The long-distance coach would tell me I must have running somewhere in my 

genes too since Mandeep could run so well. When I ran though, it was like I was some 

transparent ghost. I was not all there. It was someone else out there with aimless strides 
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and a cornered expression trying to catch up to my brothers, or my teammates, or my 

younger self when times were good at home, or my parents' expectations, or maybe even 

the best me I could never become.    

 Around we went again. I avoided eye contact with my parents as we passed the 

bleachers, scoreboard, stadium light poles, long jump pit, and starting line once more. 

The track looked like track always look, forever a contained space. My heartbeat was 

steady and didn't really seem to be mine. The rest of my body didn't seem to belong to me 

either. A sort of silence slowly filled me. I knew I was going to be quiet for a long time.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 What happened was, I decided to go to my senior prom at the last minute. You 

would have thought that by that point I would have known better. But, anyone who 

watches movies recognizes prom as the one night that the overlooked girl self-actualizes. 

She finds herself able to choose an outfit that draws attention to her that she ordinarily 

wouldn't receive. (Perhaps she finally discovers she has a great figure or wears wings or 

obtains a dress made of moon rocks.) At the dance, the jock ditches Chelsea. He makes 

his way toward the girl, takes her to the center of the floor, and the rest of the high school 

surrounds them in support. A favorite teacher beams in their direction, tears in her eyes. 

The girl gets this moment when she realizes she can have it all: an interest in books, the 

heart of the boy she's crushed on for years, and the support of her peers who had once 

written about her on toilet stall doors. 

 Usually this sort of girl is white, but we were similar in most other ways: I liked 

books more than most, had many painful crushes over the years, and though I wasn't 

notable enough for bathroom graffiti, I seemed to repel most of my peers.  

 I also wanted to go to prom because I was jaded about the college search. I'd 

applied to ten schools, all liberal arts, and had gotten into mostly Midwestern colleges. I 

was waitlisted by my top choices: Wake Forest and Vanderbilt. Even though I was on the 

wait list, my parents didn't want to consider those schools. We had the conversation we'd 

had at the Asheville High School track over and over again. I spent a day shadowing at 

Denison, which was three hours from home, in Ohio, but it was basically the same school 
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as DePauw, and had given me the same funding, so I agreed that DePauw made more 

sense. Agreeing with my parents bothered me. They'd pushed DePauw for nearly a year, 

as if they knew I'd end up picking it.  

 Mandeep had also gotten into DePauw and had gotten full-funding, whereas I'd 

gotten half. He picked Emory over DePauw and all of his other options. I cried the day I 

sat in my room signing the paperwork committing to DePauw. I was sitting on the floor 

in front of my bed, which is where I'd done my homework over my time at Park Tudor. 

At that time, I was finishing up Park Tudor's equivalent of International Baccalaureate. 

I'd volunteered over 200 hours, was finishing up a two-year research project on the 

psychology of first impressions, and had taken the required five AP courses. The hours 

I'd spent organizing note cards for my research project, practicing my hour-long 

presentation for my research project, the time I'd spent mapping out US history notes, 

reworking topic sentences, and solving equations seemed to rise up like angry spirits. 

What about us they seemed to ask.  

 My mom tried to tell me that I should be proud to go there and that she only ever 

saw DePauw license plates on good cars, but I ignored her. Like they would for my 

brothers, my parents were going to pay for my college tuition, but I didn't feel 

appreciative. Mandeep stopped by. Though I was proud of my brothers, I told Mandeep 

my fear: that I'd always be behind them, especially now since they were going to better 

schools. Mandeep was sincere when he said, "We won't leave you behind," but we both 

knew that they could only help me so much. He was going to run track and cross country 

at Emory. He was going to major in business. I wasn't good enough to run track or play 
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volleyball for DePauw and even if I majored in economics, Emory's business school was 

fifth best in the country.  

 I wondered if Mandeep would start becoming like Satwant . For a long time, 

Satwant  had viewed me as a irrational, whereas he was intelligent and in control. 

Satwant  would make comments about boys just being smarter than girls so he could 

destroy whatever argument I created. I'd try to argue that Wendy was smarter than most 

of his friends and he'd say that was just because Wendy worked hard, but that his guy 

friends were just naturally smarter. He'd say I worked hard, but not effectively. He'd find 

ways to tempt me into arguing with him and I always fell for it.  

 I'd become wary of being around him in public because he'd observe my 

comments and actions intently and then explain all the ways I'd messed up later, at our 

family dinner. I became so self-conscious when he was around, that I'd hardly speak. My 

actions seemed to be the center of his attention. The three of us ran track together and I 

was so focused on not doing anything wrong that I came off as nervous and distant. My 

fearful behavior became more and more my way of interacting with others. In class, I 

began to doubt my arguments. Our high school was so small that I never knew what 

would get back to my brothers.  

 Satwant  drove us to school each morning and would play a boring sports talk 

radio show or Led Zepplin, which I didn't like. If I protested, he'd turn the volume up 

high and center it in the back corner of the car where I sat, as if he hoped the music 

would push me out the car door and into someone else's family. If he did something nice, 

like offer to read my term paper for US History, my dad would make a comment about 
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how I should put Satwant 's name on my diploma too because he helped me so much. My 

mom and dad were first-borns and thought having an older sibling was a huge privilege. 

Even more, Satwant  was a first-born son, and first-born sons were considered extra 

special in our culture. To my parents, Satwant  could do no wrong. It didn't matter to 

them that I was the first-born granddaughter on both sides of the family.  

 Mandeep was becoming like Satwant  and I wondered if Emory would complete 

the process. Mandeep would finish cross-country, basketball, or track practice and stay at 

school another hour or more on some days just because he felt like it. He wanted more 

time to play soccer or other games with his friends. He usually wouldn't tell me, even 

though we drove home together. I'd think he just needed five more minutes, then forty-

five minutes would pass and I'd wish I'd started studying for the test I had the next day. 

When I'd tell him that my time counted too, he'd ignore me, and like Satwant , destroy 

my argument. When we drove, we picked the music together, and we often laughed about 

people from our year, but would whatever remaining bond fade we had as twins go if he 

the gap between us spread even more? He'd received the best sports award you could get 

that winter, he was taking more APs than me, and he had a solid friend group. With me 

going to an average school like DePauw, was it going to become even easier to ignore 

me?    

 Of all the events and days leading up to my first day at DePauw, prom seemed to 

offer the most potential for some sort of miracle. My mom endured hours in the mall with 

me the day before the dance, trying to find me a dress that fit an extreme list of 

requirements that came from my family. The school itself was not that strict on dance 
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dress code. Finally, we found a dress that went past my knees, had straps, wasn't too low-

cut, was a good enough color, was in our price range, and wasn't too tight. Through all of 

this, my mom kindly didn't address how I didn't have a date to prom, or even a friend 

group to go with. 

*** 

 “No slow dancing,” my mom said as she got me ready the next day, pursing her 

lips as she darkened my lids with eyeliner. Thankfully, she didn't know about grinding.  

 “Boys this age only think with one thing,” she added, searching through her 

drawer for mascara. I wanted to see one of those things.   

 In the mirror, my eyes appeared tiny and harsh. Back in my room, I located eye 

shadow. My mom didn't know that I smeared it on during the drive to school in the 

morning. I had won the eye shadow from the summer reading program. Pulling on my 

brown dress, I was careful not to move my dried nest of curled hair. We also bought the 

curling iron and my heels the day before.  

 “Have you called Mrs. Taylor to let her know you’ll be sleeping at her house 

too?” my mom asked. Mrs. Taylor, the mom of Mandeep's best friend, had offered to 

have everyone over after prom. I got Mandeep’s cell phone and found the number.  

 Mrs. Taylor agreed to let me stay at her house. “Who's your date?” she asked 

conspiratorially.  

 “I don't have one,” I admitted. She didn't say anything so I quickly thanked her 

and hung up.  
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 I had thought about asking a boy in our neighborhood that I'd grown up with, but 

Mandeep wouldn't let me. Through Facebook, I asked one of Mandeep's friends who 

went to a different high school if I could go to his prom with him but he said he already 

had a date. He at least suggested his friend, but by then I realized you don't ask guys to 

their prom at a different school. Mandeep had a date for his junior and senior year.  

 My junior year, I had gone with a group of my female friends, but senior year, 

most of them had actual dates and had splintered off into other groups. Since I'd bought 

my ticket so late, their plans didn't have the flexibility to include me and many of them 

didn't know I'd decided to go. Wendy wasn't going. Last year, I'd asked two boys and got 

rejected by both. A boy in my year asked me out, but I happened to know that he'd asked 

out at least four other girls first, so, out of pride, I turned him down.   

 “You should think about how your decision affects other people. Getting you 

ready has taken up half my weekend,” my mom told me, as she started looking through 

her jewelry box to find me a necklace. Her comment was utterly deserved.   

 Downstairs, Mandeep was outside shooting hoops on the driveway with my dad. 

 “You’re making me late!” Mandeep said. This was also a deserved comment. 

Mandeep went back in to grab the corsage from the fridge. He had to call his friend to ask 

about where to buy a corsage and which one to get, since none of us knew.  

 “Stand next to your brother by the trees for a picture,” my mom directed.  

 “But people will think we’re going together,” protested Mandeep. Few of our 

pictures by the trees turned out well anyways because we were never smiling, just 

cringing and hoping our neighbors didn't drive past. My cheap heels slid into the mud as 
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she took photos. My dad took a picture with me too, and his hug before I got into the car 

made me know he was proud I was his daughter. I think his behavior might have been 

different if I had had a date though. In eighth grade, a boy had asked me to a school 

dance, but my parents wouldn’t let me go unless my dad attended as a parent chaperone. I 

didn’t go. 

 In the car with Mandeep, I had to prop my legs up. The passenger’s side had 

water that leaked in—a consequence of me pulling into the driveway and hitting our 

parked van over the summer. In my opinion, my accident could be blamed on two 

things—I was tired from cutting two yards and more importantly, I had seen a tan, ripped, 

shirtless guy running as I pulled in.  

 Mandeep did not talk to me the whole way to his date's house where everyone 

was meeting, except to tell me that I needed to be added to the dinner reservation too. I 

didn't realize everyone ate together before prom. I had first heard about prom from a 

Babysitter’s Club book I read in elementary school. One of the girls found her mother’s 

prom picture. The mom ended up marrying her date, which led me to assume prom was 

something people did in the 70s.  

*** 

 Cheese, crackers, and a rainbow of Vitamin Water were lined up for the seven 

couples, plus myself. The boys stood stiffly near the door with their hands in their 

pockets. They were laughing about the word cummerbund.  

  The girls were in the bathroom pushing in extra bobby pins and exclaiming 

compliments with wide blinking eyes. It looked like their hair and makeup were done 
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professionally and collectively they smelled like an overdose of flowers. Slowly, I 

realized everyone but Mandeep and I were juniors. That should have been okay, but these 

juniors knew each other well, and without meaning anything by it, excluded me. I went 

room to room, lurking in doorways, telling girls that they looked fine without them 

hearing me, and I attempted to join many conversations, but usually failed. For some 

reason, I thought that since it was prom, social exclusionary policies would be 

temporarily lifted. I tried to reassure myself that since we weren't actually at the dance 

yet, the magic hadn't started.  

 Two other girls also didn't have dates. One was a black girl named Kayla, who 

kept readjusting the tape on her V-neck dress. I liked her because she was brave enough 

to ask lots of questions in chemistry while everyone else just played on their phones. The 

other was her friend, Erica, who sat in the front of all of her classes and read Yale Alumni 

and Forbes. Later I'd learn that she was the only one who went to school on Senior Skip 

Day. She told her peers that she got to "like, eat pizza and they missed out."  

 We were all called to the front stairs to take pictures. Kayla, Erica, and I stood at 

the top, but as everyone lined up, one of the moms realized she couldn't fit everyone in 

the screen.  

 "Maybe we should have just the couples," she suggested. The three of us slid 

along the wall to the bottom and stood in the corner of the doorway by the umbrella 

holder. Some of the girls on the stairs pulled out their cameras and passed them down to 

the parents.  
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Slipping into the dining room, I admired some china plates displayed in a cabinet. 

Plates had never seemed so smooth and well-designed. Such expert roundness. 

 To get better lighting, everyone moved to the balcony of the master bedroom. The 

parents stood outside and took pictures from below, and they made sure every couple had 

a picture together. I stood by the drapes and looked at the other houses. Someone said an 

Indianapolis Colts player lived in that neighborhood and I believed them, given the size 

of the homes, the many tennis courts, and in-ground pools. I didn't see kids playing like 

they did on my street.  

 Finally, I heard a mom yell something about, "Sexy Single Lady Pictures." Kayla, 

Erica, and I had our time as everyone else headed downstairs.  

 Afterwards, outside on the driveway, all the couples were jumping into cars. 

Running over to Mandeep, I asked if I could go with him. Because he was a foot taller, 

and wearing heavily tinted sunglasses, I tried to get as close to his face as possible—an 

annoying little sister move, I realize now.   

 "Just figure it out," he said, his mouth barely moving. This was not the boy who 

used to draw the R's in my name for me at daycare. The boy who used to chase bunnies 

in our backyard with me while Satwant  was away at kindergarten. I was an inch taller 

and a pound heavier than Mandeep when we were born; I walked and crawled first. Yet, 

we'd grown apart over the years, I embarrassed him frequently and his aloofness at that 

moment was as it had been most of high school. Even though it was prom, nothing was 

different.  
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 For a moment, I began to think I would be left stranded on the driveway. Then I 

noticed Erica was starting to get into her SUV with Kayla. I got into the back and noticed 

that unlike our thirteen-year old car, there were no gum stains and probably no long-lost 

Lego men hidden deep in the car seat folds. It took us twenty minutes to drive to 

downtown Indianapolis. Erica didn't  need printed directions and drove confidently down 

roads I didn't know.  

 "Did you decide where you're going?" Erica asked at a red light. She was at the 

top of her year and worked extremely hard in school. She was probably going to go 

somewhere great.  

 "DePauw," I mumbled.  

 She said it was a good school, but I could tell she was just being nice. As the girls 

looked for a parking garage, I observed a limo passing us by. Three girls, probably on 

their way to their school's prom, were dancing out of the sunroof. They were wearing 

huge fluffy dresses and had tiaras on their slicked up-dos, American Princesses. They 

look as tan as me—or at least they would be for about four more days. 

      *** 

 In the restaurant, the staff had to bring an extra chair for me to our reserved area 

upstairs. The girl seated on my right talked to her friend about how she got a physical 

trainer for two weeks to help her fit into her dress. After reading the menu for a while, I 

ordered a sandwich instead of steak like mostly everyone else. 

 I tried talking to some girls near me about shared classes, summer jobs, and the 

end of spring sports. Some responded, but just like any other day, they mostly chose not 
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to hear me. By then, I couldn't tell if this was because I wasn't in their year, because my 

dress wasn't as fancy as theirs, or because I was Indian, or all of the above. Their dresses 

probably cost $300-$500, were cut in alluring ways, and weren't as mass-manufactured as 

mine. My dress was probably designed in thirty seconds, whereas theirs had probably 

been designed over the course of a month by a European staying in a coastal chateau.  

 The girls began discussing their steak preference and what they normally got from 

restaurants, but I didn't recognize any of the names. I studied the wooden ceiling and 

finished my water three times, then devoted 5.5 minutes of rapt concentration to the 

cuticle of my left thumb. In a way, it was helpful that they were juniors because I didn't 

have to talk too much about college admission.  

 My sandwich arrived and it was too tall for me to bite. I settled for breaking off 

pieces. The toasted bread sprinkled all over my dress. A spot of mayonnaise landed on 

my knee.  

 Out of boredom, I headed to the bathroom and once in the stall, I discovered that 

the beige underwear I borrowed from my mom now had blood in it.  

 "Fucker. Bitch fucking fuck fuck motherfucker shit ho," I said.  

 In my purse, I had nothing but tissues and chapstick. I explained my situation to 

the hostess and she gave me fifty cents for the machine in the bathroom that you never 

notice until you need it.  

*** 

Going along with the Breakfast at Tiffany's theme, turquoise and silver ribbons 

scripted up the stair railing of the dance venue. Bowls of hard candy decorated tall tables. 
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A live band played songs no one knew. The music was too fast to slow dance to, but too 

slow for people to be wild.  

We did the mandatory breathalyzer test, and though I had never had a sip of 

alcohol, I was flattered that they suspected me. I wished the dinner mints I'd munched on 

would give me something above 0.0 to make me more intriguing to the faculty.  

You couldn't get to the dance area without getting your picture taken by the 

photographer. Teachers cheerfully patted our shoulders as we waited in line. In front of 

me was a fellow senior named Rebecca. Her locker was near mine and she often sat there 

with about eight other rich white girls from our year. Once I overhead her complaining 

about college admissions. She said, "I should just write that I'm a lesbian so I can get into 

more schools." 

 Girls from my volleyball team that I'd told fortunes for stood with their dates. 

One was going to Georgetown. Another was going to a school on par with DePauw, even 

though she hadn't tried nearly as hard in school as I had. Her focus had been parties and 

boys. I scooted back to find Kayla and Erica and we took the picture together on the little 

set. Everyone could see us, making me feel suddenly too tall, so I slouched. As soon as 

the picture was over, I broke from Erica and Kayla, and searched for my friend, 

Elizabeth.  

  “That’s a nice necklace! I would never think to pair silver with brown,” she told 

me as we hugged. Elizabeth had recently helped me cheat on the Christianity test that was 

open-Bible. She said there was no way I could have known some of the answers. I never 
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needed to help her with my religion because we spent half of a forty-minute class on 

Sikhism, in my K-12 education. We spent more time on bulimia.  

The sides of the dance floor became too populated and people overflowed into the 

center of the room, allowing me to spot my latest crush, Kyle. He was going to a school 

in the south. He had dark hair that was soft. I knew that because I sat behind him in a 

lecture hall for government class and he accidentally leaned back and hit his head on my 

knee a couple times. He also had spectacular forearms from playing baseball. I liked 

running 200s during track practice because the start line was near the batting cage and he 

was usually in there.  

Walking closer, I stood behind him and his friends while they talked. This 

strategy did not work as it seemed to in the movies; he did not turn around to say he was 

fond of my knees, nor did he let me pet his head.  

Soon the dance floor filled. Some juniors from my track team and I rotated in a 

little dance circle together at the corner of the floor like a defunct clock. After a couple 

songs, I got bored and decided to go to the bathroom. Since we were on the top floor of a 

mall, I went down a level, past an empty food court. The bathrooms were right there—I 

had hoped it would take me longer to find them.  

Leaving the bathroom, I saw a stooped janitor dipping a mop in a yellow bucket. 

She told me I looked nice. I asked her how her night was. It was good.     

 Suddenly, I wanted to know how long her shift was, her peanut butter preference, 

about her first friendship bracelet, if she had ever been in a hot air balloon, if she had to 
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memorize the states in elementary school, who taught her to shoot a basketball. I didn't 

get to find out. 

"Maybe you should get back in there," she said. I clopped back to the escalator.  

*** 

The room was darker when I came back. The live band had finished and top forty 

songs were playing. Couples were together dancing by that point, including most of my 

friends. Had I really thought that a guy who had brought someone else would abandon his 

date and dance with me instead in some sort of passionate maneuver?  

Wandering around the floor, I notice a soccer player who was going to a state 

school. He was dancing with his girlfriend. They were the most glamorous thing I'd ever 

seen. He had a gelled mohawk and his shirt was unbuttoned. One arm was in the air while 

the other was grabbing his girlfriend's ass. His girlfriend, some underclassman whose dad 

worked with rock stars, had on bright red lipstick and was wearing a dress slit all the way 

to the eleventh rib. Instead of smiling, she just had her lips in a smug pout.  

Mandeep was also grinding with his date, which made me quickly look away. 

Some of the juniors from the group I came with mentioned that they were going to an 

after party before going to the Taylor's house. I had seen pictures of those parties. 

Everyone was smiling around pool tables in basements. They were piled up on top of 

each other on anonymous couches. Sometimes they were sitting on counters, pointing at 

you, holding red cups. Sometimes they were leaning against doors, laughing with a friend 

who had equally good-looking teeth. I was sure Kyle, the soccer player and his girlfriend 
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would be there. The kids who arrived the latest were gone already. The guys had found 

their jackets and the girls had found their heels.   

Mandeep told me he was going straight to the Taylor's. Believing I'd get in trouble 

with my parents otherwise, I decided to go there too. Some junior boy I hadn't ever 

noticed—Tom was his name, I think—agreed to let me ride with him. His date and her 

friends were going to the after party. In his luxury vehicle, I realized that the after party 

could be where the life changing part of prom could occur, so I asked for Tom's phone 

and looked up Allison's number. Allison was one of the juniors en-route to the party. 

Perhaps she could give us an address and we could go there too. Tom said he was okay 

with that. Allison didn't pick up, so I called again. Tom said it was okay, so I kept calling. 

Such was my concentration that I don't even really remember what Tom looked like.  

At the Taylor's, people stood together in the kitchen. I pulled Mrs. Taylor aside 

and explained my period situation. She told me there were supplies in the upstairs 

bathroom. She only had tampons. Since I had only just gotten used to using them, it took 

me over twenty minutes to get set. Everyone downstairs, I was sure, thought I was taking 

a dump. When I returned, they politely averted their eyes.  

 Allison and her friends arrived not long after.  

"Did you go to the party?" I asked.  

"No, we took longer because we had a dance party in the parking garage and 

decided to change in the car." Allison replied.  

"I called you a few times using Tom's phone," I said.   
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"You did?" She got her phone out of her bag. "I didn't hear it. I think my phone's 

on silent."  

She burst out laughing and gathered her friends around. "I have nineteen missed 

calls from you!" she announced to everyone. Nineteen calls. My desire to make prom 

magical now had embarrassing quantitative proof. 

*** 

 

 When I got out of our car at home the next morning, I felt not a damn thing had 

changed. But  I wasn't particularly unhappy. The night did not teach me anything new. 

By senior prom, I already knew my parents were restrictive, that my family wasn't as well 

off as the other families at my school, that the boy I liked did not like me back, that a 

group of juniors would rather talk to each other than me, that Mandeep fit in better than I 

did. I didn't enjoy dancing alone. I had a vague understanding that I wouldn't have been 

happy if a popular guy had ditched his date for me. It wouldn't change that I was going to 

DePauw and wasn't smart enough to go somewhere better. Right then in the Sunday sun, 

my bare feet felt completely grounded to the driveway. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 On the drive to DePauw's campus before the start of my sophomore year, my dad 

turned to me and asked, "Where's the castle?" 

 We were about ten miles away, gliding down a soft hill on US-231. Under a 

bright August sky were cornfield and trees. My clothes, books, toiletries, and bedding 

were in the trunk of our van. We'd stopped talking after the first thirty minutes of the 

drive and had just been listening to music.  

 "What?" I asked.  

 "You know, where's the castle?"  

 "What do you mean?" 

 "DePauw is in Greencastle. I see the green. Where's the castle?" 

 We couldn't stop laughing. 

*** 

 Where's the castle, indeed. DePauw's campus was very plain. Many of the street 

names were predictably names of trees: Walnut, Elm, Locust, Apple, Maple, Pine, 

Sycamore, Olive, Poplar. Stay around for an hour and a squirrel or stray cat was bound to 

pass before you. If you went to the top floor of any academic building, you could see 

almost the whole campus because it was so flat. No building towered over the other 

buildings. There were only about 15 stoplights in Greencastle. There was no mall, but 

there was a Wal-mart. Sometimes on a commute, you could get caught behind farm 

equipment.  
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 When I visited campus as a junior at Park Tudor, I'd noticed the potholes first. 

Park Tudor had no potholes. It had been a cold day and the faded road seemed to blend 

into the sidewalk into the buildings into the light gray sky. That there were these 

buildings and students existed in Greencastle, Indiana surprised me. It was like some 

whole other world in Indiana no one had ever told me about. I knew there were colleges 

in Indiana, but it still felt odd to come across an actual campus. My dad had driven 

Mandeep and me there to visit. We met with admissions and I didn't pay that much 

attention to what was said. To be polite, I asked one question about their winter term 

program. Students had the opportunity to go on school trips around the world for the 

month of January.  

 Then a blond guy had given us a tour of campus. He became a huge fan of my dad 

once he discovered that my dad knew the rural town and specific street he was from. My 

dad had sold vacuum cleaners out there. On the tour, I saw two Park Tudor alums 

crossing campus. Of course my parents wanted to send me to DePauw. For lunch, I had a 

sandwich. The bread was stale and there was too much mayo.  

 Mandeep's Emory move-in day was the same as mine, so my parents helped me 

move my stuff in a weekend early. Satwant  would drop me off on my actual move-in 

day. When I saw my room for the first time, I cried. On the campus tour, we'd seen the 

newer dorms. Those rooms had been large, the walls freshly painted, the furniture 

matching, the hallways tall and open. My dorm was in College Street Hall, which used to 

be a fraternity. The carpet was faded and thin, the furniture nicked and worn, and the 

room smelled. How many frat boys had puked in there? The ceiling tiles had to have a 
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decade worth of pot residue. My room was located on the first floor and close to the door 

and must have been the frat's main party room. I asked the move-in staff if I could switch 

rooms. They denied my request.  

 The following weekend, right before Mandeep and my parents drove down to 

Atlanta, my mom gave me a quick hug in the kitchen and reminded me to re-wipe down 

the dorm furniture with Lysol wipes. I'd sat in the kitchen secretly excited for her to tear 

up that I was going off to college. When my parents left Satwant  in Philly, they said 

they'd all been quiet for his whole move-in day. My mom cried on the flight home. I 

guess it was harder to leave him because he was all the way out East, and Mandeep was 

going to live in the South, but I was just an our away from home. On move-in day, my 

mom video-chatted  me from Atlanta to show Mandeep's room. It was also small, but 

newer and brighter than mine. Then I noticed something. Mandeep had moved had 

moved into room 112. I had moved into room 112.  

*** 

 At the end of move-in day, everyone went to a luau. Hundreds of fellow freshman 

bobbled in and out of my vision in the warm night, their voices wavering in a comforting 

blur.  

 I stood on a beach volleyball court, sand indenting my feet and sloughing off old 

high school skin cells. Others stood on the concrete patio, sidewalk, and grass. Mixed 

with top forty music, their words were offered up into the night sky in spirals. It was as if 

the more they proclaimed, laughed and shouted, the faster their college selves would be 

unveiled. Boys slouched with their hands in their khaki shorts pockets, talking about girls 
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in a hungry way that seems to be more gratifying than being in the presence of an actual 

female. Flinty-eyed girls stood as close to the boys as appropriately possible, hoping 

they'd approach. I tried joining a circle of girls who all lived on the same floor with each 

other, but they weren’t talking, so I threaded my way over to a fifteen against fifteen 

game of volleyball.  

 The court contained less free-shooting nervous speak since the game gave us 

something to do. At one point, the ball skipped off the sand and rolled away. Before we 

could stop him, a boy in a red shirt ran into the darkness, rising and falling with the land 

until he was nothing but a memory.  

 Dust was eased into the ridges of my fingertips. My shins and feet were also 

matted with it. Later I could shower or not shower. I could wear eye shadow and the 

denim mini-skirt I'd bought in secret a couple weeks ago. Not for the first time that day, I 

thought about how I could have cookie dough and chicken fingers whenever I wanted.  

 Though Satwant  went all the way to Philadelphia and Mandeep to Atlanta, my 

being an hour from home was revolutionary still. Going away for college and living in a 

co-ed dorm was something no women in family have ever gotten to do. When I met my 

first year seminar group of fifteen, one of the girls was late and arrived with swollen eyes. 

I wondered why anyone would miss home when there were guys playing ping-pong in 

their front yard in Speedos while their bearded friends lounged in a kiddie pool.  

 With my seminar group, we'd done an exercise where we'd stood beneath an 

"agree," "neutral," or "disagree" sign. One of the questions our two student mentors asked 

was if DePauw had been our top choice school. Only two girls had stood in the "agree" 



128 

 

category. The rest of us in the "disagree" section shared the same wounded and frustrated 

facial expression. The hurt was still fresh that we'd ended up at DePauw. It helped to 

know other girls felt the same. I was on the wait list for Wake Forest and Vanderbilt all 

the way until June 1st, and I'd checked my email and the mailbox nearly every day while 

waiting, sure that one of the schools would come around. In the end, both schools 

rejected me. I didn't ask the other girls about the schools they'd wanted to attend. There 

seemed to be an understanding that we had to start moving on.   

 One had also cut grass in high school as a summer job and she struck up a 

conversation with me on our half-mile walk from an academic building to the dorms. I 

remember telling her I wasn't used to talking so much in a day and would have to adjust 

to that.   

 An hour before the luau, I'd passed boys riding toward each other on bikes 

prepared to joust each other with foam noodles. Though I still thought DePauw wasn't the 

college I was supposed to end up at, I liked the people I was meeting. I couldn't see them, 

but I believed my best friends were out there, wearing leis and clothes they barely 

remembered to remove tags from as they hurried out to be late. Greencastle, Indiana, was 

a kingdom of surprises. The fields held possibility.   

*** 

 And yet. It was just DePauw. There was no castle. I went through the motions of 

being a student. I went to class, turned in work, spoke once or twice per class meeting, 

and studied. But I was burnt out. I found myself taking naps on the bench outside of our 

building during daylight hours, eating a lot of Chicken Caesar wraps alone in my room, 



129 

 

and caring more about playing volleyball than much else. Yet once classes started, the 

court was frequently empty because other students actually cared about doing well in 

college and prioritized homework. I was quickly losing interest in doing well, while 

Mandeep and Satwant  were taking intense business courses, befriending students richer 

and smarter than Park Tudor kids, and going to concerts and talks that were more 

impressive than DePauw's because their schools could afford to bring in big names.  

 My roommate was from the country Georgia and quickly became a drain on my 

energy. She wanted to know about Visas, language requirements, how to drop classes, 

where her classes were, and finally one afternoon, I just told her, "I'm not your mom." 

She became friends with the girls in the dorm rooms next to me and soon they didn't like 

me either.  

*** 

 In the fall, I went on runs a couple times each week. People kept telling me I'd 

find some sort of nature park if I went past the intramural fields. So while I was running 

one day, I came upon two girls and asked for directions. Both had been a student leaders 

during student orientation. One had revealed to a large group of us that she wasn't 

wearing underneath her athletic shorts because they had a build-in pair and I'd been one 

of the only ones who laughed. She gave me directions and soon I worried I hadn't 

followed them correctly because the trail seemed never-ending. I turned left down a 

paved road and finally saw a DePauw Nature Park sign. I continued through a parking lot 

and into the woods. The land became more open, the ground dusty and light, and the trees 

thin and delicately arched inward, framing the trail. Then I saw water. It had seemed the 
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trail was going to take me into Illinois and Iowa, but it stopped and became a rocky 

shore. I'd reached a quarry. The quarry had been active from  1917 to 1977. The 

limestone rock began forming 350 million years ago from the remains of animals living 

on the bottom of an inland sea that covered the region. 

 I'd been to another quarry once before, on a fieldtrip in fourth grade, and I'd been 

mesmerized looking down into it. I hadn't listened to much of what the guide had said; I 

was in Indiana and staring down at something rather than eye-level with something on 

our even terrain. This time, at DePauw, I was at the bottom of a quarry, in a quarry. The 

water was teal and still, and covered an expanse about the size of a high school track. No 

one else was out there but me and a few birds cutting lazy swoops. The quarry was just 

one part of the nature park. It was 520 acres. The route from my dorm room to the nature 

park was long, but I adjusted, and soon I was running greater and greater distances. Away 

from Park Tudor, I slowly became the best runner I'd ever been.   

*** 

 But then, DePauw had Friday and Saturday nights. I spent them disenchanted with 

DePauw, alone in my room, with my Google search history. "Does everyone drink when 

they are in college?" "When do most girls have their first kiss?" "Why doesn't he like 

me?" "When will I get my first boyfriend quiz." If I wandered to the dining hall, I'd pass 

girls in tight dresses walking in the direction of fraternities. There was a whole other 

world out there and I didn't want to find it, but I didn't like sitting in my room either. Why 

wasn't I acting like I was finally away from my parents and their strict rules?  
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 I judged students who drank or slept around, but they seemed to be everywhere 

and many of them were highly intelligent. A few guys I played volleyball with invited me 

to go to a house party with them, and when we arrived some upperclassman handed out 

beers and I fled, sure I'd get arrested for underage drinking, as I'd been taught in high 

school health class. We attended a mandatory safe sex lecture the first week of classes 

and I had called my mom later to tell her how awful it was that the facilitator had 

referenced sex so casually, as if everyone would do it in college. I'd had an annual 

physical at the end of the summer and our family doctor had asked me if I wanted to try 

birth control and my mom and I had turned her down. The doctor called me while I was 

at school to double check that I didn't want to try it and I told her no, then called my mom 

so we could bond over how inappropriate the doctor had been. Now that I was away from 

home, I longed for some of my parents' control.  

*** 

 At the end of September, I joined a Tackle Football Friday club. We played on a 

field by the music and science building. When I crossed the field during the school day, 

I'd feel proud of the patches that were worn away from our games. I was usually the only 

girl who played. Mostly I felt timid when I played—nervous to go for a tackle and almost 

embarrassed when the ball came to me—but closer to who I used to be. I felt the urge to 

play outside as much as possible, and oddly, it felt like I'd returned to the better parts of 

my childhood. From all the pick-up games, I developed a large group of male friends 

once more. In late October, after finishing a football game, I asked two of them about the 

stereotypes of the main six sororities on our campus. Rush was in January. Pretty much 
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everyone joined a house, sort of like Hogwarts. Greek life was necessary since there 

wasn't much else going on out there in the cornfields.  

 "There's the blond party girl house, Theta has preppy girls, Alpha Chi has a lot of 

the smart girls, DG has nice girls who are kind of quiet, Alpha Phi has a lot of athletes, 

and the one over there," my friend Tyler said, pointing to the large blue and white house 

across our field, "is Kappa."  

 He paused for a minute and squinted. He looked at his friend, Corey. "How would 

you describe Kappa?"    

 "Kappa is the quirky house. They have a lot of artists and they're somewhat...wild. 

A few used to play football with us last year," Tyler explained. "Most of my female 

friends are Kappas. You should be a Kappa."     

  The rest of the semester, whenever I passed the Kappa Kappa Gamma house, I'd 

watch the girls walking up their front steps and dream about being one of them. In the 

winter, I went to the Kappa fashion show on campus and was happy to see that they had 

girls of other races in their house. Even Indians. The other houses pretty much were all 

white.  

 During rush, I became even more sure that I should become a Kappa. For first 

round, every freshman girl visited all six of the sororities. At each sorority, we'd speak to 

three different girls and they'd rank us and we'd later rank the houses. During first round, 

Kappa was the sixth house I visited. This worried me because I thought the Kappas 

would be tired and wouldn't be as excited about speaking with me.  
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 I was randomly paired with a short blond girl named Alli. She led me into the 

dining room to a table where we were supposed to decorate bookmarks. As instructed by 

Pan-Hellenic rules, all the Kappas were wearing the same blue shirt, but Alli had cut the 

sleeves off hers, revealing her bony arms. She had very white skin and a striking face.  

 As we began to color, she didn't look up, so I babbled on about how I kept getting 

confused about all the sorority and fraternity names. "Pi Beta Phi is a sorority and Beta 

Theta Pi. They sound the same to me," I explained.  

 "I remember the difference because of Betta fish. Have you ever seen one?" she 

asked. 

 I shook my head, so she drew a picture of blue, green, and purple one on her 

bookmark. This made me like her because that's exactly what I would have done.   

 "Guys from the Beta fraternity once bought a bunch of Betta fish, let them loose 

in a bathtub, and then buried them in the front yard of Beta. Also Beta boys are like Betta 

fish because they are beautiful and proud of their looks." 

 She expanded her eyes and opened her hands by her face to demonstrate as if she 

were majestic fish, which made me laugh. We went back to coloring. Even though she 

was very beautiful, I admired how she didn't seem to make that the only thing to notice 

about her. So far in Indiana, I'd noticed pretty girls seemed to make being pretty the only 

thing about them. Alli seemed more complicated. Also, she was from the East coast—a 

suburb of Maryland just outside of DC—and I'd never had an East coast friend.  

 "Where do you live on campus?" she asked. Every girl at every sorority asked me 

this and I bet Alli was also tired of asking this.  
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 "College Street." 

 "What room?"   

 "112." 

 "That's my old room!" Alli exclaimed. Her parents had both gone to DePauw and 

her dad had lived in College Street too when it had been a fraternity. We began sharing 

stories and soon I was led over to another room to speak with another Kappa. The next 

day, I learned Kappa asked me back to second round. Then they asked me back for the 

third and final round. Most other houses rejected me, but I didn't care. Many girls got 

rejected by their top choices and that hadn;t happened to me. I'd see them crying in the 

bathroom. It was hard to watch. Rush determined who you're friends and social life for 

the next three years. Even if you knew a house was right for you, they might not know 

you were right for them. What could they really learn about you from short 

conversations? In early February, Kappa accepted me and I accepted them.  

 Suddenly, the campus busted wide open. The campus seemed magical and full of 

possibility. The Kappa house was my house now. It was a four-story mansion with pillars 

and a large porch with two swinging benches. Meals were served at the same time each 

day and we all ate together. I'd get to move in as a sophomore and would be surrounded 

by friends all the time.  

 I didn't know it, but during rush, the Kappas had heavily discussed potential new 

members. If a Kappa had been particularly impressed with a freshman, they'd spread the 

word. Alli and other girls who I'd met had spread the word about me. I began to feel like 

a celebrity. When I went to the gym, Kappas I'd never met would stop me while I was 
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cycling to say they were happy I'd picked their house. When I walked to class, Kappas I 

hardly knew would run over and tell me how much they liked my outfit. Kappas would 

invite me over to lunch and dinner at the Kappa house. They put streamers on my door, 

cards in my mailbox. I learned that the girl who'd given me directions to the nature park 

had been a senior Kappa, and that after helping me that day, she'd kept me in mind 

because she'd thought I was so cute. It had been effortless. Even though I hadn't gone to 

many parties or joined a bunch of clubs, the few interactions Kappas had had with me 

told them all they needed to know. I had 120 new female friends that seemed like the 

kind who would appreciate my boyish childhood, yet would also catch me up on how to 

be a girl.  

 We had awesome intramural shirts. On the front, was a Raider's logo. As soon as I 

left our chapter meeting, I called my dad about the Raiders shirt and he became as big of 

a fan of my sorority as I was. On campus tours, I hadn't paid attention to greek life. No 

one in my family had ever been in a fraternity or sorority and I didn't think they were for 

me. But Kappa wasn't like most sororities. The girls rebelled against most sorority ideals, 

like organizing dances, showing up to meetings, or wearing the same things as each 

other. Few wore pearls or boat shoes. Kappa was something I wouldn't have been able to 

find on most campuses. At other schools, I might have made some friends and spent most 

of college with them, but Kappa meant a whole house of friends, and the chance to live 

with all of them for three years. Kappa and the type of girl who joined Kappa was 

something I could have only found at DePauw.    

*** 



136 

 

 My thirty-person pledge class and I were sleeping over in our sorority for the first 

time. Initiation was to occur at 5am , we'd been told, but we were all supposed to eat the 

candy set out for us and bond as a pledge class. We were in a cold-dorm, a room full of 

beds and nothing else, and we all converged around one of the bunk beds. One girl 

suggested we all go around and say whom we'd kissed so far. Stories began and while 

girls were shrieking with laughter at repeats and bad judgment calls, I was learning more 

about the meaning of panic. I hadn't kissed a boy on campus. Or ever. When it was my 

turn, I muttered, "zero" and people studied me in surprise.  

 "Is it because you have a boyfriend back home?" one asked.  

 "...No."  

 So after everyone else had gone, and we spread out in the cold-dorm to talk to 

each other, I went up to a girl named Amanda, who was on her own and offered to read 

her palm. Like at the volleyball lock-in, I felt a gap between their experiences and my 

experiences. Only palm reading didn't catch on. This scared me because I wondered if I 

wasn't going to fit in at Kappa either. I wasn't getting attention for my "skill." I was 

desperately trying to connect through palm-reading and the other girls in my pledge class 

must have sensed that. Amanda stopped me to ask about my major and if I wanted to 

trade my goldfish crackers with her gummy bears. I tried to read Zadie's palm. She 

stopped me too. They wanted to talk to Rajpreet, not a pretend palm reader. They were 

trying to put me at ease and actually get to know me. A few hours in, a sophomore named 

Jess, who would eventually become my big sis, brought me hot chocolate in a thermos 
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that she'd painted. Jess later revealed that she chose me because she admired how I once 

joined her pick-up volleyball game without knowing anyone on the sand court.  

 Later, I'd learn that some of the girls in my pledge class and many upperclassman 

Kappas had been outcasts in high school. These girls would laugh about their 

awkwardness during meals in our dining room, almost competing with each other. One 

said she spoke dinosaur, another was six feet tall, several were lesbians, another would 

show off the surgery scar on her back that made it look like she had a second butt crack, 

several had dropped acid, one was South-African-Canadian, one had a dad that was born 

in the same town in England as my dad, one made her own terrariums, and many would 

teach me what it meant to have a sense of humor.       
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CHAPTER NINE 

 During January term of my sophomore year, I went out west and met a boy. I was 

in Ghost Ranch, a 21,000-acre study and conference center in the high deserts of northern 

New Mexico. The red land seemed to rise up around the cafeteria, cantina, museum, and 

housing as if God had wanted to keep something from getting out. You couldn't get 

internet reception anywhere except for the library—sometimes. The nearest drugstore and 

supermarket were thirty-five miles away in Espanola.  

 Ace was an environmental studies major taking a creative writing class for school 

credit; I hadn't declared my major and was taking an inner journey yoga class. Others—

the twenty-five students with me from DePauw, and the twenty other students from 

colleges in Texas, Minnesota, and Florida— took painting, silversmithing, photography, 

or outdoor adventure. During the day, we went to class and on the weekends, we had day 

trips around the area.  

 The first time I saw Ace, I almost started laughing because he was sort of buzzing 

around the dining hall, green eyes wide open, as if he was on the verge of telling a great 

story. He, in fact, had tons of hilarious stories about visiting a Scientology museum, 

peeing out of a lacrosse bus, and hitting on women in bars. He told me his pediatrician 

had a theory that kids who ran in the parking lot ended up doing drugs. Ace always ran in 

the parking lot. He was slightly tan from going to the school in Florida. I decided he 
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looked like I wanted him to—some kind of pirate. He was the tallest one out of the group 

and had a promising mustache and beard coming in. 

 While we were on a guided hike early in the trip, he told me that after watching 

Supersize Me, he went and had two hamburgers. I, however, had an apple, banana, and 

canned tomato soup, then worried about the soup's salt content. He seemed to enjoy 

teasing me until I got flustered and start sputtering out ways he was wrong. When we sat 

next to each other on a bus ride to Bandelier National Monument and he told me, "Before 

you die, you need to do five things: go skinny-dipping, smoke pot, steal something, do 

shrooms, and have a one-night-stand."  

 When I was with him, I'd regret that I'd brought old jeans, my dad’s socks, baggy 

shirts, and beige bras. I hadn't thought anything important was going to happen on my 

trip. I was beginning to learn that guys didn't come when I wanted them to, but they were 

always on time.  

*** 

 On the first day of Inner Journey class, our instructor gave us a book called Yoga 

Life. The aim of the book was to "purify and change our being and break down our 

limitations so that we may become ready for transformation." There were six of us in the 

class—all girls. They seemed into studying yoga, but it was lost on me. I'd done yoga a 

few times back at DePauw and had largely been bored by it and found the spirituality 

aspect of yoga laughable. Originally, I'd signed up for the Outdoor Adventure class which 

involved camping and hiking, but an older Kappa who had been on the Ghost Ranch trip 

the year before, told me I had to take Inner Journey. She'd even made a hardcover book 
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of pictures of her time out there. The class was apparently more than yoga. We were 

going to create vision boards, learn reflexology, find our spirit animals, study nutrition, 

walk through labyrinths, visit a mineral spa, write reflection papers, and paint our own 

masks. So I tried to care as the instructor lectured about Yamas, Niyamas, Asanas, 

Pranayama, Pratyahara, Dharana, Dharana, and Samadhi. Who knew? Ideas that came 

from India were supposed to set me free.  

*** 

 During one night during the first week at Ghost Ranch, I was sitting in the library 

working on short essay questions for my class, when I noticed a book called the called 

Succulent Wild Woman. Inside were watercolor illustrations that reminded me of the 

paintings I did in kindergarten. I always wrote “I Loe You” and no one ever told me 

remember the V. The whole book was handwritten. The author had a troubled past and 

with self-healing behind her, encouraged all women to become "succulent." The writing 

wasn't the polished writing we studied in my literature courses, but her ideas about living 

were eye-opening. She had ideas I hadn't come across before: to vacation and eat at 

restaurants alone, wear costumes, buy yourself flowers, create your own life rules, allow 

yourself to feel crabby,  and to live a ripe, juicy, whole, round, exuberant, wild, rich, 

wide, deep, firm, rare, female life. I'd been creating my own set of values while away at 

DePauw and suddenly there was a whole book containing ideas I hadn't fully allowed 

myself to articulate.  

 Motivated by what I'd read, I got up and wandered the library's aisles before 

picking up A Perfect Day. Then, book under arm, I passed students playing a board game, 
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and approached the front room, where Ace was alone at the computer. He was wearing a 

maroon hoodie and black corduroys. His clothes never made sense. One day he'd wear a 

fluorescent 80's track jacket, then he'd wear pajama bottoms with the pajama top tied 

around his forehead. He had worn socks with flip-flops.  

 “Sara, do you know how we're supposed to check out books here?” I asked, 

entering the room. “Oh you’re not Sara!” I lied. Sara was some other girl on the trip. Ace 

turned and seemed fairly happy to see me. I wondered what I was supposed to do next. I 

was bothering him and wasn't exactly sure why. I'd gone Wild West. Succulent. What my 

family would think didn't even enter my head, as if the miles between me and Indiana 

were actually working.  

 “How about I give you a massage?” I finally asked. My face felt as if all the blood 

had been pushed to the last layer of skin. I was three steps too far into the room at this 

point. In that moment, I wasn't anyone's daughter.  

 He agreed, turning back to the screen and I started. The room was quiet and I was 

aware of each breath, which in turn made breathing harder than it had ever been. His back 

was tougher than I thought it'd be. Like me, he had a narrow frame and long limbs. I 

watched the time on his computer screen. Seven minutes in, he asked me to switch. 

 “You’re going to lie on the couch,” he announced, standing up and shutting the 

door. There were a couple of armchairs, two short couches, and one long couch big 

enough for me to lie across with a foot of room on the end. His technique was less 

inhibited than mine—he went slower and didn't hesitate to be firm. His hands seemed to 

take up a third of my back. Some drool slipped out the side of my mouth and I worried 
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he’d see it when I got up. When he stopped, I slowly sat up and worried about how my 

hair had gotten messy. 

 “Come here,” he said, smiling. After I scooted over, he kissed me. He put his 

hand up the back of my shirt and unhooked my bra but I pushed his hands away when he 

tried to pull off my shirt, fairly sure things were going too fast. My unattached bra rubbed 

against my skin and made my shirt look lumpy. We began kissing again. I was finding 

the situation strangely manageable, perhaps because it was nighttime, because I hadn't 

predicted things would go so well, or because books were involved.       

 “I knew this was going to happen,” he said. I was on my back and looking up at 

him, I realized what was happening was the sexiest thing I'd ever seen. With an arm out 

on the top of the couch cushion to balance himself, Ace moved his hips over mine and 

slowly dragged himself back and forth. My terror must have been apparent on my face 

because he had the expression of a sinister crocodile. I thought he had an erection. For so 

long, I had existed on the margins of this world: no one ever tried to do anything with me. 

Nothing I'd welcomed, at least.  

 Lowering himself until his mouth tickled my ear, he asked, “How long has it 

been?” Try never. My first kiss had happened three months ago on a dance floor with a 

lanky Canadian boy.  

 The first time I ever saw him, he was alone, floating around on an inflatable raft 

in a large inflatable pool with a t-shirt over his face. Even though he was the president of 

the frat, other phi delts tossed beer cans at him. Since the Canadian, I’d kissed two other 
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boys, but had done nothing more with them. I'd gone on my first real date in October, but 

it hadn't amounted to much since I didn't like him back.  

  “You got exactly what you came in here for,” Ace said. 

 Unable to talk sexy back to him, I swung my legs across his lap and asked, “How 

old are you?”  

 “Twenty-four,” he answered. Five years older than me. He explained that his 

mom died in a car accident when he was a senior in high school and that he delayed 

going to college so he could work for a couple years and be around for his younger sister.  

 “How long were you with your ex-girlfriend?” I'd overheard him mention her 

twice.  

 “Three years. We broke up two months ago. I’d be lying if I told you I wasn’t on 

the rebound,” he answered.  

 Having never been in a relationship before, I doubted this would matter.  

 “And what was her name?” I asked cheerfully.  

 “Beth,” he says, looking down. We were quiet for a minute and I swung my legs 

off him. Then I moved my hand up his pants. He didn't say anything and since I didn't 

know what I should be feeling or precisely where I should be feeling, I removed my 

hand.  

 “Put me back together again,” I said as I turned around. He lifted up the back of 

my shirt and re-hooked my bra, but not before guessing my bra size correctly after two 

guesses. He'd slept with fifteen girls at that point.  
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 “You didn’t need to know how to check out a book did you?” he asked as I 

headed out the door. 

 “I’ve already read that book,” I replied and we both laughed. When I left the 

room, nothing was ordinary.  

*** 

 The next night I tried to catch Ace as he left the cantina but he said, “sweet 

dreams,” and kept walking. During the day if we sat next to each other at meals, he didn’t 

pester me anymore. Inner Journey class had become increasingly miserable because he 

was all I thought about as we went on long silent walks, did yoga for two hours each 

morning, and discussed attachment, purity, chastity, and urges. On a visit to a bookstore, 

I spent the whole time looking up compatibility between his astrological sign and mine. 

Each time a book denied the match, I searched for another.  

 Worst of all, Ace had started spending a lot of time with a pretty brunette from 

another school. Julie had thinner eyebrows than me, better blended makeup, and her 

laugh made you think of emeralds and ducklings on a pond. She was white. He was 

white. At meals he sat directly across from her and leaned in close, speaking quietly as if 

she were a china teacup. She'd smile and lean forward too. When we went on day trips, 

they'd take the same van. He followed her around whatever place we visited. Seeing this 

made me experience a jealousy as vast as the flat Indiana landscape, and a disgust in 

myself for feeling it.  

*** 
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 As part of orientation, all of us participated in mandatory team building exercises 

and one involved running around and tagging people's knees. Afterwards, the instructor 

said those of us who stood back and covered our knees were losing out. That was exactly 

what I had done. In my second semester at DePauw, a girl on my floor had noticed how 

paranoid I was about people knowing anything about me and I had agreed with her 

observations. Park Tudor had made me wary of letting myself go, should Mandeep or 

Satwant  find out and tell my parents. But with the Ace situation, I slowly exhausted my 

mind, and I had to open up to my Ghost Ranch roommate, Lisa. Lisa was a Kappa in my 

pledge class. We didn't know each other that well, but I figured she would know more 

about boys than I did. It seemed most Kappas did.   

 “Wait, Julie has a boyfriend. She was buying him presents in Santa Fe,” Lisa said.  

 She hadn't even sat down properly on her bed yet because she could sense how 

much the Ace stuff was bothering me. 

 "He still likes her more. She's so much prettier than me," I replied. 

 "Do you think he's ever met anyone else like you before though?" she asked.  

 A new sort of warmth settled within me as I realized he probably had never met a 

Rajpreet before and never would again.  

 The next night, as Ace left the cantina alone, I threw on my coat and hurried after 

him. I'd spent most of the night working on a puzzle with other girls as he'd played ping 

pong.  

 “How is this supposed to work? I don’t want to bother you if you’re still trying to 

get over your ex,” I began, fumbling through my coat pockets for my flashlight.      
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 “I’m over her,” he said, still looking straight ahead. We passed the turn I would 

take to go back to my room.  

 “Well I don’t like only seeing you at night. It’s sleazy."   

 “I thought it'd be better for you to avoid Ghost Ranch gossip.”  

 “I don't mind if people know. We can do other things...like go on walks."  

 “I’d like to think I can have my own time to myself during the day,” he said, 

making me feel needy.   

 “It feels like you don’t even like me.”    

 “Girl 101, it’s coming back to me. I’m supposed to say hi and stuff,” he said. His 

Girl 101 with Julie was impeccable.  

 We made it over an ice patch to his room and I was surprised to see he didn't have 

a roommate. There were two twin beds, a bedside table under a small window, a set of 

drawers, and a small closet. Only two shirts hung in his closet and the rest were on the 

floor. He found some chocolate he'd bought in Sante Fe and offered me some. I didn't 

concentrate on the taste because then he invited me to lie next to him.  

 Eyes on the ceiling, he talked. He told me about how his mom made him undergo 

electric-shock therapy in high school and how it wiped out some of his memory. He'd 

been arrested four times, for various drinking escapades. Ace had plans to bike from his 

school in Florida back to his home in DC after graduating in May. It felt nice to listen to 

him and admire his eye wrinkles. From the side he resembled Ralph Fiennes. When he 

tried to take off my clothes, I pushed his hands away. So he leaned over, kissed me, and 

pulled me on top of him. Leaning away, I admitted, “It’s a bit scary. I had my first kiss, 



147 

 

first date, and first drink in the past few months." His eyebrows bunched in an expression 

of genuine disbelief.  

 "I’ve never even seen a dick before,” I continued. And only one boy had seen me 

naked. I posed nude freshman year for a three hour figure-drawing session. It was just 

me, a fifth year intern, a female freshman, and a football player who came late. I forgot 

his face afterwards because I didn't meet eye contact with him once.  

 "What? But you carry yourself really well," he said.  

 Ace unzipped his jeans and pulled down his boxers. At first I couldn't believe 

what I was seeing. His dick looked much smoother than I would have imagined. Balls 

were massive. Who knew guys had all that in their pants? I decided I would cast low 

gazes at all the men on the trip to guess what theirs looked like. When he put his pants 

back on, I was relieved though because I still didn’t know how things worked down 

there.  

 He started sharing an idea he had to taxi drunk people on his campus, when I 

asked him to ask me questions. Lisa had suggested this. “When did you learn how to 

dress sexy for men?” he asked. I still hadn't figured that out. 

 “No, a real question,” I said. 

 “What’s the last good book you read?” he asked. 

 “Heart of Darkness. I read it in high school and we read it last semester,” I told 

him then stopped. All of a sudden, I had nothing more to say. Yet I'd written two A 

papers on the book. I wanted to go into my interpretation about the river, but then I 
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realized talking to him wasn't nearly as easy as it must have been for him to talk to me. 

How was I that bad at speaking to boys even about topics I knew inside out?   

 “I tried reading that once,” he said, then launched into a lengthy summary of some 

other book he'd read that was similar.  

 After he stopped, I got up and said, "You know I won't be having sex with you 

right? I'm not on the pill."  

 "That's fine. I'll act like a gentleman, but I am a man," he replied. When I got back 

to the room, I told Lisa I wanted to have sex with him.  

*** 

 But days passed without him inviting me back to his room and I became so 

desperate that I made a green construction paper sign and wrote mine and Lisa’s name on 

it just in case he came over to see me and didn’t know which room was ours. I began to 

realize I couldn’t attack this situation with Ace as I would study for a particularly hard 

exam—I couldn’t set deadlines and push harder when I was insecure. Wanting him was 

not enough.  

 One afternoon, my Inner Journey class stopped at a CVS and I bought Plan B with 

Lisa at my shoulder. The young Hispanic man behind the desk asked me for my license 

and nothing more. He didn’t ask me who the man was, what my parents thought, if I still 

felt pure, if I needed cereal and an animated movie, if he could make a major decision for 

me. Didn’t he know I was miles from Indiana and my left brain couldn't connect with my 

right brain?  

 My mind was breaking down.     Boy         sex                                      forbidden 
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 family   be good              rules follow them  Ace risk            worth it  

but julie                                                                                          safe     play it safe  

safe safe                    Ace  

 S A F E         kissing careful 

                    Ace                                          balls 

       so hot    independence           careful    

                                                       how do I boy 

 After CVS, we visited a high-end grocery store. Lisa had me take pictures of her 

in front of pink apples and other fruit that we didn't recognize. I enjoyed following her 

around as she explained what items she'd have in her own apartment some day. She spent 

over five minutes in front of fruit juices thinking aloud with me about which one to buy. 

As she did this, I started wishing I was consumed with something other than boys.    

*** 

 Several days later, I stepped outside my room to determine if I could wear shorts 

the rest of the afternoon. Snow was melting everywhere. Since I missed seeing my bare 

legs, and because Ace said "your legs are stems, mine are trunks," I put on shorts and 

threw on a hoodie. I'd decided to keep my memories of fun times with Ace, but to be 

practical and give up on him. The night in the library and his room were scandalous 

enough. Settling back into my G-rated life seemed best. I was going to return Plan B to a 

CVS when I got back home.  

 Some people were playing baseball in the middle of the field and I couldn’t help 

but approach. As I get closer, I realized I hadn't seen any of the people before. The 
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pitcher, a young white man in suspenders introduced himself as Jacob. He named the rest 

of the players: two women of Middle Eastern descent in hijabs and their four kids. They 

apparently all lived together near Ghost Ranch, but didn't elaborate.  

 My team was up to bat. I let the mom and kid go before me. The mom made it to 

first. As I was lining up, I saw Ace exit the library. Jacob pitched it and I missed because 

I was trying to see if Ace had noticed me. On the second throw, I bunted it and sprinted 

to first base, nearly knocking over one of the kids who had been jumping in puddles. The 

mom got caught running from first, so we headed to the outfield. I took second.  

 Ace approached the field, so I quickly fixed my bangs and tightened my ponytail. 

I tried to see my reflection in a puddle, but there wasn't enough water. Julie passed the 

field and Jacob invited her to play but she declined. Ace joined the batting team to make 

things even. They let him go first.  

 “This one’s going right to Raj,” he yelled, pointing the plastic bat at me. Jacob 

pitched it and Ace sent the ball flying. It hit the ground not far from my feet and zipped 

away, snapping frigid water on my bare legs. The ball rolled on fifteen meters behind me. 

As Ace ran to first, I couldn't decide if it was worth running after the ball. He’d make it 

home regardless.  

 I tried anyways and water seeped through my shoes and into my socks as I hurried 

through the grass. By the time I picked up the ball I realize he has already been around 

the bases.    

*** 
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 That night, when I was alone in the library, sending Wendy and email about the 

skiing trip we'd been on recently, Ace walked into the room with a book and began to 

read. He had finished at least three other books by this point because I didn't recognize 

the black and blue cover of what he was reading.  

 "Did you know all water eventually gets back to the ocean?" he suddenly asked.   

 "What about water in humans?"  

 He started explaining his book and how cities would deconstruct if the world 

ended. He used lots of gestures and I stopped listening because he was so cute to watch.   

  “You can kiss me now,” I told him when he paused.    

 “Come here,” he said and I went over to the couch. Within a couple minutes, our 

clothes scattered around the room, I said, “The windows."  

 None of the blinds were done and since the lights in the library were on and it was 

dark outside, I was certain at least one person had seen us. This was both exciting and 

scary. On the walk to his room, he said almost nothing.  

 “You going over for Lou’s birthday?” a DePauw guy asked as we got closer to the 

men's housing area. I could see several people through a window in one of the rooms. 

Guitar music and slurred singing wriggled through the wind. I could imagine everyone in 

there, arguing over variations of the same drinking game. 

 “I’ll be over in a bit,” I said. I'd forgotten how at lunch we'd agreed to pay an 

upperclassman money to drive out of town and buy beer for everyone.  

 Once we got to his room, Ace pulled out a spiral notebook from underneath the 

bed, then opened to a page he'd written about going home from elementary school after 



152 

 

disagreeing with something his teacher had told him. While I read it over, he leaned 

forward, then back, started rubbing his hair, and then stood to pick up his clothes. I told 

him I liked how he structured his story and that I understood why he wrote it.  

 Later, I pulled a white sheet around me into the best sort of strapless prom dress 

and waited for the colors to filter back into my focus and for my thighs to loosen. Among 

other things, he'd just gone down on me for the first time. I couldn't tell how long it lasted 

but that it made me feel wild and ravenous.  

 "Do you even know what you were saying?" Ace asked from the side of the bed.  

 "No idea," I sighed. He kept his eyes on mine for awhile. That sinister smile was 

back.  

 "You said, 'I don't want to be good anymore.'"  

*** 

The next day, our instructor led us through a ceremony to find our spirit animals. 

The lights were out and sage burned. She had us lie down on yoga mats beneath thick 

blankets as she told a story we were supposed to imagine. Our animals were supposed to 

present themselves to us. I saw a donkey. I searched for grander animals as they passed 

before me in a procession. But the donkey walked closer until its eyes were all I could 

see. In them, I could see hurt mixed with a distinct sense of knowing. 

The sense of knowing made me uncomfortable. In real life, with Ace, there were 

things I couldn't ignore. One day after breakfast, when I'd been laughing a lot, he'd said to 

me, "There's something radiant about a girl done right."   
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But not everything had been done right and I couldn't escape that. I still had to go 

back to my room alone. If I went back at night, I walked quickly because I could hear 

coyotes screaming from the mesas. In the morning, another couple usually walked ahead 

of me with their arms around each other. One was a poet from my school and the other 

was Courtney, who went to Ace's school. They didn't seem to have a problem with others 

knowing that they'd become an item. Ace still followed Julie around. And Ace still found 

a way to talk to almost everyone else but me when we all hung out in the cantina to play 

board games or watch movies at night. Even though I knew he should have been treating 

me better, something about being out West was making me tired of being so careful.  

*** 

I was preparing for my first time having sex. In the morning, Lisa took a picture 

of me. When we were doing yoga she took a picture of me. It was mask day and our 

instructor put goopy white strips over our faces, leaving room just for our noses and 

mouths. Lisa's dried before mine and she took a picture of me with my white face and 

dark eyes peering though. After lunch, we meditated before painting the masks. 

Meditating was my idea. To my relief, no one called me out on this, despite my not-so-

covert reluctance at participating in many of the other mindfulness exercises over the past 

weeks.   

While meditating, I saw nothing for a good ten minutes and just fidgeted, anxious 

to paint. But then, I saw a girl wearing a pastel orange Indian suit. She was slowly 

making her way across a flat bridge over water. And then another girl wearing a lavender 

Indian suit appeared and she began walking toward her. They were fairly tall and seemed 
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peaceful. The two girls hugged. Then, I realized both girls were me. They were identical. 

Two sides of me were finally coming together. My subconscious was perhaps granting 

me permission to explore my sexuality.  

Since I disliked orange, I decided to paint my entire mask a glittery purple. There 

was no lavender. Around the left eye, I painted a silver flower with long petals that 

extended over the forehead, nose, and cheekbones of the mask.   

Somehow creating the mask was easier that it was to get ready for Ace. I didn’t 

even have satin underwear or a nice dress to wear. I ended up in jeans, tall boots, and 

Lisa's black T-shirt. She said I could borrow anything from her suitcase.  

As I stood in front of the mirror, I longed for my mom. She was so far away and 

had no idea what her little girl was about to do. While I knew sex was so utterly 

forbidden that she didn't even tell me not to do it, my relationship with her had been 

improving. She'd put a card in my suitcase and had written that I should take lots of 

pictures, make new friends, and enjoy myself. Had it been hard for her to see me go on a 

trip she never could have gone on? To allow me to grow more independent even though it 

went against our family's values? I wanted to call her. I wanted to be little again, a 

princess in a poufy red dress for Halloween, sitting on her toilet lid as she put two circles 

of blush on my cheeks. She couldn’t wear makeup until her wedding day. I was probably 

the first woman in my family to have sex before marriage.  

*** 
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There was a full moon. I watched it as I walked from a reception at the director's 

house, to the cantina, to watch a movie with everyone, and on our walk to his room. We 

sat on his bed. He’d cleaned up his clothes and the bed was made for the first time.   

“You don’t look nervous,” he said.  

“You’ve probably had sex with a virgin before."  

“Actually I haven't."  

Then I felt a little more special because he was doing something new too.   

“What if some sheik finds out about this, will you get in trouble?” he asked. He 

seemed serious, so I laughed at him.  

Our clothes came off and we did more or less what we had been doing when we 

were in his room together. Then he got out a condom. He was over me, trying to get 

things started, and I start yelling, clutching at his arms just below his elbows. He tried 

again. And again. I was listing every curse word in alphabetical order.  

“You’ve got to stop fighting me,” he said. I was angry. My head was against the 

bed frame and I was cold. He tried again and the pain was excruciating. Of course, I'd 

have a thick hymen.  

He was getting antsy and frustrated too. My yelling was pretty loud and he 

probably felt self-conscious about guys in the other rooms overhearing. His arms had a 

slickness to them. I wished I had had internet access. I could have studied articles about 

preparing for the big night, how to wrangle a cowboy, how to sacrifice self-respect for a 

goal.  

“It’s just not going to happen,” he told me.  
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I realized then that I refused to leave New Mexico a virgin. It just sounded better 

to say I lost it out West—not that I had sex for the first time on campus in Putnam 

County, Indiana. I told him to keep trying.  

“It’s just going to have to be some other lucky guy,” he announced. Thinking 

about redoing all these steps with another guy exhausted me. He stood up. I asked him to 

kiss my back and he did for awhile. We started talking about what we’d done over the 

past few days, mineral spas and the Earth Ships. I flipped over and asked him to try one 

more time. He did and I just let him push.  

“It’s about opening yourself up to somebody,” he said quietly. He gave up again, 

but I saw a spot of blood on the bed sheet. Maybe it was over. 

He pushed again and I felt something warm. Underneath me, a blood stain the size 

of my hand started spreading. It felt like I'd just woken up, or that it had become a sunny 

afternoon. I reveled in the inappropriateness of all the blood I'd produced. I knew having 

sex was against all my family's rules, and I knew it might be good for me to do it, but I 

hadn't realized how liberated it would make me feel.    

Later, I found my underwear and he drank some of the water he gotten from the 

mineral spas.  

“Tomorrow I’m going to tell your instructor I went on an inner journey,” he said 

and we both laughed. After putting on one of his shirts, I slipped out to the bathroom. But 

as I shut his door, I chipped a fingernail badly enough that my eyes watered. I foolishly 

decided that once the nail grew back, I’d be over him.    

*** 
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A day later, back in Indiana, I sat at my grandparent's kitchen table. It was just 

me, my mom, and grandmother. They didn’t even know I’d done something that made 

me a member of their world now. When my mom hugged me after I came home from the 

airport, her hug made me more aware of the parts of me that weren't the same as when I 

had left. The only thing different about my room was that a picture of my family had 

fallen from my corkboard.  

Tea cups were brought to the table. A huge picture of the Golden Temple was 

above the fireplace. I knew more about the White House. My grandmother wasn't really 

looking at me. That woman who came from a rural village in India, married off to a man 

she never met, moved west to England, then west again to America not knowing any 

English. I could never tell her what I did, but I hoped she'd be proud. The freedom to 

explore sexuality was part of the adventure that had started once my grandmother left her 

village in India. My grandmother might never understand that, but I wanted to believe it.    

*** 

 I put the purple mask on my highest shelf in my bedroom at home. It faced my 

bed. When I went home for spring break that semester, then came back for the summer, 

fall break, then Thanksgiving break, and winter break a whole year later, it stared at me 

with empty eyes and mouth agape.  
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CHAPTER TEN 

 It was my last night on campus of my junior year. Classes and finals were over. 

Alli and I were getting ready to go out to the campus bar. When I'd been told I'd have to 

live with Alli that semester, I'd been dismayed. Though I'd enjoyed meeting her during 

the first round of rush, she had a reputation for being crazy. Once I'd joined Kappa, I'd 

noticed that none of the girls liked her. She had a scandalous dating life. You couldn't 

drink in Kappa, but Alli did regularly and had gotten caught at least four times. But 

somehow, we became good friends. 

 "Can I borrow your red skirt?" I asked.  

 "The short one that ties at the back? It's somewhere on the floor in my closet," 

Alli said. She was sitting on the floor cutting the collar of one of her light pink tank tops. 

By the end of the semester, she hated all of her clothes and even took some apart.  

 I loved her clothes. She had a fur coat, gold dress, sequined shorts, highlighter 

pink tube dress, and a brown leather jacket among other things. Though many Kappas 

didn't like her, everyone knew she was fashionable. She was an art history and music 

major. She decorated the wall next to her bed with post cards of paintings and places 

she'd visited while studying abroad in Italy. Next to her desk, she placed a giant vase with 

massive peacock feathers. Leaning against the vase was a large picture of Kate Moss. The 

picture had been taken in 2008 for UK Vogue. She was wearing a union jack blazer, 

black combat boots, and was raising her tan skirt to reveal her black underwear. Alli said 
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the picture was a reminder to live recklessly and ensure the party never stopped. The 

picture mostly scared me and I doubted I'd ever be able to get to that level of liberation.  

 My side of the room showed signs of life though. I'd hung up some pictures of 

England, a painting of handprints, and a handkerchief I'd gotten from the Galapagos 

Islands. That winter term, I'd done a service trip in the Galapagos Islands. Most days we 

chopped down invasive plant species with machetes. On the weekends, we explored the 

islands. I made new friends, snorkeled with sharks, and wore a bikini for the first time.  

 "I hope I'll see Brickson tonight," I said, from my side of the room. That semester, 

I'd been interested in a senior Phi Psi. He was tall, tan, and had green eyes. Of all the 

boys on campus, he looked the most like Ace. I'd gone back to his room a few times. Yet 

Brickson talked to many girls and didn't make much of an effort to seek me out.  

 "You mean Fat Cat?" Alli asked. Once I'd described Brickson as a Fat Cat 

because that's how I'd thought of him when I was a freshman. He'd sat next to me in 

Calculus and would ask me at least 10 questions a class about the lesson and me. He was 

pudgy. I'd thought of him as a fat cat that kept meowing in my ear. Alli liked me to 

remember this version of him.   

 Because of his behavior freshman year, I knew some part of him was interested in 

me, even though a couple years had passed, he'd slimmed down, and joined a fraternity 

stereotyped for being preppy and good looking. Alli had seen me mope about Fat Cat all 

semester. How he took some other girl to formal, how he'd talked to me at the bar one 

night, then was basically dry humping a blond girl on the dance floor the next night.  
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 Unlike me, Alli didn't like to dwell on boys and how they were hurting her. She 

told me to make him aware of his behavior. She showed me a Dane Cook clip about 

"brain ninjas," a woman who inserts ideas into a guy's head that does not cause 

immediate, but rather long term lingering mental anguish. She had me write down what I 

should tell him. But the past three times we'd been out, he hadn't been at the bar.  

 "Do you want to practice what you're going to tell him?" Alli asked. Her jug of 

red wine was out from under her desk and was on her table. She'd poured me a glass too.  

 "If we see him there, we can practice in the bar bathroom." I said, getting up to 

check my outfit out in the full-length mirror down the hallway in the lounge. Usually 

other Kappas would be sitting on the couches in the lounge, giving boy advice, hurrying 

around to find someone with shoes that matched their dress, and checking underwear 

lines in better lighting, but most had already gone home for the summer. Alli appeared to 

check her outfit too and then we left.  

 As the heavy door shut behind us, I said, "This is where I flashed Fat Cat." The 

last time I'd gone back to his room, he'd walked me back to Kappa after. As he left, I 

called his name and lifted up my top.  

 "You secret party animal," Alli said. Few Kappas understood that beyond my 

reserved demeanor was a wild child. Few Kappas understood that Alli was highly 

intelligent and had been bullied as a kid. A girl punched her once.  

 It was warm enough out, but I knew I'd be cold on my walk back. The air smelled 

sweet, as it always does before a school year ends. We reached the sidewalk, which was 

where we'd given up on umbrellas during the worst rainstorm I ever saw at DePauw. It 
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had been a Sunday night in April and sirens had been going off, but Alli said we should 

go jump in puddles. We'd run down the cracked sidewalks, shoving each other in an 

effort to jump in the most impressive puddles. Together, shouting because the rain was so 

loud, we'd sung "Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer" and "My Heart Will Go On." I'd done high 

knees through the puddles, saluted the road, and I became so cold my face had goose 

bumps. But it had all been worth it.  

 That night, we were walking slowly because Alli was wearing heels. I never wore 

heels to go out, but admired her for lifting DePauw's fashion bar. She was dedicated to 

upholding an image and I wished others put as much effort into looking good as she did. 

 "This is going to be the best summer ever," I said, as we crossed the street and 

neared the campus cafeteria. Alli had stolen sushi from there once and had me distract the 

woman at the cash register.  

 "Miami is going to be a non-stop party," Alli replied. She was going to live with 

Fitz, her boyfriend. Fitz had graduated a year ago and was back home in Florida working 

as a bartender.   

 "And I got the best internship ever." In the fall, I'd skipped class to attend a small 

presentation by DePauw alums who worked for Mason Pharma. It hadn't been publicized 

and I was one of four that attended. I'd spoken to one who worked in the HR department 

and emailed him multiple times in the fall, inquiring after an internship until the company 

made one for me. The whole internship seemed so official. They sent me an offer letter, 

training dates, and most exciting of all, I was going to live in an apartment in downtown 



163 

 

Indianapolis with the other interns. Even though I was majoring in English, I was 

catching up to my brothers.  

 We passed the cafeteria and Alpha Phi and reached the part of the sidewalk where 

Alli had helped me unlock a story I'd been stuck on that semester. The story had been 

inspired by Mrs. Shriver and Miss Havisham. I'd taken a nonfiction and fiction course 

that spring. To my surprise, I'd ended up liking my nonfiction course significantly more 

than fiction. Professor Gerhardt, everyone's favorite professor, taught nonfiction. On the 

first day, I'd given up hope on impressing him since many of the students in the class 

were taking him again for a second or third time. He was in his thirties and understood us 

well, especially since he'd attended DePauw.  

 He gave me a C on my first essay. In one sitting, the night before the due date, I'd 

written about a massive blue butterfly I'd try to kill, then save. The amount of effort I put 

into the paper was about the same amount of effort I put into most assignments at 

DePauw and usually it got me an A-, B+, or B. The C surprised me. Who was this 

professor? I met with Gerhardt and he asked me about my essay. "Could I explain more 

about my neighborhood and family?" "Did the butterfly story relate to anything else?" I 

began to realize how bad the essay was. Gerhardt drew boxes on the back of my essay—

the boxes he'd drawn in class. We were supposed to connect one scene to the next. He 

asked me to think of how I'd reorder the scenes in revision. I began to realize, that based 

on my essay, he might think I was a bad writer. I wanted to prove him wrong. When I got 

back to my room, I sat at my desk, trying and trying to fix my essay, then gave up. The 

image of the Asheville High School track kept coming to me, so I wrote a brand new 
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essay. I only got up to get dinner and bring it up to the room. Alli could sense the 

assignment mattered to me and just let me work.  

 Alli and I cut left across campus, following a sidewalk that took us past East 

College, DePauw's best looking building on campus. It was built in 1877 and was usually 

on brochures.  

 The route we were taking was different from the one we took on Easter Sunday 

though. For the days leading up to Easter, Alli had been sad because she was going to be 

away from her family, but they'd be all together. So on Easter Sunday, Alli decided we'd 

get dressed up in our fanciest dresses and go to a restaurant on campus for dinner. We'd 

carried umbrellas as we walked there even though it wasn't raining. As we ate, we 

pretended we were on a cruise and discussed how we came about our fortunes. When we 

got back, we watched one of Alli's favorite movies, "Almost Famous."  

 From where we were on the sidewalk, I instinctively looked to see if Fat Cat's 

light was on. His fraternity was in the center of campus and his room was on the top floor 

in the right corner. Whenever I passed his fraternity, I hoped to spot him in his room. 

This never happened and even if it had, it's not like I was going to be able to go up to see 

him. I didn't tell Alli I was looking at his room because it would make me feel even more 

pitiful. She wasn't the type to yearn after some boy, especially not a generic one like Fat 

Cat. She'd been with many boys, had been mistreated by them, gossiped about, 

blacklisted from a frat, and yet she didn't go to pieces over any of it. Once I asked her if it 

was scary to take chances on boys because it could give her baggage and she said, "But 

you can develop baggage from things other than boys."  
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 "There's the library, Alli, have you ever been in it?" I teased. Roy. O library was 

in the center of a quad.  

 "No..." she said, pulling her face into a bemused and pompous expression. When 

Alli did do her homework, which didn't always happen, it was usually in our room. She'd 

tie her hair into a silk scarf and drag herself through assignments. Whereas she was good 

at helping me with my ideas, I was good at making her get work done. I'd help her map 

out reasonable goals and I'd have her work for twenty minute increments and we'd have 

talk breaks between them.  

 Next to Roy. O was Asbury, where I took my English classes. Being there on 

Tuesdays and Thursdays for Gerhardt's class had become the highlight of my week. 

Gerhardt ended up liking my essay about the Biltmore trip. He told the class that I'd 

written a brand new one instead of revising. For one assignment, we had to write a 

magazine article, and he said he'd give us a 100% if we got it published. I managed to get 

mine in Indianapolis Woman Magazine and he told the class about this too. It felt good to 

try hard at something again and actually get results. It also felt good to learn about my 

classmates' lives and let them read about mine. Gerhardt was becoming my favorite 

professor. I hadn't really expected that. My favorite teachers were usually female and 

artsy and a little mysterious, whereas Gerhardt was very much a Hoosier, with a map of 

Indiana on his office wall. He wore khakis and short-sleeved button down shirts and 

talked about fishing and growing up on a farm. At the end of one class, he showed us a 

DVD he'd picked up for a couple dollars at a department store. It was called "Girls Gone 

Grapplin'" and featured countrywomen and their families catching fish with their bare 
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hands. He talked about how he and his wife lived in a quiet area and didn't have cable on 

purpose. Though Gerhardt joked around with us, he also was very much our professor. A 

senior writing major turned in a poorly written essay for workshop and Gerhardt got 

angry with the student during class, saying, "If I were a coach and this were halftime, I'd 

break a clipboard right now." Gerhardt worked hard, if not harder than us. He assigned 

five smaller essays, five larger essays, and made us give a single-spaced typed critique 

for each of the thirty times we workshopped, plus there were the optional revisions. He 

turned everything back on time, if not earlier than I'd expect, and gave thorough 

feedback. I liked the pace and the way his class was making me feel like the student I had 

been at Park Tudor again.  

 Alli and I walked down the steps, and down a long hallway to the bar. Inside, 

were mostly seniors, enjoying each other's company before graduation, which was only 

in a day or two. My heart began beating fast as I realized Fat Cat was there. He was at the 

back, sitting at a circular table of mostly females. He was wearing a black sweater with a 

white collared shirt underneath.  

 "He's here," I whispered to Alli, "but how am I going to talk to him if he's at a 

table? I can't go over there." I began going through different scenarios in my head: Fat 

Cat sitting with the ladies all night, Fat Cat leaving during the one time I decided to go to 

the bathroom, Fat Cat going home with one of the girls. This was my last night to speak 

to him, then he was going to graduate and I probably wouldn't see him again.  

 "Let's get drinks at the bar, maybe he'll come over?" Alli said.  
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 After we got our drinks, we sat at a small table. It was far from his table though. I 

hadn't planned for a situation like this. How long would I have to wait for him to move? 

Alli talked about Miami and I half listened. Then, Fat Cat stood. He was holding two 

empty plastic pitchers stacked on each other. 

 "Oh my god, he's going to the bar now. He's going to put the pitchers down. 

Maybe he'll order new pitchers. I have to do something," I said, my heart racing. When 

Alli and I had practiced the speech in our room, it had been easy to say and funny. Now I 

began to wonder if I'd be able to say it as well as I had thought I would in my head. I'd 

pictured this moment, but what if I'd been dead wrong? 

 "Here, let's stand up, then you can get his attention," Alli said.  

 "Are you sure? I don't know about this now," I said, breathing faster and faster. I'd 

written the speech on two small sticky notes and had put them in my purse weeks ago. 

Whenever I was out and got my phone out or lip gloss or keycard, I'd see the notes. I'd 

practiced the lines with Alli, but wanted to get them out and go to the bathroom to 

practice them with her again, as we'd planned.  

 "You're going to do great," Alli said. Fat Cat was setting down the pitchers and 

ordering more. It was only a matter of time before he'd get new ones. "Wagon Wheel" 

was playing.  

 "Go, go now," she said.  

 "How?" I asked. People in the bar were relaxed, laughing, probably talking about 

college memories and I was standing there getting more and more anxious.  

 "Just grab him and say you want to talk to him outside," she said.  
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 Fat Cat was moving back to his table. I hurried toward him. 

 "Hey, can I talk to you for a minute out there?" I asked.  

 He looked down at me. I'd forgotten how tall he was. His skin was so smooth and 

his eyes so pretty. I tried to squash these thoughts and generally, not think. If I really 

thought about and felt was I was doing, I wouldn't do it.  

 We stood outside the bar in the hallway. There was a sitting area with armchairs 

and books over his shoulder, and over mine was the way we'd come in.  

 I spoke to his shoulder.  

 "Just wanted to say that I've seen you trying to meld with about twenty different 

girls each night and that I don't think that's a good way to treat people. How you treat 

others his how you treat yourself. I think you should work on your sense of self."  

 Then I stopped and hugged him from the side and said, "Congrats on graduating." 

His sweater was soft against my cheek. He wasn't hugging back. When I pulled my face 

away,  he looked kind of annoyed and kind of surprised, but mostly as if he were looking 

into a camera as if to say, "Did she really just say this to me? Are you kidding me? She's 

crazy."  

 Alli was waiting at our little table. "Did you do it? Did you drop a ninja time 

bomb in his head?"  

 "Uh huh," I said, still out of breath and trying to understand what I had just done. 

I didn't feel bad about what I'd done, I actually felt triumphant.  

 Alli had thought of the lines, not me. She'd read the situation, told me what to say, 

and I'd said it, not quite understanding her ideas or agreeing with everything. I hadn't 
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thought of him as someone trying to "meld with twenty girls in a night" and I hadn't 

considered his "sense of self," but I'd trusted Alli's take on the situation. It was her script. 

I trusted her to set me around straight. And the way I was feeling, being back at the table 

with her, made me realize she'd been right. Talking straight with him made me feel 

better. I began to think harder about Fat Cat and how he'd been that semester. 

 One Friday, I had spent the whole night out watching Fat Cat and wondering why 

he wasn't speaking with me. Eventually, Alli and I had left the bar. I was telling her about 

a line from a short story that I'd really liked: "In your dorm you meet many nice people. 

Some are smarter than you. And some, you notice, are dumber than you. You will 

continue, unfortunately, to view the world in exactly these terms for the rest of your life” 

when Fat Cat hurried up to catch up with us and he asked me about the quote. He'd 

ignored me the whole night, but at the very end, probably because he hadn't gotten any 

other girls to go home with him, he was chasing me down right near his frat house. He'd 

easily be able to get me to go inside.  

 Standing there, at the pathway to his frat house, we talked about our nights. Then 

Alli asked, "What's her name?" Fat Cat laughed. "I know it. We know each other."  

 Alli waited. There was silence. His frat house was massive and right behind him.  

 "Well," Alli said.  

 "...Ruhpreet," he said quickly, as if that would take away from the fact that he 

didn't know it.  

 I began to turn away.  

 "Wait, do you guys want to come in for a drink?" 
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 "No," Alli said.  

 Another time, when I was in his room, he'd talked about one of the few other 

Indian girls on campus and had compared us. He said she had more of an accent than me. 

She was from India. He asked me if I knew her or was friends with her, as if all Indian 

girls are friends with each other. 

 When he walked me back that night, he'd said something that had bothered me. I'd 

just told him, "You need to learn my name. It's Rajpreet." He'd said, "Doesn't matter, I'll 

just think of you as the Indian girl with big knockers."  

 These moments with him came back to me as Alli and I sat there in the bar. I 

knew Fat Cat was a senior and was in a no-strings-attached way, but I began to realize he 

wasn't so great. He could have been better to me. And with Alli's help, I'd stood up for 

myself.  

 And then, I got what I'd been working toward all that semester. I partied the rest 

of the night like Alli. I had no worries, no expectations, I absorbed the excitement of the 

other seniors and topped it off with more of my own happiness, and I drank as much as I 

wanted, talked to whoever I wanted, danced, and couldn't stop smiling.  

 Alli and I ended the night with our tradition of standing at the top of the post 

office steps. We closed our eyes and instead of seeing the back of a bar and its parking 

lot, we pretended to see an adoring kingdom. Both of us loved "The Little Princess" 

movie and particularly the scene when the girls envision a feast and then it appears in the 

morning. We liked to see fantastical things too because doing so built us up. Even if our 
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night hadn't gone well and even if it had, we ended the night in a beautiful place, our own 

imaginations. 

 Our favorite quote in the movie was: “Whatever comes," she said, "cannot alter 

one thing. If I am a princess in rags and tatters, I can be a princess inside. It would be 

easy to be a princess if I were dressed in cloth of gold, but it is a great deal more of a 

triumph to be one all the time when no one knows it.”  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 Most days out of the year, I would have thrown the egg carton into the kitchen 

trash, but this wasn't just any summer. Downstairs, I knocked on doors. Mason Pharma, 

the pharmaceutical company we were all interning for, put the twenty of us together in 

community college dorms in downtown Indianapolis. We were almost all rising seniors 

from colleges around the state. It was our last summer as students before we went into the 

working world.  

 Nikash and Ted were the only ones who were free that morning.  

 "Want to go throw eggs into the dumpster? They've gone bad," I said. They 

shrugged and followed me to the back of the parking lot. Ted was short and compact with 

reddish hair. He had a man crush on half of his department due to their fiscal 

accomplishments. Nikash was the first Indian I'd met with a thick southern accent. One 

intern pointed out that Nikash's upper lip hair screamed, "Shut the fuck up, I'm 21, not 

12."   

 The first egg I threw hit the side of the dumpster and we watched the yolk slide 

down the metal. The boys cracked up. Nikash missed too. Because I was laughing, the 

next egg I threw didn't even hit the dumpster, but landed in the dead grass beside it. 

Suddenly, RA Evan opened the door and approached, so we ducked behind the dumpster. 
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 The Evan threat level had increased to red by that point of the summer, which 

according to Ted meant we needed to "take an overall Anne Frank approach to life." We 

weren't to play music, yell down the hallway on Fridays, or eat salami (because the smell 

made it hard for Evan to study for the MCAT). Evan had told Ted he'd bring in campus 

administration if we continued enjoying our summer. Evan's face and body even seemed 

devoid of color, as if he didn't have time for that either. His long nose and pinched face 

made him look as if he'd been scolding undergrads since preschool.  

 Oblivious to the broken eggs, Evan tossed a trash bag into the dumpster and 

skulked back to the building. We waited thirty additional seconds before reemerging and 

smashing the rest of the eggs.  

*** 

 To help you understand the way I eventually viewed my human resources 

internship, you should know that when I was given a company phone, I made the 

password "poop." Once I called the main desk because I was frustrated that the vending 

machine wouldn't spit out my Swedish Fish. All of the interns parked in the same lot and 

nearly every day, I saw I was the last to leave for work and the first to return. Most of the 

time at work, I played Pacman, emailed Wendy, applied to jobs far away from Indiana, 

and on repeat, listened to a Californian band called Awolnation. They were a stretch from 

my normal safe alternative taste, but I became almost hypnotized by their lyrics. One 

was, "So blame it on my ADD baby." I didn't have ADD, but I was impressed with the 

casual way they referenced it. The lyric seemed like something the singer had probably 

said while fighting with his girlfriend. Awolnation also had another lyric that scared me 
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and intrigued me. "Maybe I should kill myself." I'd never had suicidal thoughts. The line 

held a lot of trauma and it drew me in. It made me feel close to the singer.   

 At the start of the internship, I felt golden. I was working at a company my 

parents revered, in a field I thought I liked, and I even had a crush on an Indian boy—

Nikash. The dorms were just twenty minutes from my parents. On paper, I couldn't have 

been a more perfect daughter. As an English major, internships—let alone paid ones at 

Fortune 500 companies—were nearly impossible to get, but I had been so determined to 

work there that I had emailed an HR person I'd met on campus in the fall until the 

department created an internship for me. I had an internship offer before winter break of 

my junior year. I had secured a summer internship before Mandeep. He was grouchy over 

break. My dad got me flowers and chocolate when he learned I'd succeeded. Despite the 

effort it took to get a great internship, I slowly learned I wouldn't be happy at Mason 

Pharma or in Indiana.   

*** 

 See Figure 1 to learn more about the small incidents that led up to a fight with my 

parents on July 4th weekend:  
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Figure 1 

My mom made a list of jobs to do 
and said we had to do three, but it 
didn't matter which ones. My 
brothers weren't listening since they 
were playing Xbox. I picked the 
easiest jobs. They complained. I was 
scolded.   

I vented to a friend and she 
reminded me I could leave home 
after graduating next year. The rest 
of that weekend, I dreamed of 
driving to California and never 
talking to my family again. This 
thrilled me and mostly terrified me.  

My dad had put a little money in a 
mutual funds for my brothers and 
me  when we were born. He picked 
that weekend to give us ownership 
of the funds. That must have felt like 
a big change for him.   

I asked my dad for gas money 
(something I hadn't done before). 
When my mom found out she was 
angry. She didn't listen when I 
pointed out they'd used up the full 
tank of gas I'd bought for the van 
earlier that week. My mom accused 
me of using him. I didn't agree with 
her. Being angry made the idea of 
leaving for California easier.  

My brothers and I drove to a school 
to drop off our newspapers in a 
recycling bin. On the drive, my 
brothers told me off for my laziness 
around the house, so I sat next to 
the dumpsters for over 30 minutes, 
refusing to get in the car, reading 
the newspapers out of protest. My 
behavior was unreasonable. I'd 
never fought back like that.   

After we were given the funds, my 
brothers told on me for the 
newspapers. While we all sat in the 
family room, my mom lectured me 
for my behavior all weekend. I tried 
to argue my side, but went unheard. 
This was not unusual.    
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*** 

 Payroll? Onboarding? Scorecards? Those are things I didn't learn that summer. 

What I did learn about was bars. The first time the interns and I went to one of the 

fanciest bars on Mass Ave., no one would serve us because we weren't wearing the right 

clothes. Like a true finance intern, Ted took a personal affront to this and kept bringing it 

up for weeks; he decided we needed to take action. The six boys were to wear suits and 

the two girls dresses. On the Friday night we went back, we were given our own table 

right next to a massive window at the front. Anyone passing would see us on display. 

Four of us sat on one side of a booth and four on the other. Acclaimed assorted cheeses 

and craft brews were downed in true college style. After we paid, my side of the booth 

and the other side stood on the seat cushions. In two lines, we exited the bar through the 

window and blew kisses at the waiter who told us to never return.  

*** 

 One day while driving home from work, I decided to interview a stripper. I had 

another class with Gerhardt coming up in the fall, and after emailing him, I learned we'd 

be writing another profile. So instead of feeling rushed during the semester, as I had in 

the spring because he made us write so much, I decided to start my research that summer.  

  The previous week, the interns had invited me to go get Mexican food in the 

hood, but had driven off without me. I'd taken too long to get ready and they'd forgotten I 

wanted to go too. When I went downstairs in our building, I noticed Ted was in his room. 

He had decide to stay back. I him what had happened and he texted the interns, telling 

them to come back. They picked me up and on the drive there, we went from seeing 
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skyscrapers to boarded up buildings. It was side of town where you might see a pick-up 

truck pulling along a teenager on a small bike, a woman in a bikini and towel walking 

past the Dollar Store, or police cars in pursuit, their sirens so commonplace even the birds 

don't seem to react. 

We passed Patty's Showclub and one of the interns had joked, "Hey Raj, you 

work there don't you?" The parking lot had weeds growing out of the cracks in the 

pavement. The cheeriest things around were the Budweiser and Miller Lite banners, 

hanging where windows would be. The strip club seemed like the sort of place that could 

give you an STD if you sat on the bar stool even if you were wearing jeans.   

 While driving home from work, I remembered his comment and decided I would 

call Patty's to see if I could interview one of their stripers. The female manager picked up 

and said, "You should talk to Honey. She's got all kinds of stories." I put a stick note on 

my desk stating where I was going, the time, and my estimated return time. If something 

happened to me while I was at Patty's, at least the police would have some clues to start 

from. I didn't know what was going to happen to me out there, but I did have a strong 

sense of fear my family had instilled in me about doing anything remotely dangerous. 

After my freshman year at DePauw, I had an interview at a whirlpool company a few 

miles past my dad's office and while he was driving me to the interview, he decided it 

was too far from home and we turned back. I hadn't really disputed him. By that point, I 

had taken my family's stance that things were just easier if I didn't venture out that much. 

I wasn't capable of being far from home, but my brothers were. Before I left to meet 

Honey, I pulled my bangs back into a ponytail—a hairstyle I normally didn't wear—and 
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put on an old baggy pair of jeans and a green hoodie. The less they knew about me, the 

better. If I dressed like I'd gone to a private high school and currently attended a private 

college, I might make myself a target.       

 Honey was forty-three and had been stripping since she was seventeen. She told 

me about her childhood in Kentucky, how she'd gotten knocked up by the dad whose 

children she babysat for, and her relationship with her daughter. She performed on stage 

twice while I was there. She talked about the customers. Construction workers showed up 

on rainy days. Married customers often just wanted someone to listen to them. Pacer's 

players visited. Lilly employees stopped by Patty's on lunch breaks.  

 I told the interns about Honey and they seemed mostly interested in her 

appearance, dancing experience, and how she'd gotten into a physical fight with another 

stripper recently. Her love of Stephen King books and recent abusive relationship didn't 

seem to register as much with them. After awhile, I stopped talking about Honey with 

them. They pestered me about bringing Honey out drinking with us, but I knew they 

wouldn't treat her like a real person. I denied them over and over, almost angrily 

sometimes, and I think this surprised them. Alli would have understood, but she was 

living in Miami that summer with her boyfriend. She and I would talk on the phone every 

few weeks, but not about anything too important: she was waitressing and bad at it, I 

didn't like Lilly.  

*** 

 That weekend at home, after the small incidents, my parents said they wanted me 

to go for a run at the high school track near our house with them. As we were about to 
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leave, I changed my mind; going with them seemed to support the way I'd been treated 

over the weekend. Plus, I wanted to see what would happen if I pushed back.  

 The boys had got me thinking about the fun I could be having if I didn't listen so 

carefully to my parents. With the boy interns, I could take a tequila shot on a Wednesday 

at 6PM and play video games until dark. I wanted to exist in this fantasy world instead of 

remembering that the boys could be silly and still get jobs. They were finance, 

economics, and chemistry majors, while I studied creative writing. Even Nikash could do 

dumb stuff on the weekends. He enjoyed going home to Georgia and his family 

supported his career choices. My brothers didn't party as much as Nikash, but they could 

if they wanted. If human resources didn't work out for me, I didn't have a backup plan 

and would have to rely on my family financially. I would have to live at home and 

wouldn't be able to do the crazy things I was doing with the interns.    

 My mom put her shoes on, then came over to me and angrily asked why I 

wouldn't go. My dad got mad that she was mad. It seemed ridiculous that I was twenty-

one and in trouble for not working out with my parents. Though I won and managed to 

stay home, I knew I'd have to pay for what I'd done, so I packed up my stuff and prepared 

to drive back to the dorms early. When they returned from the track, I told them I was 

leaving. They made me sit at the kitchen table. Sick of not being heard, and knowing I'd 

just get shut down, I let them do all the talking. In Table 1, you'll find the main things I 

remember them saying from our big fight, broken down into relevant categories:    
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Table 1 

 

 

 

 Now I know that they were uneasy about my growing independence and overshot 

their goal to make me small and within their control again. For the first twenty years of 

my life, my parents were the first people I called when I needed help with anything. But 

suddenly I knew how to drive around the state without their guidance, make my own 

meals, I was drinking in bars, was more and more financially independent, and protesting 

about coming home on weekends. I did my best not to cry as the spoke to me. The 

laziness comment was nothing new, but the other ones, especially about cutting me out of 

the family, left me hurt and shocked. I was shaky. I mentally left my body.  

*** 

 After the fight, I went to the grocery store in a haze and among other typical 

items, bought ramen noodles for the first time because I realized I needed to eat even 

Scare Tactics  

• My dad would cut me 
out of the family if I 
kept acting the way I'd 
been acting 

• My friends didn't 
know what they were 
talking about. Family 
was all I had 

• My dad said he 
chewed up people like 
me and spat them out   

Problems with me  

• I am lazy and self-
centered 

• One minute I'm 
pissed, then I'm happy, 
then I'm sad and I just 
need to snap out of it 

• I need to stop my 
"woe is me" attitude  

Broader Perspective  

• I was a family joke to 
our relatives because I 
didn't do enough 
around the house 

• They never would 
have talked to their 
parents the way I 
talked to them 

My parents loved me and didn't know how to let me be my 

own person 
Key Takeaway   
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cheaper if my parents really disowned me. Thoughts about living alone in California kept 

coming to mind. The cashier was a white girl who had ridden my bus in middle school, a 

twin like myself. We were about the same age and our summer jobs were so different. 

Much of my success was attributed to my mom who had been vigilant about making us 

do well. Now I was going to have to survive without my family who had given me so 

much. I had never really been on my own—going to college didn't count—and I worried 

I really was helpless and weak. Still, I didn't think I could keep my parents around and do 

what I wanted at the same time. The boy interns, however, could.   

 Back at the dorms, I put the groceries away, then sat down on the floor in my 

room and cried. I wanted more tears and snot than I was producing and felt not unlike a 

dragon trying to breathe fire but not succeeding. Mostly I was crying about how my 

parents didn't want me anymore even though I had tried hard to be the daughter they 

wanted. Across from me on the dresser was a bottle of iron pills. I thought about eating 

all of them. Scared because I’d never thought that way before, I stood up and paced. 

Passing my window, I wondered if jumping from three stories was high up enough for me 

to die. I saw belts on the top shelf of my closet and thought about hanging myself. Check 

out Figure 2 to know more about the phone calls I made:  
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Figure 2 

 

 After just 300 meters of running by the canal, I got a side-cramp and after another 

100 meters, decided to walk. I ran here and there, but the cramp was a strong one. 

Moving slow wasn't ideal since I didn't want to process my surroundings or thoughts. On 

the way back, I realized why everyone seemed to be wearing the same clothes. They were 

all wearing red, white, and blue. I'd forgotten it was Independence Day.  

All agreed a run 
was a good idea 

1. First I called a 
suicide hotline and 
the lady calmed me 
down because she 
sounded almost 

bored by what I said 

2. One friend 
said I had to 
follow my 

parents' rules if 
I was still under 

their roof.  

3. One jokingly chided 
me on considering 

pills since that 
would've been a long, 
slow death and might 
have just left me alive 

but with permanent 
injuries.  

4. Another told me that 
in regards to 

housework, we all have 
to grow up sometime. 

She was right; bitching 
about the housework all 

the time made life at 
home more difficult for 

everyone.  
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*** 

 The first night I met the interns back in early June, they were downstairs in Ted's 

room for family dinner telling exaggerated stories about the previous night and planning 

their outfits for the Gay Pride Festival the next day. In many of the hallways at work, 

there were pictures of molecules and the interns were like them, but actually in motion 

and constantly bouncing around. Ted, Brian, Nikash, Castino, Kyle, Edison, Fernando, 

Tom, and Jake had made Mexican food and were taking tequila shots. There were a few 

other interns that hung out with us that summer, but that was the main group. They were 

all boys. There weren't many female interns.   

 "I can paint your nails," I offered. They studied me in amazement and passed over 

a drink. By the end of the night, most had bright red nails and at least one accessory from 

me. Ted found a muscle t-shirt and told me to wear it tomorrow and come with them. 

Their idea to dress in stereotypes seemed more than offensive, but I couldn't help but 

want to join in on their shenanigans.   

 Evan knocked on our door and told us to be quieter and soon after he left, Ted 

said, "When I spoke to Evan yesterday he notified me that he has a cameo appearance as 

a Death Eater in Harry Potter VII."  

  In the morning, they were playing Lady Gaga and drinking again. We piled into 

two cars and found the festival crowds. Within an hour and half, we'd all kind of lost each 

other to bathroom lines, drunkenness, vendors, live music, and contests, and I ended up 

walking the several miles back to the dorms. Kyle called me a few times to offer a ride, 

but I didn't mind being lost; my convoluted route took me through part of the zoo and 
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past buildings that used to intimidate me, and I realized it was one of the first times I'd 

walked through my own city alone, and it felt invigorating. 

*** 

 The tiled floor in the bar's bathroom reminded me of an excel spreadsheet. Eleven 

drinks had landed me there with my legs splayed outward. Some random girls helped me 

up and located the interns. While the interns and I waited by the door for our friend to get 

the car, I puked on Brian's shoes. The car ride back to the dorms isn't in my memory. A 

few weeks earlier, the interns had learned I'd never blacked out and decided to help me. 

They'd all blacked out multiple times and spoke highly of it. The interns didn't know it'd 

only been days since the fight with my parents, or else they might not have been so 

excited to push my limits. I hadn’t told them. By then, I’d realized by then that they 

weren’t that type of friend.   

 Back at the dorms, I was five steps from the door and puking in the grass when 

campus security showed up. They'd followed us into the parking lot since they had 

nothing better to do. Officers surrounded me. Nikash kept protesting that we were fine. 

"Don't worry, he's my boyfriend," I slurred out of wishful thinking.  

 In fact, we all cancelled each other out with our crushes. I liked Nikash but 

Nikash liked Theresa. Theresa had a boyfriend. I also liked Castino but Castino had a 

girlfriend. Castino liked Sarah, but Castino still had that girlfriend and Sarah had a 

boyfriend. Tom liked Castino and Nikash but they were straight. Brian liked me at first 

but gave up and tried to go after Sarah but Sarah didn't like him.  
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 The cops asked me my date of birth, my home address, and about the president. 

An ambulance arrived. My parents would find out what happened if I got in the 

ambulance since I was on their insurance plan, so I became more coherent. The cops took 

down my information, handed me a yellow bucket, and left us.  

 The boys knocked on my door in the morning but I physically couldn't get up. I 

was three hours late to work and missed two meetings. Most of the day, I hid in an alcove 

with my face in a trashcan. Sometimes I would stumble into the bathroom and puke less 

publically. While I was watching an Awolnation music video, my supervisor sent an 

email asking if I was at work and okay. Yes I was. The police had contacted Lilly about 

me since the dorms were technically company property. Someone in HR had notified my 

supervisor.  

*** 

 I don’t always go to casinos, but when I do, I go with eight boys. We took my 

family’s minivan and I sat in the front passenger seat laughing at the conversations going 

on behind me.  

 Per Ted’s instructions, I wore a fancy dress and the boys wore suits and 

sunglasses. We got stares when we arrived, since most customers were much older and 

wearing normal Saturday afternoon clothing. Half of us went to the blackjack table and 

the rest of us tried the slots but couldn’t figure them out. After taking a lap around the 

casino to observe everyone and show off our outfits, Brian noticed Fernando was about to 

smoke a cigar, so we gathered around him to watch. In the end, I made $1.88, and 

everyone else lost money. Ted lost over $90 and kept repeating this to himself later when 
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we were at McDonald’s. On the way back, I realized the journey had been my favorite I’d 

ever had in the van.  

*** 

 So there I was in a small meeting room with the boy I liked, another intern who'd 

witnessed the police incident, and members of the HR department that I was trying to 

impress so I could get a job offer in the fall.  

 "Tell us what happened that night," the main HR lady asked. She was also in 

charge of all the interns and led us through training. She had a perfect bob and wore 

pastel sweater sets.  

 "Well, I took Tylenol earlier in the day and it didn't mix well with the drinks we 

had later," I lied. Nikash frowned at the table. The lie was so bad that he had a physical 

reaction. 

 "How many drinks did you have?" the woman continued. 

 "...Uh, three," I replied. The woman looked at me in disgust and scribbled down 

what I'd said. After she heard my friends' accounts, they sent us out. We'd embarrassed 

Lilly, they said. She'd never heard of any employee behavior like that. It just didn't seem 

fair. I always followed the rules and the one time I decided to drink too much was going 

to cost me a job offer. The boys had drunk a ton all summer and somehow hadn't faced 

any serious consequences. The women in the room with us were gossipy and I knew the 

story was going to spread to the rest of the HR department.  

 The meeting was Wednesday. By Friday, I was drinking again.  

*** 
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 On Saturday morning, I had to go home. I'd rather not have, but once a year, our 

family prepared all the food for our gurdwara, or Sikh temple, and skipping that would 

make more work for my relatives and it would have made people asks questions. One 

scene sticks out from the food preparation. My grandfather wanted Satwant  and me to 

scoop ice cream out of little Styrofoam tubs and dump them into a huge vat, and then my 

grandfather was going to add canned peaches to the mix. Satwant  and I both hesitated 

about ruining the ice cream—the type we'd enjoyed at school socials growing up, but 

hadn't gotten to eat at home. Ice cream was a precious thing to us even as adults. We 

knew it wouldn't taste as good mixed together with syrupy fruit, so as we followed 

orders, Satwant  met my eyes and said, "Today is a sad day." I laughed.   

 To us, children raised in a country that valued individualism, the ice cream tasted 

better coming from its own container. My grandfather, who had lived on three continents 

in his lifetime, valued togetherness and mashing all the ice cream together. The contrast 

between going it alone and doing what was better for the family good was highly 

apparent to me that day.  

 After gurdwara and at home, I told my mom that I'd called a suicide hotline after 

they'd lectured me the week before. And that the friends they thought so little of had 

helped me. When my mom reached out for a hug, I recoiled and told her, "Don't touch 

me." She rarely cried but I made her cry during that conversation. That made me feel 

better. I was making her feel the pain I'd felt last weekend. Also, it helped to know I 

mattered that much to her. But then she said, "What did we say to you last weekend? I 

don't even remember."  
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 She called my dad inside against my wishes and made me tell him. "I thought 

about suicide last Sunday," I said. He was a little sweaty from cutting grass and he 

smelled of our yard and gas from the mower. He was wearing a gray shirt, khaki shorts, 

and a Raiders hat. My comment made him turn from me in surprise and he leaned on the 

wooden railing by the kitchen. "Don't-don't do that," he said quietly. What he said wasn't 

clear—don't think about suicide, or don't kill yourself—but he wasn't someone who 

talked about suicide or expressed serious feelings. He looked so lost and I almost wanted 

to put an arm around him. Were those tears in his eyes? Was that why he'd turned from 

me? His eyes were often watery and I didn't know. Standing on the stair near us, and at 

my height, my mom said, "Do you know how much this man loves you?"  

 I shook my head, picked up my bag, and left for downtown. I'd gotten what I'd 

wanted from them; my suicidal thoughts had gotten their attention and made them see 

that something about our relationship had to change. Looking back, I think it was then 

that I started realizing that I needed to take responsibility and find what made me happy 

instead of living how my parents wanted and blaming them for it. Indiana and my family 

weren't giving me reasons to like myself, so I needed to figure out how to do that myself.  

*** 

 Towards the end of the summer, I visited Honey a second and final time. One of 

the customers came over to our small table and asked if I was a social worker, why I was 

writing stuff down. He was much larger than me and his face was too close to mine. The 

manager came out from behind the bar and shoed him away. She told him, "Leave her 

alone. She's a student and sits with Honey." 
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 I had promised Honey I'd come back every other week and I felt bad that I'd 

waited so long between visits, but she was happy to see me and have someone to talk 

with about her past. She understood that I was working on a school paper and might send 

it out for publication, but as a stripper, I think she was past caring about how people 

viewed her and she spoke about her life with complete abandon. She cried in front of me 

a few times. Before I left, Honey took my hand and told me, "You're a good person. I just 

know it." It was unprompted. Coming from a woman who had such a difficult life, the 

comment hit me pretty hard. Could she sense what had happened between my first visit 

and that one? How the summer had started off one way and become something 

completely different? I tried to tell her what she meant to me, but started getting upset 

and hurried out.  

*** 

 Huggies, kissies, birdies, and bogeys. On our last weekend, we had a putt-putt 

tournament that we played inside of each of our rooms. One dorm had an American 

theme complete with an off-limits area labeled "Canada," mine was full of scarves and 

box barriers, Ted and Castino had a kiddie pool, Kyle's room had a skateboard ramp, and 

in James's room, you had to chip over a mattress and into a cup that was in a bathtub full 

of water. We used plastic golf balls and putters so no one could get hurt. Anything over 

par meant you had to drink. Those who hadn't wanted to play were told to move in with 

Evan. By the end of it, no one had completed the course, Ted and his cousin started 

jousting with tiki torches, everyone ran outside to watch James and Castino dump water 
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on Kyle, Rendino sat on the floor with some of us and lectured about life while we 

laughed at him for being serious. Then we all sat together with our feet in the kiddie pool.  

  

 



191 

 

 



192 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

 In this chapter, I will use the Indianapolis 500 and my experiences as a 500 

Festival Princess to cover my final semester at DePauw. Professor Gerhardt tells me to 

attend an MFA program and become a professor.  
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 If you're an Indian British American Sikh college-aged female who is angry with 

the state you grew up in, have strict parents, love fashion, felt like you couldn't express 

yourself as an adolescent, and don't like or agree with your good girl label, then stealing 

is the crime for you.   

 On January 1st, during my junior year of college, I walked out of an Indiana mall 

with three kinds of eyeliner, two sports bras, and six pairs of lace-trimmed underwear. An 

alarm sounded. The teenager at the sporting goods store turned toward me and I gave an 

apologetic smile. When people looked at me, many labeled me as innocent, wide-eyed, a 

Disney character, and I tried hard to work that that day. He waved me away, saying the 

alarm went off on people all the time. Inside my car, I took out the items I'd spent the past 

few hours selecting. Each item I stole made me feel a little more like my own person and 

less like my parents' daughter. Also, I stole because I wanted nice things.     

 The first time I stole something had only been two months earlier. I'd taken a tub 

of milk and honey scented lotion from a department store. My reasoning that time had 

been different though: Ace. In that department store, near the beauty products, I decided 

to try one of the five things he'd told me to do before I died. The lotion went into my 

handbag and I escaped unscathed. At that point, I wasn't in love with Ace or anything, 

even though I had him in mind. We weren't in contact with each other. He's not to blame 

here for wanting me to live more. I think I took the lotion because I wanted a change. 

You see, I wanted to take an axe to my good girl ideals and the persona my family had 
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constructed. Who I was forced to be didn't feel right and I'd known that since high school, 

but couldn't find a way to climb free, so...stealing.  

*** 

 If you've never left jail on a summer morning, then you don't know what true 

beauty is. When you've spent fifteen hours in a jail, around the color gray gray gray, 

thinking hard about your crime, not knowing what's going to happen next, and then 

you're out there on an inclined concrete ramp, near metal railing, and then by the street, 

then you haven't felt the wings of freedom. Contrasted with the stillness of the jail, the 

wind that moved my thick hair and chilled my skin seemed mesmerizing.   

*** 

 Whenever I think of jail, I go back to this moment around 4AM when Wheel of 

Fortune was on the television. In the holding room, there were about forty-five women 

around me on  plastic chairs and some had finally fallen asleep. Remnants of bologna 

sandwiches, milk cartons, pouches of carrots, and packages of vanilla cookies we'd been 

served earlier littered the floor. The "dinner" was achingly like a sack lunch for a field 

trip. Eating hadn't interested me the whole time I'd been there since I was busy thinking 

about what kind of sentence I'd get, whether or not the police would learn about the other 

times I'd shoplifted, and how my family had reacted to my phone calls from jail. During 

arrival, and before I was fingerprinted, a female officer had called me over to get the 

spelling and pronunciation of my name. "Hi-er?" she asked. After a second, I nodded, not 

wanting her to say my family name correctly. 
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 In the holding room, I heard repeated gibberish and screams coming from nearby. 

A man in a straightjacket had been led there earlier and his outbursts seemed to represent 

what our minds were doing, but in a maximized way. To distract myself, I focused on the 

television, which had no volume, just subtitles, and I squinted to determine what the 

contestants were working on. Here's what I saw: 

 

 

 ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___        ___ ___ ___        ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___      

 

 Half-awake, mind still on my family, I saw MEETING THE PARENTS. Soon the 

blanks morphed and the right answer appeared as WATERING THE PLANTS. It 

occurred to me that up until that night, people couldn't read me clearly either on the first 

try. I felt as if jail was allowing my missing letters to finally appear.      

*** 

  When I got caught for stealing almost exactly a year and a half after I had started, 

I'd stolen about $1,200 worth of merchandise. I know this because the day I came home 

from jail, I made a list of everything I had taken and estimated its value. It's funny—you 

would think that I wouldn't remember every item, but I hardly had to get up to check my 

closet or drawers; I knew what things didn't belong with the others. The shirts, lotion, 

perfume, belts, socks, jeans, nail polish, sweaters, scarves, makeup, tank tops, bras, 

tights, skirts, hair products, and jewelry. The lawyer fees came out to $1,200 too. Talk 

about seamless.  

*** 
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 The arrest was in mid-June. It happened four days before I was to leave Indiana 

and move to Chicago to work for a greeting card company. It wasn't even four weeks 

since I'd graduated.  

 Leading up to my arrest, my brain felt over-wired. Every weekend of April my 

senior year, I drove four hours from DePauw to Chicago for interviews. In May I was 

gone every weekend too for all my 500 Festival Princess duties. Somewhere in there I 

had finals, accepted a job offer, said goodbye to my best friends, graduated, and then I 

was home. A few days later was the race. As princesses, we stayed in dorms at the State 

Fair grounds and hardly slept that weekend.    

 Immediately after, eight family members from England visited, which meant a lot 

of fun, but also a lot of help around our two-story house. My mom's parents stayed a few 

weeks later than everyone, and by then I felt it was okay to visit Wendy in Cambridge as 

an escape. She was attending Harvard and had just finished her junior year. On the short 

trip, Wendy and I had a fight. After graduating from high school, our friendship had 

mostly been virtual. We just emailed each other. Or we spoke for hours on the phone. If 

we did hang out, it was over school breaks and we'd just go shopping or for a walk. We'd 

never visited each other or spent so many consecutive days with each other since we were 

teenagers. I got frustrated at how she treated a waiter, she thought I should be a better 

guest, I thought she was out of touch with the world because she was an only child from a 

rich family and hadn't to work much before, she thought I was backwards. Our seven-

year friendship pretty much ended. I'm at peace with the fight now, but at the time, it put 

me at 65th and Who the Hell Am I Street.   
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 Then I was home again, packing for Chicago and having some of the worst fights 

I'd ever had with my parents. We were all terrified because I'd never lived outside of 

Indiana and they wanted me to stay in-state when I graduated. My thoughts felt like Hot 

Wheels cars unleashed on tracks by 800 hyperactive boys.    

*** 

 The amped nature of my mind contributed to my dumb mistakes the day I got 

caught. Now I know that in some ways I wanted it to happen, but I still can see what I did 

wrong on my big day. I got caught stealing on a Wednesday afternoon when I was the 

only customer in the store. There were about six employees. Singling me out couldn't 

have been easier. 

 I did what I normally did in that store: picked the makeup I wanted, went to the 

sleepwear section, then put a bunch of pajamas over the hand carrying the makeup. At 

one point, the plainclothes security lady that would later flash her badge at me walked 

past and looked at the hand I was trying to conceal. Then I went to the changing rooms, 

tried on the blush and got excited about wearing it every morning for my new job in 

Chicago. After putting the makeup in my handbag, I shoved the makeup boxes in the 

pockets of the pajamas. Next, I went back out, found a bra, tried it on, and decided to buy 

it. Why I chose to pay for the bra and not the makeup is still a mystery to me. About 

twenty feet out of the store, the security woman ran after me, another security guy behind 

her. Her eyes were huge and she was out of breath. "I need you to come with me," she 

said as I studied her badge and thought, "So this was how it was going to happen."      
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  The woman was still staring at me and I wanted to reach out, put my hand on her 

shoulder, and tell her it was going to be okay. I immediately liked her. She looked like a 

grownup version of one of the kids at the elementary school I used to volunteer at my 

sophomore year of college. That girl's name was Trinity and she once explained her 

parents' divorce to me using squirrel families as a metaphor in a way that made me want 

to cry. Trinity was a tough seven-year-old in her little black boots and messy ponytail.  

 Led by the security guards, my head felt clearer than it had in a long time. The 

blond male security guard started shouting at me. GO THROUGH THOSE DOORS 

AND INTO THE ROOM TO THE RIGHT! GO INTO THE ROOM AT THE RIGHT! I 

wanted to tell him to relax too.  

  In the security office, the scrunched makeup boxes were on the table. It was over.  

 "Do you realize you've committed a felony?" the blond man asked, his volume 

entirely too loud and his face all red. He seemed about my age and for some reason I 

could easily imagine him taking me out on a date to Friday's. We probably went to school 

with some of the same people.   

 "We have video of you," he continued. He seemed to be waiting for me to shout 

or have some sort of reaction equal to his, but mostly I was numb. I denied the crime at 

first, but I didn't lie long and surrendered my bag when prompted.  

 "Do you know what happens next?" I asked.  

 "I don't know. I've never been to jail," he replied.  

 "How can you not know what happens next?" I asked, my tone more biting than 

I'd intended. This anger inflated him. Before he responded, the woman intervened, 
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saying, "He doesn't know about the court stuff." Her answer was enough. Her silence 

during the whole process was wonderful. The cop that arrived seemed friendly and 

congratulated the woman on her promotion. She did seem great at her job.  

 The officer took my belongings and when he cuffed me, I was glad I wasn't 

directly in front of the mirror on the door so I wouldn't have to see my mouth curved in a 

tight half-smile. 

 They'd already taken my purse and knew I had $72 in cash and I'd stolen $48 of 

makeup. From what I'd saved up over the years, I had enough money for everything I 

stole. Money wasn't the problem and even they knew that.  

*** 

 While on my ride to jail, I realized our route would take us through some of the 

same downtown roads I'd been on three weeks earlier, on a float, waving to crowds as a 

princess. Now I was alone on a bench in the back of the police wagon and became more 

and more anxious realizing that if I had a full-on panic attack, the officer wouldn't hear 

me through the thick plastic wall, screen, and metal divider. As he merged the van on to 

the highway, we stopped and started and stopped and started. Rush hour traffic already? I 

knew it took about twenty minutes to get downtown from where I was arrested and 

twenty had already passed. My stomach was a pile of snakes trying to eat each other.  

 Deepening my breathing didn't work since air didn't seem to go down into my 

lungs and I started hyperventilating. A layer of thoughts, just the top of them, not even all 

the ones in my head were enough to have me leaning over, panting. Pretending to appear 

collected had been easier earlier with people around, but now, finally alone with my 
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thoughts and the crime I had committed as well as the shock of being arrested not even a 

month after graduating, my lower back dampened from sweat. The harder I tried to relax, 

the faster I breathed. I tried to think of plants. Didn't work. I sat up and could only see the 

interstate.  

 From my perch near the faux vine-covered railing at the 500 Festival Parade, I 

had waved goodbye to stupid Indiana and its closed-minded people. Chicago was so 

close. However, Indiana grabbed my bony ankle on my way out of its plain wooden door. 

Rightfully so. I had broken a law and deserved punishment. Yet, stealing felt so right. For 

the year and a half, I'd had such a nice system when at home on breaks from DePauw. I 

was taking things I would never buy for myself and things my mother and her mother had 

never bought for themselves. I had control because some days I stole and some days I 

didn't. Having stolen goods upstairs in my room was a secret just for me and lessened my 

family's grip on my identity.  

 When they argued with me on the phone during my senior year about how I 

needed to live at home and only apply for jobs in Indianapolis, I would remind myself 

that I was wearing clothes I'd procured illegally. During family gatherings, when I knew 

I'd feel excluded, I took comfort knowing I had a terrible secret about where my outfit 

had come from. The outfits were a thin shield between myself and the parts of my life 

that made me unhappy.  

 At school, I was happy, felt respected by my peers, enjoyed class, went to yoga, 

danced with boys, drank the way college students do, and wore what I wanted. The shift 

from going from that to back home got harder and harder. Anyways, everyone seemed to 
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have a vice and I felt mine was long overdue; I'd never done drugs, drinking only 

somewhat interested me, sex was too emotionally exhausting, but stealing from stores in 

a city I hated felt just right.  

 Rapists had sat where I had in the police wagon. Blood, I was sure, had touched 

the surrounding surfaces. I couldn't lie down on the metal bench because it was too thin. I 

couldn't sit up because my head would hit the slanted roof. My face fell to the plastic 

handcuff covering and when my lips touched the plastic, I recoiled, again thinking about 

the germs of criminals. Criminals like me. I lifted my head slightly, my mouth agape.  

 Then darkly, I thought, everything was finally set right. My family would be able 

to say goodbye to me when I left for Chicago in four days to start my new job. It would 

be easier saying bye to a daughter who had been to jail. At least my arrest decimated the 

image of goodness that I had never really wanted.  

 Staring at the mesh underneath my cuffed hands in the plastic cover until I saw 

double, I tried to forget my family, neighborhood, city, state, country, and Earth. I 

couldn't manage any emotion too strong—to truly think about what was happening was to 

wave off sanity. What kept me hanging on, and from thinking suicidal thoughts, was that 

I had a plan. I was going to a professor. Thanks to Gerhardt, I had a plan.   

*** 

 The day after coming home from jail, I went on a walk around the neighborhood 

with my grandmother, who was going back to England soon. I'd been six the last time we 

went on a walk alone together and my mom still mentions it because she is amused at 

how long we were gone and what we could have talked about, given our language, 
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generational, and cultural barriers. While the conversation from the walk long ago isn't in 

my memory, I do remember how my grandmother held my hand the whole time and how 

she unknowingly created a route that was different from my mom's. If we took a strange 

turn, I stayed silent because it was fun experiencing the neighborhood through her eyes—

we went down sidewalks in the opposite direction, got too close to the busy road, and had 

to go down some areas twice because she got confused.  

 Sixteen years later, I let her lead again; and again, I don't remember what we 

talked about. Getting arrested the day before was fully on my mind. Of course, I wasn't 

going to tell her this. My grandparents didn't know what had happened since they'd been 

staying at my aunt's house when I got caught and because my mom didn't want to anyone 

to know. In the afternoon sun, my grandmother took us to the entrance of the 

neighborhood and decided to sit on a large rock in the middle of someone's yard. At first, 

I objected, but then I realized she didn't care what I thought. There wasn't a rock for me, 

so I sat on the grass and observed my grandmother, who with her pastel Indian suit, scarf, 

and curly white hair, looked not unlike a wizard. She was wearing leopard-print slippers. 

Nearly every driver turning into the neighborhood gawked at us, but my grandmother 

didn't seem to see them. In fact, she'd stopped paying attention to me too. On our way 

back, she wanted to sit on someone's bench but I vetoed that since the bench was next to 

a front door.  

 At home, my mom was in the kitchen and my grandmother told her, "Rajpreet is a 

good girl." My mom and I met eyes, she raised her eyebrows, and the two of us started 

laughing. My grandmother's English vocabulary is limited, but what I think she meant 
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was that she approved of and accepted me. She doesn't always make such open 

statements about me or anyone, but I think she could sense something going on and 

perhaps that something had shifted for the better. Approval from a woman like that felt 

like the deed to Atlantis.  

*** 

 The way I got caught, when I got caught, and the things I'd stolen when I got 

caught couldn't have been better. If I had stolen more than I did, my punishment might 

have been much worse. I only had about six hours of community service, the fees, and 

then on New Year's Eve, the misdemeanor was sealed off my record. If my grandparents 

had been at home on the day my parents were taking calls from me from jail and figuring 

out how to get the car back from the mall, then my actions would have had even worse 

consequences. I got caught in Indiana. If I had kept shoplifting and gotten caught in 

Chicago, my jail experience there would have probably been much worse. My parents 

would have been much further away. Plus, the arrest helped me break free. The 

relationship with my parents since the arrest has been much better. The arrest allowed me 

to leave Indiana free of the crimes I'd committed. Inspired by the shock of jail, I decided 

to pay off my $100 library fee that I'd had for years.  

 Now when people tell me I seem too sweet and not aggressive enough, I think to 

myself, "Bitch, do you have a mug shot?"  
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 The closet in my Chicago apartment was a mouth with many teeth missing. So 

much space was between one shirt and the next. The color range was embarrassing. A 

turquoise dress next to a loudly printed blouse next to a hot pink sweater with hanger 

indentions on the shoulders. No neutrals.  

 My parents had driven me and all my belongings to Chicago that morning. 

Satwant  and I would be sharing the same apartment. My mother placed a beige Indian 

scarf on one of the shelves in my closet. It was my grandmother's and my mom wanted 

me to think of her values when I looked at it. The gesture united the three of us more than 

conversations ever could.  

 It was a Sunday in June and I was to start my first job out of college the next day. 

I'd been arrested Wednesday. After the arrest, my mother made me donate every single 

item I'd taken over the past year and a half, which was about 65% of my wardrobe. My 

mother was a much better person than I was. At first, I'd protested. I'd stolen some good 

shirts, scarves, jewelry, belts, skirts, bras, socks, tights, pants, tank tops, and toiletries.  

 Most of the clothes that remained, and looked down at me from my tall closet, 

were purchased two or three years ago and reflected my poor taste as a college freshman 

and sophomore. Would I have to repeat the same terrible outfit by Friday?  
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 In the last few weeks of the school year, I'd finally gotten a job offer from Fench 

Cards to be an Area Supervisor in Training. I'd be maintaining the upkeep and sales of 

their card aisles in different stores throughout the Illinois suburbs. During my six months 

of training, I'd learn first how to stock cards, then, manage the people who stocked cards. 

After training, the company would transfer me to another state, give me a territory, and I 

would be responsible the sales, card aisles, and card employees for two hundred accounts. 

The prospect of living in different locations appealed to me because I longed to become 

more independent and see more of the country. I hadn't gotten to live out of state for 

college, but I could catch up by working in different cities. I'd been trying all year to get a 

job that would take me out of Indiana, and I'd get to work with cards all day.  

 Satwant  was in the other room, working on an excel spreadsheet. He had lived in 

the apartment for a year already. His roommate moved out just as I got a job offer. At 

first, I wanted to live with a loony friend from DePauw that I didn't know that well on a 

rougher side of town, but I was getting worried that the details wouldn't be finalized in 

time for my first day. After the arrest, my parents said they'd help with my rent if I lived 

with Satwant  in a better part of town, River North. Despite the Spring Fling trip, I still 

resented Satwant  for the years he'd been mean to me and his special treatment for being a 

first-born son, but the modern two-bedroom apartment was appealing. Looking back, it 

was generous of Satwant  to let me live with him. He was only a couple years older than I 

was and most guys in their early twenties don't invite their annoying little sister to be 

their roommate.  

*** 
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 In the morning, I put on a knee-length grey dress I'd worn when I interned at 

Lilly, and a black cardigan, and drove forty-five minutes to a Target in the Illinois 

suburbs to learn about the merchandise. My supervisor, Denise, a large woman with short 

gray hair, had me complete some forms on her laptop. There was a question about 

citizenship. One of the options was "U.S. citizen" and another was "lawful permanent 

resident." I froze and focused on the word "lawful." Was the question a trick? I hadn't 

filled out many forms without my parents' help and didn't understand that the correct 

option was "U.S. citizen." Instead, I worried that none of the options fit me since as of 

late, I was an "unlawful U.S. citizen."   

 After I finished, Denise showed me the card aisle, the card filing system, and the 

supplies in the drawers beneath the displays. We walked to the huge back storeroom so I 

could see the section where the company's boxes were stored. We did the same thing at a 

K-Mart, Babies "R" Us, Dollar Tree, and CVS. At the end of the day, Denise told me I 

would get a company car, printer, and laptop. She told me not to wear a dress again to 

work. It was an active job and no one wore dresses. This meant I had even fewer clothing 

options. I'd need to go shopping over the weekend.  

*** 

 Instead of buying work clothes, I ended up buying casual clothes from stores I 

used to steal from. I didn't know the streets of Chicago or the metro system yet, so the 

stores felt comforting. Their credit card brochures on the counters were ones sales 

associates always pestered me about, the candles were still stupidly expensive, and the 
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font of the sales signs was the same as always. For the first time in what felt like weeks, I 

breathed a little easier.  

 One of my favorite things I'd stolen was a silk leopard-print scarf. I found one 

similar to it and bought it even though it was pricey. Then, I bought the same sports bra 

I'd stolen—I already knew it would be quality. Other purchases included a colorful tank 

top, long green shirt, and patterned T-shirt. On the way home, I got turned around and 

what should have been a fifteen-minute walk turned into forty-five minutes. Back at the 

apartment, I'd try to feel excited about my purchases, but instead felt kind of empty again, 

as if I needed to go back out and buy more stuff.   

*** 

 By the end of the second week of work, I came home with bandages around each 

the fingertips on my right hand from the numerous paper cuts from the cards. Most floor 

employees worked ten hours a week, but I was working over fifty hours a week doing 

their job, as part of training. I had to make sure any new shipments of cards were put up 

and any old ones thrown out. To throw away cards—mostly Mother's Day and Father's 

Day cards at that part of the season—I had to scan every single one. Customers made the 

aisles messy in between my visits and I'd have to also make sure every card was in the 

right spot. It's wasn't just cards, the company also had bags, cups, ribbons, and tissue 

paper. My immediate supervisor, Alice, whose face resembled a butternut squash, wanted 

me to run from the backroom to cut down on my time. Customers often had to jump out 

of the way when an Indian girl in khakis and a business shirt, pushing a cartful of heavy 

boxes, swung into their aisle and barreled past.  
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 It was repetitive, daunting, lonely work. Most floor-employees quit after a couple 

weeks because the job was terrible and actually meant for about three people. I got paper 

cut after paper cut and even got blood on a few cards. The tasks took so long that I was 

afraid to eat my lunch or I wouldn't finish, so Butternut Squash instructed me to eat while 

driving from store to store. Some days I was in Joliet, Bolingbrook, Cicero, or Naperville, 

and many days I was driving from one to another. It took over an hour to get to my 

assigned areas of the suburbs each morning and nearly two on the way back through 

rush-hour traffic.  

 When I got to the apartment, I would take a bath in Satwant 's tub (my bathroom 

just had a shower stall) and I'd use one of the many vividly colored bath bombs Wendy 

had mailed as a graduation gift. I'd used a red one the morning I came home from jail. I 

enjoyed watching them fizz around in the water. As I packed my lunch for the next day, 

I'd think about how my job was harder than anyone else's in the world, and then 

sometime around 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5AM, I'd hear Satwant  come home from work.   

*** 

 For many hours during the day, I had to work with gradation cards. "On your 

graduation day..." "Glowing with Potential..." "Big smiles, funny hats..." "We're So Proud 

of You..." "BLESSINGS on Your Graduation Day..." "Your Possibilities are 

Endless...""Enjoy every adventure on your path to success..." "YOUR FUTURE IS SO 

BRIGHT..." "You did it, Grad..." "Just Awesome. That's You..." "...And so begins a new 

chapter in your life..."  
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 The phrases were tacky and predictable. It was hard to read them after the years 

I'd spent at DePauw studying good writing and learning how to produce good writing. 

Only a few weeks earlier, I'd been living in a sorority, eating my meals with sixty-four 

other women, going to the campus bar after class, sleeping late, and working on my 

creative writing seminar paper. I'd started attending a dance workout class during my last 

semester at DePauw. A senior from another sorority taught it and mostly senior girls went 

each week. Near the end of many of the classes, we'd do an arms workout to "We are 

Young" by Fun. We'd rotate our arms backwards and forwards and we'd flap our arms. 

When the song came on the radio when I was driving around Illinois, I'd get emotional 

remembering that group of girls and how we'd flap our wings, gathering momentum, 

laughing through the pain, preparing for flight.  

*** 

 Sometimes, I would be hit with what I'd done. How I'd spent fifteen hours in jail. 

The police ride downtown. The call I had to make from jail to my mother. I'd only told 

two of my friends what happened and I'd call them sometimes after work when I was 

alone with my thoughts and I'd ask them to tell me I was still a good person despite what 

I'd done.  

 What made me thankful was that these friends and my family seemed to 

understand that I wouldn't steal again. That in a given room of people, I'd be the least 

likely to steal something because I knew the punishment through and through. Around 

midnight, when I was sitting in the jail waiting room with about forty-five women, I 

opened up to one about what I'd done and she said, "You'll be fine since you had a clean 
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record. But when you get out, don't even think about stealing nothing. Not even a sock." I 

believed her and understood that getting arrested a second time wouldn't be an angsty cry 

for help, but actual time behind bars. Another woman in jail, who'd been arrested for 

stealing multiple times, said I'd have to do time if I stole again.  

*** 

 The arrest didn't make me an easy employee to supervise. Denise and Butternut 

Squash had no idea I'd been arrested. They didn't know why I was usually frowning, with 

my arms crossed or that I was often thinking through what had happened just weeks 

before. I dropped my laptop in front of my supervisor. My car got keyed probably 

because I'd parked too close to someone and didn't realize it. I was usually twenty 

minutes late because my GPS would lose signal and I didn't know the suburbs. I was slow 

to remember where boxes were in each storage room. I had never changed a license plate. 

The company car they gave me had been used by an area supervisor in Missouri and I 

had to switch the plate to an Illinois one. I didn't know that you could prop up a gasoline 

pump lever. I didn't realize I could find addresses by looking to see if house numbers 

were going up or down. My family usually drove me because I was afraid of highways 

until I was twenty-one.  

 One day at work, a whole team of employees and I constructed new card aisles 

from the ground up. We had to take down all the merchandise, deconstruct the shelves, 

build new shelves, attach new signs, unwrap all the new merchandise, and then put all the 

merchandise on display. I had to call my lawyer about community service hours, so 

around noon, I went out to my car for privacy and to eat lunch. I'd been stressed about 
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whether or not I'd have to complete hours in Indianapolis or Chicago and how many 

hours I'd get. The lawyer got the hours down to eight and said I could do them where I 

lived instead of driving back to Indiana on weekends.  

 Back in the store, I was reprimanded for leaving for lunch and not telling anyone. 

Butternut Squash reminded me of those sort of mistakes every few days. Plus she'd send 

me emails detailing my mistakes too. She said I lacked common sense, initiative, and 

urgency. I got easily frustrated and had trouble with gray areas and needed to be more 

flexible. Butternut Squash was right in many ways. I'd complain to Satwant  whenever I 

saw him, which was infrequent, and he told me I could be difficult and he could see what 

my supervisors were talking about. I began to wonder if shoplifting as rebellion against 

my family was completely on me, and that I was just a disagreeable person.  

 Sometimes Satwant  and I would get dinner, and we'd usually be having fun—

talking about the hot chocolate machine at his office that I enjoyed using, the Colts, 

college memories, how he tried to use bigger words and solve math problems when he 

was drunk, and that I got starry-eyed and talked slower when I was drunk—until I'd bring 

up the way our parents favored him and my twin brother, Mandeep, over me. Satwant  

wouldn't agree with much of what I'd say, so I'd sulk on our walks home after the meal 

he'd paid for. One time when we came back, he groaned and said, "Can you stop having 

your bubble baths or whatever in my tub? I can always tell you've used it because the 

sides of the tub are green or blue. I'm eating one of your Rice Krispie's Treats for this."  

*** 
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 My job began to feel less and less like what it had been described. One afternoon, 

Denise told me she'd already received a call to transfer me to Maine or San Francisco and 

she had to turn them down because I was struggling with training. In those locations, I'd 

be doing Butternut Squash's job—managing territories and Fench Cards employees. She 

said I needed to be ready the next time a call came in. They were going to accelerate 

training so I could be ready by the end of July. When I mentioned that I'd been told I'd 

have six months of training before being transferred, not one month, she shrugged. 

Sometimes I felt unsafe being alone in the backrooms with sleazy store managers and 

without cell phone service, but Butternut Squash and Denise told me to count myself 

lucky I wasn't working in the inner city, as if bad things couldn't happen in suburban and 

rural areas too.   

 In the evening, I called my friend's mom who was a career counselor at a college 

in Ohio. She told me to contact HR about how I felt and gave me some talking points. 

Then she helped me remember that I'd been a strong student at DePauw and that these 

women were making me forget that.  

 On a particularly bad day of work a couple weeks later, I drove home listening to 

Stephen King's Gingerbread Girl on CD. We had built another card aisle from scratch 

and after I got permission for lunch, I had set my binder on my car and jetted out of the 

parking lot. All the papers from my binder went flying and into busy traffic. I spent most 

of my lunch break chasing after paper.  

 On the drive home, it was raining hard, ending a long drought, but I didn't know 

where the windshield wiper controls were in the company car, so I sat in traffic and 
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occasionally rolled down the driver's window and peered out to make sure I wasn't about 

to get in an accident.  

 The time to read physical books just wasn't there and this bothered me. I figured 

I'd have plenty of time to read, write, and perfect my MFA applications while in Chicago, 

but it wasn't happening.   

 I hadn't listened to books on CD before and kept forgetting which track and I'd 

stopped at, so on Monday and Tuesday I'd listened to the same part of Gingerbread Girl 

and over again: the narrator was confined to a kitchen chair by a crazy man in the crazy 

man's house. The narrator was stuck in a crazy man's house. The narrator was trapped. 

The narrator couldn't get out. The narrator was stuck. Would the narrator escape? 

Probably not.  

 That rainy Wednesday in traffic, I found the right track and continued the story. 

The crazy man went out to kill someone else, and left alone, the narrator, who was a 

runner, twisted and kicked her strong legs until the duct tape confining her lower body 

started to loosen. It was a struggle and it didn't seem like she was going to make it, but 

she managed to split the duct tape around the lower half of her body. There wasn't a knife 

around to free her arms, so she used the corner of the kitchen island, which was also a 

slow process.   

 When she finally broke free and began running down a beach, I was pushed over 

the edge. Graduation, living away from my friends, the tension with my parents, doing a 

bad job at work despite trying my best, and the physical exhaustion, were too much to 

deal with. I'd fought so hard to move to Chicago and was failing in more ways than I 
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knew were possible. When I got to our apartment, I called my friend's mom again. She 

helped me realize I should give my two-week's notice. I told my parents too and they let 

me make my own decision. From my arrest, they'd learned that being more hands-off 

with me was a good idea.   

 In the morning, I called Denise and she said I didn't need to work two more 

weeks, but could be done that day. It seemed she'd been expecting my call and I 

wondered if they'd wanted to make me miserable enough to quit so they wouldn't have 

worry about a severance package. That weekend, Butternut Squash came by the 

apartment with another employee to collect the office supplies and company car. She 

wished me luck and smirked at me. I glared, unprofessional to the bitter end. And so, I 

quit my first job out of college after just six weeks.  

 In the time I worked for Fench Cards, I only bought one card. I mailed it to my 

friend's mom to thank her. The card was thin and horizontal with a white background, 

and the silhouette of a colorful bird on the center. 

*** 

 It seemed like a good idea to get a part-time retail job while I looked for a new 

job, so I applied to a bunch of nearby stores and got interest from one company fast. They 

had me do a group interview with two other finalists and I could tell the manager liked 

me. I'd worked at two high-end retailers and the other two hadn't. The manager said 

they'd do a background check and get back to us. My gut clenched. My case hadn't been 

sealed yet because the court was experiencing a backlog. I didn't get the job.  
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 How would I get any job if I didn't have a clean background. Within days, I felt 

sluggish and defeated. My mom, who had recently left her job helping non-profits with 

their technology, pushed me to create goals. I hadn't asked for her help during the school 

year. When she'd call to ask about my job search and tell me to meet with Park Tudor 

alums or their parents, I'd change the subject. I didn't want to have anything to do with 

Park Tudor. Or if she said I should be going on more informational interviews around 

Indiana, I'd remind her I didn't want to live in Indiana. She seemed willing to forget how 

I'd treated her. I began applying for jobs in Chicago and Indianapolis. I didn't want to 

move home again, but I wouldn't be able to live in Chicago without a job.  

 Sometimes, after scouring job pages, I'd go on eBay and look up the clothes I'd 

once stolen. Hours would pass. After I got arrested, I had made a quick list of all the 

items, almost as a list of clues to help me get the clothes back again. I liked how my notes 

didn't include specific designers or makes, so I had to search under color and store and 

cut until I found what I was looking for. After I found something I had stolen, I zoomed 

in on the image and worshipped it once more as if it were mine again. I also studied 

where the seller was located, just in case they were in Indianapolis and were selling the 

exact item I'd taken.  

 Once I put in a bid for the makeup foundation I'd taken. I hadn't come across any 

foundation that blended so well with my skin (pre- or post-stealing). Someone bid back 

very quickly and soon we got into a bidding war and I fell into a primitive mindset, 

desperate for my prize. I won and then realized I'd agreed to pay a stupidly high amount. 

When the foundation came in the mail, it was just a tiny sample version of the real 



217 

 

makeup foundation. In my determination to win, I hadn't noticed the measuring tape next 

to the product which indicated its size. 

 I also tried buying back a cream top I'd taken. It wasn't online, so I called the 

Chicago store, described it, and they said it was a final sale item and would be hard to 

get. They didn't have the shirt but would call around. One store got back to me and 

offered to mail it. When I tried it on, the cowl neck collar didn't sit right on me as the old 

shirt I'd stolen had. I tried ironing the shirt and made the collar even worse.  

*** 

 One benefit of all the free time was that I finally could take care of my 

community service hours. I volunteered at a festival, gala, and church. I had to get 

documentation and a signature for the hours and felt embarrassed when I asked, as if they 

might guess the real reason why I was volunteering.  

 Using a DePauw alum network site, I set up a bunch of informational interviews. 

Alums were encouraging, but none of them knew of any openings. The meetings did 

introduce me to new areas of the city and I'd go exploring on my walks back. I danced 

with strangers one afternoon at festival, photographed Millennium Park, went to readings 

at the Poetry Foundation, wandered around the Salvation Army store with Satwant , tried 

new recipes, and read two books a week. I learned that The Bean was created by an 

Indian British American like me and I made it my end destination when I went running.  

 I had to be careful about shopping since I didn't know when I'd have an income 

again, so wanting to be in stores one Saturday, I convinced Satwant  to go shopping for 

himself, something he hated. He wore sensible clothes in safe colors. After two stores, he 
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became frustrated because he hadn't found anything, so we had lunch and he hardly 

spoke. Then we went to another store and he bought a pair of jeans that were a good price 

but not a good fit.  

 That night, I went on one of my tangents about how mean he'd been when we 

were younger and this time he listened until I got through everything I needed to say. 

Then we went to our rooms. About twenty minutes later, while I was reading, he came in 

and sat on the edge of my bed. He told me he'd forgotten about most of what he' d said 

and done when we were younger, but knew he'd tormented me and was sorry. I could tell 

he meant it. Sometime while he was in college, he must have changed how he viewed 

me. He hadn't known how I'd been holding on to the past so much and that I had such a 

good memory. Our interaction left me thinking that if I could fix my relationship with 

Satwant , that I was one down and three to go. Mandeep, my mom, and dad were next.  

  On my next run through the city, I went into a department store and found the 

soap section. I asked an associate, "Which bath bomb will most drastically change the 

color of the water?"  

 She directed me toward a huge round purple one that had a blackberry scent. I 

placed it on the counter in Satwant 's bathroom for him to find when he came home. He 

refused to use it and it sat in there for over two weeks. Finally, he decided the scent was 

making his whole bathroom and bedroom smell like a girl. 

 He walked into the kitchen where I was cleaning up the microwave from s'mores 

gone wrong.  
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 "I used your bath thing," he said. We both knew he knew it was called a bath 

bomb. 

 "And?" 

 "I had to have a shower after to get rid of the smell."  

 I widened my eyes and wasn't blinking.  

 "There was a little slip of paper inside the bath thing that said, 'Boom Boom,'" he 

mumbled.   

 Seeing my delight and knowing I was about to ask a bunch more questions about 

his bath bomb experience, he hurried to his room shut the door in my face.  

*** 

 At the end of August, I got three job offers and accepted a Social Media Strategist 

role for a technology start-up that was only a mile and a half from our apartment. The job 

application had involved a ton of written answers and I hadn't wanted to complete them, 

but my mom looked up the company and encouraged me to give them a chance. The 

company picked me out of seventy-six applicants. Somehow, having everything go 

wrong after graduation had brought out a charismatic side of me; I cared so much about 

getting a job and staying in Chicago that I couldn't help but be silly about my interview. 

They must have taken my silliness as a sign of confidence.  

 I don't think the company ever did a background search. My co-workers were 

young and excited about their jobs. I immediately became friends with the graphic 

designer, an Iranian American employee around my age named Ava. She had a big 

brother too. I didn't love what I did, and the pay wasn't as good as it had been with the 
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card company, but I was much happier, and I knew I could sit through the next year until 

I hopefully got into grad school. My mom found two cheap tickets to Florida and we 

went on a small trip together in the weeks before my first day. We kept our conversations 

light and just enjoyed each other's company.  

*** 

 With an income again, I spent hours in stores, but I didn't always buy something. I 

studied and studied the clothes on Michigan Avenue, State Street, Lincoln Park, and 

along Halsted and only bought just the right articles of clothing that I knew I'd love and 

feel excited to wear. This was different from my old approach when I'd bought as many 

deals as possible. Part of why I'd been stealing was because I didn't think I deserved to 

treat myself. Slowly my closet began to fill again. New arrivals included pink pants, a 

flowing blue dress, a red hoodie with large buttons on the front, a yellow skirt, a shirt 

with a skull on the front, a tank top that was shiny like a dragon scale, and a shirt with a 

map all over. I still fixated on reclaiming what I'd donated and continued searching eBay, 

wanting to own the clothes again on better terms.  

 I ordered the same vest I'd stolen. I bought a couple pairs of underwear 

resembling the ones I took. Sure, there were the clothing items that got away. Over the 

months in Chicago, on Ebay, I tried to hunt down the Grecian style blue tank top I had 

stolen, the pink and gray sleeveless dress, and a green and pink t-shirt. I probably put in 

over eight hours hunting. I hunted for them less and less as I got further from the arrest.  

 I persuaded Satwant  to go shopping again and he found two amazing pairs of 

jeans and a bunch of shirts. Like most men, Satwant  likes to buy all the clothes he needs 
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for the year in one day. He decided he wanted a winter coat too. I tagged along behind 

him as he hurled possible coat winners on my forearm. He noticed how tired I was from 

carrying everything and said I could go home, that he could figure out the rest. This made 

me very proud. The men in my family also weren't encouraged to spend money on 

themselves, and especially not on clothes, and now Satwant  knew how to go shopping 

for himself. He didn't even have to get arrested to figure out how!  

 After work Monday, he came home and told me how he'd gotten a lot of 

compliments on his new shirt, which was his beloved gray, but had texture. Everyone in 

the office wanted to pet his shirt. "Stop looking so happy with yourself. This doesn't 

mean I'm going to art exhibits with you now," he stated. 

*** 

 One spring afternoon, I walked to the library to return some books. I'd achieved 

my goal of reading a book a week on average since graduating and I had achieved my 

goal of getting into an MFA program. I was going to attend George Mason University in 

the fall.  

 A man started running after me. Out of breath, he tapped my shoulder and said, 

"Your socks are mismatched." Indeed one ankle sock was blue and the other purple. The 

Chicago Fashion Police were after me and I had more work to do.    
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