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In a courtyard

She is waiting,

Wearing a Dacca sari, vermilion in her parting.



RABINDRANATH TAGORE, “Flute Music”
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1She hadn’t heard the mailman, but Amina decided to go out and check. Just in case. If anyone saw her, they would know that there was someone in the house now during the day while George was at work. They would watch Amina hurrying coatless to the mailbox, still wearing her bedroom slippers, and would conclude that this was her home. She had come to stay.

The mailbox was new. She had ordered it herself with George’s credit card, from mailboxes.com, and she had not chosen the cheapest one. George had said that they needed something sturdy, and so Amina had turned off the Deshi part of her brain and ordered the heavy-duty rural model, in glossy black, for $90. She had not done the conversion into taka, and when it arrived, wrapped in plastic, surrounded by Styrofoam chips, and carefully tucked into its corrugated cardboard box—a box that most Americans would simply throw away but that Amina could not help storing in the basement, in a growing pile behind George’s Bowflex—she had taken pleasure in its size and solidity. She showed George the detachable red flag that you could move up or down to indicate whether you had letters for collection.

“That wasn’t even in the picture,” she told him. “It just came with it, free.”

The old mailbox had been bashed in by thugs. The first time had been right after Amina arrived from Bangladesh, one Thursday night in March. George had left for work on Friday morning, but he hadn’t gotten even as far as his car when he came back through the kitchen door, uncharacteristically furious.

“Goddamn thugs. Potheads. Smoking weed and destroying private property. And the police don’t do a fucking thing.”

“Thugs are here? In Pittsford?” She couldn’t understand it, and that made him angrier.

“Thugs! Vandals. Hooligans—whatever you want to call them. Uneducated pieces of human garbage.” Then he went down to the basement to get his tools, because you had to take the mailbox off its post and repair the damage right away. If the thugs saw that you hadn’t fixed it, that was an invitation.

The flag was still raised, and when she double-checked, sticking her hand all the way into its black depths, there was only the stack of bills George had left on his way to work. The thugs did not actually steal the mail, and so her green card, which was supposed to arrive this month, would have been safe even if she could have forgotten to check. “Thugs” had a different meaning in America, and that was why she’d been confused. George had been talking about kids, troublemakers from East Rochester High, while Amina had been thinking of dacoits: bandits who haunted the highways and made it unsafe to take the bus. She had lived in Rochester six months now—long enough to know that there were no bandits on Pittsford roads at night.

American English was different from the language she’d learned at Maple Leaf International in Dhaka, but she was lucky because George corrected her and kept her from making embarrassing mistakes. Americans always went to the bathroom, never the loo. They did not live in flats or stow anything in the boot of the car, and under no circumstances did they ever pop outside to smoke a fag.

Maple Leaf was where she first learned to use the computer, and the computer was how she met George, a thirty-four-year-old SWM who was looking for a wife. George had explained to her that he had always wanted to get married. He had dated women in Rochester, but often found them silly, and had such a strong aversion to perfume that he couldn’t sit across the table from a woman who was wearing it. George’s cousin Kim had called him “picky,” and had suggested that he might have better luck on the Internet, where he could clarify his requirements from the beginning.

George told Amina that he had been waiting for a special connection. He was a romantic, and he didn’t want to compromise on just anyone. It wasn’t until his colleague Ed told him that he’d met his wife, Min, on AsianEuro.com that he had thought of trying that particular site. When he had received the first e-mail from Amina, he said that he’d “had a feeling.” When Amina asked what had given him the feeling, he said that she was “straightforward” and that she did not play games, unlike some women he knew. Which women were those, she had asked, but George said he was talking about women he’d known a long time ago, when he was in college.

She hadn’t been testing him: she had really wanted to know, only because her own experience had been so different. She had been contacted by several men before George, and each time she’d wondered if this was the person she would marry. Once she and George had started e-mailing each other exclusively, she had wondered the same thing about him, and she’d continued wondering even after he booked the flight to Dhaka in order to meet her. She had wondered that first night when he ate with her parents at the wobbly table covered by the plasticized map of the world—which her father discreetly steadied by placing his elbow somewhere in the neighborhood of Sudan—and during the agonizing hours they had spent in the homes of their Dhaka friends and relatives, talking to each other in English while everyone sat around them and watched. It wasn’t until she was actually on the plane to Washington, D.C., wearing the University of Rochester sweatshirt he’d given her, that she had finally become convinced it was going to happen.

It was the first week of September, but the leaves were already starting to turn yellow. George said that the fall was coming early, making up for the fact that last spring had been unusually warm: a gift to Amina from the year 2005—her first in America. By the time she arrived in March most of the snow was gone, and so she had not yet experienced a real Rochester winter.

In those first weeks she had been pleased to notice that her husband had a large collection of books: biographies (Abraham Lincoln, Anne Frank, Cary Grant, Mary Queen of Scots, John Lennon, and Napoléon) as well as classic novels by Charles Dickens, Cervantes, Tolstoy, Ernest Hemingway, and Jane Austen. George told Amina that he was a reader but that he couldn’t understand people who waded through all of the garbage they published these days, when it was possible to spend your whole life reading books the greatness of which had already been established.

George did have some books from his childhood, when he’d been interested in fantasy novels, especially retellings of the Arthurian legend and anything to do with dragons. There was also a book his mother had given him, 1001 Facts for Kids, which he claimed had “basically got him through the stupidity of elementary school.” In high school he had put away the 1001 Facts in favor of a game called Dungeons & Dragons, but there were now websites that served the same purpose, and George retained a storehouse of interesting tidbits that he periodically related to Amina.

“Did you know that there is an actual society made up of people who believe the earth is flat?”

“Did you know that one out of twenty people has an extra rib?”

“Did you know that most lipstick contains fish scales?”

For several weeks Amina had answered “No” to each of these questions, until she gradually understood that this was another colloquialism—perhaps more typical of her husband than of the English language—simply a way of introducing a new subject that did not demand an actual response.

“Did you know that seventy percent of men and sixty percent of women admit to having been unfaithful to their spouse, but that eighty percent of men say they would marry the same woman if they had the chance to live their lives over again?”

“What do the women say?” Amina had asked, but George’s website hadn’t cited that statistic.

George had said that they could use the money he’d been saving for a rainy day for her to begin studying at Monroe Community College next year, and as soon as her green card arrived, Amina planned to start looking for a job. She wanted to contribute to the cost of her education, even if it was just a small amount. George supported the idea of her continuing her studies, but only once she had a specific goal in mind. It wasn’t the degree that counted but what you did with it; he believed that too many Americans wasted time and money on college simply for the sake of a fancy piece of paper. And so Amina told him that she’d always dreamed of becoming a real teacher. This was not untrue, in the sense that she had hoped her tutoring jobs at home might one day lead to a more sustained and distinguished kind of work. What she didn’t mention to George was how important the U.S. college diploma would be to everyone she knew at home—a tangible symbol of what she had accomplished halfway across the world.

She was standing at the sink, chopping eggplant for dinner, when she saw their neighbor Annie Snyder coming up Skytop Lane, pushing an infant in a stroller and talking to her little boy, Lawson, who was pedaling a low plastic bike. The garish colors and balloon-like shapes of that toy reminded Amina of a commercial she had seen on TV soon after she’d arrived in Rochester, in which real people were eating breakfast in a cartoon house. Annie had introduced herself when Amina had moved in and invited her out for coffee. Then she’d asked if Amina had any babysitting experience, because she was always looking for someone to watch the kids for an hour or two while she did the shopping or went to the gym.

She asks that because you’re from someplace else, George had said. She sees brown skin and all she can think of is housecleaning or babysitting. He told her she was welcome to go to Starbucks with Annie, but under no circumstances was she to take care of Annie’s children, even for an hour. Amina was desperate to find a job, but secretly she was glad of George’s prohibition. American babies made her nervous, the way they traveled in their padded strollers, wrapped up in blankets like precious goods from UPS.

She had never worried about motherhood before, since she’d always known she would have her own mother to help her. When she and George had become serious, Amina and her parents had decided that she would do everything she could to bring them to America with her. Only once they’d arrived did she want to have her first child. They’d talked their plan through again and again at home, researching the green card and citizenship requirements—determining that if all went well, it would be three years from the time she arrived before her parents could hope to join her. Just before she left, her cousin Ghaniyah had shown her an article in Femina called “After the Honeymoon,” which said that a couple remained newlyweds for a year and a day after marriage. In her case, Amina thought, the newlywed period would last three times that long, because she wouldn’t feel truly settled until her parents had arrived.

In spite of all the preparation, there was something surprising about actually finding herself in Rochester, waiting for a green card in the mail. The sight of Annie squatting down and retrieving something from the netting underneath the stroller reminded her that she had been here six months already and had not yet found an opportunity to discuss her thoughts about children or her parents’ emigration with George.

2Theirs was the second-to-last house on the road. The road ended in an asphalt circle called a cul-de-sac, and beyond the cul-de-sac was a field of corn. That field had startled Amina when she first arrived—had made her wonder, just for a moment, if she had not been tricked (as everyone had predicted) and found herself in a sort of American village. She’d had to remind herself of the clean and modern Rochester airport and of the Pittsford Wegmans—a grocery store that was the first thing she described to her mother during their first conversation on the phone. When she asked about the field, George had explained that there were power lines that couldn’t be moved, and so no one could build a house there.

After she understood its purpose, Amina liked the cornfield, which reminded her of Haibatpur, her grandmother’s village. She had been born there. That was when the house was still a hut, with a thatched roof and a fired-dung floor. After she was born, when her parents were struggling to feed even themselves in Dhaka, they had done as many people did and sent their child back to live with her grandparents in the village. Because of a land dispute between Amina’s father and his cousins, it was her mother’s village to which they habitually returned. And so Amina had stayed with Nanu and her Parveen Aunty and Parveen’s daughter—her favorite cousin, Micki—until she was six years old. Her first memory was of climbing up the stone steps from the pond with her hand in Nanu’s, watching a funny pattern of light and dark splotches turn into a frog, holding still in the ragged shade of a coconut palm.

Her nanu had had four daughters and two sons, but both of Amina’s uncles had died too young for Amina to remember them. The elder, Khokon, had been Mukti Bahini like her father, a Freedom Fighter against the Pakistanis, while the younger one, Emdad, had stayed in the village so that her grandmother wouldn’t worry too much. Even though he was younger, it was Emdad her grandmother loved the best: that was why she’d kept him with her. When you tried to trick God that way, bad things could happen. Khokon had been killed by General Yahya’s soldiers only two weeks after he’d enlisted, but Emdad had lived long enough to marry. Her mother said that Nanu had often congratulated herself on her foresight in convincing Emdad to stay at home, and so it had been almost impossible for her to believe the news, ten years after the war had ended, that her younger son had been killed in a motorbike accident on his way to Shyamnagar, delivering prescription medicines to the family pharmacy. For months afterward, whenever people offered condolences, her grandmother would correct them:

“You’re thinking of Khokon, my elder son. He was killed in the war.”

By the time Amina was grown up, her grandmother had recovered her wits. But by then she had only daughters, and that was the reason she’d become the way she was now, very quiet and heavy, like a stone.

Little by little, over the eleven months they had written to each other, Amina had told George about her life. She’d said that she came from a good family and that her parents had sacrificed to send her to an English medium school, but she had not exaggerated her father’s financial situation or the extent of her formal education. She’d said that she had learned to speak English at Maple Leaf International in Dhaka but that she’d been forced to drop out when she was thirteen, when her father could no longer pay the fees. She’d tried to explain that it wasn’t arriving in a rickshaw every day, when everyone else came by car or taxi, or borrowing the books other girls owned, or even working twice as hard because everyone else had a private tutor after school. What she couldn’t stand, she wrote to George, was having to leave school a few months after her thirteenth birthday, waking up in the morning and knowing that today she was falling six hours behind, tomorrow twelve, and the next day eighteen. What she couldn’t stand was all the waste.

She’d also confessed that she was twenty-four rather than twenty-three that year: her parents had waited to file her birth certificate, as many families did, so that she might one day have extra time to qualify for university or the civil-service exam. Her mother had warned her to be careful about what she revealed in her e-mails, but Amina found that once she got started writing, it was difficult to stop.

She told George how her father’s business plans had a tendency to fail, and how each time one of those schemes had foundered, they had lost their apartment. She told him about the year they had spent living in Tejgaon, after losing the apartment in the building called Moti Mahal, and how during that time her father had bought a single egg every day, which her mother would cook for her because Amina was still growing and needed the protein. One night, when she had tried to share the egg with her parents, dividing it up into three parts, her father had gotten so angry that he had tried to beat her (with a jump rope) and would have succeeded if her mother hadn’t come after him with the broken handle of a chicken-feather broom.

Sometimes she got so involved in remembering what had happened that she forgot about the reader on the other end, and so she was surprised when George wrote back to tell her that her story had made him cry. He could not remember crying since his hamster had died in the second grade, and he thought that it meant their connection was getting stronger. Amina wrote back immediately to apologize for making George cry and to explain that it was not a sad story but a funny one, about her parents and the silly fights they sometimes had. Even if she and George didn’t always understand each other, she never felt shy about asking him questions. What level did the American second grade correspond to in the British system? What had he eaten for dinner as a child? And what, she was very curious to know, was a hamster?

It had felt wonderful to have someone to confide in, someone she could trust not to gossip. (With whom could George gossip about Amina, after all?) It was a pleasure to write about difficult times in the past, as long as things were better now. By the time she and George started writing to each other, Amina was supporting her parents with the money she made from her tutoring jobs through Top Talents; they were living in the apartment in Mohammadpur, and of course they had plenty to eat. She still thought the proudest moment of her life had come when she was seventeen and had returned home one day to surprise her parents with a television bought entirely out of her own earnings.

The other benefit of tutoring, one she hadn’t considered when she started out, was the use of the computers that many of the wealthy families who hired her kept for their children’s exclusive use. All of her students were female, and most of them were between eight and fourteen years old; as they got closer to the O- or A-level exams, their parents hired university students to prepare them. Many of these parents told Amina that they’d chosen her because they’d been impressed by her dedication in passing the O levels on her own, but of course Amina knew that Top Talents charged less for her than they did for an actual university student.

Amina had seen one of her students, a fourteen-year-old named Sharmila, three times a week; since her parents both had office jobs, they liked Amina to stay as long as she wanted so that their daughter wasn’t just sitting around with the servants all afternoon. Her mother confided that she thought Amina would be a good influence on her daughter’s character; Sharmila was very intelligent, but easily distracted, and was not serious enough about saying her prayers. She has been raised with everything, her mother said, her arm taking in the marble floors of the living room and the heavy brocade curtains on the six picture windows overlooking the black surface of Gulshan Lake, which was revealed, even at this height, to be clogged with garbage, water lilies, and the shanties of migrant families. She doesn’t even know how lucky she is. Amina nodded politely, but the way that Sharmila’s mother complained was a performance. She would put on the same show when her daughter’s marriage was being negotiated, exaggerating Sharmila’s incompetence with a simple dal or kitchuri, so that the groom’s family would understand what a little princess they were about to receive.

Amina had sworn Sharmila to secrecy on the subject of AsianEuro.com, and then they’d had a lot of fun, looking through the photos in the “male gallery” after the lessons were finished. Sharmila always chose the youngest and best-looking men; she would squeal and gasp when they came across one who was very old or very fat. More often than not, Amina had the same impulses, but she reminded herself that she was not a little girl playing a game. She was a twenty-four-year-old woman whose family’s future depended on this decision.

According to her mother, the man could not have been divorced and he certainly couldn’t have any children. He had to have a bachelor’s degree and a dependable job, and he could not drink alcohol. He could not be younger than thirty or older than forty-five, and he must be willing to convert to Islam. Her mother had also insisted that Amina take off her glasses and wear a red sari she had inherited from her cousin Ghaniyah in the photograph, but once it had been taken and scanned into the computer (a great inconvenience) at the Internet café near Aunty #2’s apartment in Savar, her mother would not allow her to post it online. “Why would you want a man who was only interested in your photograph?” she demanded, and nothing Amina could say about the way the site worked would change her mind.

“The men will think you’re ugly!” Sharmila exclaimed when she heard about Amina’s mother’s stipulations. They were sitting on the rug in Sharmila’s bedroom at the time, with Sharmila’s Basic English Grammar open between them. Her student was wearing the kameez of her school uniform with a pair of pajama trousers decorated with kittens. She looked Amina up and down critically.

“Your hair is coarse, and you have an apple nose, but you aren’t ugly,” she concluded. “Now no one is going to write to you.” And although Amina had the very same fears, she had decided to pretend to agree with her mother, for the sake of Sharmila’s character.

As it happened, George did not post his picture online either. They sent each other the photographs only after they had exchanged several messages. George told her that her picture was “very beautiful,” in a formal way that pleased her: it was almost as if he were a Bengali bridegroom surrounded by his relatives, approving of their choice without wanting to display too much enthusiasm, for fear of being teased. Months later, once they had decided to become exclusive and take their profiles down from the site, George told her it was the day he saw her photograph that he’d become convinced she was the right person for him—not because of how pretty she was but because she hadn’t used her “superficial charms” to advertise herself, the way certain American women did.

Their correspondence hadn’t been without its challenges. Normally she would go to the British Council in the mornings before her tutoring responsibilities began; since George often wrote to her at night before he went to bed, there was almost always a message waiting for her. But one afternoon a message had come when she’d happened to be at the library. It was 4:22 a.m. in Rochester (unlike most people’s, George’s e-mails always displayed the correct time), and she had been tempted to IM and say that she was online right at that moment. But when she’d read the message, she had been relieved she’d waited. She thought it was doubly disappointing to have gotten a message at a surprising time and then to have it turn out to be the message it was, startling in its curt brevity: George had been assigned a big project at work, he said, and wasn’t sure when he would be able to resume their correspondence. He hoped she understood and that she and her family continued to be well.

She had received similar messages before, and it had always meant that the man had found someone else. She remembered the way that this particular message, more than any of the others, had closed down the day—so it seemed as if there would never be anything to look forward to again. She felt as if she had failed, and when she’d arrived home and reported what had happened, her mother’s obvious disappointment had made her own even more difficult to bear. Even her father had held his tongue and kept himself from gloating about the unreliability of computerized matchmaking, and so she’d known he had been hoping this time, too.

It had been ten weeks before George had written to her again. Much later she’d wondered whether it was this hiatus that had made her fall in love with him. The message had come at the usual time, but it was even more unexpected than the last one, since she’d assumed he would never write again:

Dear Amina,

First, I should apologize for not writing for so long. I wouldn’t blame you if you’d found someone else, or were even engaged by now. (I wouldn’t blame you, but I would be very disappointed.) I promised myself I would write to you tonight and explain, but I’ve been sitting here a long time. I keep writing things and then deleting them.

It wasn’t only the work, as you probably guessed. I do have a big project (I’ll tell you about it if you’re still interested), but believe me when I say I was still thinking about you. My friends have asked how I could be serious about someone I’ve never even met, but I think in some ways we know each other better than we would if we just went on dates. Do you know what I mean? I think I’ve been worried about getting serious because I thought you might just disappear or stop writing. I know doing the same thing to you was really stupid, and I’m sorry about that. I guess what I was thinking before I stopped writing is that I’m falling in love with you. There—that’s something I wouldn’t have said if we’d been face-to-face.

Well, Amina, I’m not sure you can forgive me, but I feel better having written it. How is your grandmother’s health? Is your father working these days? And what have you been doing for the last two months? If the answer includes writing to someone else … that’s what I get, I guess. I know I don’t exactly deserve it, but please let me down easy.

Sincerely,

George

She had wondered if she ought to wait a day or so to write back, and then she had chastised herself for thinking about strategy. George had said that he liked her because she didn’t play games; she wouldn’t be like the women he remembered from college. If he liked her, she wanted it to be for the way she really was, and so she wrote back and told him that she hadn’t been corresponding with anyone else. She didn’t say anything about the disappointment (her own, or certainly her parents’) but simply filled him in on the events of the last few weeks: her father’s temporary employment at a shipping office and the pain in her grandmother’s knees. Then she had printed out his note and brought it home like a gift to surprise her parents.

3She hadn’t believed there was a man on earth—much less on AsianEuro.com—who would satisfy all of her mother’s requirements, but George came very close. He was thirty-four years old, and he had never been married. He had not only a bachelor’s but a master’s degree from SUNY Buffalo and had worked as an electrical engineer at a company called TCE for the past nine years. He liked to have a Heineken beer while he was watching the football game—his team was the Dallas Cowboys—but he rarely had more than two, and he would think of converting to Islam if that was what it would take to marry Amina.

In his next e-mail, George told her about his “big project”: he had been busy buying a house. He hadn’t wanted to tell her about it until he was sure they were serious, because he was afraid it was “too soon” and she might think he was “moving too fast.” When Amina read that she almost laughed out loud. Why would any man hesitate to tell a woman he was courting that he had just acquired a three-bedroom house with two bathrooms, a garage, and a backyard with plenty of space for a vegetable garden? He e-mailed her a photograph, which looked to her like something from a magazine: a yellow house with a gray roof and white shutters, taller on one side than the other. (This design was called split-level, and it was one of several similar houses on the tract, a group of homes that had been built by a developer in the 1970s.) George also mentioned that the tract was a family-oriented community, and that the schools nearby were excellent.

“My mother says he’s probably divorced,” Ghaniyah said when Amina showed her the picture of the house one day on her cousin’s home computer. “She says there are a lot of bad people online, and she’s worried about you.”

“Please tell her not to worry.”

“Otherwise, why is he unmarried?”

“Because he hasn’t met the right person,” Amina snapped. “It’s not like here—where your parents have a heart attack if you’re not engaged at twenty-five.”

Ghaniyah held up her hands in a defensive gesture. “It’s my mother who was asking. Personally I think you’re really brave.”

Amina’s mother said she shouldn’t have told Ghaniyah anything about George, but by that time Amina knew that he was coming to Desh to meet her, and what if he mentioned AsianEuro or Heineken beer himself? Her aunts were crafty, none more so than Ghaniyah’s mother, her Devil Aunty. (Her mother used to reprimand her for calling Aunty #2 by that name, but when she laughed afterward Amina knew it was okay.) Her Devil Aunt was also the only one of her mother’s three sisters who spoke any English, and she had a special way of asking one question in order to get the answer to another. Even before she met him in person, Amina knew that George wouldn’t be prepared for that kind of Deshi trick.

She had expected disapproval from Ghaniyah and her aunt, but it surprised her when her cousin Nasir started visiting her. Nasir wasn’t actually related to her; her father called him nephew because Nasir’s father had been his closest friend. When his parents had died less than a year apart, Nasir was only eleven years old. Her father had treated him like a son, monitoring his progress in school, buying him presents (even when they couldn’t afford it), and taking him to Friday prayers at the Sat Gumbad Mosque. When Nasir started college in Rajshahi, her father had arranged a place for him to stay near the university, with one of her mother’s cousins and his family. (George asked her to use the word “relative” when she was describing her cousins in English; he said it made his head hurt, trying to understand who was who.)

When she was a teenager, she had been in love with Nasir, who was six years older than she was. He had been studying computer science, but he was like her father in that he loved to read poetry, especially poetry about the liberation of Bangladesh. When Nasir returned from college on visits to see his sisters, he would ride his motor scooter over to have dinner with Amina and her parents, and often he would recite his own poems after they finished eating. Her aunts and her cousins had teased her about Nasir, who was unusually tall and handsome but very dark skinned. He allowed his thick, black hair to grow long and then cut it very short in order to save money at the barbershop. He always spoke English with Amina, and when she responded, even if it was only in a whisper, he would tell her mother how clever she was. A few years after he’d finished university, Nasir got his visa and left to work in his cousin’s restaurant in London. According to her mother, Amina had sulked for two months.

She knew that there had been some discussion about the possibility of her and Nasir marrying, once she reached the right age, and also that those discussions had gradually stopped. The rumors were that Nasir had antagonized his cousin, the owner of the London restaurant, and that he was unlikely to move to any more promising employment there. His elder sister Sakina, still unmarried at thirty-six, was encouraging him to return to the small apartment building in Mohammadpur that their parents had left them. Sakina was a formidable woman, more than 1.7 meters tall, with a streak of white in her inky hair. Most of their acquaintances had expressed reservations before Amina left for America, but Sakina was the only one who had come to her mother directly, demanding to know how she could take such a risk with her only child. They thought of you for Nasir, her mother had said at the time—that’s why they’re so offended. Whomever Nasir married would be in thrall to Sakina, who was certain to act more like a mother-in-law than a dependent spinster. Amina didn’t think her parents’ feelings about Nasir had changed, but simply that they hoped for a better life for her. She hoped for it herself.

She hadn’t thought of Nasir in months when he showed up at their door one afternoon with a book for her. She had been at Sharmila’s, staying late in order to e-mail George, and by the time she returned home, Nasir was gone. He had stayed for two hours, her mother said, and drunk six cups of tea; even more surprising, while he was in London Nasir had grown a full beard and started wearing a prayer cap.

“I expected a Londoni, and instead I found a mullah at the door,” her mother joked. Her father, who had come in at the same time, took Nasir’s book eagerly from her mother and read the title aloud: The Lawful and Prohibited in Islam. Amina could tell he’d been hoping for poetry and was disappointed.

“He left this for Munni?”

“And this.” She handed Amina a sheet of lined blue paper from a schoolchild’s copybook, folded three times. When she opened it, she found an Internet address for something called the Islamic Center of Rochester.

“A mosque in Rochester, isn’t it?” her mother asked Amina excitedly.

“Islamic Center,” her father corrected. “Not mosque.”

“A place to meet other Muslim women, then.”

Her father took the piece of paper away from Amina. “Your husband will find a real mosque for you.”

Amina wanted to keep the address anyway, but her father took it and stuck it in Nasir’s book. He flipped through the pages, stopping here and there. Then he asked her mother whether you had to be a guest to get a cup of tea in this house. Her father drank his tea and read the book until it was time to eat, and then when they were finished, he picked it up again. When Amina went to bed, he was still reading.

In the morning Amina was studying at the table when she noticed that something was different. It took her a minute to figure out that she didn’t have to put any weight on the Southern Hemisphere in order to read; even when her mother set down her omelet and Horlicks (right in the middle of the Arabian Sea) the table didn’t wobble.

“See what Nasir has done for us,” her father said, turning from the sink with his face half shaved. “A perfect fit.”

Amina looked down and saw that Nasir’s book was neatly wedged underneath the left side of the table’s round base.

“That book is about Islam,” her mother said.

But her father spoke English, as if her mother weren’t even there. “Something happened to Nasir’s brain in London,” he said. “Maybe he is leaving it over there. That is why I am glad my daughter will be going to U.S.A.”

4When Amina had arrived in March, she’d met the majority of George’s very small family right away. They had dinner with George’s mother, Eileen, every Sunday night, and often Eileen’s sister, Aunt Cathy, would show up to join them. One of the first things Amina noticed about Cathy was the way she kept glancing at the diamond engagement ring on Amina’s left hand. The ring was a family heirloom—it had belonged to Eileen and Cathy’s mother—and so of course she could see how Cathy resented it going to Amina.

“That looks so lovely on your hand,” Eileen had said, perhaps because she’d noticed Cathy staring, too. She turned to her sister: “George had to take it down two sizes, and I always thought Mother’s fingers were thin.”

“Eileen and I always said it would go to George when he married,” Cathy informed Amina. “He was the boy. Even if Kim were going to marry”—she gave a short, barking laugh—“and I’ve given up hope, she wouldn’t wear something like that. A blood diamond, she called it.”

“It’s an antique,” George said. “You can’t put it back in the ground.”

“Exactly,” Cathy had said, smiling tightly. “That’s what I would’ve told her.”

Aunt Cathy and her husband, an alcoholic and a “deadbeat dad,” had divorced soon after they’d adopted Kim, and so Cathy had raised her daughter almost entirely on her own. Because she couldn’t rely on Kim’s adoptive father for money, she’d started her own business washing other people’s dogs. That had seemed to Amina like a poor, almost Deshi sort of enterprise—something you invented with your own hands because you didn’t have any other capital. But George said that Cathy didn’t wash the dogs herself: she had three trucks and six Cuban employees who traveled around Rochester from house to house.

Amina had been extremely eager to meet Kim, not only to thank her for prompting George to look online for a mate, but simply because George’s cousin sounded so interesting. She’d been disappointed to learn that Kim was away when she arrived and wouldn’t be back until just before the wedding. Aunt Cathy and George had both apologized profusely for Kim’s absence, though in different ways.

“You don’t know where she’s going to be on any given day,” Aunt Cathy had said, during one of the dinners at Eileen’s beautifully appointed table. Since there were only four of them, they ate in the breakfast nook, which was wallpapered in a pattern of red and blue sprigs that also matched Eileen’s china cups and dishes. George’s mother was a good cook and always remembered to make something separate for Amina, if there was pork in any of the dishes.

“Are you allergic?” Aunt Cathy had asked the first time this had happened, and George had explained that Muslims, like Jews, didn’t eat pork.

“Oh, I can see how it would be dirty over there. You wouldn’t want to eat any meat, would you? But our pork is very clean. As clean as chicken—next time, you’ll tell Eileen she doesn’t have to bother.”

George’s mother said then that it was no trouble to take a piece of chicken out of the freezer for Amina, but Amina’s dietary restrictions had already gotten Cathy started on the subject of her own daughter.

“You can hardly cook a meal for her anymore,” Cathy complained. “No meat at all, no fish. She doesn’t even eat eggs. And the last time I saw her, no onions. Can you believe that? Onions?”

“Why doesn’t Kim eat onions?” Amina asked.

“Something to do with yoga,” George said.

“When I think about what she was like as a little girl—that white-blond hair, big green eyes, the longest lashes you’ve ever seen. And so well behaved! People used to stop us on the street, ask if I wanted her to be in commercials. I’ll tell you—that’s hardly what you’d get if you tried to adopt today. Little Chinese girls everywhere, and now people are even taking them from Africa.”

“When did you see Kim last?” Eileen asked.

“I can hardly remember! These places she goes—you don’t even know what country she’s in, one day to the next.” Cathy turned to Amina. “That’s the definition of torture for a mother. I hope you never experience it.”

“Kim’s at a yoga-training course in Costa Rica,” George told Amina. “She’s getting some kind of advanced certification.” She had noticed a particular way George had of translating for her when they were with his mother and his aunt. Even if the thing that had been said had been said clearly in English she could understand—and she had quickly gotten to the point that she thought she could understand nearly everything—George might reprise it for her and then add some extra information he thought might interest her. After a certain number of Sunday dinners at his mother’s house, Amina realized that having her there precluded George from joining in the conversation the way he might have had to in the past. He was always too busy making sure she understood.

“Kim’ll make more money,” he told her now. “And the certification will allow her to teach all over the world—not only in Rochester.”

“That’s exactly what I mean,” Aunt Cathy had said. “Torture.”

5Amina had thought she would finally meet Kim at her bridal shower, which George’s cousin Jessica had thrown for her at Great Northern Pizza Kitchen. But it turned out that Kim wasn’t able to attend any of the wedding events, since she and her mother weren’t speaking to each other.

Amina had been sorry not to have a woman her age to advise her, but Eileen and Jessica had both been very kind. Jessica was George’s only cousin on his father’s side, just as Kim was his only maternal cousin; she was two years older than George, with a similar build but darker coloring. She and Eileen had taken Amina to the beauty parlor on the morning of the shower, to have a “trial run” before the wedding, and they had stayed with her the whole time in case she had trouble telling the stylist what she wanted. When Amina had pointed out her bitten nails, George’s mother had promised the manicure would fix it; when she’d asked about eye makeup, his cousin had said her lashes were so long that she didn’t need it. Through all of this, the girl working on Amina’s hair had simply smiled and nodded, as if she didn’t care about getting extra work but simply wanted Amina to be happy with how she looked.

Amina tried to explain how this manner of working differed from what she would have encountered at home—where extra goods and services would have been pressed on the family of the bride from the moment they walked in the door of the shop—but Eileen and Jessica hadn’t really heard what she was saying, because they’d been so surprised to hear that there were beauty shops in Bangladesh at all.

“Oh yes,” Amina said. “They are very popular.”

“But not near your village,” said Jessica, with so much certainty that Amina hesitated a moment before correcting her. She explained that there were three beauty shops in the bazaar in Satkhira alone and hundreds more in the capital.

“But what about the women who cover their hair?” Eileen had asked, and Amina said she guessed that even those women enjoyed looking nice underneath the chador.

She had told George that she didn’t need a wedding dress, that she was happy to get married in the clothes she already owned. She had ordered three new dresses before she came to Rochester, because tailoring was so much less expensive back at home.

“That’s why I love you!” George slapped his hand on the kitchen table, as if he’d won some kind of wager. “You’re so much more sensible than other women.” Amina thought it was settled, but later that night George talked to Ed from his office, who reminded him that they would eventually have to show their wedding photographs to Immigration and Customs Enforcement.

“Ed says a white dress is better for the green card,” George said. “My cousin Jess’ll take you. Go get something you like.”

The wedding dress Jessica chose for her was sleeveless white organdy, with white satin flowers appliquéd on the neck and the bust. George’s cousin was protective of Amina, telling the saleswoman firmly that they were not interested in a strapless dress and that they were looking for something economical. Jessica agreed that she might eliminate the veil—Amina had never covered her hair and didn’t intend to start on her wedding day in America. But even without it the dress had cost more than five hundred dollars, not including alterations. Amina stood on a wooden box with a clamp like a giant paper clip at her waist and tried not to cry.

“Smile!” the saleswoman said. “A lot of girls would kill for a figure like yours.”

“No kidding,” Jessica said. “I wasn’t that skinny when I was fourteen years old.”

“Don’t you like it?”

“She’s dumbstruck. Wait until George sees you in that.”

Jessica chatted happily with the saleswoman as they paid for the dress with George’s card, but once they were in the car she asked Amina whether everything was okay.

“Everything is fine,” Amina said. “Only it was so expensive.”

“George doesn’t mind,” Jessica said. “Trust me, I could tell. Are you sure there’s nothing else?”

Ordinarily when she felt homesickness coming on, she was able to distract herself with some kind of housework. Vacuuming, in particular, was helpful. Now, sitting in the car next to George’s cousin, she was unprepared for the sudden stiffness in her chest, and the screen that dropped over everything, making Rochester’s clean air, tidy green lawns, and even the inside of Jessica’s very large, brand-new car look dull and shabby. George’s cousin was so friendly, and there was still no way she could explain to her what was really wrong. When they stopped at a red light, Jessica turned to Amina and put a hand on her arm.

“Because if something were wrong between you and George, I want you to know that you could tell me. I’m a good listener.”

“Oh no,” Amina said, “George is no problem,” and Jessica had laughed, although Amina wasn’t trying to be funny. She could tell that Jessica wasn’t going to allow her to be silent, and so she searched for a question.

“What is the meaning of ‘dumbstruck’?” she asked, feeling slightly dishonest. She had encountered that word for the first time in a conversational primer from the British Council, in a dialogue between a Miss Mulligan and Mr. Fredericks. “Your manners leave me dumbstruck, Mr. Fredericks,” Miss Mulligan exclaimed, and for some reason that sentence had lodged itself in Amina’s head. Often, when someone had spit on the street in front of her, when a woman had elbowed her out of the way at the market, or when she’d run into one of her old classmates at Rifles Square, and the girl had inquired sweetly as to whether her father had finally found a job, she would think of Miss Mulligan and how dumbstruck she might have been had she ever found herself in Bangladesh.

“Oh, um—surprised. It just means surprised. I bet you wondered what I was talking about!”

But it didn’t only mean surprised. It meant so surprised that you could not speak.

“I was just saying anything to keep that saleswoman quiet. She was skinny, but old-lady skinny, if you know what I mean. Saggy. I don’t want to look like that, but I would like to lose fifteen pounds.” As Jessica continued to talk about the foods she ate, didn’t eat, and intended to eat, Amina concentrated on nodding and making noises to show that she understood. It was possible to be struck dumb by all sorts of emotions, not only surprise, and as they drove back toward Pittsford, Amina thought that there ought to be a whole set of words to encompass all those different varieties of silence.

6Her mother wanted her to get married in a sari, although Amina argued that that kind of wedding, with the gold jewelry, the red-tinseled orna, and the hennaed hands, was really more Hindu than Deshi, and as long as she was going to wear foreign clothes, they might as well be American ones.

“No need for a red sari,” her mother conceded. “How about blue? Or green?”

“It has to be white,” Amina said. “It has to be a real American wedding.”

“Even a white sari,” her mother said. “Some of the girls are doing it. I saw it in the ‘Trenz’ column.” Since she left, her mother had been spending hours every day at the Easynet Cyber Café in Mohammadpur. It was amazing to Amina that her mother could navigate even English sites like the Daily Star, where she knew how to get to the Life Style page, with its features on “hot new restaurants” and “splashy summer sandals,” its recipes for French toast and beef bourguignonne, and its decorating tips (“How about painting one wall of your living room a vibrant spring color?”).

“A dress,” Amina said firmly. “That’s what ICE wants.”

Of course her mother didn’t really care about the dress, just as she would never consider visiting a restaurant (where who knew how dirty the kitchen might be) or painting one wall of her “living room” (the room where she brushed her teeth, chopped vegetables, and ironed her clothing) a vibrant spring color. The white dress was a way for her mother to talk about a worry she had had ever since the beginning—a worry that had been amplified by her cousin Nasir’s visit—that Amina and George were not going to be properly married.

It was strange that her mother should be the one to have reservations now. Both of her parents had hoped that she might someday go abroad, but it was her mother who had worked tirelessly with Amina at every step of the long journey that had finally led her to Rochester. Her mother had always hoped to make her a famous singer, and when they had discovered that Amina hadn’t inherited her mother’s beautiful voice, they had tried ballet, the Bengali wooden flute, and even “Ventriloquism: History and Techniques,” illustrated in a manual they checked out from the British Council.

Their first really serious idea was that Amina might study for the O levels on her own. They had gone to the British Council once a week, following her cousin’s syllabi from Maple Leaf. In the mornings, when she would have been in school, Amina and her mother would sit at the table with Functional English or New English First and always the Cambridge English Dictionary. When there was a word in a book Amina didn’t know, her mother would underline it very faintly in pencil so that it would be easier to review later, and if there were unfamiliar words in the definition, her mother would mark those as well. After she’d passed her O levels (much to the surprise of her Devil Aunt, who’d said there was no way Amina could succeed without formal preparation), she’d checked out one of those books again, and she and her mother had laughed at the number of words they’d underlined.

When she’d passed, they had been determined to apply to American universities. Amina had written letters of inquiry to ten colleges, six of which had responded. The University of Pittsburgh had encouraged her to apply for financial assistance, but even if the tuition had been entirely free, there would have been the cost of living in America to consider. Her parents had read the letter from Pittsburgh over and over again, as if some new information were likely to appear (Amina could bear to read it only once), and shown it to all of the Dhaka relatives, speculating about a potential “American scholarship.” The whole family had then of course begun to gossip about the grandiose dreams Amina’s parents entertained for her—their only child, and a girl.

A few weeks after the letter had come, Amina had been listening to the Voice of America. She and her mother had been following the broadcasts in Special English for years, and even after those became too simple for Amina, they had continued to turn on “This Is America” every day at 10:00 a.m. One morning after the broadcast, there was a program about different types of student and work visas, and the SAT, GMAT, and TOEFL tests foreign students might use to qualify for them. Amina had been half listening (these were strategies she had already considered, and all of them cost money) when the announcer said something that made her look up from her book. Her mother was ironing her father’s best shirt and trousers, arranged on the ceramic tile as if there were already a man inside them.

“Of course, the easiest way to come to America is to find an American and get married!”

It wasn’t as if she hadn’t thought of it; ever since she was a little girl, she had loved everything foreign. When other girls had traded their dresses for shalwar kameez, Amina was still wearing hers: she had to put on the uniform white-and-gray shalwar kameez in order to go to Maple Leaf, but when she got home from school she would change back into a dress or a skirt. She didn’t mind covering up: when she and her mother went out to the market, she would wear trousers under the dress and a sweater instead of a shawl and even tie a scarf over her hair. Her mother said she looked crazy, especially in hot weather, but her father had laughed and called her his little memsahib. Whenever he had money, he would buy her a Fanta and a Cadbury chocolate bar.

Most of all, she had always loved fair skin. Her father was brown, and before she was born he had worried that his child would be dark as well. But her mother was ujjal shamla, and luckily Amina had come out golden, too. Once, when she was about eight or nine, she had said how much she loved fair skin in front of her father’s friend Rasul, who was as black as the fisherman who worked on the boats near her grandmother’s house. Rasul Uncle had only laughed, but his wife had told Amina seriously that she had once felt the same way, and look whom she had ended up marrying. If you wanted one thing too much, she had said, God sometimes found a way to show you your mistake.

Amina had never forgotten that advice. It was a species of Deshi wisdom that she knew from the village, where her Parveen Aunty—the eldest and most traditional of her mother’s sisters—often told her just this sort of truth about human fate. Parveen’s husband had left her soon after Micki was born, running off with a distant cousin who was little more than a servant in their house. Two years before, Parveen had taken in the girl, whose potential was evident in her intelligent, tawny eyes and beautiful figure. She had fed her, imparted various lessons in household management, and even taught her to read, so that the girl might one day make a better marriage than she had any right to expect. The day after she had eloped with Parveen’s husband, her impoverished mother had come to beg forgiveness, asking to be beaten herself for her daughter’s error. Amina hadn’t been there to witness this scene, but everyone had repeated what her aunt had said:

The more laughter, the more weeping.

And then:

Someone who is closer than a mother is called a witch.

Parveen’s type of village wisdom was powerful, as long as you stayed in the village. But the farther away you got, Amina believed, the less it held. It was possible to change your own destiny, but you had to be vigilant and you could never look back. That was why, when she heard the announcer’s joke on the VOA, the first thing Amina had thought of was the Internet.

7The thing that had impressed her about AsianEuro.com was the volume of both men and women looking for mates. When Amina joined, there were six hundred and forty-two men with profiles posted on the site, and even without including a photograph, Amina’s profile got several responses right away. As it turned out, the problem was not with making contact but with staying in touch. Sometimes (as with Mike G. and Victor S.) a man would correspond for months before he suddenly stopped writing with no explanation. Other times she would be the one to stop, because of something in the e-mail—in the case of Mike R., a request for a photo of Amina in a bathing suit, or “John H.,” the admission, in a message sent at 3:43 a.m., that he was actually a Bengali Muslim living in Calcutta.

Her father had used these examples as ballast for his argument—the people who used those sites could not be trusted—but her mother had weathered each disappointment along with Amina, and her resolve on her daughter’s behalf had seemed to grow stronger as the years passed and her husband’s situation failed to change. They had never been like an ordinary mother and daughter, partly because Amina was an only child, and partly because they’d spent so much time together after she had to leave school. When she and George had begun writing to each other, she had translated his e-mails for her mother, and they had analyzed them with the same care they had once devoted to those textbooks. She hadn’t hidden anything from her mother (even the Heinekens), and eventually they had both become convinced of George’s goodness. They had been a team, discussing every new development, and so it was strange, once things were finally settled, to realize that her mother would not be coming with her.

She had been e-mailing with George for eleven months when he came to Desh to meet her and her family. Their courtship had more in common with her grandparents’—which had been arranged through a professional matchmaker in their village—than it did with her parents’, who’d had a love marriage and run away to Khulna when her mother was twenty-two years old. Her grandparents hadn’t seen each other until their wedding day, but they had examined each other’s photos. She had thought of her grandmother the day that she had finally received George’s photo as an e-mail attachment. She knew the photo hadn’t been what she was expecting, but as soon as she saw it, she couldn’t remember the face she had imagined. That face had been erased by the real George, who was not bad looking, with a strong brow, nose, and chin. He had admitted in an e-mail that he was trying to lose some weight, but that extra bulk wasn’t evident in his face, which was flawed rather by a certain compression of features, leaving large, uncolonized expanses of cheek and chin. His hair was a faded straw color, and his skin was so light that even Amina had to admit that it was possible to be too fair.

She had put her hand over half the photo, so that only the eyes and forehead were visible. Could I love just those eyes, she asked herself, apart from anything else, and after a certain number of minutes spent getting used to the milky-blue color, she decided that she could. She covered the eyes and asked the same question of the nose (more challenging because of the particular way it protruded, different from any Bengali nose). She hadn’t written back right away, but the following day at the British Council (an agony, to wait until the computer was free) she’d been pleased to discover that the photograph was better than she remembered. By the end of the day, she thought she could love even the nose.

Her father went to meet George at the airport, and her mother had come to her room to tell her he had arrived—although of course she had been watching from the balcony. The taxi could come only as far as the beginning of the lane, since their lane had never been paved. Her mother had worried about George walking down the dirt road to their apartment complex (what if it rained?), and they had even discussed hiring a rickshaw. But it would’ve had to be two rickshaws, with George’s bags, and hiring two rickshaws to take two grown men fewer than two hundred meters would’ve made more of a spectacle than it was worth. Even from her hiding place on the balcony, behind her mother’s hanging laundry, she could hear the landlady’s sons Hamid and Hassan on the roof, practically falling over the edge to get a glimpse of Amina’s suitor.

“What is he like?” she had asked, and her mother had reassured her:

“He’s just like his picture. Nothing is wrong.”

George had stayed for ten days, and on the ninth day they had become engaged. Then he had returned to his work in Rochester, and Amina had begun the tedious quest for the fiancée visa. That had been November, and although they’d e-mailed almost every day, she hadn’t seen George again until he had picked her up at Dulles International Airport in March of the following year.

8Her visa had required her to get married within ninety days of her arrival in the United States. George had wanted to allow her to get settled, and his mother had needed time to organize the wedding party, and so they had waited more than two months. Her mother understood that it wasn’t practical for George to pay for another place for Amina to live during that time, and she certainly didn’t want Amina living alone in a foreign city. She’d agreed that Amina might stay in George’s house until they were married, but she’d made Amina promise that she and George would wait to do that until after they’d had the ceremony at whichever Rochester mosque seemed most suitable. She had talked about the one thing Amina could lose that she would never be able to get back.

In Dhaka, Amina had meant to keep her promise, although she hadn’t entirely agreed with her mother. Especially after she got to America and had time to think about it, it seemed to her that there were a lot of other things that could be lost in an equally permanent way. Her parents had lost their land in the village, selling it piece by piece as her father invested in a series of unproductive business ventures. (Now the same land was worth more than three hundred times what her father had sold it for.) After that they had lost their furniture and then their apartments in Mirpur, Mohammedpur, and Tejgaon, and only Ghaniyah’s father’s intervention—securing another apartment in Mohammadpur at a special price, through a business associate—had kept them from becoming homeless altogether. This way of living had taken its toll on her mother, who was skinny and prone to ulcers; Amina thought her mother was still beautiful, with her wide-apart eyes, and her thin, straight nose, but her mother claimed that she had lost her looks for good. Worst of all, her grandmother had lost Emdad and Khokon, and nothing she could do would ever bring them back.

Compared with those losses, whatever it was that Amina had lost on the third night she spent in George’s house was nothing. George had agreed to her mother’s conditions and had even purchased a single bed, which had been waiting for her in one of the bedrooms across the hall; on the first night, they’d brushed their teeth together like a married couple, and then George had kissed her forehead before disappearing into his own room. There were no curtains on the window of the room where Amina slept, and the tree outside made an unfamiliar, angled shadow on the floor. Everything was perfectly quiet. At home there had always been noise from the street—horns, crying babies, and the barking of dogs—not to mention the considerable sound of her father snoring. Even when they’d had more than one room at home, she’d always shared a bed: first with her grandmother and her aunt, and then with her parents. When she turned twelve, her father had suggested that she move to a cot, but Amina and her mother found that neither one of them could sleep without the other, and so her father had finally moved onto the cot himself.

On the first night George had sheepishly presented her with an enormous stuffed panda, almost as big as she was—a gift from his mother, who’d thought she might be homesick and in need of comfort. It would have looked absurd and childish to sleep with a thing like that, and so Amina had thanked George and set the panda on a wooden rocking chair in the corner of the room. She fell asleep right away and then started awake in the dark. She looked toward the window, trying to ascertain what time it was, and saw that someone was watching her.

Her scream was loud enough to wake George.

“Amina?”

Of course it was only the stuffed bear. She got up and opened the door to the hall. “I’m sorry,” she said, but it took her a moment to locate the word: “A nightmare.” She saw the strip of light under his door and hoped they might soon get up and begin the day.

“Okay,” he’d said, from behind the door. “Good night.” He’d turned off the light, and then she’d tiptoed down to hall to check the time. It was only eleven o’clock: seven more hours until she could plausibly dress and go downstairs.

At home she had worn a long T-shirt and pajama bottoms to bed, but on the third night she’d experimented by going into the bathroom in only a kameez. You look cute, George had said, and that had emboldened her; when he bent down to kiss her forehead, as usual, she looked up, so that they wound up kissing for real on the mouth. (This was something that had happened downstairs on the couch during the day, but never before at night.) When she pressed her body against her fiancé’s, a strange sound escaped from George. It was as if there were a tiny person inside him who’d never spoken until now. That small, new voice—and the fact that she had been the cause of it—was what made her take George’s hand and follow him into his own bedroom, which had belonged to the two of them ever since.

She was disappointed to learn how unpleasant it was, how unlike that kiss in the bathroom, which had given her the same feeling between her legs that she sometimes got watching actors kiss on television. It didn’t hurt as much as her cousin Micki had said it would, but it was hot with George on top of her, and she didn’t like the way he looked when he closed his eyes—as if he were in pain somewhere very far away. On the other hand, it was sweet the way he worried afterward, confirming anxiously that it was what she wanted. He asked her whether she minded breaking her promise to her mother, and the next morning, waking up for the first time next to someone who was not a member of her family, she had been surprised to find that she had no regrets at all.

9Amina had been eager, as soon as they got settled, to invite Ed and Min to dinner. The four of them had so much in common, and you could even say that Ed was responsible for their marriage, since George had heard about AsianEuro from him. She’d suggested it after the bridal shower, where she’d regretted not being able to talk to Min for more than a moment, but George had said that Ed and Min were very religious and socialized almost exclusively through their church. Amina decided that this was a kind way of saying that Ed and Min didn’t want to be friendly with a Muslim; she suspected that if George’s bride had been from some Christian country, she and George would’ve been invited immediately. Of course she might have simply dismissed them; she’d never been interested in becoming friends with extremists, of her own or any other faith. It was only that here she had so few opportunities for making friends.

It was about six weeks after she’d arrived, one warm May Saturday, when she ran into Min on a trip to Bed Bath & Beyond. She and George had split up to shop, and she’d spotted Min in the kitchen section, examining a set of bright-colored cookware. Amina hesitated for only a moment before approaching her.

“Hello—Min? I am Amina, George Stillman’s fiancée?”

“Oh, hello,” said Min. Her voice was reassuringly warm and enviably free of an accent. “I love this store, don’t you?”

Amina agreed, although she found the size of Bed Bath & Beyond overwhelming and was having trouble finding the things on her list.

“They really do have everything. What are you here for?”

“A mat for the shower.”

“I know where that is,” Min said. “Let me show you.”

This friendliness emboldened Amina, and as she followed the other woman through the store, she was determined to extend an invitation. One thing she had found about George was that he wasn’t a social creature. It was possible that the idea of a dinner party simply didn’t appeal to him, no matter how well he liked the potential guests.

“I am embarrassed not to have telephoned you before,” Amina said. “Of course I—George and I—we would like to invite you to eat at our house. We owe you so much.”

Min laughed, the high, clattery sound of tin plates under a tap. She was smaller than Amina, and she wore her long hair in a bun: Amina could see that there was a great deal of it, straight and lustrous black—hair like her mother’s once was, let loose only at night.

“What could you owe us?”

“Because of the website,” Amina said. “AsianEuro.com.”

“Pardon?” Min said, sounding for the first time like a nonnative speaker.

“George wouldn’t have known about it without Ed.”

Min didn’t stop walking, but her expression became suddenly wary and defensive. She looked as if she’d received some insult.

“I don’t know what that is,” Min said. “But if Ed knew about it, it was before my time.”

“AsianEuro,” Amina repeated, suspecting a misunderstanding. “The website where you met—and then we met. George first heard about it from Ed.”

Min stopped in front of a pyramid of blue-and-white humidifiers that stretched almost to the double-height ceiling. “Ed and I didn’t use a website. I barely knew how to use e-mail when I met him.”

“But then how did you meet?”

“In church.” Min spoke so naturally that Amina was forced almost immediately to give up the hope that she might be lying. “Ed came to Cebu with his church group on a Friendship Mission, and I was part of the welcome delegation. We fell in love at first sight.”

“In the Philippines?”

Min nodded. “We wrote letters—I mean, paper letters—back and forth for a year, and then I came to Rochester to get married. We were already sister congregations, so even though my family wasn’t here, it felt like getting married in my own church.”

“That’s wonderful,” Amina said. Min was looking at her strangely, and so she told the other woman that she’d been confused and that it must’ve been another of George’s friends who’d met his wife through AsianEuro. Then she assured Min that she could find the mat on her own and took a roundabout route to the travel cosmetics section, near the exit, which she and George had fixed as a place to meet.

She had debated, but she’d never mentioned meeting Min to George. If he had lied, it must’ve been out of embarrassment; maybe he thought it sounded better to have heard about the website from a friend rather than admit he was browsing dating sites on the computer. Amina had been conscious when she signed up that she was one of the only South Asian women on the site and that perhaps the men who were looking there were more interested in women who looked like Min—women from the Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia, or even China. What made you choose Bangladesh, she had asked, since the only picture on her original profile was of her country’s red-and-green flag, and George had said that he’d been curious about her because she was different.

10Although she kept it to herself, the meeting had renewed Amina’s anxiety about the Muslim ceremony, without which they wouldn’t really be married. She wished now that she hadn’t promised her mother they would have that wedding first. Her mother had been afraid that once they were legally married, George might change his mind about becoming a Muslim. George had promised to become a Muslim in the same way that he was a Christian: he believed in God, he told Amina, but he didn’t think God cared very much whether people prayed or went to church. Amina repeated the first part of that formulation to her mother and then promised her that George wouldn’t change his mind. In the eighteen months she’d known him, George had never changed his mind about anything.

The problem was that all of the mosques in Rochester seemed to be closed. They had tried the Rochester Masjid of Al-Islam, which had hours posted on its website but was nevertheless tightly shuttered when they arrived. When she looked up the Sabiqun Islamic Center, she got several articles about vandalism; according to the articles, someone had written “racial slurs” across the face of the mosque for the third time. (This was something she didn’t mention to George, since it was sure to get him started on the subject of thugs.) In desperation one Saturday they’d driven out past the airport to visit the Turkish Society of Rochester.

George had wanted to spend Saturday morning at Home Depot, and the afternoon reinstalling the knobs on the kitchen cabinets, which had a habit of coming off in your hand. Amina had promised that they were going to have time to do that errand when they got home, but by the time they reached the Turkish Society, after several wrong turns, it was already two o’clock. They left the car on the street, in front of a pizzeria with the metal grate pulled over its face. Far down the block there were some teenage boys sitting on a porch smoking, but apart from them the street was deserted.

“I don’t like the look of those kids,” George said.

“I can go. You stay with the car.” Amina was glad to go on her own. She was afraid that an imam might object to performing the marriage so hastily or impose some sort of time-consuming preparations, and if she had to argue, she would prefer to do it without George there. She believed that she could persuade a Turkish imam to do the ceremony, if she could only meet him face-to-face.

But George wouldn’t let her go alone. When they reached the mosque, once again the gate was locked.

“Goddamn it,” George said, and kicked the gate; the chain and padlock rattled loudly, and across the street two black women in fancy dresses and hats turned to look at her husband.

“It says open from noon to three,” Amina said, pointing to the sign. She called out in English, “Anybody there?” and then more softly, “Assalamu alaikum,” but the courtyard remained empty. There were two small plastic bins affixed to the gate, with the printed instruction TAKE ONE; the first bin was empty, but the second still held several xeroxed yellow fliers. George took one automatically, and Amina was startled to see a printed banner advertising the same Islamic Center of Rochester that Nasir had found for her, almost two years ago now.

“I know that place.”

George was reading the flyer. “It’s right on Westfall Road—why didn’t we go there first?”

Amina didn’t want to explain about Nasir or her reluctance to take his suggestion. He had come back for his book one afternoon, only a few minutes after her father left on a long errand to a photo shop in Kaptan Bazar, on the other side of town, where a friend had promised he could get his old camera repaired cheaply. Amina had told him it was a waste of money, but her father said that he wanted to be able to take pictures at the airport.

Nasir came at such a perfect time that it was hard to believe he hadn’t been watching the house. Until that moment, Amina had forgotten about the book under the table leg; she kept her eyes on her cousin’s face, praying that he wouldn’t look down.

“Please have something to eat,” her mother said. “I’m just making Munni some Bombay toast.” Nasir protested weakly, once, but her mother was already in the kitchen.

“My mother says you’ve left England for good.”

“I was successful there in earnings, but not in life. I’ve come home to be successful in both.”

Why, Amina often wondered, did Bengali men feel the need to brag about everything, especially when they were talking to a woman? From the moment she’d met George, he’d told her that his job was nothing special and that it was too boring to talk about with her, even though he was an engineer with a master’s degree.

“What sort of business will you have here?” Amina asked, and she was pleased when Nasir colored and said that he’d only just returned and was still settling in.

“Munni, get your cousin’s book,” her mother called from the kitchen, and for a moment Amina panicked. Had her mother forgotten? She could hardly look down, for fear that Nasir’s gaze would follow her own and find The Lawful and Prohibited in Islam pinned under the foot of the table.

“On the shelf in the bedroom,” her mother added casually, and then Amina did look down: somehow, in between the time her father had left and Nasir had arrived, the book had migrated from the floor to her parents’ room.

“Have you read it?” Nasir asked.

“Only parts of it,” Amina said. “My father read it. I don’t think he liked it as much as he liked the books you used to bring him.” She smiled, but Nasir remained serious. He didn’t seem to care what her father thought.

“Which parts?”

She thought about fibbing, but she had a feeling that he would only direct her to the correct chapters, and perhaps even sit in the chair in front of her, eating her mother’s Bombay toast while he waited to get her reaction.

“ ‘Marriage to the Women of the People of the Book.’ And ‘The Prohibition of a Muslim Woman’s Marrying a Non-Muslim Man.’ ”

“What did you think?”

“Very interesting,” Amina said. The book had been interesting. According to the author, there were two reasons a Muslim woman couldn’t marry a non-Muslim. The first was the obvious one: the fact that a child would likely be brought up in the religion of its father. The second reason was one she hadn’t anticipated, but couldn’t help appreciating for the elegance of its logic. Since a Muslim respected all of the prophets—not only Mohammed, but Abraham, Moses, and Jesus as well—a Muslim man could respect the beliefs of his Christian wife. But since Christians believed in only one prophet, Jesus Christ, a Christian husband would have to disdain his wife’s prophet as a false one. And since each man was the head of his own household, it would be intolerable for a Muslim woman to live in the household of a Christian man.

“But it didn’t change your mind.”

“Why should it change my mind? My fiancé, George, plans to convert.”

Nasir looked surprised, but only for a moment. “He says that today.”

“He has said it all along.”

“I know Englishmen.”

“George is an American.”

Nasir shrugged off the difference. “And what about your children?”

“They will be Muslim, of course.”

“But will they pray? Will they fast?”

Amina regretted the joking tone she’d used earlier. She was insulted by the familiarity that Nasir assumed, whether because he had known her as a child or because they’d once been thought of as a match. She was a woman now, engaged to be married to someone else. Her mother should not even leave them alone together in the same room.

“My father will be here soon. You should go.”

She still remembered the nights he would visit her father. Afterward she would have to ask forgiveness, but when he was in the room all of her resolve disappeared, and the only prayers she’d been able to offer were that he would stay for dinner and, after dinner, that he would sit up with her father talking, so that she could lie on the bed in the dark listening to his voice. When Nasir had called her a clever girl, the English words she knew had fled to some inaccessible place; when he’d touched her hair, it was as if all of the water in her body (the body, they had learned in Mr. Haq’s science class, was 61.8 percent water) had turned to soda.

“Good-bye, Amina,” Nasir said, though he had always called her Munni. “God protect you.”

“Allah hafez,” Amina said. “Good luck with your new business.” Just out of curiosity, she looked straight into her cousin’s heavily lashed eyes, but that Nasir was gone and it was an angry stranger who looked back at her.

Ordinarily she took her mother’s side, but on the subject of Nasir she agreed with her father. How dare he tell her where to worship in America, as if he were her father or her brother? He had never even been to America. Standing on the pavement in front of the Turkish Society of Rochester, Amina saw the possibility for a compromise.

“I misunderstood,” she told George. “I thought the ICR was farther away.”

George sighed. “The wedding is next weekend. When are we going to go to Brighton?”

This, Amina thought, was the difference between an American and a Bengali husband. George might shake his head and look put-upon, but if she told him she had to be married by an imam, he wouldn’t try to change her mind. She knew that if she asked him, he would take a day off of work next week just to go to the Islamic Center.

“Who knows if they could even do it next week.”

George looked at her hopefully.

“Also, what are its qualifications? How do we know it is reputable?”

George nodded. He did not point out that Amina hadn’t had any such reservations about the Masjid of Al-Islam, the Sabiqun Islamic Center, or the even Turkish Society of Rochester.

“It doesn’t matter when we do it,” Amina said, testing the idea by saying it out loud. “As long as we do it at some time.”

“I want to do it,” George said eagerly. “We’ll do it in a couple of weeks, as soon as the wedding’s over.”

“The other wedding.”

“That’s what I meant,” George said.

11At the bridal shower, Jessica had wanted to know her favorite flower and had listened politely as Amina explained about the krishnachura and the romantic origins of its name. She’d felt silly when Jessica had shown up at town hall on the morning of the wedding, carrying a bouquet of lilacs and apologizing because there were no krishnachura to be had in Rochester. Amina had assured her that lilacs were her favorite American flower. Then George’s mother had arrived with her own wedding veil, which she shyly offered to Amina for the ceremony.

“She didn’t want a veil,” George said, annoyed with his mother, but Amina took her mother-in-law’s side, just as a bride would have done at home. Jessica gathered up a few of the ringlets the stylist had created and pinned the veil so that Amina could wear it hanging down her back. Then the small party—Jessica; her husband, Harold; George’s mother, Eileen; Aunt Cathy; Ed (without Min, who had excused herself on grounds of an unseasonable flu); and George’s college friends from Buffalo, Bill and Katie—followed them into the office where they completed the paperwork for the marriage certificate. Amina misunderstood and thought that this was the wedding itself, so she was confused when the clerk ushered them into a small, carpeted antechamber with a bench and a framed poster of sunflowers and asked them to wait.

“Is there some problem?” she asked George, but George’s cell phone was ringing. He frowned and went back into the office to take the call.

“Is something wrong?”

“Sit down,” said Eileen, but Aunt Cathy grabbed her arm and wrenched her upright.

“Careful!”

“What is it?” Amina said, trying to keep the panic from her voice. For weeks she’d been convinced that something would get in the way of the ceremony; this morning she had prayed—not that nothing would go wrong, but that she would be prepared enough to see it coming and resourceful enough to find a way around it.

“If you sit, your dress will be ruined,” Aunt Cathy said.

Amina was about to ask where George was when her husband-to-be came back into the room.

“What?” Amina said again, but Ed was telling everyone that George couldn’t even forget TCE for as long as it took to get married.

“It wasn’t TCE,” George said.

“Was that my daughter?” Cathy said. “You shouldn’t have even answered it. Thinking she can make up for it with one phone call. Her own cousin’s wedding.”

George turned to Amina, lowering his voice. “Kim wanted to apologize for not being here. She thinks she made a mistake—and she’s dying to meet you.”

But Aunt Cathy was listening. “It’s a fifteen-minute drive—if she were ‘dying,’ she probably could’ve made it. It’s not like she has any other responsibilities.”

“She wants to have us over next week,” George said.

“Come on,” said Eileen, putting her hand on Amina’s back. “It’s your turn,” and Amina was relieved to see that a door had opened on the opposite side of the room, and a short, bald man in a suit, a man who looked as if nothing on earth had ever disturbed his composure, was gesturing for them to enter. She understood that the wedding was continuing as planned, and she looked carefully around the room because she knew her mother would need to hear exactly what it looked like. There were two potted trees with braided trunks and three rows of white plastic folding chairs, half filled by George’s family and friends. The deputy city clerk stood behind a wooden lectern underneath two certificates framed in gold. With the light from the window on his glasses, Amina couldn’t see his eyes.

She hadn’t expected to be nervous, and at first she wasn’t. George had told her what her cue would be, and Amina allowed her mind to wander while she waited for it. When she’d left Desh, there was still the possibility that her parents would be able to come to Rochester for the wedding. Ninety days had seemed like enough time to plan, but when George went online to reserve airline tickets, they were almost fifteen hundred dollars each, even if her parents made stops in Dubai and Hamburg, Germany. George was willing to help pay for the tickets, but she could tell he wasn’t happy about it, and so Amina had called her parents on a phone card and given them her opinion: it was a waste of money. She and George were getting married at the county clerk’s office, and afterward there would be a dinner at Giorgio’s Trattoria in Brighton. The whole thing would take maybe four hours (including driving time), and Amina and her father agreed that to fly twenty hours in order to do something that took four hours didn’t make a lot of sense.

“What about the Muslim wedding?” her father had said. “When will that take place?”

“It will take place at the Islamic Center of Rochester,” Amina said. “It will also be very short.”

“Nasir’s place?” She could hear the scorn in her father’s voice, but the main thing was to please her mother. Neither ceremony was important to her father, who cared much more that Amina be legally married. Only once she was married could she get the green card, and only once she had the green card could she apply for her citizenship. As a citizen, her father knew, she could sponsor her parents, and in his mind the sponsorship was the only thing keeping him and her mother from making the journey to America.

“The ICR is a good place,” she reassured him, and then, searching for additional details to impart, added: “Even the other mosques in Rochester encourage you to go there.”

In the end, as she’d expected, the problem was not her father but her mother. Her mother had agreed at first, and they’d even made another plan: as soon as Amina and George could come back to Dhaka, they would go to a studio and take wedding photographs. They would buy wedding clothes, and Amina would go to the beauty salon; they would have more money to spend on the clothes and the photographs, since her father wouldn’t be paying for a wedding. Once they had the photographs, her mother could look at them all the time; it would be no different than if they’d all celebrated a wedding together for real.

She had thought her mother was satisfied, and then a few nights later, Amina got a call after they had gone to bed. There weren’t many minutes left on her father’s phone (it was morning in Dhaka, and the Flexiload place in Kaderabad Bazar wasn’t open yet), and so Amina had to use another card to call them back. Her mother was crying, and it was hard to understand her. Her father told her not to worry, but when she asked why her mother was crying, he said:

“She’s crying because she’s going to miss your wedding. She’s going to miss it because I can’t afford the ticket.”

“No!” Amina said. “We decided—it didn’t make sense. Twenty hours for four hours. Three thousand dollars for one party!” She could hear hammering in the background: a new building was going up across the street. Her parents complained that the new apartments would be much better than theirs, but Amina was disposed to look on the bright side. The neighborhood was improving.

“Tell her it will be only a small party,” she told her father.

“Your wedding party. What kind of terrible parents don’t come to their own daughter’s wedding?”

She started to argue, but her father wasn’t listening. Her mother was saying something in the background.

“What does she say?”

Her father paused so long that she would have thought the call had been dropped, except that she could still hear the sound of hammering on the other end. It was morning in Mohammadpur: the sun behind the haze, the kids walking to school in twos and threes, the crows on the telephone wires, and the call of the vendors—Chilis! Eggs! Excellent Quality Feather Brooms!—or her favorite, the man who took your plastic jugs and gave sweet potatoes in exchange. Once again she had the disorienting feeling that her past was still happening, unfolding in a parallel stream right alongside her present. Only on the telephone did the streams ever cross. At the other end of the line, another Amina was hiding her head under the covers, stealing just a few more minutes before the cacophony outside forced her to put two feet on the cold, tiled floor.

“Tell me, Abba.”

Her father’s voice when it came was stoppered, strange, as if he’d swallowed something whole. “She says it would’ve been better if you’d never been born.”

George shifted sleepily in the bed. “Tell them you’ll call them back tomorrow.”

Amina gripped the head of the bedpost. From their room she could see the house behind them, windows blazing in the dark.

“Tell her the food is going to be terrible,” she whispered to her father. “Tell her there is a popular dish called ‘pigs in blankets.’ ”

But George was awake. “Are you talking about food now?”

“It doesn’t matter about the food,” her father said. “The point is that you are her only child.”

“Do you, Amina Mazid, take this man, George Stillman, to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

“I do.”

The corresponding question was asked of George, and then the city clerk declared: “I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

George leaned toward her, and Amina leaped back. From the chairs behind them, Cathy made a hiccupping sound. George’s face tightened in a familiar way, like the mouth of a drawstring bag, and when Amina glanced behind her, she saw an identical contraction on the face of her new mother-in-law. She hurriedly stepped toward George, smiling to let him know that it was only that she was surprised, not that she didn’t want to kiss him in front of his family and friends.

Many hours later, after cocktails at Aunt Cathy’s, the reception dinner at Giorgio’s, and then cake, coffee, and the opening of gifts at George’s mother’s house (Eileen had insisted that Amina call her Mom from now on), when they were home in bed together so much later than usual, George had asked why she hadn’t wanted to kiss him.

“You didn’t tell me,” she explained.

“You didn’t know there was kissing at a wedding?”

Amina had to think about that for a minute, because of course she had known. She had known since she was nine years old and her Devil Aunt had bought a television. She had seen it on Dallas, and L.A. Law, and The Fall Guy, and so there was no way to explain her ignorance to George.

“I did know. I guess I just didn’t believe it would happen to me.”

“You’ve kissed me a hundred times,” George said, in a voice that suggested to Amina they might be about to have their first fight. She wanted to avoid that, especially tonight, because if there was anything she believed about marriage, it was that arguing the way her parents did was a waste of time.

“Not only kissing. The marriage in total.”

“You didn’t believe we were getting married? What did you think we were doing?”

It had started to rain, and that comforting sound lent the contents of the room a sudden, momentary familiarity, almost as if she’d seen them once long ago.

“In Desh, you can make your plans, but they usually do not succeed. But in America you make your plans and then they happen.”

To her relief, George finally smiled. “So you planned to kiss me, but you were surprised when it actually happened.”

“Yes,” Amina said. “I was dumbstruck.”

12Kim had invited them in June, but soon after the wedding she suddenly went abroad again, this time to teach at a yoga retreat in France. It wasn’t until September that they finally made a date to meet her for a cup of tea, in her apartment on Edgerton Street downtown. George had said that the houses in this area were cheaply built, and that the style of Kim’s building—pale stucco ornamented with dark wooden beams—was a reference to a type of architecture popular in England hundreds of years ago. He said it looked pretentious on these modern Rochester apartments. But Amina liked the street where they’d parked their car. They walked past a women’s clothing boutique where everything in the window was black and white, a bookshop, and a café with tables outside, where college students read and talked in intimate groups. The air smelled of burning leaves, a scent somehow sharper and more distilled than it was in their yard in Pittsford.

Kim lived on the fourth floor, and they were both breathing heavily by the time they got to the door. George had said that his cousin was twenty-seven, two years older than Amina, and so he could remember when his aunt Cathy and her husband, Todd, had adopted her. He had been seven when they brought her home—a nine-month-old baby girl—a year before Todd had gone off to Florida with another woman, abandoning his wife and child. George had said that Kim looked nothing like her mother, that she was tall and thin and dressed in an eccentric way, but when Amina pressed him for more details, he had become impatient and said that she was going to meet his cousin and could form an opinion herself.

George rang the bell, but Kim must’ve heard them coming up the stairs, because she opened the door almost immediately. She was certainly tall, almost as tall as George, but unlike most of the women Amina had met so far in Rochester, she was very thin, with a flat chest and narrow hips. George and his adopted cousin had similarly sandy blond hair, and light-colored eyes (though hers were more green than blue)—but no one would have mistaken them for biological relatives. Kim was unmistakably pretty, with regular features, a smooth, high forehead, and a perfect, bow-shaped mouth. Her hair was wavy and hung nearly to her waist, and her skin was fair, with undertones of pink and gold. Most extraordinary, she was wearing a long Indian shirt, a kind of kurta with a red and purple pattern, over a pair of black leggings. Her feet were bare, and her toenails were painted a brilliant royal blue.

“I can’t believe you’re finally here,” she said. Then she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Amina—not the kind of hug George’s mother often gave her, which involved the arms and a glancing touch of the cheeks, but a true embrace, laying her head for a moment on Amina’s shoulder, as if for comfort, before she stepped away.

“I have all different kinds of tea—jasmine, green, tulsi. I know you prefer coffee,” she said to George, “but I don’t have any.”

Amina thought she’d misheard. “You have tea made from tulsi leaves?” Her mother was a particular believer in the beneficial properties of the tulsi leaf for ailments ranging from eye strain to stomach cramps and rashes and took it regularly, in both tea and tincture form.

“That’s what I’m having—let me make you some.” Kim disappeared into a galley kitchen, almost as small as the one in Mohammadpur, and George led Amina through an archway into the apartment’s single room. The room was dominated by a futon bed made up to look like a couch and a fireplace, which Kim had filled with houseplants. Amina recognized spider plants, aspidistra, and aloe, but there was one very beautiful species that she didn’t know, with a single, red waxy bloom. The apartment seemed bigger than it was because of three large windows, which Kim had outlined with strings of tiny white Christmas lights; beneath the windows was a long, low wooden table, with potted plants and a collection of jewelry and figurines, artfully arranged as if in a case at a museum. Among the miniatures Amina recognized the Buddha and several Hindu deities, their fierce expressions and odd many-armed postures crafted from silver, bronze, and jade. On the wall above the bed Kim had thumbtacked a Tibetan painting on silk, with an inscription below in that forbidding alphabet, the letters like tiny knives. Because there were no proper chairs (and George would have been uncomfortable on one of the colored cushions scattered over the rug), the two of them sat on the bed.

Amina knew of course that George’s cousin had lived in India, but somehow she hadn’t imagined that so much of that place would’ve made its way into Kim’s daily life. Her own idea of India encompassed the Taj Mahal, the great saint’s tomb at Ajmer (where her father had always dreamed of making a pilgrimage), and her youngest aunt, Sufia—who had won a vocal scholarship to a music school in Calcutta, married a Hindu, and was now the mother of twins. The rest of the country was simply colored shapes on a map, and she had only the vaguest notion of yoga as a Hindu religious ritual.

“You’ve been here before?” she asked her husband.

“I helped her move in,” George said matter-of-factly. “When she got back from India.”

“When was that?”

George thought for a moment. “She was back in the U.S. in 2001, but she didn’t come home to Rochester until ’03—about a year before I met you.”

“Is she a Hindu?”

“Who knows.” George was looking glumly at the rug, which was dotted with tufts of red and orange wool that was coming off on their socks. She could’ve guessed that this apartment wouldn’t be to his taste. Her husband was casual, even sloppy, about the state of the house, but he had a bias against the curios and mementos that had decorated his childhood home: he had taught her the word “knickknack,” a pejorative. He believed that if you hung something on your wall, it should be there for a reason, and so their walls were sparsely decorated: his own diplomas, a map of the world oriented to Asia (which he’d bought when she arrived), a photograph from his parents’ wedding, and one from their own. He preferred that everything be framed, in spite of the expense.

The exception to George’s general rule about souvenirs was the refrigerator, which was covered with magnets from each state he had visited. Although he’d had the opportunity for international travel only once before coming to meet her in Bangladesh, he had visited forty-five of the fifty states, and he hoped one day to see Alaska, Hawaii, Alabama, North Dakota, and Nebraska, too. His first trip out of the country had been to Mexico, where he had gone with other college students to build houses for poor people.

When Kim returned with the tea, Amina couldn’t help herself. “Excuse me, but do you practice some religion?” She had been afraid of offending George’s cousin, but Kim smiled as if this were a question she was eager to answer.

“I don’t, but I’ve always felt the lack of it. My mom is pretty Christian—you’ve probably noticed already—and she still gets on me about going to church. Somehow it never made sense to me.”

“These are souvenirs then?” She was pleased she’d remembered the word and hadn’t had to resort to “knickknacks.”

Kim nodded. “That’s exactly right.”

“And what is that plant, please?” She pointed to the pot with the red flower, but Kim shook her head.

“I just went to the nursery and picked out whatever I thought was pretty. I don’t know anything about plants.”

“Amina’s been doing a lot of gardening,” George said. “Our grocery store isn’t up to her standards.”

Amina knew he was teasing her, but she flushed anyway. “The grocery store is the most wonderful I have ever seen, only the large-sized vegetables are not as tasty as homegrown.”

“Oh, I agree,” Kim said. “I wish I had a garden—I’d love to see yours.”

“I will be happy to show you. Only it’s not very beautiful right now.” Amina sipped her tea, which was both familiar and not—the bitterness of the herb masked by licorice and honey. She wished Kim had returned from France last month, when her dinner-plate dahlias were in bloom. George had said they were so beautiful that they didn’t look real. “But please come,” she said hurriedly. “Right now I have no job, so I’m free all the time.”

“Amina’s going to look for work as soon as her green card comes,” George said.

Kim looked very serious. “What do you want to do?”

“Any job,” Amina said. “I am not particular.”

“She was first in her class in Bangladesh,” George said. “She worked as a tutor for the college entrance exams.”

Kim looked impressed—the first person in Rochester who had, when George insisted on mentioning it. “I have a friend who teaches in the Monroe County system,” she said. “I can ask her if you want.”

“She has to get her degree first,” George said. “She passed her O levels—that’s the British system—just studying on her own.” George suddenly sounded as if he were back at the green card interview, reciting her credentials to the ICE officer. “But then she didn’t have the opportunity to go to college.”

“I dropped out,” Kim said. “I don’t know if George told you—pretty much the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. Everyone warned me, George included, but I didn’t listen.”

“You convinced yourself you couldn’t do it,” George said.

“He used to help me with math when I was a kid,” she said. “But then he went off to Buffalo for college, and I think I just kind of gave up.”

“You didn’t need help with the writing,” George said. “I remember Aunt Cathy bragging about it—you always got As in English.”

“I liked to read,” Kim said. “But I was terrible in math.”

“I’m the opposite,” Amina said.

Kim nodded. “Well, but I’m sure you’ll keep going with school. I get distracted—I’ve always been that way. I wanted to go to India, which turned out to be the best thing I ever did. Have you ever noticed that—the way the best and the worst things in your life can be all twisted up, so you couldn’t have done one without the other?”

It wasn’t that she didn’t understand Kim’s idea, but that she knew this kind of abstract talking made George uncomfortable. He didn’t mind discussing his feelings, or even her own, but he liked them to be presented in a rational way that emphasized cause and effect. She might say, “I feel down today because I miss my parents,” and that was fine, but he didn’t want to hear, for example, about her mother’s peculiar moods, which had started even before she left home and had no one discernible trigger. As she often did with her mother, she tried to bring Kim back around to the concrete.

“When did you go to India?”

“In ’99,” Kim said. “Just backpacking around with a girlfriend. We’d been cocktail waitressing together in Manhattan for a while—she’d heard you could live there on five dollars a day. We budgeted ten and figured we could stay six months at least. She went home after three, but I decided to go down to the yoga place in Mysore—we’d met this couple in Varanasi who told us about it. I got completely hooked, obviously. When my course was done I didn’t want to come back to New York, and someone said foreigners could get work as film extras in Bombay. And so I went up there.” Kim cradled her teacup in her hands and looked at the rug. “And that’s where I met Ashok.”

Amina was fascinated. She thought about the dinners with Eileen and Aunt Cathy: in spite of their friendliness, and the satisfaction she herself took in executing such a normal American responsibility, there were always moments of strained silence in which she could tell everyone was trying hard to think of something to say. In all of those dinners, she wondered that no one had ever brought up Kim’s history in India, or the man named Ashok she now mentioned as if Amina already knew who he was.

Because George was obviously not going to do it, Amina asked, “Who is Ashok?”

Kim looked up at George, almost as if he had betrayed her.

“Why would I go around talking about you? I don’t do that.”

Kim turned to Amina. “Your husband is very moral. But this is important. And I want you to know, because I hope we’re going to be really good friends.”

“Kim,” George said, a kind of warning.

Kim closed her eyes and took a deep breath—her inhalation and exhalation took so long that there seemed to be something indecent about watching it—and then opened her eyes and fixed them on Amina. “I met Ashok at the Mehboob Studio in Bombay. People had told me you could get a job easily, and they were right. The minute I showed up, they cast me in something that would start filming the next day. There were about twenty of us—long-term backpackers, mostly, and also a couple of yogis—and we were supposed to be lying around this hotel pool in our bathing suits, drinking cocktails. Of course the cocktails were colored water, and they were disappointed that more of us didn’t have two-piece bathing suits, but we were all there for long stays, trying to be really respectful of local culture—we were proud we’d left our bikinis at home. Anyway, we were supposed to be lying there when the hero came running through, chasing the bad guy, and then they were going to fall in the pool. Two of the girls had to be swimming in the pool and look all scared and surprised—but they didn’t pick me for that, thank God.” Kim looked down at her chest and smiled. “They picked the busty ones, and I’m like, a double-A.”

Amina looked at George, who had taken out his Palm Pilot and was scrolling through his messages. For once she didn’t mind his inattention—she was embarrassed herself by the mention of bikinis and bra sizes. Still, she was eager to hear the details of Kim’s story, which she was already imagining relating to her mother tonight in the remaining forty-seven minutes on her Hello Asia phone card.

“I remember I was disappointed when I saw the hero. He was kind of short, and he had this weird facial hair—I thought all those Bollywood stars were supposed to be really cute.”

Amina had to keep reminding herself that Kim was two years older than she was. A certain openness in her expression, compounded by an especially earnest way of speaking, made Amina feel like an older married woman listening to the adventures of a girl.

“And then I saw these two guys standing over in the corner. One of them was sort of thin and awkward, with a mustache, talking to the other one like he was trying to impress him, and the other one—of course the other one was Ashok.” Kim gave Amina a small, sad smile. “He was much better looking than the star—the most handsome man I’d ever seen. I’d sort of made friends with the girls lying on the chairs next to me, and they were making fun of me because I couldn’t stop staring at him. I’m not usually like that”—Kim looked at George, as if daring him to contradict her—“in spite of what my mother might tell you. But I felt like I had to find out who he was. There was a servant, a kid, really, who ran over and brought them sodas—we were all hungry and thirsty, but all we got was that colored water—and when he came back over to our side, the other girls waved him over and asked him. It turned out Ashok was the director’s son.”

Amina had finished her tea but didn’t know where to put her cup. George had set his carefully on the floor, undrunk, on top of a book with a red cover: Into the Heart of Truth. While Kim was talking it had gotten dark outside, in the uncannily sudden way of Rochester evenings.

“We should get going,” George said. “We’re going to hit the traffic.”

“On Saturday?”

“There’s always traffic down here.” George glanced at Kim. “I don’t know how you stand it.”

“I mostly walk or bike,” Kim said, getting up easily from her cross-legged position. “Everything I need is right here, even my studio.” She looked at Amina shyly, as if she were a celebrity Kim had been longing to meet. “I was thinking—tell me if this is too boring for you—but we’re looking for a new receptionist at Yoga Shanti. It’s probably not much more than minimum wage, but there would be perks—free classes and stuff. My guru is amazing, and I know he would love you.”

“Thank you,” Amina said. She imagined telling her mother that she was working in a yoga studio: it would be like saying she’d come to America and apprenticed herself to a Hindu priest. Although there was something very appealing about a job in this neighborhood, with someone she already knew, she was grateful to George for his habitual caution about jumping into things.

“Let’s wait and see once she has her green card. Convenience is going to be most important, since I’ll have to drive her.”

“I really wish you lived down here,” Kim said quietly, while George was using the bathroom. “Then we could meet all the time.”

Amina was touched by Kim’s overtures. After her failure with Min, the only women she’d met were Annie Snyder and Jessica. Annie was busy with her children, and according to George, Jessica had a very stressful administrative job at Strong Memorial Hospital. “Neither one of them is going to have a lot of time,” he’d told her. “Don’t take it personally.” She hadn’t taken it personally, but she had been disappointed, and she’d resigned herself to the fact that she would have no hope of meeting anyone before she got a job. She was almost glad for that disappointment now, since it made Kim’s enthusiasm even more thrilling: the most interesting person she had met in Rochester was also the one who wanted to be her friend.

When they got in the car, George was quiet, but he didn’t seem sorry to be leaving. They had been planning to go to a restaurant for dinner, but once they got back on Monroe Avenue, George asked whether she would mind just picking up a pizza on their way home. Amina said she wouldn’t mind.

“Kim is wonderful,” she said. “Thank you for taking me to meet her.” Sometimes George said nothing, and in order to continue the conversation, she had to play both parts, at least until something she said elicited a response. She thought that was better than having a husband who couldn’t keep his mouth shut, the kind of boasting, posturing husband she might have found in Desh.

“And she’s very beautiful.”

“Do you think so?”

“Of course—don’t you?”

“She’s my cousin.” George sounded slightly offended. “I don’t know what it’s like over there, but we don’t think of cousins that way.”

“We don’t think of cousins that way either,” she said quickly. “At least modern city people don’t.” Amina thought of Nasir. “But Kim isn’t your real cousin—you said she was adopted.”

“That’s where all her problems come from.”

“Does she have many problems?”

George gave an expressive snort. “She means well, but she’s too forward. You’ve heard this expression, ‘dirty laundry’? She’ll tell you all her business the first time she meets you.” He turned up the heat, and a blast of hot air shot out around Amina’s legs. She put her hands up to the vents greedily, and for once George didn’t say anything about “allowing the mechanism to do its job.” The car heater was one of the small Rochester pleasures that she couldn’t have imagined before she left Bangladesh; she loved the feeling of being sealed into the cocoon of the Honda, looking out at the lights of the city, which were sharp and distinct in the cold, so different from the hot, hazy nights at home. She found that George was most relaxed when he was driving, and there was no better time to ask delicate questions than when he was keeping his eyes on the road.

“How come you didn’t tell me about Ashok?”

“Is it important?”

“It’s interesting,” Amina said. “That is why I’m surprised you didn’t tell me.”

“I’ve known Kim since she was a kid. All that drama doesn’t seem so interesting to me anymore.”

“Oh but it is,” Amina said. “Did he become her boyfriend, do you know?”

“I think they were married,” George said.

“Married!”

“Briefly. But in some kind of ceremony over there, so I don’t know if it was really legal once they got back here.”

Amina was startled. “They came here together?”

“They came back so that he could do a business degree—at NYU—that’s New York University, in Manhattan.”

“I know that.”

“They were living together there—Kim had a bunch of temp jobs. Please don’t ever mention this in front of Cathy, though.”

“Her mother didn’t know?”

“Oh, she knew. But she was furious, and so they weren’t talking. And then after he went back to India, Kim didn’t want to admit it to her mom. She stayed in Manhattan for a little while—she was a mess—and then she finally decided to move back here. But even after she got to Rochester, she didn’t get in touch with her mother. It took her four months to call Cathy.”

“But she talked to you.”

George nodded and adjusted the vents now that the car had warmed up: he didn’t like the heat as much as she did. “It was awkward—I was caught in the middle.” He sounded aggrieved and slightly resentful, as if it were Amina who had put him in that situation.

“But why didn’t she go back with him? I mean, if they were married?”

“Who knows? Why do women do anything they do? Except for you,” George amended, as he always did. “You’re logical.”

“Thank you. I had to be practical because of our circumstances in Desh,” Amina said. “That is how I learned it.” She waited another moment, but when George didn’t say anything, she ventured another question.

“Is it very common, not talking with your parents?”

“Common enough.”

“I can’t imagine not talking to my parents.”

“Mm,” said George, who was probably calculating the expense of a lifetime of phone cards.

“Sometimes I’m afraid about raising children in America.” She looked at George, whose face was defined by the dashboard lights. She thought he looked suddenly and surprisingly handsome, as well as more uncertain than she’d ever seen him.

“You’re right to worry. The schools are terrible, and the values they’re getting at home are probably even worse.” George’s voice became more confident. “All the TV and video games, hardly a book in the house. Did you know that forty-four percent of American children watch television right before bed?”

“I was thinking of myself more. Maybe that our child would wish he had two American parents. Perhaps he would be angry at me, the way Kim is angry at Aunt Cathy.”

But George didn’t seem to be listening. “There should be a test for people before they become parents.”

“Do you think we would pass the test?”

George looked at her quickly, and then away. “Of course. You want children, right?”

Amina felt her face getting hot in the dark, as if she and George hadn’t already spent seven months sleeping in the same bed. “Yes.”

“We should wait until you’re settled. Until we know about your classes, what the requirements are.”

She thought of her mother, without whom she’d couldn’t imagine having a baby. It would be three years before Amina could get her citizenship, in 2008; only then could her parents apply for the immigrant visas they would need to become permanent residents in the United States.

“I would like to work for some time first, to save money,” she said.

“Don’t worry about the money,” George said. But he didn’t push her. “We have a few years, anyway. I want you to feel ready.”

A moment later he reached over and patted her knee, before returning his hand to the wheel.

13The green card came the last Monday of September. In the evenings George drove Amina around to different stores and restaurants, and in each place she filled out an application. Then she began to wait. The housework took perhaps an hour and a half of her time, if she stretched it out, and then there were eight more hours until George got home from work. She watched more television than she liked to admit, especially movies, which George thought were good for “cultural acclimatization.” Amina liked romantic comedies, and after she had seen one or two a day for three weeks—her favorites were Sleepless in Seattle, Mystic Pizza, and Pretty Woman—she began to consider what it was she found so appealing about them. It wasn’t the expensive trappings of these onscreen courtships, she decided, but the foreign idea of a decisive moment—some gesture meaningful only to the couple involved—so that even if they were in a crowd of people the proposal was personal and unique.

Of course it was always different in real life. Only a few days into his visit to Bangladesh, she and George had begun to talk about things that it would be necessary to do “if” Amina were to come to America; after several of those conversations, the “if” had become “when,” and then two days before he was supposed to leave, George had produced a gray felt pouch from the money belt he wore around his chest. The ring was a family heirloom, and that was why he didn’t want her to wear it until they got home to Rochester.

George had unsnapped the pouch and shook its contents into his palm. The ring was a large, round diamond, flanked by two bright, triangular baguettes. The band was platinum, which was part of what made it look so foreign: she’d never pictured a wedding ring as anything but gold.

“Do you like it?”

“It’s beautiful.” She could tell that the diamond was large and expensive, and so she was surprised by the plainness of the design. She knew her mother and her aunts would be impressed by its value rather than its beauty, although her cousin Ghaniyah might find it attractively “international.” Amina touched the stone with one finger, discovering that she was both eager to wear it and relieved that she wouldn’t have to wear it here at home.

Her parents had gone to visit an elderly relation of her mother’s in Lalmatia, leaving Amina and George alone together for the first time.

“Try it on,” he encouraged her, and so she’d put the ring on her finger. It was certainly striking, but it was much too big for her, and its effect was to make her finger look small and dry, like a child who’d been playing in the dust.

“We’ll have to have it adjusted.” George hesitated a moment. “You don’t want me to get down on one knee or anything?”

“We don’t really do that here,” Amina said.

George nodded, relieved. Then he leaned over and kissed her on the mouth, so quickly that she hardly had time to register that it had happened. Her new fiancé’s face flushed in a surprisingly dramatic way.

“I won’t say ‘I love you’ now.”

Amina nodded. She’d never heard anyone say “I love you” to a romantic partner, except on television. Certainly her parents never did. Occasionally a girl at Maple Leaf had said “I love him” of a pop singer or movie actor while her friends rolled their eyes and shook their heads.

“I think people say it too much these days, until it doesn’t mean anything. I think it should just come out naturally, when you really feel it.”

“That makes sense,” Amina said, because some response seemed to be required.

George smiled. “I’m glad we agree about this stuff,” he said, and then he leaned forward to kiss her more deeply, putting one hand on her waist and the other on the back of her neck. The kiss lasted a long time, and George’s tongue was very much involved in it, and because the thought of her parents coming home and seeing this happening was so unimaginable, she felt as if a small part of her were already somewhere else.

When she got to Rochester, he had shown her the safe he’d installed on the floor of the closet, where he kept the title to their house as well as the appraisal papers for the ring. She was shocked when she saw that the ring was worth nearly ten thousand dollars and suggested to George that they keep it in the safe along with the papers.

George had laughed. “That’s actually a good idea,” he said, “except my mother and everyone will want to see you wearing it.” He smiled. “Me, too.”

She checked her e-mail constantly, but for the first two weeks she heard nothing from the stores where she had applied. She knew she would have to take anything that was conveniently located, since George would have to drop her off on the way to work. But when she thought about telling her parents about a job, Amina said a silent, extra prayer: Please, she asked God in the empty hours of the morning as she dusted the picture frames and pulled every blade of grass from the flower beds around the house, please let this job be something respectable and clean—selling housewares, for example, or gardening supplies—rather than anything to do with animals or serving food.

Here was something she had noticed about God. He often granted one prayer when you were making another or gave you something you’d asked for in the past, long after you had stopped wanting it. When she opened her e-mail on Friday morning, she found four new messages: three that were probably junk, and one from Nuddin786@yahoo.com. She clicked on the message almost without thinking and was startled to see her nickname. These days, it was only in phone calls with her parents that anyone used it.

Dear Munni,

Assalamu alaikum! I bet you are surprised to hear from me. Well, after our last meeting I was afraid you are angry. So I have waited some time to mail you. But yesterday I went to visit your parents and they welcomed me very nicely. We sat for two hours talking about you and your success in America. I am glad to hear of it! And I pray for your green card and work permit to arrive soon.

Here the days are cloudy, but no rain. I am working now, at Golden Horn Internet, Inc. Our boss is a Turkish man, very good. There is also a small mosque in the basement of our building. Three of our office mates pray there with me, but five others are not regular. Your parents tell me it is difficult for you to observe the correct prayer timings, so am sending you this link (www.qibla.org) where you can find the timings for Rochester. Please look at it straightaway!

Do you read the Daily Star? Myself, I still follow BBC Online. (You know I do not love England, but I have some love for BBC.) You will laugh to hear that I even enjoy the music from their television broadcasts! That was my favorite time of day over there—me and my flatmates eating together in front of the television, watching BBC for news and the cricket. Every time I hear the music, I am thinking, “Well, I have survived another day.” Munni, I wonder if you ever have these thoughts?

Just this week on BBC I am reading that the U.S. Senate voted for rights of prisoners in Guantanamo and Iraq. But U.S. president Bush still opposes that! They say the U.S. people are starting to know of the crimes their government is committing, and the president is growing unpopular. I wonder, how could they not know of them when they have seen reports and pictures? I am curious to hear what you think.

Your mother and father have told me that you were married in a mosque. Tell me, was it the same ICR I wrote for you on a paper, the last night I visited in Mohammadpur? Walking down the lane to your parents’ home, I was thinking of past-Munni and present-Munni, trying to make a bridge between the two. It is difficult!

Please write soon. Allah Hafez,

Nasir

She read the message three times, and then she went into the kitchen to clean the dishes. She didn’t like the dirty dishes to sit in the dishwasher, especially since it took the two of them so long to fill it up, and ordinarily she just washed them by hand. Today she found herself wedging the plates between the plastic prongs, sometimes knocking one carelessly against its neighbor. Had Nasir omitted the final part of his mail, she could have simply dismissed him. What country on earth didn’t have terrible secrets? Certainly their own was no exception. It was the people you had to judge when you were talking about a country, and someone like Nasir—who had gone to England, but only lived in an apartment with other Deshis, working at a Deshi business and eating curry at home with his Deshi flatmates—would never understand the place where he had lived. It was no wonder he’d run back home at the first opportunity.

She would tell him she didn’t read any paper (except sometimes the headlines on MSN) and that she couldn’t stand depressing news.

If he mentioned any of that business again, she would put his e-mail address on her blocked list, and that would be the end of their correspondence. But she wondered if she would have the strength to discard any message from home, when the time between George’s departure for work and his return was so long. It was not a question of “surviving,” because she was perfectly happy—or at least she would be once she found a job. As it was, she couldn’t escape the fact that she needed something to fill up all of those hours.

Her teenage feelings for Nasir were deep in the past; still, she was shocked to read such a perfect expression of the way she thought about herself. She struggled to find some connection between the girl she so often imagined at home in her parents’ apartment and this American wife, using the dishwasher and the washing machine, checking her e-mail on the living room computer. The task was made more difficult by the fact that there was no one in Rochester who’d known that past-Munni, and no one back at home who knew the present one. Sometimes she wondered whether the two girls would simply grow farther and farther apart, until one day they didn’t even recognize each other.

14For a week there were “no new messages from your contacts,” and then they all came at once: some information from MCC, responding to her e-mail about their teaching certification program; a message from her cousin Ghaniyah, who announced that she was engaged to be married; and, most important, an e-mail from the Human Resources Department of MediaWorks, giving her a number to call at their Henrietta location. Amina called right away and spoke to a man named Carl, who confirmed the amazing news. She, Amina Mazid Stillman, had an American job: she was a sales associate at MediaWorks in the South Town Plaza.

She knew George was glad that she wanted to work: he told everybody how he couldn’t manage to keep her at home. He also said that he hoped their schedule wouldn’t change after she started her job. George was the manager of his team at work, and he liked to arrive a little early. He liked to get organized, check his e-mail, and drink his coffee before anyone else arrived. He explained to Amina that managing people was about gaining their trust, and that his team members respected him for being punctual. Once you gained your team’s respect, managing them was easy; but if you ever lost it, you could never get it back.

George was happiest if he could leave the house by six thirty, which meant that their alarm went off at five thirty. He got up and took a shower: he was a morning person, unlike Amina, and he never hit the snooze button.

“What’s the snooze button?” she had asked when she’d first arrived, and George couldn’t believe that she’d never had an alarm before. She’d had her mother, who woke up with the azaan. Amina could sleep through even the most insistent call to prayer, and her mother always came into her room after her own prayers were finished. Then Amina would wash and pray while her mother made her an omelet. It was only after she had the thin, slightly sugared “mumlet,” fried in ghee—which she couldn’t reproduce in Rochester even with the same ingredients—that she was really awake.

She loved the idea of the snooze button, temptingly larger than all the others, but she could never use it. Now she got up and fixed George’s Chex and banana (he did not like eggs so early in the morning) and poured his Tropicana orange juice. George had his breakfast in his bathrobe, and then he changed into his khakis and shirt: short-sleeved now that the weather was finally warm again. She was disappointed to find that he didn’t need to wear a tie; she’d been under the impression that every American man wore a tie to work, unless his job was in a restaurant or a shop.

She felt lucky to have gotten a job that had nothing to do with food. She’d called her parents as soon as she heard:

“A bookstore,” she told her father. “Books and CDs and all types of media.”

“She’s in charge of selling books,” she heard her father say, and then her mother grabbed the phone and wanted to know her salary.

“Seven dollars and fifteen cents per hour,” she said, and even her parents knew that wasn’t much, but they converted it—521 taka per hour—almost twice what she’d been making as an English tutor at home. Amina knew that as soon as her mother hung up the phone, she would call her sister, Amina’s Devil Aunt, to tell her about the bookstore. The conversations were shorter when Amina called home because phone cards were so much more expensive in Rochester.

“Good luck,” George said as he dropped her off in front of the shopping mall on the first day. She was wearing the black trousers she’d had tailored at home, along with a gray cardigan sweater Jessica had given her (because it made Jessica’s hips look “a mile wide”). Amina knew she was pretty: she’d never liked her nose, but since arriving in America she’d begun to appreciate her eyes, large and heavily lashed, and the fullness of her lips. When her curls were kept under control, people here admired them. Her skin was clear, and she’d never felt the need for makeup. Even her Devil Aunt had often praised Amina’s figure, slightly disparaging her own daughter Ghaniyah, who had smaller breasts and a thicker waist. This morning she had looked in the mirror and found herself somber and unfeminine, but at breakfast her husband had smiled and said that she looked great—that she was turning into a real Rochesterian.

George had given her his watch so that she could be sure of the time, but even with the strap as short as they could make it, the watch was as loose as a bangle. It was good to arrive five minutes early, but twenty minutes made you seem desperate. Amina knew the way her English could sabotage her when she was intimidated, and so she walked slowly past the shops—Linens ’n Things, OfficeMax, Bare Necessities—as if she were interested in their contents, practicing an introduction in her head. Hi (not “hello”) I’m (not “I am”) Amina. I’m a new sales associate. I’m starting today. Is Carl in, please?

She was standing in front of Old Navy when she realized it was 7:54. Where was MediaWorks? She’d been so focused on using up the time that she’d forgotten to locate her destination. She looked up into the cavern of stores, but there were so many of them. Why had she assumed she would just come upon it?

She approached one of the janitors outside a restaurant. “MediaWorks?”

The janitor looked at her blankly and shook his head. “No English.” He pointed to the sign next to the escalator, and Amina went to stand in front of it, but with little hope. She was good with maps, but these color-coded, floating rectangles were foreign to her, tiny black numbers running like spiders around their edges. She could find Old Navy, number 12, but what was 12 doing next to number 3? Where was Jo-Ann Fabrics, which was just on the other side of the escalators, but represented by no rectangle she could see?

It was like a nightmare. She had a physical sensation of panic; if she’d had to describe it, she would’ve said it was in her stomach—although it was more like a lightness in her sexual organ, a feeling that sometimes came upon her at surprising moments (unfortunately not when she was doing that with George). She could hear her mother’s voice, Inshallah, but it wasn’t God’s presence she felt. It was her mother’s, hovering beside her just as she had every day Amina visited the British Council, traveling all the way there and back with her by rickshaw so that Amina wouldn’t have to go alone.

Amma, she thought, where are you?

A girl stepped onto the escalator. She was about Amina’s age, skinny, with very white skin and straight black hair. She was wearing heavy black eye makeup and drinking from an enormous fast-food cup of soda. Black rubber bracelets snaked around one arm, and as the girl rose in Amina’s direction, she could make out an elaborate bit of Chinese writing peeking out of the collar of the girl’s red polo shirt. She did not look friendly, but it was 7:58 (by George’s watch), and Amina had already resolved to ask for help. The girl saw her looking and frowned; she was stepping off the escalator before Amina recognized the miracle. She had doubted, and God had sent this girl—across whose right breast, in bright yellow letters, was spelled the name MEDIAWORKS.

“Excuse me! MediaWorks?”

“Doesn’t open till nine.” She was wearing a name tag that said, LISA, GREECE. Amina had never met a Greek person before, but the badge gave her confidence. Lisa was an immigrant, but she was white; therefore the job was a good one. She hoped that a similar badge had already been prepared for her: AMINA, BANGLADESH.

“Hello,” Amina said. “I am new sales associate. Carl—”

“Oh, Carl,” the girl said. Her voice was pleasant and ordinary, and immediately Amina hoped that she might make a friend. She imagined George’s surprise, to see her hopping out of the car in the morning, waving to a girl with a Chinese letter tattooed on her neck.

“I’m Lisa. You can come with me.”

“Thank you so much!” Lisa looked at her strangely, and Amina struggled to calm herself. She was not going to be late after all. “Have you been working at MediaWorks very long?”

“My whole freakin’ life. It feels that way, anyway. Don’t worry—it’s all inventory at the beginning, but after a while they put you on the floor. I’m not sure which is worse, though—the customers are so stupid. It’s like, they want to exchange movies they’ve already watched.”

They were approaching MediaWorks, which was right across the atrium, one floor above where she’d been standing. Amina couldn’t believe she’d missed it. Her heartbeat was doing its trick again, traveling all over her body as if it were on vacation. Slow down, she instructed it. You only got one chance to begin your first American job, and Amina wanted to be proud of the way she had behaved.

“How many shifts did they give you?”

“Three,” Amina said.

Lisa shook her head. “You’ll get more. They’re just testing you. Even Ethan gets more than that, and he’s a disaster. Personally I think they hired you so they could fire him, as soon as they’re sure you’ll work out. Last week he asked me to cover the beginning of his shift so he could go out and buy Plan B for his girlfriend. I mean, seriously? That’s totally TMI.”

Amina smiled and nodded at Lisa, but her ignorance was clear. “Hey, where are you from, anyway?”

“Dhaka, Bangladesh,” Amina said, and when Lisa looked blank: “It’s near India—and China. Excuse me, but what does that say?” Lisa touched her neck. “This?”

A man’s voice called out from inside the store. “Lisa—get in here!”

“It was supposed to be ‘fire,’ but the guy fucked it up and did the one next to it in the book. So now it’s ‘love,’ and I can’t afford a freakin’ do-over.”

“Lisa! Do you get paid to hang out with your friends?”

“The wonderful Carl,” Lisa said. “Come on, I’ll introduce you.”

“ ‘Love’ is nice,” Amina said, as she followed Lisa into the store.

15She and George had practiced taking the bus from the South Town Plaza, and in the afternoons, it stopped near enough to Skytop Lane that she could walk home on her own. It was a cloudy but temperate autumn day, nearly fifteen degrees—no matter how long Amina lived here, she thought her brain would never recalibrate to Fahrenheit—and she lingered on the way home, taking pleasure in having completed her first day without any obvious errors and examining the unfamiliar plantings in other people’s front yards. When she came through the back door, her father was shouting into the answering machine. He spoke English in his messages, with great effort:

How is day one! Your amma is fine! I am fine! How is George? Please you are calling us soon, using the card!

Amina dropped her bag and got to the phone just in time. “Abba, Abba—I’m here.”

“She’s there!” her father shouted, and then her mother grabbed the phone and started asking questions. Amina explained about Lisa and the Chinese tattoo and Carl, whom Lisa hated but who wasn’t actually that bad. She explained about inventory, which she had done for seven hours, earning $50.05 (minus $13.95 for her MediaWorks polo shirt). She told her mother how Lisa loved Diet Pepsi, and how she’d bought two more large cups of it during the day, along with chow mein from the food court. Amina had brought leftover prawn curry in a Tupperware and so she’d had to explain about Tupperware, and promise to bring some for her mother the first time she went home to visit. Her mother repeated to her father the prices of the polo shirt and Lisa’s lunch, and then her father took back his phone.

“Your amma doesn’t want to tell you,” he said, and Amina could hear her mother arguing in the background. “We went to the doctor, and she is fine.” Her father switched to English: “Only it is hard for her to keep the weight on, no matter how much shondesh she eats.” This was a joke, because her mother loved that particular sweet, especially the very soft, pure white Satkhira shondesh with its crunchy grains of sugar that they stopped to buy every time they visited her grandmother. “I try to make her eat bananas, but she only likes the village type. And now she has seen fitness exercises on television, and is practicing them every day.”

“The clean air in Rochester will improve her appetite,” Amina promised, without much conviction. It was a discouraging time to talk about their plan. Of course the plan was for the future, and her parents had always understood that it depended upon George. Before she’d left home, Amina had e-mailed George to ask about old people in America. A lot of the things she’d heard about America had turned out not to be true: teenagers did not have sex in public; the majority of black people were not criminals (George had several black colleagues at TCE); and although most American women had jobs, there were also some like Annie Snyder who stayed at home with their children. Amina had wondered if the perversely named old-age “homes” would turn out to be a similar sort of myth, but George had confirmed their existence. If an old person stayed in his own home, sometimes a person would be hired by the family members to care for him.

“A servant, you mean.”

“We say nurse. Or ‘caretaker.’ But most people can’t afford that. Most old people wind up in homes.” George had agreed with her that it was very sad, the way that Americans shut up their parents and grandparents even when there was nothing wrong with them, and Amina had reported that attitude back to her parents.

Amina’s mother had been excited when they read on the Internet about the cost of babysitting in America: think of the money Amina and George would save if she looked after her grandchildren for free. Her father could take care of the yard, and if her mother did the cooking and the shopping, Amina would have time to work more hours. It all made perfect sense in Desh, especially when George told Amina that there were three bedrooms in his house.

What she hadn’t understood until George had explained it was that Americans didn’t like to live with anybody besides their spouses and their children. George’s own mother, Eileen, was sixty-six years old, perfectly healthy, and soon after the wedding had startled Amina by acquiring a boyfriend named Bob. If she eventually couldn’t manage to live in her house in Brighton, George had promised to help her find an apartment somewhere in Pittsford. He and Amina would help her, he said, but Amina shouldn’t worry that his mother would ever want to move in with them—even though they had those two extra bedrooms upstairs. “She’s too independent for that,” he had told her, as if this unnatural refusal made him proud. They had still never discussed her own parents directly, and she cherished the hope that George might feel differently about a pair of older people who had no interest in being “independent” but just wanted to be near their only child. She and George didn’t disagree very often, but when they did it was always because of “cultural differences”—a phrase so useful in forestalling arguments that she felt sorry for those couples who couldn’t employ it.

“Don’t worry,” her father said. “The cool weather is coming. I’m going to take her to the village and fatten her up. Shondesh and bananas, shondesh and bananas, morning, noon, and night.”

“I miss you so much,” she told her mother, when she got on the phone to say good-bye. “I missed you at my job today.”

“English, English!” her mother insisted. “I am practicing.”

And so Amina had to keep it simple. “Four bananas per day,” she instructed her mother. “Four bananas and five plates of shondesh.”

16She showed George her badge as soon as he came in the door. “It says ‘Pittsford’—as if they think I was born here.” Carl knew where she was born—she’d had to give him a photocopy of her green card—but she thought someone else was probably in charge of making the badges. It was possible that this person couldn’t spell “Bangladesh” or, like Lisa, had never even heard of it.

“It doesn’t make a difference where you were born,” George said. “It’s where you live now that counts.”

She was making a chicken pulao, even though there was leftover curry in the refrigerator. She wanted to show George that things wouldn’t change now that she was working, and so she had decided to make something fresh. The curry would last for days in their enormous GE refrigerator, and you never had to worry about the current going out.

“Lisa is my colleague, and her badge says ‘Greece.’ But I think she’s been living in Rochester for some time.”

George laughed out loud—a rare thing. “Do you know where Greece is?”

Amina was offended, and she added too much paprika to the rice. “Of course. Underneath Italy, in the Aegean Sea.” By the time Amina was seven, she could find every country on the tablecloth. (The cloth didn’t have every country in the world, because it had been made from outdated maps; for example, Bangladesh was missing, still one wing of bright green Pakistan.) One day she’d come home from school to find that her father had covered all of the country names with thin, white tape; after that, she’d had to do it from memory.

“Nope,” George said. “Let me show you.” He went out to the garage to get the Rand McNally StreetFinder, and put it down in the least convenient place, right where she was slicing the vegetables. She was still irritated as he flipped through the pages, but it turned out he was right: in the top, left-hand corner of the map, bisected by highway 390, was a town called Greece.

“You’d probably meet some Bengali people if we lived there.”

“There are Bengalis in Lisa’s neighborhood?” She had seen a lot of Indians at Wegmans, and once on the sidewalk near Home Depot she had passed an old woman in a sari and sweater, speaking Bangla into a cell phone, but she’d never actually been introduced to anyone who wasn’t white.

“There are more immigrants there than in Pittsford.”

“How much does an apartment cost there?”

“Depends. You know that.”

“An apartment for your mother, when she gets old.”

“She’d want to be here, or in Brighton.”

“But if she wanted to live in Greece.”

George shook his head and tugged playfully at her braid. She plaited her hair at home now because he’d said he liked it, although she hadn’t worn it that way for years. “Little Miss Curious. Maybe eight hundred dollars a month, if it was just one bedroom. My mother might want two.”

As George revealed these facts, Amina stored them up, so that she wouldn’t have to ask again. She knew that together they would pay 25 percent of their income in taxes each year, and that some of this money was deducted from her paychecks in advance. The rest was called her take-home pay. If she continued sending half of this to Bangladesh (my “send-home pay,” she joked to George), it would take years to save enough so that her parents could rent their own apartment in Rochester. If she had to pay their rent, she would never be able to contribute anything toward the cost of college, nor would she be able to cut down her hours once they had a child without relying heavily on George for her parents’ maintenance.

They had been eating in silence for several minutes when Amina remembered the other question she’d wanted to ask.

“It’s an expression,” George said. “You can figure it out—it just means a second plan you come up with in case the first one doesn’t work out.”

“Is there any other kind of Plan B? A kind you can buy at a store?”

George looked up from his plate. “Oh my God, Amina. Are you—?” Her husband didn’t finish his sentence, and she didn’t know how to do it for him. Something she’d said had drained what little color there was from his skin.

“You are?”

“I am—what?”

“Pregnant?” It came out as a whisper. “But why would you want to—”

“Want to?”

“Use Plan B!” George exclaimed. “I thought we said we wanted a child.”

“We do,” Amina said.

“But when did you miss your period?”

“I had it three weeks ago.”

“So why do you think you’re pregnant? Did you take a test?”

“I don’t think I am.”

George managed to look both relieved and exasperated at once. “Then why are you asking about Plan B?”

“Lisa mentioned about it. She says another colleague bought it for his girlfriend.”

“ ‘Mentioned it,’ ” George said. “No ‘about.’ God, don’t scare me like that.”

“But what is it?”

“It’s an abortion pill. You use it after you have sex, if you think you’ve had … an accident.” He set down his fork and put one of his hands on top of Amina’s. “I’m sorry, but you really threw me. I thought you were saying you wanted an abortion. I didn’t think your religion even allowed that.”

She always felt slightly offended when George referred to Islam as “her religion,” failing to acknowledge that it would eventually belong to both of them. He hadn’t gone back on his promise to convert, but he still often spoke of Islam with the same kind of timidity his mother and his aunt employed, as if her faith were a wild animal whose behavior couldn’t be reliably predicted.

“In Islam you may use contraception for good reason,” she said. “Financial hardship or the mother’s health. Most people I knew at home used it. But abortion is very bad.”

“I don’t believe in it either,” George said firmly. “It’s all right for other people—I’m not a maniac like Cathy—but not in my family.”

“Aunt Cathy does not believe in abortion?”

“No way—she’s a crusader. She marches and everything.” George adjusted his glasses the way he always did when he was getting ready to explain something. “The issue’s been blown out of proportion in this country, because it’s simple enough for everyone to understand. It’s just a way to choose sides. I understand that people make mistakes, and I respect their choices. But that kind of thing won’t happen to you and me.”

She didn’t tell George that she had been an accident—a happy one, her parents always said, but nevertheless an accident that had almost killed her mother. The birth, which had happened in the village in the traditional manner, without her father present, had been so difficult that they had feared for her mother’s life. She had presented in the breech position, and after nearly two days of labor, the midwife had suggested that the baby be dismembered, sacrificed so that her mother might live. No one had said “live to bear sons,” but at that point it was already clear that the baby was a girl. Her mother had been beyond speech, and if not for her brother Emdad, the midwife might have been allowed to make the decision. Emdad had suggested that they wait another hour, and ten minutes later Amina had been born, not only alive but screaming.

Her mother often said that she had been a miracle, and it wasn’t fair to expect God to provide them another in their lifetime. They had made their plans themselves, exhausting A, B, C, and D before they had finally hit on one that worked. And now here she was in America, serving her husband a second helping of chicken pulao. In another three years her parents might be here, too, with a baby asleep in a solid American cradle upstairs. It was not impossible, she thought, as George complimented her on the meal. There were several paths to everything, and some of them were hidden when you started out. Her mother would say that God created those paths, but to Amina it seemed as if the paths were there; it was only that you needed God to help you find them.

17Once she started working they got into a pattern, having sex twice a week: once over the weekend, and once during the week. It wasn’t always on the same days, but the intervals were similar. If it happened on a Sunday, it would often happen again on Thursday; if it were Friday, the next time would be a Monday or Tuesday. Normally it began with George suggesting they go to bed earlier than usual. Once they were there, in their pajamas with their teeth brushed, he would turn to her and ask if she was tired. If she didn’t want to, she could simply say that she was, and he would accept it without protest. Normally, though, she didn’t refuse. It didn’t hurt the way it once had, nor did it give her any kind of physical pleasure. Her satisfaction came instead from the knowledge that she’d mastered a previously intimidating facet of adult life.

They had done it on Sunday night, and so she was surprised when he turned to her on Monday, later than usual.

“Are you tired?”

“A little,” she said, not looking at him. Did he really mean to do it again tonight? Mondays were always the hardest for her; she was shyest with Lisa and Carl, as if there was a part of her that started a new job all over again at the beginning of each week. She made a point of preparing food in advance on Sunday afternoons, so that she wouldn’t have to cook when she got home the next day. She had a book open on her lap, The Secret Life of Bees, which George’s mother had recommended, but she hadn’t really been reading; she was just waiting for him to finish with his own book and turn out the light.

George put his hand on hers so that she had to meet his eyes. “You don’t like it.”

“I have always enjoyed reading novels,” she said. “It’s only that Mondays are tiring for me.”

“Not the book,” he said impatiently. “I mean, you know, us—together—having sex.” She could see that he was embarrassed because the lines on his forehead deepened and joined in the middle. “I’m doing something wrong.”

This idea was so surprising that Amina failed to say anything.

“I don’t have a lot of experience either,” he said. “I’ve never told that to anyone, but I guess I should now. There were only three girls before you.”

“What is the normal amount?” She didn’t mean to tease him, but George looked stung.

“It depends. One of those girls had been with ten people before me—and she was only twenty-five.”

“And is she married now?”

“Oh yeah,” George said. “She got married way before I did. And moved away.”

“Who was she?” Amina asked eagerly. She had always been curious about George’s sexual life before he met her; it was something her mother had wanted her to ascertain in advance, but Amina had drawn the line at that kind of question.

“It doesn’t matter anymore,” George said. “I just wish I knew how to make you—you know, when we’re doing that.”

“I am doing something wrong?”

George shook his head. “Make it good for you. I wish I’d asked someone—I mean, before. But American girls expect you to be experienced. And I hate talking about it.”

“Me, too,” Amina said. “I didn’t even like when my girlfriends talked about it at home.”

“That’s how I feel—it’s private.” They had turned off the overhead light, and only the reading lamps were lit. “I like your shoulders,” he said suddenly.

“My shoulders?”

“They’re so small and perfect. And then—” He touched her shoulder, and ran two fingers down over her collarbone, very gently along the side of her left breast. She needed a small in everything in Rochester, but she’d observed that American women her size didn’t have breasts like hers; they pressed against the thin cotton in a way she knew excited him.

“That shape. Don’t worry—I know we did it last night. I’m just saying—you’re really beautiful.”

“We can,” she said, and was rewarded by his expression.

“But I want to do something for you—I mean, I want to make you come.”

“Come where?”

George looked at her. “Are you kidding?”

She thought he was about to laugh at her and she resented it. “No.”

“You know—what happens to me.”

“What?”

“I mean, at the end.”

“How could I do that?”

He did laugh. “It’s different. Look.” He pulled her down on the bed so they were lying next to each other. Then he put his hand inside her underpants.

“Could we turn out the light?”

“Could we leave it on?” he said. “You’re so pretty. You can close your eyes if you don’t want to look at me.”

“I didn’t mean—” she began, and then she closed them. What George was doing didn’t feel bad, although she wished he weren’t watching her. She tried to think of something else, and what appeared was a picture that had come to her sometimes at home, when she was in the apartment alone, studying. She had imagined a man coming toward her through the lush green fields of a tea plantation—she thought she must have gotten it from an old movie. The man didn’t have any recognizable features; she was rather seeing herself through his eyes, as they sank down to the ground and caressed each other. First the man would unbutton her jeans (in this fantasy, she had always been wearing the jeans she did not yet own), sliding his hand between the denim and her panties. She tried to concentrate on George here in her bedroom in Rochester, but the stranger returned; somehow the fact that she was picturing the wrong man, in the wrong place, increased her excitement, and she moaned audibly.

“Oh my God,” he said. “You’re going to come.”

But she did not. When he was finished she could tell he was disappointed he hadn’t managed to do what he’d intended, and she put her head in the hollow just below his shoulder, so that they might lie together without having to look at each other. He took her hand and wrapped it across his chest, so that they were even more closely intertwined.

“It’s also called ‘climax,’ ” he said, resuming a lecturing tone that was comforting in its familiarity. “I’m doing something wrong. But if we keep practicing I’m sure we’ll get it.”

It was 11:30, and she knew she would be exhausted at work in the morning, but strangely she didn’t mind.

“Just not on Mondays,” she said. “I’m so tired.”

“Mondays will be abstinence day,” George said. “Abstinence makes the heart grow fonder—that’s something they used to tell us in sex ed. That’s sex education—we used to have to go every week.”

Amina lifted her head to look at him. “In school?”

“But they didn’t teach us the stuff you really need to know.” George stroked her arm slowly, from shoulder to wrist, and suddenly she thought of how different it would be if her parents were in the bedroom next door. They would have to whisper and keep the lights off the whole time.

“I love you,” George said, and Amina didn’t hesitate:

“I love you, too.”

18Her parents might have met each other earlier, if not for the war. In March of 1971, when it began, her father was a twenty-year-old engineering student at Rajshahi University. Abdul Mazid and Nasir’s father, Noresh, had been two of the first to put down their names when the university had issued the call for volunteers. As college students with engineering training, they’d been sent to Dehradun, the famous Indian military academy in Uttar Pradesh, for guerrilla training. They learned to operate the Indian self-loading rifles, as well as light and submachine guns, and drilled with explosives and grenades. Noresh was bored by the strategy sessions with the Indian officers, but Abdul Mazid had a knack for thinking several steps ahead; he always seemed to have the answer their instructor was looking for. He befriended the Deshi commander of his own district as well, and when the commander returned to Khulna, both Abdul Mazid and Noresh went with him. Amina’s father, her mother often told her, had been the bravest man in his company, once begging the commander to be allowed to mount a dawn raid on a fortified Pakistani forest camp. Her father had fought so fiercely, and inspired his men so successfully, that they’d routed the Pakistani unit with only twelve men, taking four POWs, a cache of G3 “tak-doom” rifles, and a carton of King Stork cigarettes. No less than Lieutenant General Sagat Singh, the Indian IV Corps Commander, had sent congratulations to her father from the front.

Abdul Mazid and Noresh fought for six months together, during which time Amina’s father assumed command of the unit. When he was wounded during a guerrilla operation, blowing up electrical pylons behind Pakistani lines, it was Noresh who brought him first to a makeshift field hospital in Satkhira and then home to Kajalnagar. By the time Noresh reported back to the commander at Shyamnagar, Lieutenant General Niazi had surrendered to the joint command of Indian and Bangladeshi forces at the Race Course Maidan, and Bangladesh was free.

Her parents saw each other for the first time at her aunt Moni and uncle Omar’s wedding, in the spring of 1978. Her father had immediately made inquiries, but her mother’s father had politely let her father’s family know they weren’t interested. In spite of Abdul Mazid’s impressive military service, and the college degree that he’d gone back to finish after the war, his family had a reputation in Kajalnagar as people whom bad luck followed.

Abdul Mazid’s grandfather had been an estate manager for the local zamindar and had been clever enough to lease a great deal of that man’s land before Partition; in 1950, when the zamindari system was formally abolished, Amina’s great-grandfather had become the owner of more than two hundred acres of land. That land had been divided between two sons, Amina’s grandfather and his brother, neither of whom had managed it well. When his brother died in his early forties, his three sons were left with thirty of the least desirable acres, small parcels that they had sold as soon as they were old enough to do so. Amina’s grandfather had done only slightly better, holding on to forty acres. But as land prices began their dramatic ascent all over the country, his brother’s widow had become obsessed with the idea that her three sons had been cheated, inheriting the poorest of the family land. Her sons grew up believing that Abdul Mazid would inherit land that should rightly have belonged to them.

Amina had never known her paternal grandmother, who had died along with a stillborn baby before her father was two years old. He’d been raised by the wife of a poor tenant farmer on his father’s land, a woman with five children, who looked after her father in exchange for payments of rice and grain. Amina couldn’t imagine what it would be like not to remember your own mother; there had been no one to tell him, through looks and touch and angry scoldings, that he was the most precious person in the world to her. Her father had once joked that his own father hadn’t noticed he existed until he came back from the war. She’d never spoken about it with her mother, but she sometimes thought this tragedy had defined her father’s personality—the reckless disregard for his own safety that had made him such a success as a soldier but a failure as a provider ever since.

To her mother, her father at twenty-seven was a hero of the war; more than that, he was soft-spoken, educated, and, she had once told Amina, the first person she’d ever met who singled her out from her three sisters as worthy of attention and interest. The two of them exchanged six letters and met twice in secret; a month after her elder sister’s wedding, Fatima Areebah defied her parents for the first and only time and took a bus to Khulna with Abdul Mazid. They were married and spent the night in a hotel. The next day they returned to Kajalnagar, where they lived with Dadu for more than a year. During this time, Omar and Moni resettled in Dhaka, where Omar’s family owned an apartment building. Omar was a natural businessman, acquiring more real estate and eventually forming his own development company, and Abdul Mazid and his new bride soon followed them to the capital, where Omar put Amina’s father to work as a construction supervisor. Her father was grateful for the job, which would sustain him while he looked out for a way to make his fortune.

Her mother returned to her own village for Amina’s birth, in 1980, and her father took a leave from his job with Omar. He went to see his new daughter and then visited his father in Kajalnagar, where he ran into a childhood friend with a business idea too tempting to resist: Baag Import-Export was going to bring in powdered milk from Australia and send back jute fiber to be used for the backing of carpets. Abdul Mazid quit his job with Omar and sold the first quarter of his land to invest in the scheme. When it failed, a year later, her parents decided that they should return to Dhaka while Amina stayed in Haibatpur with her grandmother until their luck improved.

Amina had joined her parents permanently in Dhaka when she was six years old, but their troubles had continued. There was no shortage of promising opportunities: normally her father had been the one optimistically waiting for news of success, while her mother had always remained cautiously fearful. As a child she had shared her father’s enthusiasms, but by the time she was twelve years old, she had begun to shift to her mother’s point of view. They had stopped hoping for miracles and only prayed that whatever new endeavor her father had become involved in wouldn’t leave them worse off than they already were.

The year she was twelve had been the worst, because they’d fallen seven months behind on the rent. Her mother had sold what little jewelry she had to pay Amina’s school fees; there was enough for another year, if they were careful, and then her father had heard about his cousins’ fishing project. These were the same cousins who had disputed her father’s ownership of his land; the fish farm they had recently started was enjoying unprecedented success, and they were planning to expand into shrimp.

Amina could never remember the proper names of her father’s eldest cousins, who were called Bhulu and Laltu within the family, but her parents always referred to the youngest by his more formal name: Salim. She clearly remembered seeing Salim in Kajalnagar as a child, because of his physical defect and the story that was attached to it. Salim was tall, well built and fair skinned; if it weren’t for his left eye, permanently stuck in an unnatural, upward-looking position, he would’ve been more handsome than his older brothers. His deformity was common enough, less damaging in a man than in a woman, and he should have married easily in spite of it. When he turned nineteen, his parents made an offer to a poor family with an especially pretty daughter in a nearby village. The family declined, and Salim’s parents took the answer as a serious insult. They mocked the other family’s pretensions all over the village, but of course the reason for the girl’s parents’ demurral was clear to everyone. Amina’s father said that Salim had always been sensitive about his eye and that, after two weeks in which his rejection was the subject of discussion all over the village, he couldn’t stand it. One night he had gone to the girl’s house in the village with a plastic cup of battery acid and thrown it through the open window where the girl was sleeping next to her five-year-old brother. Neither had been killed, but both children were badly burned, and the girl’s beautiful face was permanently disfigured. The message was clear: if she wasn’t going to marry Salim, she wasn’t going to marry anyone at all.

That had happened just after the war, and Salim’s family had bribed an officer at the thana headquarters, who delayed filing the charges from the girl’s family until Salim had left the country. He spent ten years in India and then returned unexpectedly—not destitute, but without fortune or family—for his father’s funeral. He had moved in with his eldest brother Bhulu’s family, and his reputation for strangeness intensified. Although it was widely believed in the village that Bhulu and Laltu brought him into the fish farm out of charity, it was Salim who had contacted her father to ask if he wanted to go in on it. Salim told her father that if he could raise the capital, the three cousins would agree to give him an equal share of the profits, as a kind of reconciliatory gesture for the years of enmity between the two branches of the family.

At the time they were living in Mohammadpur with the kindest of all their Dhaka landlords—a man that she and her mother called Long Nose, but only behind his back. Long Nose was a widower who lived in the ground-floor flat with his eldest son’s large and noisy family. He clearly admired Amina’s mother, but he was always proper about it, coming up to the fifth floor to sit and chat with them only when her father was at home. At that time their complementary needs—his loneliness, their poverty—had provided the equilibrium on which a true friendship had rested. It hadn’t occurred to Amina at the time, but she thought now that her mother, frustrated by her inability to change their situation, would have been flattered by Long Nose’s attention, and the idea that his leniency with regard to the rent was in some way her doing.

Her father had never liked the idea of a quarrel and was inclined to believe the best of people. He had accepted his cousins’ proposition and, instead of paying the back rent to Long Nose, used the last of her mother’s jewelry money for the fishing project. He had made the trip back to Kajalnagar alone, staying in the village for several weeks and calling with enthusiastic reports about their prospects. Soon, however, Moni had heard rumors from one of her sisters-in-law in Kajalnagar, who said that Amina’s father was being deceived. His cousins had doctored their books and even stocked their ponds with borrowed perch in honor of his visit. They were only waiting for him to return to Dhaka, after which they would dismantle the beds they’d constructed and begin spending the money he’d given them. In fact, her father’s cousins were already bragging that they’d outsmarted Abdul Mazid, whose land ought to have belonged to them anyway.

Amina’s mother had been skeptical of the fish farm from the beginning, and now she was mortified—not only by her husband’s failure, but by the way the story was circulating in both Kajalnagar and Haibatpur. Nanu had never warmed to her third daughter’s husband; after the elopement, she had tolerated Abdul Mazid’s presence in the village when they visited but never spoke to him directly, and insulted him by handing her daughter money right in front of him. That made it all the more surprising when Nanu decided to intervene after the fish farm scam, contacting the district commissioner of police, who had been a close friend of her late husband. The commissioner succeeded in getting some of Amina’s father’s money back on grounds of fraud, but his cousins were furious; because of Salim’s reputation for violence, Nanu had invited her son-in-law to come from his home village and spend the night with her in Haibatpur.

This reconciliation between mother and son-in-law had gone some way toward consoling Amina’s parents for their humiliation. Her father had called them in Dhaka to say he’d be home the following day, and Amina remembered that her mother had gone to sleep that night cheered by the knowledge that her husband was being treated with respect in her childhood home for the first time. Very early the next morning, she and her mother had woken to a scratching at the front door. They had both leaped out of bed, but her mother had been the one to grab the biggest knife from the kitchen and stand in front of Amina just inside the door. They’d heard a metallic clanking, followed by the sound of footsteps running down the stairs.

“Salim,” her mother hissed—an intuition later confirmed by several sources in the village. She thought he’d been trying to rob them and had lost his nerve; it was only once they tried the knob that they discovered they’d been locked in. They could hear the padlock rattling in the old slide-bolt latch on the other side of the door. There was no way to get out.

Her mother had screamed for Long Nose, even though it wasn’t yet five in the morning, and their landlord had come upstairs and reassured them through the door. He called the blacksmith and waited there three hours for the man to arrive. By that time most of the other tenants had squeezed with Long Nose onto the small fifth-floor landing—a collection of curious faces—to inquire about the drama that was playing out in their building. When the door opened, Amina and her mother were bombarded with questions: Who was the culprit? Where was her father? Would the person who had done this menace the building again? The amazing thing had been how Long Nose herded everyone away, only making sure himself that she and her mother were safe before acting as if everything were normal, so they wouldn’t be any more embarrassed than they already were.

Both Long Nose and her parents believed Salim had intended to set the building on fire—trapping Amina and her mother inside while the other tenants ran to the street for safety—and they thanked God that something had scared him off. Sometimes now, when Amina suffered a particularly discouraging day—when a customer yelled at her, or she was forced to wait an extra half hour in the unheated bus shelter outside the mall—she would remind herself of that dreadful morning in the apartment in Dhaka and try to imagine her parents’ faces if they could have glimpsed then the privileged circumstances of their daughter’s life right now.

19Amina had been at MediaWorks for only six weeks when Carl doubled her shifts, just as Lisa had said he would. Now she worked every day but Wednesday and Sunday and took home two hundred and eighty-six dollars each week after taxes. She waited until George had gotten used to her new schedule before she brought up the question of her parents again, one night after dinner. They were sitting in the den, watching the Cowboys game on television.

“Look at that,” George said. “Right through. I told you they don’t have the defense this year.”

“The bachelor’s degree and then the master’s in education are going to take at least eight freakin’ years.”

George looked up at her, smiling with his mouth but letting his forehead frown. “ ‘Freakin’?’ ”

Amina hurried on before he could laugh at her. “I mean, if I go part-time.”

“You can give up MediaWorks when you start school,” George said absently. “You won’t have time for both once we have a baby.”

“I have to save some money,” Amina said.

“I’m going to pay for those classes. You don’t need to worry about that.”

“In case I lose my job.”

“If you lose your job, I’ll give you the money to send home.”

“I won’t lose it. I’m a hard worker, Carl said. And Lisa says that MediaWorks is being bought by an international consumerate.”

“ ‘Conglomerate,’ ” George corrected. “If it’s being bought by a conglomerate, why do you need to save your money?” He was talking to her, but his eyes were on the screen. Now he put one hand on his forehead. “Oh no—I can’t watch.”

Amina was holding the remote, and so she turned off the set. George took his hand away and looked at her. “What are you doing?”

“You said—”

George looked irritated. “I was just—okay, here.” Once he’d taken the remote and found his channel, however, he put his arm around Amina. “What are you worried about? I said you can do the program. It doesn’t matter about the money. Do you want to wait to have the baby until you’re finished with school?”

Amina shook her head. “That’s too long.”

George looked relieved. “I agree—so what’s the problem?”

Amina could hear her mother’s voice in her head again, and so she took off her glasses (even though George said he didn’t mind them). She stayed close to him on the couch and twisted her engagement ring on her finger. She was still unable to look at it without thinking of the sum it represented.

“I want to save money for a rental apartment.”

George had been watching the commercials, but now he muted the sound. “An apartment! What would we do with an apartment?”

“You said an apartment in Greece could be eight hundred dollars per month.”

George didn’t move away, but he dropped his arm from her back. “This is about your parents again.”

When he was upset, his shoulders moved closer to his ears. It was 100 percent different from the way her father got when he was angry, yelling at her mother and sometimes even leaving the house. Her mother would yell back, call him Madcap or Monkey’s Son, and then when he’d left she and Amina would laugh. She was able to mock him, but she also obeyed the traditional proscriptions, never using either of her husband’s names. She referred to him as “my husband” or “Amina’s father,” and if she needed to get his attention in public, she would ask Amina to call him. When he returned home after one of their arguments (pretending nothing had happened), she teased him and called him Thunder, because those bursts of temper were both loud and brief.

George, on the other hand, never got angry, something her mother said she ought to be grateful for. She said Amina was lucky to have a husband like that, but her mother didn’t see George when he looked the way he did now, staring willfully at the players on the screen, as if they had the power to take this conversation away. If she hadn’t known him better, she would have thought he was praying.

“So my parents won’t have to live upstairs,” she said. “They could still help with the baby. But they would not be here in this house.”

George picked up a small, decorative pillow embroidered with a blue star and put it in his lap. She knew that this was something his mother had made for his father early in their marriage, but what this gift might signify in an American courtship of the early 1960s, or at what point in a relationship it might be appropriate to present such a token, was beyond her. Other than this pillow, there was nothing Amina knew about George’s father, except that he had grown up in Texas and then moved to Rochester for a job with the Xerox Corporation. No matter how many questions she asked, there was a great deal of George’s life before he met her that she knew she would never be able to imagine, and of course the same thing was even more true of him with regard to her.

“It doesn’t make sense,” he said finally. “They don’t know how to drive—even if they could help with a baby, how would they get to us? You know what bus service is like. How would they do their shopping?”

“I could shop for all of us at once.”

George shook his head. “You won’t have time. And they’d be miserable—trapped in the house all day.”

“Maybe if the apartment building had a little yard. They enjoy gardening,” she said, although she was afraid George was right. The only way her parents would really be happy in America was right here in the house with them.

“Not to mention the winter. I’m worried about you when it gets to be February—but two old people?” George looked at her, and she was afraid he could see that she was starting to cry. “I’m sorry I can’t ask them to live here. Even if it were the right thing for them—and I don’t think it is—I couldn’t do it. We’d never have any privacy again.”

Amina could feel her face flushing: she thought she’d camouflaged her hopes about her parents’ emigration, but now it seemed as if George had known what she wanted all along. He replaced his father’s pillow firmly in its customary position on the couch, and at once she understood that their previous discussions on the subject had been his way to prepare her. She wondered if a part of her had known he would say no, and if that was why she’d waited so long to talk to him directly. All of George’s arguments about her parents’ happiness made sense, and at the same time they were completely beside the point. She was here, and so this was where they had to be. The three of them would never have begun talking about Amina marrying abroad if it were going to be a question of permanent separation. Could she now begin getting used to the idea that she would live apart from her parents forever? The finality of it made her stomach drop, and it was even worse to think of how they would feel.

“You like being alone together, too—don’t you?”

Amina nodded, but it seemed to her that “alone together” was something to strive for if you lived in a bustling house full of children, grandparents, aunts, and uncles. Here they were now, alone together, and with the TV on mute, the only sound was the indistinguishable electric purr of all their appliances working in conjunction.

George looked at her for a long moment, until she had to look away. “It’s late,” he said finally. “Let’s go to bed now,” and his voice made it sound as if Amina were the one who had swept away years of careful planning with only a few words, instead of the other way around.

She followed her husband up the stairs and into the bathroom, where he was looking at himself in the mirror, holding his toothbrush but not brushing.

“I’m getting old.” George traced the lines at the corners of his eyes. “Look.”

But Amina couldn’t stand to look. It wasn’t that George was old but that he felt sorry for himself that drove her crazy. If her father was Thunder, then George was Smoke—and how could you argue with someone who began to disappear as soon as you opened your mouth?

20Ghaniyah was married just after Eid, and by the end of November her brother Rashid had designed a website and posted 1,678 photographs. Amina had already heard the details about the food, her cousin’s various saris, and the yellow-and-gold bedroom set her aunt and uncle had gifted to the new couple. Nevertheless, she was eager to skim through the thumbnails: Ghaniyah having her hands decorated at the gaye holud; Ghaniyah posing in front of the mirror with an artificially apprehensive expression; Ghaniyah laughing as she danced with the youngest girl cousins. In one photograph Amina came upon her own mother unexpectedly, in an unfamiliar royal-blue-and-silver sari, her face barely visible in profile as she fed her niece a perfectly round and golden bundi laddoo by hand.

Amina skipped the pictures of the groom’s family, but she was able to examine Ghaniyah’s new husband, Malik, in the 214 pictures of the couple on the red-and-gold dais in the wedding hall, as well as those taken in the restaurant and in the parking lot in front of the hotel. Her cousin’s husband was stout and prosperous looking, with a wide, confident face and short, gelled hair. He looked more comfortable in the suit he wore for the ceremony than he did in the orange silk kurta he put on for the reception, but by that point in the festivities both bride and groom had the dazed and patient look of people who’d been greeting, kissing, and bantering with their relations and friends for several days already. She stared hard at the pictures of her cousin, wondering how she could be both so familiar and so unlike herself. It wasn’t only the embroidered crimson sari, the makeup, and the jewels, but the studied poses and generic backdrops: Amina had turned her back for a moment, and Ghaniyah had been transformed into a bride just like the ones the two of them had been admiring in photographs since they were little girls.

This was the beginning of her first December in America, but the snow hadn’t come yet; Amina watched the sky every day. Already on the tract people had begun to string up lights in the trees in their front yards and along the gutters of their houses. Her favorite house was number 59, where a family of wrought-iron deer—a buck, a doe, and two fauns—were illuminated from within by pure white flame-shaped lights.

They were planning a small Christmas dinner with George’s mother and Cathy—Kim was teaching a New Year’s meditation retreat in Belize—and the prospect of that unfamiliar celebration had made her regret that she hadn’t insisted on taking George to the Eid potluck at the ICR. He had offered to leave work early that day, but she could tell it was inconvenient for him. Before she’d started working, she was dying to meet other Muslim women in Rochester, but once she had her job, that eagerness abated a little. It had occurred to her that they would certainly meet the imam at the potluck, and he would ask where they’d been married. Amina would have had to say that they had only done the civil ceremony, and therefore in God’s eyes, they weren’t married at all.

It was also possible that the imam might have asked whether she’d been fasting, and she would have had to say no. She certainly wasn’t going to fast at her new job. She would’ve had to explain it to Lisa, and Carl might have wondered if she seemed to be weak or sick. She would never lie about being a Muslim, but there were no opportunities for falsehood because Carl and Lisa didn’t ask. They certainly weren’t the kind of Americans who lumped all Muslims in with Osama bin Laden and his followers—in fact, she’d never heard either one of them refer to any piece of news that had occurred outside of Rochester—and she hadn’t seen the need to bring up her religion at all. She had felt a pang at missing Eid altogether, but when she thought of meeting dozens of new people, of telling her story again and again (answering the inevitable questions about their unusual courtship and marriage), she was convinced she’d made the right decision. And so she’d told George that there would be many other years when they could go.

The snow came overnight, and in the morning it was still falling outside the kitchen window. It was surprising to see it coming down, not straight and light the way it did on calendars and in the Switzerland of Indian movies, but in wild switchbacks, swirls, and eddies, more like a river than like snow. You could see it best against the three black spruces that divided their lawn from the street, and Amina was staring at those trees when George came downstairs.

“Look,” she said, and George did not make fun of her or mute her pleasure in any way. He came up behind her and just stood without touching her, watching over her shoulder as if this were the first time he had seen it, too.

“It’s better than I thought,” Amina said. “It’s not like in pictures.”

“Like rickshaws,” George said, which was a joke only the two of them could understand. She had e-mailed about rickshaws to George—who said they sounded dangerous and inhumane—but when he’d arrived he’d said the Deshi rickshaws weren’t like the old-fashioned Chinese ones he’d seen in a book. He’d liked the way each one was individually painted, with mosques and pairs of lovebirds, and was good-humored about the drivers, who’d joked about his size and vied with each other in anticipation of the profits associated with driving a foreigner.

“It isn’t sticking,” her husband said, going to get his own coffee while Amina watched for another minute, the white flakes falling on the yellowish lawn. It was rare for him to take any extra time in the morning, and it made the day feel like a holiday. “That’s because of global warming. Did you know that the last two decades were the hottest in four hundred years? It’s happening so fast, there’s nothing they can do to stop it.”

“Do you think there will be more snow?”

“It’d be nice to have something that stuck.” He glanced out the window, calculating the odds.

“White Christmas,” Amina said hopefully, and when she looked back at George he was smiling.

“You never know.”

21The snow came for real in January, and by the middle of February, Amina felt as if they were being slowly buried. Her parents checked the New York weather on the BBC and called to ask how she was managing. Her American self clenched her teeth to keep them from chattering, wore pantyhose under her jeans and turtle-necks under her sweaters, but her Bengali self complained to her parents about the kind of cold that got in through your mouth and your ears and froze your insides, so that you kept shivering even once you were inside a sturdy, centrally heated Rochester house. “Three more months,” George told her, but the notion that the snow would disappear by May was incredible—where could it all go?

One night she half woke to the sound of sirens. George had raised himself onto one elbow and was looking toward the windowless wall that insulated their bedroom from the street.

“Finally,” he said. “Teach them a lesson this time.” Then his head dropped back to the pillow. Amina almost got up—she wanted to see the blue police lights spinning the way they did on television—but the thought of getting out from underneath the down comforter was too daunting.

When she woke up in the morning it was hard to believe the sirens hadn’t been a dream, until George went out to check the mailbox. He came back inside to say it was untouched—the cops had gotten to the thugs before they could do any damage—and to marvel at the fact that kids would bother joyriding in weather like this. Amina fixed his Chex and a protein shake she could drink slowly; it was her day off and she was looking forward to getting things done around the house.

After he left, she put on her red parka and went into the yard. The sky hung in soft, gray drapes over the roofs of the houses. George always said he’d do the shoveling once he got home, but he’d been so grateful the first time she’d surprised him that she’d gotten in the habit of doing it herself. She liked the quiet while she worked, interrupted only by the clang and scrape of the shovel on the asphalt and the way the chemicals in the Rid-Ice seemed to melt the snow by magic. It was best when Annie Snyder or another of their neighbors was outside; she liked to wave casually as she accomplished this very local chore. No one was in evidence this morning, and she was about to go inside when she saw a silver car speeding up Skytop Lane. A gloved hand waved from the driver’s side, and then Amina recognized Kim.

She leaned the shovel against the side of the house and brushed the snow off her trousers—an old pair of George’s that she’d hemmed to wear in the garden over the summer. George said that she looked like a circus clown, with a belt gathering the pants at the waist, but Amina couldn’t see the point in dirtying one of her own pairs when her husband had so many old ones he never used. She had wondered if Kim wore Indian clothes all the time, and she was relieved when George’s cousin got out of the car to see that today she had put on ordinary dark blue jeans and a plaid jacket, too light for the weather but not exotic in any recognizable way. She was carrying a bouquet of flowers without much color to them, some wildflower or herb with a few tightly closed white buds, and a small package wrapped in cellophane. It occurred to Amina that they’d brought nothing when they’d visited her.

“These aren’t for you,” Kim said, as if she could read Amina’s mind. “I brought bath salts instead, but now I’m thinking—you don’t take baths, do you?”

“Not often,” Amina admitted. The idea of sitting in her own dirty water disgusted her.

Kim was nodding already. “That’s an American thing—boiling ourselves for no reason in tons of hot, potable water. Oh well, you can regift these,” she said, putting the pretty blue package in Amina’s hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t call first—is this a bad time?”

“It’s a wonderful time,” Amina said. “Please come in.”

But Kim hesitated in the driveway. “George should do this for you.”

“He would,” Amina assured her. “Only it’s so hard and icy when he gets home—even if he’s home at four thirty.”

“Rochester,” Kim said, shaking her head. “I bet this isn’t what you pictured.” She didn’t wait for an answer but glanced across the street. “They’re still at the hospital, I guess?”

“Who’s at the hospital?”

“Oh,” Kim said. “I thought you knew. It’s Dan Snyder. He’s only forty-five, but he’s had this heart problem ever since he was born. Last night he had a seizure and they took him in to Strong Memorial.”

“I didn’t know you know the Snyders.”

“Annie and I went to high school together. We were the same year, but we weren’t friends then—I wasn’t part of her crowd.” She smiled gently. “Hers was the right crowd, and mine was the wrong one.”

“Which one was George a part of?” Amina asked, although she thought she already knew the answer.

“We were never there at the same time, of course, so I don’t really know. I hung out with stupid kids—really self-destructive. But George had the confidence not to make that mistake.” She smiled at Amina. “I bet he was just sort of an individual.”

Amina looked across the street at her neighbors’ house. Annie had left the garage door open, an empty black mouth.

“Do you think there was a siren?”

“You mean, on the ambulance? Sometimes they turn them off at night, if it isn’t an emergency. But I would think so, for a heart.”

Amina nodded. “George doesn’t know. He thinks it is thugs.”

Kim looked confused.

“Who have been destroying mailboxes.”

Kim looked at the heavy-duty rural mailbox, which was exactly as it had been the first day Amina had taken it out of the box. “Mail-boxing, you mean? But no one’s hit yours, it looks like. Anyway, he knows now. He’s the one who e-mailed me—that’s why I brought the flowers. She might not have been friendly to me in high school, but she was really nice after I got back from India. I thought I’d just leave these on the doorstep.”

“If you want to bring them inside, I can put them in a vase,” Amina suggested. “Then when the Snyders get home, I can take them. Otherwise they might freeze.”

“I didn’t even know that could happen to flowers,” Kim said. “It’s not too much trouble?”

“Yes,” Amina said. “I mean, no. Please come this way.”

“Do you use the front door? I think that’s nice. George always goes in through the garage.”

Ordinarily they didn’t use the front door at all, but Amina had felt that they ought to go in the more formal entrance, since Kim was a guest. Now she realized that because Kim was family, the garage might have been more appropriate after all. They went into the kitchen, where Kim put the flowers in the sink. They had only one vase, but George’s cousin found it on the first try, in the cabinet next to the refrigerator.

Amina was relieved to remember the lemon squares she’d made three weeks ago, freezing the uneaten portion. Now she put them on a plate to defrost in the microwave and set water on the stove for tea.

“Please don’t go to any trouble,” Kim said. “I really just came to see you. I mean, I know you said I could, but I felt like I needed an excuse. Honestly—I might not have bothered with flowers for the Snyders otherwise. I was thinking that while I was driving over from the studio this morning—not very nice, but true. That’s something about yoga: it sort of brings things up about yourself. Good and bad things.”

Amina tried to follow this while keeping an eye on the lemon squares rotating in the microwave. One of the things that had always encouraged her about her future with George was the fact that he’d bought this house after he’d met her. You did not buy a three-bedroom house with a washer/dryer and a microwave if you didn’t in your heart one day expect to have a big family. If George’s definition of family was more limited than her own, that was simply the result of cultural differences; she cherished the idea that he might eventually relent and see the beauty of having three generations under one roof.

“I stopped practicing yoga when I was with Ashok. His family thought it was silly, something for foreigners, and somehow I didn’t need it then. But when I got back to Rochester, it saved my life. That and George.”

“George said you and Ashok got married?” She had been unsure of whether or not to bring it up directly, but Kim nodded eagerly.

“A Hindu ceremony, but very plain and small. No white horse or red sari or anything. I wore a dress from home with a scarf and a little mehndi on my hands. We had a pundit do it in a small temple near Malabar Hill—have you been to Bombay?”

Amina shook her head.

Kim smiled. “That’s funny. I know you’re from Bangladesh, but maybe because you sound Indian—talking to you makes me feel like I’m back there.”

“I’ve never been to India, but I also dreamed of marrying in a foreign country. My relatives in Dhaka used to say we were ‘sleeping under a torn quilt and dreaming of gold.’ ”

“That’s beautiful.”

“It’s a beautiful way of saying a nasty thing. My mother wanted me to wear a sari, but I chose a white dress.”

“Actually I wanted to wear a sari. I wanted to have a big wedding and invite my mother and George and his mom and everyone. Of course my mother never would’ve come—we weren’t even speaking to each other then. And his parents wouldn’t have allowed us to have that kind of wedding anyway.”

“Weddings are expensive,” Amina suggested.

Kim shook her head. “They’re rich,” she said. “And he’s their first son. They did everything for him. He went to Cathedral—that’s the fanciest high school in Bombay—and then to Cambridge. I didn’t even know what Cambridge was then, if you can believe that.”

“But they didn’t want him to have a big wedding?”

“Oh, they did,” Kim said. “Just not a big wedding with me.”

“But he insisted.”

Kim seemed to have stopped talking and was pulling at a thread that had come loose from one of her plaid cuffs. She hadn’t touched her lemon square or her tea.

“I don’t have the right kind of tea,” Amina apologized.

“It’s not that,” Kim said, and when she looked up Amina noticed again her remarkable eyes, a dark pond-water green. Now they had a glassy sheen. “George would think badly of me if he knew. He wouldn’t be wrong either—I don’t know why I think I can tell you.”

“George knows you were married,” Amina said. “He doesn’t think badly of you.”

Kim shook her head. “I haven’t told anyone here, but I was pregnant. It was an accident, and we’d already decided to get married before we found out. I kept asking him to tell his parents we were engaged, but he put it off, and then of course it looked bad when we finally told them. They thought I’d tricked him. And then my mother-in-law wanted me to end it. There was an abortion clinic not far from where they lived—they didn’t call it that, of course. We went by there a few days later, just me and her—supposedly we were going to visit a Parsi friend of hers on Hughes Road. But once we’d parked she called the house and told me the woman wasn’t feeling well. She suggested we take a walk—which was totally weird, because she never walked anywhere—she said she wanted to point out some sights: the Gandhi Museum and the Towers of Silence.” Kim gave Amina a bitter smile. “Anyway, we went back to the car after about ten minutes—she had her arm locked through mine, the way women do there, you know—and it turned out the driver was waiting for us right in front of it: Billimoria Hospital for Woman Care. ‘If you ever have a female problem’—that’s what she said—‘this is where you’ll come. You can walk right in anytime. Give them my name and they’ll take you.’ ”

“You weren’t married yet?”

Kim shook her head. “They said they thought we were too young, and they wanted him to go to graduate school first. Ashok stood up to them about the marriage, but I think neither of us was really prepared for a baby. And so I thought it would be okay—I was so happy we were going to be together forever. I figured we’d have kids later.”

“So you went to—the hospital?”

Kim nodded. “And then two weeks later, we got married. That’s when I knew they’d lied. It didn’t have anything to do with our ages—a lot of Ashok’s friends had kids already. But his parents hardly invited anyone to the wedding. I could see they hoped it wouldn’t work out. And they knew if we had a kid …”

Amina thought she’d never seen anyone cry quite as beautifully as Kim did. She made very little effort to wipe the tears away, but they didn’t seem to interfere with the rest of her face, which retained its delicate coloring.

“It’s different after you do it. I could picture what our baby would look like: Ashok’s beautiful skin, his features, my eyes. It was tiny—ten weeks—but I realized I was in love with it already. It would’ve come in November, and I know this sounds silly—but I knew it was a boy. I wanted to call him Hari.”

Kim calmed herself. “I thought we’d have our own apartment, not too close to his parents. I’d read this article about attachment parenting—you know, breastfeeding and cosleeping and everything. I knew I wanted to do most of it myself.”

“What is cosleeping?”

“Oh—it’s when you sleep with the baby, instead of putting it in a crib.”

“That’s the way we do it at home.”

“Exactly,” Kim said. “You know. I wanted to do everything naturally—no formula or anything like that. Homemade food. Just the opposite of the way I was raised. I thought I’d tell my mom that if she wanted to see him, she could come and visit us. I never wanted to bring him back here.”

Amina expected some qualification or excuse: after all, she’d just moved halfway across the world to spend the rest of her life in Rochester. But Kim didn’t seem to recognize that particular awkwardness.

“You’d think that would be the way they’d do things in the cities there, too—but it’s almost worse than here. Nannies living in the house with you; bottles of formula; rich people are even using those awful disposable diapers now, when it used to be kids just running around bare-bottomed. I wanted to do it the village way, basically.”

“In the village you live with your family, though,” Amina said. “You don’t have your own apartment.” There were a lot of other things about village life she thought might surprise her new friend, but she didn’t want to undermine Kim’s admiration for her culture, which she thought was genuine if not especially well informed.

“Well, except for that,” Kim said. “That wouldn’t have worked, in our case.”

“But your mother didn’t know about—the baby?”

“God, no. She would say it served me right, doing something like that. She’s very pro-life. And I mean, they encouraged me, but I’m the one who decided. I knew I’d made a mistake from the moment the sedative wore off—the worst mistake I’ve ever made. It was awful because I’d always known my mother was wrong and that abortion was a lifesaver for women. I hadn’t had any problem going into it. And then after it happened, all I could think of was that I wished she’d somehow stopped me. How it was final, and it was my fault.”

“Oh,” Amina said. “I don’t—”

“I know it’s a lot to ask—but if you could please not mention anything about this to George?”

Amina hesitated only a second. “I won’t say anything.” She was still struggling with the idea that Kim was confessing something of this magnitude—something she hadn’t even told George. She’d lived in Rochester nearly a year, but this was the first time anyone had told her a secret.

“I thought Ashok and I could start over in New York. Leave it all behind. But I didn’t realize how hard it is to make it work, after something like that.”

“How long were you in New York?”

“Only about four months. That was five years ago—the baby would be six now.” Kim smiled sadly. “I had an ultrasound the week before we decided to do it. I still have those pictures.”

The phone rang, and Amina started. “Excuse me,” she said. “I’m sorry. My parents call sometimes during the day.”

But it wasn’t her parents; it was George.

“Hi, honey,” he said. “How’s it going?”

“Fine.”

“Good—listen, will you do me a big favor? If I tell you exactly how to do it, can you go across the street and check if the Snyders’ porch lights are still on? If they are you’re going to have to get the key—it’s underneath that planter that looks like an animal, a badger or a beaver or something—and unlock the front door. There’s been an emergency with Dan, and Annie’s been at the hospital all day with both kids. She says she thinks she left the alarm off and the lights on.”

“Kim is here.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, she’s visiting. She came to bring flowers for the Snyders.”

George sounded irritated. “She didn’t need to do that.”

“We were just having tea.”

“Well, if she’s just sitting there, she can go and do it. It’ll be easier—let me talk to her.”

Amina handed the phone to Kim, who assumed a patient expression, as if George were an older brother who habitually talked down to her. At one point she rolled her eyes at Amina and smiled.

“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah, yeah—I know. I can do it on my way out.” She paused for a second while George asked a question.

“India,” she said. “Comparing notes.”

She hung up the phone, and then put her hand over her mouth. “Sorry, Amina—that was dumb. Did you guys want to talk again?”

“It’s okay,” Amina said. “I’ll see him tonight.” She had about a thousand questions for Kim about Ashok and her mother-in-law and the apartment building in Bombay, but Kim was already slipping into the leather clogs that she’d left at the door without having to be asked.

“I should go,” Kim said. “You were getting a lot done before I interrupted you. I can take the flowers myself, as long as I’m going over there.”

“Please come anytime,” Amina said, walking Kim to the back door this time. “Thank you for the bath salts. I’ll try them.”

Kim gave a little laugh and then turned away quickly, as if she were suddenly ashamed. Amina watched her hurry out through the garage and down the driveway and then, hardly looking, cross the street with the bouquet clutched in one hand.

She went back into the kitchen and began clearing away the tea and the uneaten lemon squares. But she could feel her heart beating fast. It was the kind of story she could remember the girls at Maple Leaf whispering to one another: a clandestine affair followed predictably by tragedy. Now here was an American tragedy, and as sorry as she felt for Kim, who had lost both a husband and a child, there was a part of her that was secretly thrilled. Of all the people Kim might have told, she had chosen Amina.

22That evening George got home at five, later than usual. He told her at length about a colleague who might possibly be fired while she finished preparing dinner. She waited to bring up the subject of Kim until they were sitting at the table.

“Did you ever meet Ashok?”

George was looking at his new BlackBerry in his lap and didn’t look up. “Who?”

“Kim’s husband—Ashok. Did you meet him?”

“No,” George said. “He answered the phone once, when I called her after 9/11. She started a job in Manhattan three days before it happened—did she tell you that? I think that was part of what made Ashok want to leave, after a while. She told me every time he took a backpack on the subway, people would stare at him.”

“That doesn’t happen to me,” Amina said.

“We don’t live in Manhattan,” George said. “Plus, you don’t exactly look like a terrorist.”

“Well, did Ashok look like one? Kim says he was from a wealthy family.”

“Who knows? People were panicking. Look—I’m glad you and Kim are becoming friends. That’s what she hoped would happen.”

“You didn’t hope?”

“I want you to be friends with whomever you want. I don’t want to pick them for you. Kim doesn’t always make the best choices, but she’s generous—you have to give her that.”

“Give her what?”

“She’s generous,” George said. “That’s all I mean. She rushed right over after I e-mailed.”

“Why did you e-mail her?”

“Because that’s what you do.”

“But you didn’t e-mail me.”

George had the same exasperated look he got when there was water on the basement floor or one of the kitchen drawer pulls came off in his hand. “You hardly know them. Did Kim tell you how serious it is? He may have to have a pig heart.”

“A pig heart!”

“Well, maybe not the whole heart. I think it’s just the valve.”

“What is the valve?”

“Like on a faucet,” George explained. “The part that allows the blood to circulate.”

“They’re going to put the valve of a pig into Dan Snyder?”

“It’s amazing what they can do now. Strong is a great hospital—he’s lucky he lives in Rochester.”

Amina thought of what her cousin Nasir would say about that. There was a section in The Lawful and Prohibited in Islam entitled “Medical Necessity,” but she doubted anyone who’d contributed to that book had thought of the possibility of an actual piece of pig being put inside a human body.

“He’s lucky he’s not a Muslim,” Amina said, but George had taken his plate into the kitchen.

“Make sure to wear your boots tomorrow,” he said when he returned. “It’s supposed to be the storm of the season.”

She was disappointed when she arrived at MediaWorks the next morning to find only Carl in the stockroom. Lisa had been sick all the previous week, and Amina had taken over some of her shifts; she had made more money than she had any other week of her life ($343.20), but she’d missed Lisa, whose aggressive banter with Carl at least broke up the long stretches of the day without customers.

Ordinarily when Carl was in the stockroom, he was either looking for something in particular (which Lisa had invariably misplaced) or straightening the shelves; Amina was surprised to find him sitting on an unopened UPS shipment box, drinking his coffee.

“Lisa is sick again?”

Carl looked at Amina as if he didn’t recognize her, and then nodded.

“Will you be needing me to work her shifts?” She would have to call George in that case, since the bus didn’t run on their route after five; he would have to pick her up when he was finished for the day.

“No. You can go home at the regular time.”

“But who will—?”

“I can close up. It’ll be slow tonight, because of the snow.”

It occurred to Amina that this scenario—herself and Carl, an unmarried man less than ten years older than she was, alone together in the stockroom—would be unthinkable to her parents, her aunts, and even her cousin Ghaniyah. She’d had the same realization in other situations: when she had skipped her dhuhr because there was nowhere private to pray at MediaWorks, and she felt too strange putting down a mat in the stockroom. Or when she’d drunk half a tall glass of Aunt Cathy’s sangria, before she had understood that it was made from wine. Because those things were unthinkable, there was a way in which they hadn’t happened: they had happened only to her American self, a person about whom her Bangladeshi self was blissfully unaware. She asked forgiveness for these errors in her prayers, but if she failed to mention them to her parents, she didn’t feel she was committing further sins. “Is Lisa very ill?”

“No.” Carl focused on Amina, as if he’d only just now noticed she was there. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before, but Lisa isn’t coming back.”

Amina stared at Carl. “Lisa is fired?”

“Laid off.”

“But Lisa is good,” Amina said. “She says funny things sometimes, but she’s the one who taught me to do my job. I couldn’t have learned it without her.” She wondered if this sounded insubordinate, but Carl didn’t seem to notice.

“You’re much better than Lisa. But unfortunately I have to give you notice, too. I’m sorry about this. We’ll stay open another two months—wishful thinking, in my opinion—and then I’ll need you for a few days of packing up after that.”

“But what about the new owner? The international—” She paused, afraid to mangle the word.

“No dice,” Carl said. “They dropped MediaWorks a couple of weeks ago. The owners were banking on that deal, and now they’re sunk.”

Amina didn’t understand, but she didn’t want to ask Carl to explain. She thanked God for providing her with such a sympathetic husband; she almost looked forward to telling George, since the loss of her job at least confirmed her prescience in opening the savings account. Of course George would say that he could send money to her parents until she found another job, and as much as Amina wouldn’t want to, of course she would agree. She couldn’t bear the idea of withdrawing her small savings ($2,147.53 to date) when that was the only tangible proof of her progress toward the apartment.

More than anything she dreaded telling her mother about MediaWorks, which was unfortunately not one of those things she could avoid mentioning without feeling she was lying. The loss of a job was an all-too-familiar event, and her mother would be sure to see in it signs of future trouble. At least with her father, there was always optimism, even if it was groundless. If one thing went wrong, her mother had a maddening tendency to feel that everything else would follow it. That was a characteristic of her grandmother’s, too—one that her mother had always mocked and then suddenly folded into her own personality without even noticing.

George had been right about the weather. When Amina left MediaWorks, the snow was coming down fast; a powdery layer the thickness of three fingers coated the frozen gray mounds on the sidewalk around the bus stop. The only other person in the shelter was an old black woman, sitting right in the center of the bench with all her things around her so that there was no room for anyone else. She was wearing a clear plastic scarf over her hair, printed with flowers; her nanu and her aunts would love something like that, and Amina had almost gotten up her courage to ask where it came from when the woman startled her by speaking.

“Coming down.” She shook her head, as if the weather were a permanent condition, a new burden for the two of them to bear. “And not stopping anytime soon.”

“Do you think so?”

The woman raised her eyebrows at Amina. “Don’t take it from me. Take it from Glenn Johnson at 13WHAM.”

Amina nodded, although she’d never heard of Glenn Johnson. Apart from MediaWorks customers, this was her first real conversation with a black person. “Excuse me,” she said. “Where did you get your scarf?”

“This?” The old woman touched her head, laughing. “You want one?”

“For my grandmother,” Amina explained. She wondered if it was possible the bus wouldn’t come on a day like this and was glad she wasn’t the only one waiting. During the hours she’d been at work, snow had fallen on the trees, building to an unlikely height on even the thinnest branches. It was indisputably beautiful, and it made her think of her first drive in from the airport with George. He had been in a keyed-up mood—the same way she’d been at the airport in Dhaka seventeen hours earlier. But by that point in her journey she felt as if she’d been woken in the middle of the night and forced to perform a role in a bad movie: the set was cold and harshly lit; she was seated next to a stranger; and she couldn’t believe any of it was really happening.

“You’ve never seen roads like this, I bet,” George had said. “See how everyone stays in their own lane.” But she hadn’t been watching the road. She’d been looking at the bare trees along the side of the highway, thinking she’d never seen anything uglier in her life. She had thought of what cunning it must’ve taken for America to have kept this unflattering season a secret from the rest of the world.

She was relieved now to see the headlights of the bus coming down West Henrietta, at exactly 4:35. The snow made it seem later than it was.

“Your grandma can get this cheap at Kmart—doesn’t she know that?”

“No,” Amina said, and when the woman looked surprised, she added, “She can’t go out on her own. She stays alone with a caretaker.”

“What’s the matter with her?”

“Nothing. Only that she is old. And she gets sad sometimes.”

The woman made a sympathetic sound. “Don’t I know.”

Amina stepped aside while the woman greeted the driver by name and waited for him to lower the slow, automatic stair (so different from boarding any kind of bus in Desh). As she put her pass over the electronic sensor, she half turned back to Amina, as if to reassure her.

“But your grandmom is lucky,” she said. “She has you.”
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