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* * * * *
To the seventeen-year-old in all of us—still there—just listen.
~ * ~
And, of course, as ever, to Satya and Laini.
* * * * *
The hunger for love is much more difficult to remove than the hunger for bread.
~ Mother Theresa
Love makes your soul crawl out from its hiding place.
~ Zora Neale Hurston
Before I met my husband, I’d never fallen in love. I’d stepped in it a few times.
~ Rita Rudner
Romance is dead – it was acquired in a hostile takeover by Hallmark and Disney, homogenized, and sold off piece by piece.
~ Lisa Simpson, The Simpsons
~ * ~
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* * * * *
“My mom’s making me pick out a husband.”
Cindy Reda-Rodriguez, my best friend since kindergarten, stopped tying her shoelaces and stared at me. “A what?”
I walked through the library doors. “Okay, maybe not a husband, per se,” I said, heading toward the cluster of tables near the back. “But they want me to start looking for . . . you know—a life partner,” I said miserably.
“You just turned seventeen!” she shrieked.
Half the kids in the library turned around.
“Sorry,” Cindy mumbled, waving away the curious stares. She leaned in and whispered, “Seriously?”
Miss Fry, the Physical Health and Sciences teacher Cindy and I had in freshman year, poked her head around one of the aisles. “Keep it down.”
When she saw it was us, the stern look on her face morphed into a bright smile. “Oh, hello, girls!”
We smiled and said hi, then walked to an empty table that was far enough away from too many eager ears, but still one where we could keep an eye on who came and went. Jeeves had said he might join us.
Me, Cindy, and Jeevan “Jeeves” Sahota were all in the Future Stars and Leaders (FSL) Program at Maple Ridge High, New York.
“Over the holidays, someone my mom knows from The Community saw me hugging Jeeves good-bye and now she and my dad think they need to kick the Find Jazz A Suitable Partner NOW Plan into overdrive.”
“Oh, is that all?” Cindy said, looking relieved. “You and Jeeves have known each other since we were kids, your moms know each other . . . just explain that it was nothing.”
“No way. You know I can’t, Cin. My parents don’t understand the concept of boys and girls hugging platonically. They go ballistic if there’s any physical contact at all. I can’t tell her it was him.”
“But, he’s . . . Jeeves.”
“That means nothing. She might forbid me to ever see him again,” I said.
Cindy shook her head. “I doubt she’d do that, Jazz. He’s, like, one of our best friends.”
“One of our best friends who’s a guy. Even if my mom knows nothing is going on, it looks bad if anyone from The Community ever saw me with a guy who’s not related to me by blood.” I sighed. As much as Cindy sort of understood what the deal was with my life, there were some things she just didn’t get.
I flipped through my pre-calc textbook and glanced at Cindy out of the corner of my eye. She had her trying-to-understand face on.
“She said that since I was starting to ‘show interest in boys,’” I whispered, “she would ask the ‘family matchmakers’ to send pictures for me to choose from.”
Cindy’s eyes widened. “No. Way.”
Her disbelief made me feel even worse. “She calls it ‘guided dating.’ Starting this Saturday, I am allowed to have zero contact with the opposite sex unless he’s slated to be my future spouse.”
Cindy shook her head. “Wow. I hope there are a lot of cute guys in those pictures.”
Miss Fry walked by us on her way out. “Nice to see you, girls.” Teachers loved us. They all knew the kids from the FSL program. It was almost like we were academic rock stars.
We waved as she headed toward the double library doors. And there, just outside the doors, walking next to a couple of bonehead jocks, was the absolute epitome of gorgeosity.
I looked at Cindy. “Who. Is. That?”
She grinned. “That is serious new hottie extraordinaire, Tyler R. His last name is, like, twenty-seven letters long, so everyone just calls him Tyler R.” She looked toward the doors, where the group of guys had stopped and congregated, and fanned her face.
I looked over too, along with several other girls from around the tables, and Tyler R. gave us this sort of lop-sided smile through the glass doors.
“He’s Indian!” I said, sudden hope soaring in my chest.
“I heard from Mandy Morgan, who heard from Bethany McCourt, that he’s from Trinidad, and he just transferred here this semester from Wendell Academy.”
“Oh.” Crash landing on the soaring hope. My parents had very clear rules for what the term “Indian” encompassed. Apparently, the person being appraised had to have been born in India, or their parents or grandparents had to have been born in India. In that order. And going as far back as the grandparents was pushing it—even with the grandparents being born in India, things could get iffy. It was all about preserving Culture and Tradition—two things my parents were very big on. And the more I thought about it, the more it seemed that, in my parents’ grand scheme of things, “India” didn’t even include other parts of India. Apparently, the boundaries of India never strayed far from Punjab.
I sighed and looked back at the hunk of gorgeosity just outside the glass double doors. Was it me, or did his eyes rest just a smidgen longer on me than they had on the other girls? I shook my head. Couldn’t be.
“O.M.G. He totally knows how hot he is,” I said, my stomach knotting up. He looked like he’d walked straight off the cover of one of the romance novels I kept stuffed under my pillow.
“Of course he does,” Cindy said. “Any girl in the vicinity would give either of her noonies to be that T-shirt stretched across his abs.”
I watched him walk away, with his crew of boneheads, after exchanging flirty smiles with several of the girls in the hall, and swallowed the familiar lump in my throat—the one reminding me that those kinds of shared, secret smiles were simply not in the cards for girls like me.
Saturday morning, I woke up to a spread of glossy prints on our coffee table.
My mom smiled pleasantly and pointed a long finger to a spot on the loveseat. “Sit,” she commanded.
My dad was snoring on the sofa. He worked the late afternoon shift at a medical supplies factory, even on Saturdays, and was trying to sneak in a few more hours of sleep.
“Pick out some photos, Jassy.”
“It’s Jazz. Mom, seriously. Can you please call me Jazz?”
She gave me a look. “I am not Cindy, or one of your friends. You are my Jassy. That’s it.” She turned back to the task at hand. “There is a brief biography of each boy on the back of his photo. Put aside the ones you want to know more about.”
I looked at the images of strangers and, for a moment, thought I might hurl.
My mom sat down next to me. “It’s okay, beta,” she said, stroking my back. “This is a big decision, I know, but you take your time, heh-na? You’ll meet the boy, spend some time together, and Daddy and I will be right by your side the whole time, accha?”
Accha = okay. This is so not accha.
“Go ahead, now. Look through,” she said, getting up and heading to the kitchen.
I picked up a picture of a not-so-bad-looking face and turned it over: ONKAR MANN. 5’ 3”. 140 LBS.
Lovely.
My mom opened the refrigerator. “Jassy,” she called, after groping around for several minutes. “Don’t forget to call your Kinder Auntie back later—she called this morning.”
“Can’t I call her now?” I asked, flipping over another picture.
“Absolutely not,” she said, shutting the fridge door and sticking her head out to glare at me. “Just give them a chance, Jassy. They can’t all be defective.”
Wrong. “What if I end up with someone like Mr. Auntie Kinder?”
Auntie Kinder—the term she preferred (rather than “Kinder Auntie,” which was my parents’ version. The “uncle” or “auntie” came after the person’s name in Indian-parent-lingo)—who was not related to me by blood, and her eleven-year-old daughter, Pammi, had lived in our basement for a few years after Auntie Kinder left her husband and “fled” England, according to my mom. The ex-husband had apparently mistaken Auntie Kinder for a punching bag.
The glare faded from her eyes and she rushed over to sit next to me again. “Oh, Jassy, beta,” she said, taking my hand in hers. “Your father and I would never allow that. We would interview the boy and the family very carefully, and you would spend as much time as you like getting to know him before anyone made any commitments. Remember, you won’t have to get married right away. Kinder’s parents rushed her marriage because. . . .” Her eyes flitted away for a moment before she stretched a smile across her face and continued. “Never mind. We would take our time.”
I stared at the array of snapshots. I pointed to each photo in turn. “Big honker . . . Looks like an axe murderer” (gasp from my mom) “. . . He’s about to orbit the earth with those ears. . . .”
She sighed. “Hiyo Rubba, Jassy. At some point you will have to be more open minded.”
My eyes almost popped out of my head. “Open minded? Me? Me?”
She sucked her teeth in annoyance. “Of course, you. These are all fine young men from lovely family backgrounds. And you cannot find a single one to interest you.”
“I just turned seventeen.”
She pointed to the spread of smiling glossies in front of me. “I was almost married at your age. You have no idea how lucky you are to have modern parents, Jassy. We are letting you pick. Completely your choice.”
“What about meeting someone on my own, falling in love—”
“Nonsense,” she interrupted, pressing her lips together. Then, in a gentler tone, “You don’t have to go through all that nonsense. You have perfectly good, pre-screened candidates here. And if none of these suits your picky palate, then there are plenty more where they came from.”
I folded my arms across my chest and sulked.
She stared at me quietly for several minutes. Finally she said, “Fine,” in a too-loud voice.
I looked at her suspiciously. My mother agreeing with me was never a good sign.
She gathered all the pictures together with a wide sweeping motion of her arms. “No photos on the coffee table, then,” she said, stacking them together in piles.
“Huh?”
She held one finger up and looked intently at me. “But you must meet this fellow from Canada your Mindo Auntie told me all about.”
See?
“He is being wooed by the Ivies here in America, this young man. Very bright future ahead of him . . . podiatry, I think, heh-na?” She looked over her shoulder at my dad’s sleeping form for confirmation.
After no response, she nodded. “Yes, podiatry,” she said, satisfied.
“A geek,” I said miserably.
She leaned back, mouth dropping open in amazement. “What geek? Isn’t that how others in your school refer to you and Cindy and Jeevan, and all of the other bright FSL students?”
“We are FSL,” I clarified. “Therefore, we are cool geeks. We are a different brand of geekiness. We are geek chic.”
She waved away my words and tapped the edges of each stack of photographs, making sure they were in perfect rectangular alignment.
I sighed. “So . . . I’ll call Auntie Kinder now,” I said, heaving myself up. “Then I have to study.” Big emphasis on the “study” part—it had been my escape hatch since I was a kid.
My mom nodded, but pressed her lips together again, keeping her eyes trained on the photos she was now separating into envelopes. “You will meet this fellow,” she repeated as I climbed the stairs to my room. “I have a feeling about him. I think he’ll be a perfect match for you.”
I sent up a silent prayer to whatever gods were on duty to please make Mr. Canadian Podiatrist-in-Training look like new hottie, Tyler R.
I thought things couldn’t possibly get any worse than having my parents “guide” my dating and possibly pick out my future life partner. But of course, just when you think things can’t possibly get worse. . . .
On Sunday, Auntie Kinder’s eleven-year-old daughter, Pammi, came over to hang out for a few hours while Auntie Kinder had her weekly “me time.”
My dad was out running errands and getting the car tuned up, and my mom was upstairs henna-ing her hair. I was watching some PG-rated teen movie with Pammi when the doorbell rang.
When I looked through the peephole, all I could see was a pair of super-hairy forearms crossed at the chest. “Who is it?” I called through the closed door.
“I am here for Kinder and Parminder Dhillon.”
Even from the sofa, with the TV on, Pammi heard the voice and blanched. She rushed over to sneak a peek through the peephole and shrank back into the corner behind the door.
“Just a minute,” I said to the hairy forearms. I motioned Pammi upstairs and mouthed, “Get my mom.” Then I gulped and opened the door carefully, ready to slam it shut if needed.
“Who are you?” he commanded immediately.
For a minute, I couldn’t remember my own name.
British accent. Tall, hairy dude. So this was the infamous Mr. Auntie Kinder.
I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m sorry,” I said, standing taller. “But who are you? You rang my doorbell.”
He scowled. “Where is your father?”
Just then, my mom scrambled down the stairs with a plastic thingy wrapped around her head. “What is it, Jassy?”
I kept the door firmly where it was, in case this dude had any funny ideas.
My mom stopped abruptly by my side. “Oh—!”
He held his hands in front of him, prayer style, in greeting. “Sat sri akal, behenji,” he said, in the same commanding tone. “I’ve come to retrieve my wife and daughter.”
Retrieve?
“I’m sorry,” my mom said, casually reaching across me for the door. She gently shoved me back and away. “Your wife is not here.”
She made no reference to Pammi at all.
He bent his head into the house to look around. “Behenji,” he said, when he was satisfied that no one else was there. “I know she is staying here. Family and friends have told me you have been hiding them. You must return them to me, or I will be forced to take extreme measures.”
My mom closed the door further and blocked him from my view completely. “We are not hiding anyone, bhaji. I have told you once that your wife is not here. Are you calling me a liar? She and Pammi no longer live with us. Indeed, they did years back, but no more. I do not know where she is right now.”
I looked at her, impressed. I was sure no other woman could wear a plastic head-wrap thingy and still sound as authoritative as my mom did right then.
“This is my and my husband’s house, bhaji,” she said.
I suddenly recalled her telling me once that some men only took the word of other men seriously—apparently, this was one of those men, hence her great emphasis on the word “husband.”
“If you choose to harass us further,” she continued, “we shall be forced to resort to extreme measures of our own.”
There were a few minutes of complete, tense silence as my mom and Big, Burly, Bearded Dude—former Mr. Auntie Kinder—faced off against each other.
I stood with my entire body coiled, waiting, and I’m sure Pammi was totally freaking upstairs. If he barged in or something, and tried to drag Pammi away, he’d have to fight me and my mom first.
Finally, he stepped back. “If I find out you are hiding my family, I will have no choice.” And then he stalked away.
Mom shut the door quickly and locked it. I turned and saw Pammi slowly inching down the stairs.
My mom closed her eyes for a moment like she was trying to compose herself, then reached to pull me and Pammi, who ran the rest of the way down, into her arms.
Pammi began to tremble and sob.
I exploded. “Can you believe that guy?!”
My mom was silent as she held us and gently stroked Pammi’s back.
“What does he mean, ‘You must return them to me’?! Like they have tags saying, ‘Property of Mr. Auntie Kinder. If found please return to owner’. . . ?”
My mom released me. “Jassy, beta, call Kinder’s cell phone. Tell her to come as soon as possible—but you must warn her to be cautious.”
I grabbed the house phone and punched in Auntie Kinder’s cell number, getting her voice mail. “Auntie Kinder, you have to come quick. Mr. . . your ex-husband was just here.”
Exactly thirteen seconds later, she called back to say she was on her way. And in about nine minutes flat, she screeched into the driveway. So much for being cautious.
I opened the door just in time for her to swoosh past me to Pammi. Auntie Kinder folded Pammi into her arms, then held her out at arm’s length. She took Pammi’s face and turned it from side to side. “What did he say, Deesh?” she asked my mom.
“He was looking for you. Pammi, too, but he’s after you.” She shook her head, then muttered, “You are, apparently, still ‘his.’”
“Ooohh, that man!” Auntie Kinder snarled. She slammed a fist into her other hand and paced the kitchen floor once she was sure that Pammi was okay. “Did he say anything about how long he’s here?”
Mom shook her head. “No. But clearly you and Pammi should stay away from here for some time. At least until we find out for certain how long he is here. I’ll ask around in the community.”
Auntie Kinder stopped pacing and stared out the kitchen window, into our back-yard. “That son of a—”
“Kinder, take Pammi home,” my mom said quickly. “He doesn’t know where you live—it’s good you took those precautions with the post-office box and such.”
Auntie Kinder nodded. “Did he see you, Pams?”
Pammi drew a shaky breath. “Would I still be here if he saw me?”
“Oh, darling. . . .” Auntie Kinder’s eyes filled as she crushed Pammi to her chest again. “Let’s go home.”
That night, as I tried to concentrate on my homework, all I could see was a pair of burly forearms and hairy-knuckled fists. I paced back and forth in my room for several minutes before picking up the phone.
Pammi answered. “Hey, Pams, it’s Jazz.”
“Hi, Jazz.” She sounded like a little kid, even younger than eleven.
“How you doing?”
“I’m okay,” she mumbled. “A little better. My mom started calling around as soon as we got home, and found out from some family in England that he’s only here on a stopover. So he should be on his way back there tomorrow morning.”
“Oh, thank God . . . what a relief!”
I heard Auntie Kinder in the background, then Pammi yelling away from the phone, “It’s Jazz!”
Auntie Kinder came on. “Hello, darling.” She sounded nothing like the bubbly, cheerful Auntie Kinder I’d always known, but she seemed better than earlier.
“Heard Pammi’s dad is on his way back to where he came from tomorrow.”
“Indeed,” she said. “But the fact that he sought us out while he was here is troubling.” There was a pause where I could hear some muffled back and forth with Pammi. “I’ll hand you back to Pammi in a second, Jazz,” she said, coming back on. “But I wanted to ask if you could stay with her on Thursday nights for a little while? I’d signed up for a course that I’ve already paid for.”
“I think it’s okay. I’ll check with my mom.”
“I’ve already checked with Deesh. She’s fine with it, as long as your school-work doesn’t suffer.”
“Okay, so it’s cool then,” I said happily. I loved hanging out with Auntie Kinder and Pammi.
“Lovely!” She sounded relieved.
I wanted to take her mind off her own, way serious, problems. So I brought up my own. “So . . . um, my mom just made me stare at pictures of fine, eligible, pre-screened young men.”
“Did you find your soul mate, then?” she asked with an almost-laugh. Success!
“It’s not funny. What if they find someone like—” I caught myself right before I said “your ex-husband.”
“No, it isn’t,” she said more seriously. “Oh, darling, your mother and father are reasonable people.” She paused for a moment, before continuing. “Jazz. My parents were in a rush to marry me off because they caught me, erm . . . kissing a boy when I was quite young.”
I almost dropped the phone. Auntie Kinder—“caught” with a boy? I cleared my throat and said as casually as I could, “What do you mean?”
She lowered her voice. “Well, er . . . they caught a class fellow and I being, er, rather affectionate in a car, and . . . well, let’s just say they pressed the gas pedal on marrying me off to a nice, ‘more suitable’ boy.”
Suddenly, a bunch of questions tumbled out before I could stop them. “Who was the boy? What were you guys doing? Wait, scratch that, I don’t want to know. How did they catch you? How long had you and him—”
She raised her voice slightly. “Not important. What is important is that you can talk to your parents about your feelings.”
Crud. I guess, understandably, she was in no mood for “girl talk” tonight. I let it go for now, but swore to find out more about Auntie Kinder’s premarital make-out history (!!).
“Come on,” I said glumly, “do you really believe my parents could be reasonable?”
“Course I do,” she said. “After all, they let me and Pammi stay in your basement for over a year without paying a single penny in rent.”
“True. But they’re different when it comes to me.”
“We’re all different when it comes to our own children, love. Give them a chance. You might be surprised.”
“Highly doubt it. Besides, I may already have found the love of my life.”
“’Zat so?” There was amusement in her voice. Very annoying.
“Yes,” I said, maybe a tad more forcefully than necessary. “He’s new, and he’s stunning.”
“Well,” she said, still sounding annoyingly amused. “I suppose you’ve got a bit of a dilemma on your hands, then.”
After wondering why some British people put an “r” at the end of words like “dilemma” and “America,” I hung up the phone and thought long and hard about Auntie Kinder’s marriage to a hairy-fisted psycho. I wondered how her parents had found the former Mr. AK. Did they have smiling snapshots of boys to choose from? Were they planning to one day have Auntie Kinder sit at a coffee table and pick her life partner?
What would have happened if they had never discovered her making out with that guy in the car? What would’ve happened if she had married him, instead—someone she had picked? Maybe her guy-radar was better tuned than her parents’, but they were just too stuck in old-crotchety-parent-ness to see it.
Leaving me alone to ponder such things was obviously dangerous, because that’s when I came up with the beginnings of The Plan—a series of events that would change Auntie Kinder’s life . . . and mine, forever.
I was outlining The Plan in my notebook as Cindy chomped on an apple next to me in the cafeteria during lunch.
1. Find out about guy from A.K.’s past. Was he the love of her life? Where is he now? Is he a bum on the streets? Is he a jerk like her ex-husband? Or is he Mr. Dream Dude, like Tyler R.?
2. If aforementioned Guy From Past is the latter, figure out how to get said guy back together with A.K—
And then Tyler R. walked in.
“Omigosh, it’s Tyler R.,” Cindy breathed, nudging me with her elbow. The letter “K” extended itself across half the page as I jerked my head up.
Sure enough, there was Tyler R., gliding down the center of the cafeteria.
Cindy screwed her face up. “Yich. Would you look at those two? It’s, like, thirty degrees out and they’re wearing string bikinis. Can somebody please tell them it’s January in upstate New York?”
“They’re not wearing string bikinis, Cin,” I said, in a lame effort to defend Priya and Zahra.
Leave it to Cindy. I probably would’ve thought it, especially with Priya’s frilly pink thong showing above the waistline of her jeans, but I wouldn’t have said it out loud. You know, brown solidarity and all. They might be bindi-bos (bindis slash bimbos), but it’s in the Brown Solidarity Handbook: Thou shalt not publicly denounce thine brown brethren and sistren. Even the bindi-bos.
I looked back at Tyler R. His skin was a goldish-brown, like the fossilized amber amulets that Auntie Kinder sometimes wore. I was so swooning.
Even though Cindy’d heard he’d gone to Wendell Academy, I heard some of the bindi-bos whispering that he came straight out of juvie hall, where he spent all summer doing time for selling drugs and other offenses. Not that the bindi-bos’ word was gospel or anything.
I looked down for a moment to catch my breath. When I looked back up, I slammed into his gaze.
Cindy grabbed my elbow. “Omigosh! He was totally checking you out.”
“I don’t think so. . . .” I said. “He didn’t break a smile or anything.”
She rolled her eyes. “He’s intense, Jazz. That’s how you know he’s for real.”
Maybe. But holy frack! Tyler R!!!!! Mrs. Tyler R. Mrs. Jazz R. Popular, athletic, hawt, Tyler R. and . . . me. Could it possibly be that he was checking me out? But no—no one from the “regular” classes ever mixed with the FSL kids. Still . . . could it be?
For the rest of the afternoon, I couldn’t focus on a thing. Visions of Tyler R. sailed through my head. When he’d looked at me in the cafeteria, it had seemed like he was peering down into a well, seeing every little secret I kept tucked away from the world.
When I got home from school, I found my dad already zonked out on the couch. His shifts started around four-thirty or so, and went till past midnight. Most of the other brown kids around us had parents who were doctors, engineers, or lawyers. Mine both worked in factories, but saved every last cent so we could live in a nice house, in a nice neighborhood, so that I could go to a good school. Education, specifically mine, was apparently going to emancipate our whole family.
I walked up the stairs to my room, and stuck my head out to listen to my dad’s snoring for a minute before pulling out my latest romance novel. If my parents ever got a glimpse of one of those book covers—ample-bosom cleavage and hard, bronzed pecs galore—they would immediately book me a one way ticket to India to straighten me out. No, thank you. Romance novels got smuggled into my house with secret-agent, espionage-level security. And then Cindy and I dog-eared the pages with the dirty parts and swapped books.
When I was sure the coast was clear, I cozied into my overstuffed armchair and cracked open Love’s Wayward Journey. As I read, my mind created forbidden, very UN-good-Indian-girl images with me and Tyler R. in the starring roles. We were sailing the high seas, me in my too-tight-around-the-boobs dress and him in his button-down, white, pirate-like shirt. It was one of those old-fashioned historical novels that I loved.
Those British in the old days did exactly what we did in India—dowries and arranged marriages and no kissing or affection in public. I always wondered how they managed to weasel out of it, while we still hung on.
But, of course, what I should have been wondering about was that old saying, “Be careful what you wish for. . . .”
That Thursday, I went to Auntie Kinder’s after school to watch Pammi. Except Pammi hadn’t come home from school yet and Auntie Kinder’s class had been cancelled.
I decided this was a perfect opportunity to put my plan in motion. “So . . . what was his name?” I asked.
“Whose name?” she said, dumping a load of clean clothes between us on the rug.
“The guy you got caught making out with.”
“Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Jazz.”
“You know me,” I said with a grin. “My middle name is Bug when I want to know something.”
She put her hands on her hips and pursed her lips. “Very true,” she conceded. “If I tell you, you must promise to drop it, all right?”
I held up a pinky. “Pinky swear.”
She sat down cross-legged on the other side of the clothing mound and rolled up a pair of Pammi’s socks. “Babaloo.”
“Babaloo?” I asked incredulously.
She gave me a look of utter exasperation. “I’ll have you know, little miss, that Babaloo is a very special term of endearment among us Punjabis. Ask your mother.”
Was that a note of defensiveness I detected? “Okay, so . . . Babaloo.”
She shook out a pair of jeans. “Yes. Babaloo.” Somehow, coming from her, it sounded like the most dignified, desirable name on the planet for a guy.
“I thought he was the love of my life. I used to think we’d marry each other . . . we’d talked about it, in fact. We’d known one another since we were children. . . .” She slowly ran a hand down the length of the jeans to smooth out any wrinkles. “We both knew our parents would never approve. . . .”
A bitter edge crept into her voice. “Sikhism is supposed to be caste-less. That was the whole point of separating from Hinduism . . . but obviously, not everyone adheres to those ideals.”
I picked up a T-shirt as carefully as I could, not wanting to break the spell, and started folding with great precision.
But then, all at once, she seemed to snap out of the memory. “But all of that is water under the bridge. He became some sort of doctor—a psychologist, I believe. I’ve heard he’s done quite well for himself in the U.K. We lost touch completely, after I got married.”
I tried to think of ways to bring the conversation back.
But after a brief silence, Auntie Kinder looked up and straight into my eyes. “There you have it. Now, drop it, Jazz.”
The tone of her voice left no question: this matter was sealed shut.
I nodded, though I really had no intention of dropping it. It just felt too . . . important. Everything she didn’t say was screaming to me that this matter was not sealed shut.
I won’t say it never occurred to me that if I could somehow get Auntie Kinder and the former love-of-her-life back together, not only would I be helping her, but I also might be able to prove to my parents that it could work—that meeting someone and falling in love was a completely viable path to marriage.
I asked Pammi a few innocuous questions about where she grew up in London and if she knew where Auntie Kinder grew up—like, where did her grandparents live and stuff. That info, combined with some savvy Googling (Useful School-Taught Skill # 3: Prying into people’s lives using Internet search engines), and the fact that Babaloo is a nickname that most folks grew out of, but one person, apparently, hung on to—gave me some clues on where to start my investigation.
That weekend was a long one to celebrate Martin Luther King, Jr. Day, so I had an extra day to begin my trawling venture on the interwebs. I tried searching for “Babaloo psychologist England,” which brought up a few links, mainly for a blogger named Babalu, with a “u”. Still, I clicked on all the ones that came up. The last one had a link to a Doctor Babaloo who still lived in the U.K., and had a wildly successful TV show where he gave advice and therapy to mostly “Asian” families. I moved closer to the screen as my pulse ratcheted up just a tiny notch.
I watched several clips on YouTube, and learned that “Asian” in the U.K. did not mean what I was used to it meaning here in the U. S. of A—it meant brown people there, apparently. Dr. Babaloo had all kinds of brown people on, not all from India—some were from Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and other places I’d never even heard of. He called it “Indians from the diaspora.” There were places like Bhutan (which, contrary to what I first thought when I heard it, is not a hip-hop group out of Brooklyn, New York) and Surinam. Sometimes he devoted a whole show to Indians from the Caribbean (which I paid especially close attention to because of one Tyler R.).
Encouraged, I clicked over to his official site. His biography said that Dr. Babaloo was divorced, with a grown daughter who had her own segment on his show. Now, you’d probably expect something like a cross between Deepak Chopra and Dr. Phil, but no. His headshot showed an Indian George Clooney, only with frizzy hair that grew out, in a kind of Indi-fro donut thingy (he had a shiny bald spot smack center on the top of his head).
I went back to Google and tried the search terms, “Dr. Babaloo dating history” and voilá! I got something like ninety thousand listings. I clicked on the first few.
Apparently, Dr. Babaloo was a busy guy. He had dated a huge list of celebrity hotties, including one of the girls from the British girl band, The Hissin’ Kittens. Those were the ones who gyrated their pelvises two inches from the camera, using a few strings to cover their crucials. More specifically, he’d dated Viper Kitten—the one with the three pigtails, two on the sides and one directly above where a bindi usually goes, giving her a sort of fairy/unicorn-ish appearance.
One YouTube interview, in particular, had me up way past when my parents were happily snoring away. A fan of Dr. Babaloo’s had uploaded an interview of his with Anjula Reddy, host of In the Spotlight in London:
Anjula Reddy: Good afternoon, and thank you for joining us for another hour of In the Spotlight. Today, we’re chatting with Dr. Babaloo, author of several self-help books for parents of Asian teens and host of his own popular daytime talk show.
Dr. Babaloo, you live an unconventional lifestyle, far removed from the lives of most Asian families in the U.K. How can you offer sound advice to the average Asian parent when you’re not really connected to those day-to-day issues?
Dr. Babaloo (smiling and leaning forward with the fingertips on both hands together like a teepee): Well, Anjula [he said “Anjular”], I didn’t always live this “unconventional lifestyle.” When I was growing up in Birmingham, I was faced with many of the same challenges all Asian teens face in the U.K.: arranged marriage, dating, cross-racial or cross-caste marriage—caste, for those who don’t know, is a deeply entrenched system of social division in India—no talk of sex and sexuality in the home, strict parental control, not fitting in with British culture at large, and so on.
And while many of these are generic teen issues, Asian teens face the added pressure—and tremendous pressure it is, Anjula—of deeply engrained cultural and traditional expectations, as well as strong parental and community influence—
AR: You mentioned teens, specifically. Why would you say teens are so closely monitored in the Asian community?
DB: I believe it’s the same all across the board. In other words, not just with Asian teens, but all teens. It’s a time of such intensity, all-or-nothing, do-or-die, when the body is budding, and so on.
AR (laughs): Hormone poisoning.
DB: Yes, to some extent. . . .
AR: Then why have a show specifically for Asian families if these are issues all teenagers struggle with?
DB: Asian families place enormous value on the concept of family honor, or “izzat.” Maintaining a family’s good name is a mammoth weight placed squarely on the shoulders of, specifically, teenage girls and women in many Asian families.
AR: Yes, it’s a concept I know quite well . . . could you talk a bit more on that?
DB: Any type of behavior that could potentially tarnish a family’s reputation is often strictly punished. Things such as being “immodestly” dressed, fraternizing with the opposite sex, sometimes even laughing too loudly . . . can be interpreted as signs of loose moral character. Therefore, girls, especially, are kept under close watch.
AR: Hmm, and given what you just mentioned about hormonal explosions. . . .
DB: Exactly. You see the potential for a major clash when, say, Indian parents, born and raised in rural India, raise teens in a place like the U.K., where we’ve had the sexual revolution, freedom of expression, lingerie adverts and overt sexuality on the telly.
AR: Of course. And you, yourself—did you face these same issues with your own parents?
DB (sad smile): Alas, I was not immune.
AR: Tell us about one issue you faced and how you handled it.
DB: I’m afraid I didn’t really handle it at all. In fact, it quite handled me!
AR (laughs): Do tell!
DB (sighs, but still smiling): Ah. I was in love with, quite literally, the girl next door. We grew up on the same block in Birmingham. . . .
(Auntie Kinder! I leaned closer to the monitor.)
. . . we played together as children, our families knew one another, we shared a tender first kiss, snuck off to see each other, the whole bit.
AR: Sounds absolutely beautiful—I’m waiting for the tragedy to strike. . . .
DB: And strike, it did. . . .
AR: Oh, dear.
DB: Yes. We were “discovered” one evening, er, um . . . .
(WHAT?? Discovered doing what?!?!?!?! I was on the edge of my seat at this point.)
AR: Being . . . hormonally challenged?
DB (laughing): Precisely. Her parents immediately arranged her marriage to a more suitable boy . . . and within weeks, she was married to a respectable, wealthy and influential man of her own caste.
AR: How devastating that must’ve been for you both.
DB: Indeed.
AR: And that was at what age?
DB: Nineteen, we both were.
AR: Did you ever try to contact her after that?
DB (shakes his head): No, no. It would only complicate matters.
AR (nodding): Shortly thereafter, you met your wife, Lalita.
DB: Yes, a year after my first love married, I met Lalita and, a year after that, I proposed. She accepted—lucky for me.
AR: The story goes that you completed your psychology degree and through friends in the entertainment industry, landed a job on British Radio with a call-in show catering to Britain’s Asian-Indian community.
DB (laughing): Yes, ironic, innit? All of a sudden, there were aunties, nanis and dadis from all over England, Ireland and Wales, calling me for advice on how to “control” their rebellious teens!
AR: But because of the success of that radio show, you were offered your own television show.
DB (nodding): Yes.
AR: And the rest, as they say. . . .
DB: . . . is history.
AR (gently): Just as your career was exploding, your wife passed away after a long battle with cancer.
DB: Yes, she fought hard, Lalita did.
AR: We were all sad to hear the news. She was very devoted to the cause of ending violence against women.
DB: Yes, we’ve set up a fund in her name to benefit organizations serving young women who’ve been assaulted, sexually, or otherwise, by their boyfriends or partners.
AR (nodding): A worthwhile cause, indeed.
A pause, then AR, again—switching gears: Lately you’ve been making a tentative foray into the dating world again?
DB (smiling): So the tabloids report. . . .
AR: It’s not true, then?
DB: I’ll leave it at that.
AR (laughing and turning to the camera): Well, our time’s up with the ever-fascinating Dr. Babaloo, host of his own popular talk show, “Chai with Dr. Babaloo,” and author of the recently published Asian Teens in Britain: A Parent’s Handbook. Check your local listings for the next episode of “Chai,” when Dr. Babaloo will be chatting with Salim Khan, the actor most recently coined “Bollywood’s answer to Brad Pitt”, about the trials and tribulations of raising a Bollywood teen. And don’t forget to look on the shelves of your local bookstores for Asian Teens in Britain.
I’m Anjula Reddy and that’s our show for tonight. Please tune in next week when we. . . .
I logged out and stared at the screen for several moments. Wow. Auntie Kinder had pinings for a bona fide TV megastar. Someone she had snuck out to see—and made out with (maybe even more??)—before she got married!! Someone who thought Auntie Kinder got married and lived happily ever after with her rich, caste-appropriate Prince Charming.
If only he knew.
My mom and Mindo Auntie from Canada had been calling each other all week, the way Cindy and I did when there was juicy stuff to share. Whenever I got close to her while she was on the phone, my mom lowered her voice and scurried off to a different room. Could there possibly be anything worse than seeing your mom turn into a gossip girl?
Finally, today I found out what the all the secrecy was about. “Jassy, Mindo Auntie has arranged for that young podiatrist-to-be and his mother to come here for a visit. His mother and I have been having some wonderful conversations on the phone—such a lovely family! I will meet his mother in the city while you and the boy chat and get to know one another.”
“Couldn’t I spend the day smashing my fingers with a mallet, instead?”
“What was that?”
“I said okay.”
“Good!” She positively beamed as she searched through her handbag. “Here is a small bit of information for you, just to get you started. The rest you will learn when you meet him, heh-na?”
I read the name on the file: Gurmit Singh Sandhu. “Gurmit,” I said. “Gawd. What is wrong with Indian parents? Why would they name their kid after the most famous amphibian in pre-school?”
Apparently, she didn’t think that was as funny as I did. “Jassy, you know it’s pronounced Gur-meeeeeet,” she said, drawing out the second vowel. She handed me, like, a five-hundred-page file.
“Am I going to be tested on this?”
She took on her stern face. “Jassy, please be serious. This could be your future husband. Won’t you at least make an effort?”
I narrowed my eyes. “I thought you said this was supposed to be ‘guided dating.’ What you’re talking about sounds like ‘guided marriage.’ How can I be serious about that when I haven’t even been to my prom? I’m seventeen,” I reminded her, yet again.
“Precisely why there can be no funny business between the two of you. This is strictly a viewing meeting.”
“A viewing meeting?”
“Yes, a meeting where the two of you present yourselves to one another to determine if you like what you see.”
“Present ourselves? Like shopping?”
She squinted her eyes and looked toward the ceiling. “Hmm, I suppose you could see it that way. But I prefer to call it a presentation.”
Apparently, some high school juniors went shopping for shoes and skirts with their moms. Me? I was going to be shopping for a life partner in a series of blind dates, as part of the Guided Dating Plan.
She was gazing calmly at me.
I sighed, realizing my options were, um, none. “What’s he like?” I said finally.
She raised her eyebrows in surprise and clapped her hands together. “I looked through the file, and he seems absolutely perfect, Jassy! I am positive you will simply adore him.”
“Based on a file?” I wanted to say. But I didn’t. instead, I took the gigantous folder and went to my bedroom to check it out.
I texted Cindy: hav 2 meet cdn foot doc 2moro
She called me right back, cackling on the other end. “So, will you guys play footsies? Maybe go for a foot-long sub? Or catch the feet-chur presentation at the movies?”
Honestly, sometimes I wondered why I even liked that girl. “Cut it out, Cin. I’m actually kinda sorta getting into this whole thing a little.”
“Seriously? You?”
The tone of complete incredulity in her voice bugged me a little. “Yeah. You know—like those cages they showed us in history class, remember? The ones women used to wear under their dresses to make their waists look smaller. I bet they got used to them the way I’ll get used to this.” I masked the misery in my voice with sarcasm.
She laughed. “It’s not that bad, Jazz. You don’t have to like this guy.”
I sighed. “I know. Seriously, though—I’m thinking maybe it won’t be that bad. Jeeves’s parents had an arranged marriage and they’re crazy about each other and my parents have been happily married for twenty years.”
“True,” she said. “Have you seen a picture of him? Is he at least hot?”
“Not yet . . . but hold on a sec.” I turned to the encyclopedia my mother gave me and flipped it open. Sure enough, there was a snapshot taped to the inside of the file folder.
“He’s actually not bad,” I said, hope swelling in my chest.
“Well . . . maybe he’ll be great,” she said, not altogether convincingly.
“Hey, if he’s on the doctor track at school, he’s gotta have some brains, right? And if he’s not bad looking, I might even have fun. I’m kinda looking forward to it, Cin.”
“Then I hope you guys have a rockin’ time, Jazz. Seriously, what’s the worst that can happen?”
“I have to braid the hair on his ears so he can hear me?”
She laughed. “I’m pretty sure hairy ears do not impede hearing.”
“True. But hairy backs can impede sexual relations.”
“This is true.” She giggled. “For your sake, I hope he is totally sexalicious.”
“I hope you’re right.”
Mom and Mindo Auntie had set it up so that I would meet Gurmit after work that Saturday. Every weekend, I went in to Cindy’s mom’s beauty salon, Redalicious Salon & Spa, to help out—and I got paid to do it. I had been hanging out there since I turned fifteen. It was the one place, next to Auntie Kinder’s, that my parents let me go to, because they knew that Cindy was in the “Superstar and Leadership” program (my dad’s verbage).
Cindy’s older sisters, Mary and Toni, were both having their hair done.
“Toni,” Mary said, as Libby the hair-stylist dabbed a dye-soaked paintbrush onto her hair. “Ma says Natural Highlights called and said our payment was late.” Mary was taking time off from college to “find herself,” and was totally into retro-chic eighties. Today, she was wearing black nail polish, black lipstick, and a red long-sleeved shirt under a fishnet black tank top.
“That’s total B.S.,” Toni, the older of the two sisters, said, examining one shaved side of her head. “I sent it in way before the deadline. It’s a little uneven here,” she said, pointing to a spot near the back. The hair stylist went to work evening out Toni’s hairline.
I swept the last of the orange curls from the floor into a dust-pan and shook them out into the trash.
Mary shrugged, then turned to me. “You know, Jazz, you would look amazing with a short haircut. You have awesome bone structure.”
Oh, no. Wait for it . . . waaaait for it. . . .
“I still don’t get why your parents won’t let you cut your hair.”
Aaaand there it was. “It’s against my religion,” I said, hoping that answering this same question for the twelve-thousandth time might help it sink in.
Toni sighed. “Oh, Mare, leave it alone, will ya?”
“Thank you,” I said.
Mary shook her head. “What kind of religion says you can’t cut your hair? Honestly. That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Oh pull-ease, Mare,” Toni said. “It’s the same kind that says women have to be subservient to their husbands in marriage, or women can’t be ordained ministers—or the kind that says it’s okay for men to have five wives. What the scriptures say and what the men who read them say are two different things.”
Mary rolled her eyes and turned to me. “Not even a trim? Jeez. You guys aren’t even religious, are you?” She waved her fingers around her face. “You would look so cute with a shaggy fringe, y’know?”
I sighed, wondering again, for the hundred millionth time, why Ms. Reda had to own a beauty salon. Why couldn’t she have opened up a restaurant to get over her cheating husband? Or turned to fast food or alcohol, like a decent American?
“No, Mare, not even a trim,” I said as Cindy breezed in from behind the curtain separating the waiting room in front from the rest of the salon.
“Funny how your dad is immune to the strict religious doctrine,” Toni muttered.
I grunted, but Toni was right. My dad had a beard and turban in some of the old pictures my parents had from India, but ever since they’d been in the U.S., the pictures were of a clean-shaven, short-haired Dad.
Cindy plopped down under an empty hairdryer. “Hey, did Jazz tell you about the tragic real-life romance unfolding before our very eyes?”
Mary perked up. “What tragic real-life romance?”
“My Auntie Kinder,” I said, un-tensing, now that the focus was off me. “Well, not my real aunt—this woman who used to rent out our basement apartment—she married a total jerk who treated her like crap.”
Cindy butted in. “Her parents married her off because they caught her making out with her first true love.”
“Wait,” Toni said, holding up a hand, “they arranged her marriage?”
“Yes,” I said, moving quickly. I was not in the mood to have the Arranged Marriage Conversation. I hated that one—it put me right smack dab in the middle of the stereotype. I was not doing it today.
“I can’t believe they still arrange marriages,” Mary said.
Apparently, I was doing it today.
“India has a lower divorce rate than the U.S.,” I said, feeling the need to defend a country I’d never been to.
Toni raised one eyebrow. “Really? But are they happy?”
I shrugged. “Is everyone here happy?”
Toni made a face.
“You know,” Mary said, “Italians used to have arranged marriages.”
Toni nodded. “So did the British. They did it to keep noble lineage within the family.”
I leaned on the broom handle. “Maybe that’s why Indians do it—to keep everyone from inter-mixing with other castes and religions and races, and stuff.”
“Yeah,” Toni said, “my mom’s traditional Italian family went bonkers when she married our Puerto Rican dad.”
“That’s why you young people falling in love is so dangerous,” Mary said, laughing. Then she narrowed her eyes and said in a sinister whisper, “Because you could fall in love with the wrong person!”
“In the old days,” Toni added, “if you married someone from lower down on the economic ladder, you could squander your family’s fortune.”
Cindy grinned. “And now, you could squander your family’s culture—or your family’s race?”
Toni snorted and was about to say something, but I cut her off. “Anyway. Auntie Kinder’s parents arranged her marriage to this rich jerk whose parents agreed, but weren’t happy about the fact that their new bride was ‘too English’ and not Indian enough.”
I filled them in on the details of Auntie Kinder and Dr. Babaloo’s tragic love affair cut short.
“So what did Auntie Kinder do?” Mary whispered, leaning toward me.
I finished sweeping the last of the hair into a dustpan. “From what I’ve heard through my mom’s phone conversations, Auntie Kinder’s parents felt bad for putting her in that mess to begin with, so they funded a one-way ticket for her and Pammi to America. They stayed with a cousin for a few months. . . .”
“Then ended up in your basement,” Mary said, nodding slowly.
“And now. . . .” Cindy’s eyes sparkled. “We have located the guy she was caught making out with—her first true love. And get this: he’s a star in England . . . with his own TV show!”
“Get out,” Mary said, her eyes widening.
“Is he married?” Toni asked.
“He was married at one point,” I said, “but his wife passed away a few years ago. And, according to highly credible tabloids sources, he has just started dating again.”
“Oh wow,” Mary said, hopping down from her chair. “We have to get them together again!”
“Right,” I said, shaking the hair out into the trash. “I’ve been wracking my brains trying to figure out how that might happen, but in case you missed it, Mr. True Love, a.k.a. Dr. Babaloo, lives in England, and they haven’t talked to one another in years.”
Mary snapped her fingers. “We’re talking about love,” she said firmly. “Anything is possible.”
“Speaking of which,” Cindy drawled with a little smile, “Mrs. Dhatt found a soul mate for Jazz – from Canada.”
I glared at her.
“Oooooh,” Mary said, grinning. “You could cozy up together by the fire after a day on the slopes!”
“Shut up, you guys,” I grumbled.
“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, Jazz,” Toni said firmly. “Stand your ground. It’s important for women to have a choice. No one can make you do anything, girl.”
A car pulled up outside and Cindy’s boyfriend honked twice.
“Jazz, Wes is here for lunch. Cover me on the cash register?” Cindy said, running to the back room for her jacket.
I sighed, leaned my broom and dustpan in the supply closet and headed to the front desk, daydreaming about what it would be like if that was me swooshing out of the door to meet Tyler R., not a snow-shoeing podiatrist.
I sat down and clicked on the appointment book: a single-process color, a couple of highlights, some up-do’s, waxes, a few sandblasts (basically a full-body dip in wax and every inch de-fuzzed—brows, upper lip, chin, sideburns, arms, full leg, coochie, pits, and toes), and the usual walk-in manicure/pedicures. A typical day at Redalicious Salon & Spa.
The door to the spa was wedged open and Wes, Cindy’s boyfriend of two years, waved from his car. “Wha’p’nin’, Jazz!” he yelled through the open window of his car.
I smiled and waved back. Wes’s family was Jamaican, and every so often he lapsed into Patois (which I’d learned was not actually a Thai noodle dish, but a dialect of English). It was very cool to listen to him—it was like hearing a language that’s familiar and unfamiliar at the same time.
Cindy had barely let the door slam behind her when I pulled Love’s Wayward Journey out of my backpack. For now, I was going to put the real-life tragic romance of Auntie Kinder and Dr. Babaloo—and quite possibly the beginnings of my own tragic fiasco involving Canadian feet—out of my mind and submerge myself into Charlotte’s world, a world that was neat and tidy, made more sense, and one that I knew would have a nice, happy ending:
His lips grazed her shoulders as she hung on for life. He growled in desire, watching the flame-haired vixen tremble in his grip. His thoughts were only on the heat emanating from her pores and the scent of strawberries and vanilla in her hair.
He wondered when he had begun to love her, this exasperating, stubborn feline creature from the big city. She fought him on everything. He pressed her hard against the brick wall and she moaned quietly. A small smile curved his lips as he watched her heavy lidded eyes. Yes, she fought him on everything. Everything except this.
He slipped his hand under the layers of her skirt, shuddering when his fingers discovered warm bare skin. . . .
“AHEM!”
My head jerked up at the same time that I snapped my book shut, sending it flying across the room in the process.
Standing in front of me, with an amused expression on his face, was Jeevan “Jeeves-to-my-peeps” Sahota.
Jeeves lived at the other end of my street. In first grade, he walked into the FSL class, skinny and snotty, with one of those prehistoric metal lunchboxes in one hand. He kept wiping the back of his hand across his dribbling nose and shifting his weight from one foot to the other like he had to pee while the teacher introduced him to the class.
In grade school, because there were so few of us brown kids in the school, we avoided one another like bad breath. Already, as it was, we in the FSL class got plenty of unnecessary, unwanted attention. If we weren’t getting the contents of our lunches buried in the sandbox, we were busy ensuring the leg bands of our underwear stayed securely around our legs and not shoved up into wedgies.
Until high school, of course. There we met kids from some of the surrounding neighborhoods. Then, all of a sudden, we were surrounded by varying shades of brown and tan. Our high school looked a lot more like my mom’s spice rack, with more cinnamon, nutmeg, and garam masala sprinkled in with the usual salt and pepper.
In high school, I witnessed the awesome influx of bindi-bos, turbanators (hunky turbaned jocks), and broners (brown stoners). That was when Arvind “Call me Rob” Kumar finally started using his own name again, aspiring bindi-bos that I grew up with finally found their voices and claimed their inalienable right to jiggle alongside their blonde counterparts, and brown-on-brown hook-ups reached record highs.
But I meet Jeeves before any of that happened. Before our mothers started having regular chai chats and forcing us into playdates for years to come. And before Jeeves himself, got a blast of allergy shots and became Mr. Six-Foot-Four-Star-Basketball-Forward at Maple Ridge. Gone was the gangly, peachfuzzy, honking supra-geek; in his place was a flying, rotating-in-the-air basketball machine with an IQ in the six-figure range, and a throng of hoochies in every shade and hue following him between classes.
And still, the image firmly etched into my brain was the one from that first day of school. But it was Superdude Jeeves that stood on the other side of the front desk now.
“Oh, hey! Jeeves! How are ya!” I said, all mega-cheerful, as I shot out of my seat to snatch my book off the floor.
“Whatcha reading?” he asked, peering over the counter.
I stretched a huge smile across my face. “Nothing!” I could feel the beads of sweat forming under my nose.
He grinned. “Doesn’t look like nothing.”
I dropped my smile and changed my tactic. “What are you doing here?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. “Manicure? Wax? No, let me guess . . . highlights!”
“Ha ha,” he said, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.
Toni once said that guys are super predictable. If you wanted to go on the offense, question their masculinity.
“My mom. It’s her birthday. Not today. Next week. My dad. He said to get her a gift. Certificate.”
“Riiiight. Your mom,” I said, stuffing my novel under a stack of promo flyers.
“Ha. Ha. You’re a riot.”
I pulled out the book of red-and-gold gift certificates, tore one off the top, and wrote out the number and date. I looked up. “How much?”
He shifted his weight again. “I don’t know . . . What do people usually get?”
I smiled. He was so uncomfortable, it was kind of cute. I picked up one of the service brochures and pointed out a few options.
“You could get her a ‘Crimson Care’ package – massage, facial, manicure, pedicure . . . or how about the ‘Scarlet Sin-sational’? It’s got everything the Crimson package has, plus a seaweed wrap and paraffin manicure. Oh, I almost forgot about the ‘Ruby Retreat’—same as the Scarlet package, but with hot and cold stone massage, exfoliating body rub, and an aromatherapy consult.”
When I looked back at him, his eyes were glazed over. “Helloooo?” I said, “Am I speaking Konkani?”
(My dad’s verbage. Dad: Why don’t you join the chess/debate/other geekarrific team?
Me: Huh?
Dad: What, am I speaking Konkani?)
Jeeves shook his head. “Why would anyone pay to be wrapped in seaweed?”
“For smooth, supple, pliant, radiant skin,” I quoted from the brochure. “Why don’t you get the ‘Crimson Care’? That way, your mom can upgrade if she wants when she comes in.”
“Deal,” he said, slapping down a wad of bills.
I rang up his purchase, counted out his change, and held out the envelope. “Here you go. Thank you for choosing Redalicious Salon.”
He grinned, relieved. “Thanks,” he said, shoving the envelope into his jacket pocket.
I waited for him to turn around and walk back out the door, but he stood cemented to the spot with his hands shoved deep in his pockets.
“Was there something else?” I asked.
“Oh, uh. No. I just. . . .” He cleared his throat and started walking backward to the door. “I’ll just, ah, I mean . . . okay, bye.” He slammed into the door, turned around, opened it and took off.
I watched him dart around the corner and shook my head. Pretty clumsy for a guy who was real suave-bola with the bindi-bos and hoochies at school. I guess it just goes to show that you can reinvent yourself all you want, but get around the people who knew you when? Super Dude to Ultra Geek in three point five seconds.
I pulled Love’s Wayward Journey out from underneath the promo flyers. I read as much of the five hundred page epic as I could before my mom came to transport me to my big date with could-be-future-husband, Gurmit.
My mom picked me up after work and drove me to the coffee shop where she and “the boy’s mother” agreed we should first set eyes on our future spouse. Then my mother drove off to meet his mother for lunch.
I opened the door and took a quick glance around. He was pretty easy to spot. There was an encyclopedia file—that looked a lot like the one my mom had given me—on the table in front of him, and he was sipping a Caramel Smackuccino in one of the overstuffed armchairs. I looked closely at his profile, taking a peek at the photo I’d unstuck from the front cover of his file, as he sat with his nose in a thick, hardcover book.
I walked over to him. “Um. You can’t be Gurmit?”
He jerked his head out of the book he’d been reading. “Oh—!”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”
He stood up and shook my hand. He was wearing a crisp, tan, button-up shirt and dark jeans.
I wondered if his mother made him go upstairs and change at least three times like mine had: Jassy, first impressions are important! This is a future doctor and he is in Mindo’s extended family—you cannot meet him looking like a beggar.
“No, I . . . hi, you’re obviously Jasbir.”
“Jazz.”
He smiled, showing a row of perfectly straight, white, dental-brochure teeth. “Right. I’m Mit.”
I grinned. “Nice to meet you, Mit.”
I plopped down in the chair across from him and he sat back down in his. We sat like that for what felt like ages, saying nothing. I looked around at the few tables where people sat, some with laptops, others with books. A couple of moms with squirming babies on their laps. An old man sleeping with his head thrown back, hands folded on his belly, mouth open.
I tried to keep my eyes from sliding back to Gurmit. But can I just say (from the little bit I did catch of him when he wasn’t looking)—Gurmit Singh Sandhu was kinda sexy (!). Who knew?
He had the longest eyelashes I’d ever seen on a guy, no hair on his knuckles and ears (therefore, presumably, none on his back, either), and he had that kind of pretty, boy-band-singer kind of face. The kind that mothers love.
We began speaking at the same time.
“Look, I don’t—”
“I just want to—”
Then we both said, “You first.”
He laughed and held up his hand. “Okay, me first.”
Excuse me? What happened to ladies first? Shouldn’t he be trying to be a gentleman? Didn’t his mother have that “first impression” talk with him?
He smiled.
SIGH. “Okay, go ahead.”
“I just want to be clear that I’m not in the least bit interested in getting married.”
I exhaled loudly. “Me, neither!”
He widened his eyes. “Awesome! I was so worried you’d be one of those girls I’d have to scrape off, you know?”
“No,” I said, slowly. “But I’m glad you don’t want to get married, either. I was afraid you’d be an uptight, nerdy mama’s boy.”
He shuddered. “Trust me, I know exactly what you mean. My mom’s been on my case to date lately.”
“Really? Why? Just use the college excuse.”
His eyes flicked away. “She’s concerned that I’m not ‘showing interest.’ She finally decided she’d give me some help and forced some girls on me.”
“I’m sure she didn’t have to force them,” I said shyly. Then I quickly added, “I mean, it’s not as if you’re repulsive or anything.”
He smiled, reaching out and tapping my upper arm. “Thanks. You’re not bad, either.”
Not bad. Ugh. I waited for that thrill you get when a hot guy touches you. Nothing. I slumped a little in my seat. Maybe it would come later?
I looked back at him hopefully, and saw that he’d been staring at me.
I felt like I’d just been caught stealing, or cheating on a math test, or something.
“What are you thinking about?” he asked, almost like he was mad.
“Huh? Um . . . I, uh. . . .”
“Listen, Jazz,” he said, pressing his lips together for a moment before continuing. He looked around, then leaned in. “There’s a reason I haven’t been showing interest in girls,” he whispered. He cupped a hand to the side of his mouth. “I’m gay.”
I stared at him for a moment. “Wait,” I said, shaking my head and grinning. “I thought you just said. . . .”
“I did.”
I swallowed hard. “But.”
He looked at me quietly and waited.
I shook my head again. “You’re Indian!”
He gasped in exaggerated awe. “You are in the genius program at your school!”
“And you’re hot.” I couldn’t help myself.
He crossed his arms in front of his chest and gave me an irritated look.
I stared at him. “Are you serious? ’Cuz you don’t have to—I’m not so crazy about this whole set up either —”
He held a hand up to stop me. “No, I wanted to meet you.”
“Wow,” I said slowly. “What a waste.”
“Augh!” he said, throwing his arms up. “I hate when people say that. I bet there are a ton of lesbos out there who say the same thing about you: what a waste she’s straight.”
“You did not just say that,” I said as his words seeped in. “If our mothers could only hear this conversation.”
We both looked at one another, then cracked up at the same time.
“I don’t think I’ve ever met a gay Indian before,” I said finally. “Never mind a gay, Indian, Punjabi, Sikh. At least not that I’ve known of.”
He shrugged. “Yeah, they took that clause out of the Gay Rules—the one that made it mandatory to introduce yourself as Gay Gurmit, or Dykey Davinder.”
That cracked us up again. I wished I had a voice recorder so that I could use this conversation at my pleasure against my mom some day.
“Do your parents know?” I asked.
His laughter petered off. “No.”
“Oh.” Wow. And I thought keeping my scandalous romance novels a secret was hard.
He twirled a plastic straw around his fingers. “My dad once shouted ‘There are no gay people in India!’ during a documentary that I ‘accidentally’ ordered from Netflix when I was hoping I could come out to them.”
We were both quiet for a moment. I knew what it was like to have love restricted and dictated—that was my life. I so, so, OMG, so badly wanted to be able to date like Cindy and walk around with my finger hooked through the belt loop of a guy’s jeans while he gazed into my eyes . . . and to be able to do it in public, without being terrified of getting caught and facing who-knew-what. But to have your type of love hated, or not even acknowledged as being for real . . . that was a whole other thing.
I couldn’t think of a thing to say, so instead I did what he had done earlier. I lightly thumped his upper arm.
He looked up at me with a small smile and took a sip from his Smackuccino as I thumbed through his file.
“Jazz . . . when I found out you were in the genius program, I thought you might be cooler—you know, more ‘aware’ than the other girls my mom kept throwing at me. That’s why I wanted to meet you. I was hoping we could make a . . . a deal.”
I raised an eyebrow. “What kind of deal?”
He looked down before continuing. “My parents are really on my back about marriage and stuff lately—I think mostly because they suspect what’s up.”
“Yeah, most Indian parents don’t want their sons even thinking about marriage, or the opposite sex, until they’re done with school.”
“Well . . . not mine. I’m getting the third degree because I’m not thinking about the opposite sex.”
I heaved a sigh. “We just can’t win.”
“I was hoping we could, you know . . . maybe play along for a little while. Act like this is going well and that we’re into the whole thing.” He looked like a hopeful little kid on Santa’s knee. “You know, so that our parents will leave us alone.”
“You mean be all ‘Let’s get married,’ and stuff?”
He nodded, not taking his eyes off my face.
I thought about his proposal. It might not be a bad thing, actually. It could mean that 1) my mom would stop spreading snapshots on the coffee table every weekend and leave me alone; 2) I’d be expected to spend more time with Mit, who I was enjoying hanging out with; and 3) It would buy me some time—time that could be spent searching on my own for my true love (which I’d now decided was definitely Tyler R., because the fates seemed to be throwing me at him. Plus, he was hot, sexy, possibly rich, and at least brown—if not “Indian enough” for my parents).
“Okay,” I said, nodding slowly. “But what if they start taking things really seriously? Like, what if they start . . . y’know, making preparations or something?”
“I don’t think mine’ll do that. I’m only eighteen. I mean they’re not insane—not completely, anyway. Do you think yours will start on actual preparations?”
“No,” I snapped, far too quickly. I am a Scorpio and, if nothing else, it means I am fiercely loyal. As much as I can’t stand my parents sometimes, I will not admit my parents are more insanely dictatorial than someone else’s. “I’m just saying, what if.”
“It’ll be fine, Jazz. Watch. They’ll be happy we’ve both found someone suitable to focus our attention on, instead of looking around at all kinds of unsuitable people, and they’ve fulfilled their responsibility as our parents in finding us a good match and possible life partner. We’ll be stress free for the next couple of years. Then you’ll do something unforgivable and we’ll break up.” He sat back looking quite pleased with himself.
“I do something unforgivable?”
He waved away my question. “We can figure out the details later. What do you think?”
“I will not be the one doing the unforgivables, dude. I’ve got enough crap to deal with from my mom as it is. The last thing I need is to shatter her hopes and dreams for my marriage to the perfect, suitable, gay Punjabi boy.”
“Fine. We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. Deal?” He held out his hand.
I shook it.
We hung out a bit more, chatting about the boys we were crushing on and the best shades of nail polish for brown skin until our mothers came to pick us up. When we were introduced to each other’s mothers, you should’ve seen the grins. Our mothers were beaming so hard—they could’ve guided ships through pea-soup fog with all those gleaming teeth.
We both went home and told our mothers how great a time we had and that we really liked each other. It made for a totally stress-free weekend with my mom in the best mood since, like, ever.
And then, on Monday, Tyler R. blew my entire world apart.
OH. MY. GAAAAWWWWD. Tyler R touched me. He TOUCHED me!!!! I was on my way out the door, to meet Cindy and her sisters for lunch at Tony’s Diner, when I realized I’d forgotten my wallet in my jacket pocket. I told Cindy I’d catch up with them and ran to my locker to grab aforementioned wallet.
Out of nowhere, I felt these warm fingers on my elbow. TYLER R.’s fingers. (Shudder). I totally died. Right there.
“Hi, I’m Tyler.”
No kidding. He was this close to my face. I knew it was my turn to say something, but for the life of me couldn’t remember what on earth it could possibly be.
“And you aaaare. . . .”
“Ahhh. . . .”
He leaned over my shoulder, brushing the back of it with his chest, and read the cover of my composition notebook. “Jazz Dhatt.”
Oh, why, oh why couldn’t I have had a cooler name? Dear God, please give my knees strength to hold me up.
Tyler grinned. “There’s so much you can do with that name.”
I stopped myself from shouting, It’s yours! Do whatever you want with it! I managed, instead, to squeak out, “It’s all been done—” (giggle) “—Jazz dat thing, all dat jazz, jazz dis and jazz dat. . . .”
Nice, Jazz. So, SO lame.
His lip curled up on one side, ending in a perfectly lickable little dimple. “Nice to meet you, Jazz,” he said, walking backward. “See you around.”
I stood there nodding vigorously, looking like I should have a balloon above my head with the words, “Uh-huh, uh-huh, uh-huh.” No doubt there was a line of drool making a lazy descent to the floor, while he walked to the end of the hall and rounded the corner.
Then, in a befuddled daze, I walked to Tony’s diner to meet Cindy, Mary, and Toni.
They had already ordered when I got there. “Girl, what took you so long?” Cindy asked, dipping a giant, greasy french fry into a vat of gravy. “Mare, pass me that salt?”
“What’s with you?” Toni said, raising an eyebrow ring. “You look like you just saw, oh, I don’t know . . . Einstein or something. Isn’t that who you brainiacs worship?”
“You ordering, Jazz?” Mary asked, picking tomatoes out of her sandwich.
“Tyler R. touched me.”
They all paused for a beat. Then at the same time:
“Who’s Tyler R.?”
“Touched you how?”
“No WAY!!”
Cindy snapped her fingers. “Details. Now.”
I shook my head slowly. “He just came up behind me and introduced me. I mean himself. And his chest rubbed up against my shoulder. Right here,” I said, turning around and pointing to where Tyler R.’s CHEST had recently been.
“Who’s Tyler R.?” Mary asked again.
Cindy closed her jaw enough to answer quickly. “Only the hottest, hottest, hottest hottie at Maple Ridge! Omigosh, Jazz.”
“I know!” I squealed. “Can you believe it? I can’t. I can not believe it. Why would Tyler R. want to talk to me? He has his pick of the entire school. Every butt-crack-baring, Juicy-bottomed, cantaloupe-boobed. . . .”
“Don’t forget ditzy. . . .” said Cindy.
“. . . hair-tossing hoochie he could ever want,” I finished.
Toni sighed loudly. “I hate when members of my gender do this. Not only did you two unfairly and unjustly put down all of these women, but you,” she pointed a fork at me, “you completely devalued yourself and your best qualities.”
Cindy looked at Toni for a second. “Okay, I hate to admit it, but maybe she has a point, Jazz. Maybe Tyler’s deeper than that, you know? Maybe he’s tired of the ditzes—” she glanced at Toni, “or girls pretending to be ditzes—and wants someone who’s not afraid to be smart. You know—someone who can string a sentence together and be proud of it.”
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