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for my mother and father


You can tell the condition of a nation
by looking at the status of its women. 

—Jawaharlal Nehru, first prime minister of India


Prologue

When I ask my father why he left India, he trots out the same two childhood hardship stories, which in their baroque absurdity bear the tincture of caricature. The one about the banana I’ve heard every few months since my own childhood, usually provoked when I, or someone else in close proximity, is eating a banana. “I never ate a whole banana when I was growing up. When I was small, we would cut the banana into eight pieces, one for each of us, seven brothers and one sister. Beta, you don’t know how lucky you are to be eating the full banana,” he would say, shaking his head mournfully.

The other, about the comb, is relatively new, and by that I mean my father started telling it to me fifteen instead of twenty-five years ago. For some reason, I have the impression that it is more beloved than even his banana story, because he launches into it with especial plangency. He tells me, his hands waving about for emphasis, “Beti, you don’t know how tough it was for us growing up. We had one comb between us seven brothers and one sister. And the comb only had two teeth. Two teeth, can you imagine?” In its abject plainspokenness and stark imagery, the story of the comb is far more tragic than the banana story. What could be sadder than a comb with two teeth?

The image of my father and his siblings running the useless, broken comb through their unruly hair, day after day, morning after morning, before school or before work in an empty simulation of what others might be doing with a perfectly functioning comb, undoes something in me. They undergo the pretense not because they hope it will tame their locks but because they know the act of using the comb is what separates them from the real poor of India, the filthy and gray-dusty children of the sweeper who cleans their latrine. Although ineffectual, the gesture brings them ever closer to respectability, to wealth, to a destiny where combs actually detangle and slick back and give shape to a stubborn head of hair.

My line of questioning about why my father left India has become more persistent, forcing him to come up with ever more byzantine tales of indigence. I see him struggling, but sometimes he rises to the occasion and remembers one that could proudly share a shelf with, if not the comb story, then surely the one about the banana. A few years ago, he told me that he was the first of his friends and colleagues to buy a car. He’d found a job as the head of a technical training institute in Kanpur, one of India’s “small” towns that is actually quite large, situated in the middle of the great dust-swept state of Uttar Pradesh, a territory in the northern plains dense with people and spare of opportunity—then and now. Like most people he knew, he got around on a scooter. But more and more people were driving cars on India’s bare-bones roads, and my father thought having one, not unlike the skeletal comb, would mark yet another advance in the world, carve more distance from his rough-and-tumble upbringing. The car would be physical evidence that hard work and education could add up to something in a country as hopeless and haphazard and relentlessly hot as India.

Although my frugal father will skimp on necessities or comforts others would consider basic—clothes and food, for instance—he’s always been fascinated by technology and hates the idea that he might not be in the know. My father’s not a techie, he’s just an early adopter. I was the last girl I knew to get Guess jeans, but my family was the first on our block to get a microwave, then a soon-obsolete Beta videotape player, then a Texas Instruments computer. Scraping together all his savings, my father went to the shop in Kanpur and bought a 1939 Ford. It was 1971, and the car cost 1,200 rupees, just under $200 at the time.

He drove it home, proudly called out my mother, and then took her for a spin. After their drive, he parked it on the curb and he and my mother went into their flat to have dinner and retire for the evening. The next morning, he was filled with excitement to drive the vehicle—a whole car!—to work. He couldn’t wait to show his colleagues his shiny new (or at least new to him) white Ford. When he stepped out into the sunshine, he saw that it wasn’t there.

Shortly after that, he left for America. He was thirty-three years old.

During the summer of 2005, a few months before I turned thirty-three, I moved to India, reversing the migration pattern of my father and nearly a hundred of my relatives, and of many, many others, from a country incorrigibly retrograde, immobilized in amber. In the decade before I returned, the nation had embarked on a makeover, having finally—finally!—cast an envious glance at the so-called tiger economies of Southeast Asian countries such as Thailand and Malaysia. That summer, the stock market was on a rampage, jumping a hundred points a day for weeks on end. India, with its double-digit annual growth rate, was mentioned in the same breath as the economic powerhouse of China. The country’s top Bollywood stars, Sushmita Sen and Aishwarya Rai, were making a leap to the big-time neon lights of Hollywood. Fashion designers around the world were looking toward India for inspiration, popularizing long tunics and calf-length peasant skirts. Indian couturiers in their own right were watching models strut their inventions down catwalks in New York and Paris. After decades of being ignored, modern Indian artists could now see their paintings sell in heated auctions at Sotheby’s and Christie’s in New York and London for six or even seven figures. In 2005, three paintings by contemporary Indian artists crossed the one-million-dollar mark. Before that, the highest amount fetched for a canvas of modern Indian art had been just over $300,000.

And then there was the ongoing technology boom. The United States underwent its boom-and-bust hi-tech cycle, but India had no such tentative pas de deux with technology. It was an out-and-out tango. The rampant practice of software outsourcing, the vast majority of which ends up on Indian shores, was well documented in the press. Americans learned that people named Prakash and Priti, who went by Peter and Peggy at work, were handling their credit card or technical support queries for U.S. companies from call centers in Bangalore. As more U.S. companies began outsourcing an increasing amount of their business activity, some of which had been handled by skilled workers in the United States, the news stories took on a more alarmist tone—about how Americans were losing their jobs to Prakash and Priti, Rakesh and Sanjay, Shanti and Deepika as corporations tried to cut costs.

I had fled New York, a great glossy and effectual city that seemed to offer a haven to everybody but me, for New Delhi, the sweaty, bureaucratic, and oddly welcoming capital of India. I had been to Delhi before, numerous times in fact, but this time it was different. There was a palpable buzz in the air. Restaurants packed with patrons popped up in every nook and down every grimy alley, no longer restricted to the luxury hotels as they had been for decades. Thai, Italian, Greek. And the bars. Delhi was now laying claim to proper watering holes where the country’s like-minded could congregate over a beer or a vodka-Red Bull. Yes, many of these places were still far out of reach for the average Indian, but one couldn’t help but notice: Delhi was beginning to look like a city.

Historians will tell you Delhi has been home to nine distinct cities through the ages, the remnants of which are scattered everywhere, like seeds from a flower: a poet’s tomb fifty paces from my front door, an old fort not far past the Sundar Nagar market. But I will tell you that there are ten cities of Delhi and I live in the last, one with restaurants where one can order mushroom-and-goat-cheese farfalle, use wireless broadband, and go to nightclubs where girls in spaghetti-strap tank tops gyrate to the latest hip-hop-influenced Bollywood hit.

The waves whipping through India sent Delhi into the modern age. Previous avatars of Delhi had announced themselves with a newfangled type of Indo-Islamic cupola or the wide, orderly streets designed under the British raj. This one arrived atop the juggernaut of globalization, which never travels far without its handmaiden of technology, and nobody knew where it would lead.

That wasn’t why I left New York City and came to India, though I’d heard intriguing tales of this new New Delhi. I came for different reasons, reasons that were far more resonant with the never-budging India of time past. I came to find a husband.


Part One


Chapter One

One Friday evening in July, I was padding around my summer sublet, a dorm room in graduate student housing at Columbia University, when Patricia called. Patricia was a friend from London who, like me, had recently moved to New York City. I’d returned to the United States after spending seven years overseas as a foreign journalist.

“Hey, my friend Rupert’s having a birthday party down at a bar in the East Village. He’s an English journo, and I’m sure his friends will be fun. Do you want to come?” Patricia asked.

I’d just been mulling over which old college friend to call up and ask to accompany me to a movie. But after a few weeks in the city, I’d realized that I couldn’t rely solely on my old college friends for a social life. Over the years that I’d been away, they’d formed their own tight-knit circles, and I’d been gone so long that they’d forget to include me in their weekend plans. When they did include me, as frequently happens after a protracted absence, I often felt I couldn’t relate to what they were talking about.

Patricia’s proposition seemed far more enticing. During my years overseas, I’d spent many an evening out with British journalists. In my experience, they were big drinkers, rapacious conversationalists, and entirely unpredictable.

“What time and where?” I replied.

That summer was inordinately steamy, nearly Delhi-esque in its climes. I tossed on some jeans and a tank top and some low-heeled sandals and walked outside into the moist dusk. I laugh now, but back then, a few months before I turned thirty, the evening was laden with promise, almost clinging to me along with the thick air. As I zoomed downtown on the 1 train from 116th Street, I likened myself to so many who came before me to conquer New York and make it their home.

I arrived the summer of 2002 jobless and with limited resources, having left a fairly senior position at a news service in London in the middle of the worst media downturn the world has ever seen, exacerbated by the September 11 attacks less than a year earlier. I was homesick and, as per the Zeitgeist of my generation, dissatisfied. I wanted to do something different.

New York City had always beckoned from afar. Nearly all of my closest friends from college had moved there when I went overseas after graduation. I’d grown up in an antiseptic suburb of northern California and wanted to see the world. I happened to know there was one, having been born in India and visited on numerous occasions. But after spending my twenties in far-flung places like Singapore and Mexico City, New York began to call to me. There was no denying the allure of the city’s frenetic energy and its center-of-the-universe appeal. I’d always suspected I would live there one day, when I was ready. I just happened to become ready when the precarious house of cards from which New York drew both its recent prosperity and its glamour came tumbling down.

The dot-com economy had been exposed as little more than a pyramid scheme. The era for baby-faced, pimply pioneers and the sage, forward-looking venture capitalists who threw money at them was over. Several of my friends who had earlier been employed at online media outlets were now searching for jobs with print publications, which, of course, were nearly impossible to come by. The collapse of the Internet bubble had a ripple effect on the whole economy, but the media industry was hit the worst. People were bemoaning the demise of magazines, like Mademoiselle, that had been around for decades.

So here I was in the inaugural years of the twenty-first century with a not-too-shabby résumé in hand. I had exchanged my flat in central London for my Columbia dorm room, which I had sublet from a friend of a friend. As I headed downtown that night, I was relieved that I’d finally found a job, if not my dream job, after several months of looking. That and the prospect of a night out filled me with hope.

I arrived at a small bar on Fifth Street in the East Village and took a seat next to Patricia at a long wooden table. She introduced me to her friend Rupert and his girlfriend, seated across from us. A friend of Rupert’s who was visiting from London, named Guy, came back to the table with drinks and took a seat next to me. Guy, also a journalist, immediately began regaling me with exotic tales of travel, managing to keep me entertained for the next half hour.

Two more British men walked into the bar. Journalists again, the one who knew Rupert was named Philip, and he was visiting from Africa. He’d brought along a colleague of his who worked for the same newspaper in New York, Simon.

As I was sipping my second glass of Sancerre, Philip had sidled up next to me. He had shaggy blond hair that fell in hanks on both sides of his head and a wolflike face that gave him a hungry appearance. I much preferred the looks of the friend who accompanied him and who, like me, didn’t know any of the others now assembled at the table. Simon was bigger; one could even describe him as pear shaped, but it was a heft that gave him gravitas. He had the pleasant, clean-cut look of a mild-mannered man, a type I’d developed a soft spot for over the years. (One of my favorite sayings about the opposite sex is “Men should be seen, not heard.”) When Philip mentioned that Simon had worked in Spain and Italy, and spoke fluent Spanish and Italian, I felt something spike in my chest.

A few months earlier, I had left my Spanish boyfriend in his hometown of Santander, a city by the sea perched on rolling hills, like San Francisco. Jose Luis, with his Roman nose and Grecian-bust head of curls, was as kind and trustworthy as a man could be, but our backgrounds were too different, and I could not envision a future. He was a chef; I was a journalist. Our conversations foundered, if not in the chasm between our unshared interests, then certainly in the yawning canyon dividing Spanish and English. Neither of us had managed to master the other’s native tongue.

While Philip chatted away to me in one ear, my gaze alighted on Simon, who had yet to say a word all evening. The quiet, confident type, I thought. The kind who does not need to trumpet his ruggedness or sophistication.

I addressed a question to Simon: “So you were in Spain and Italy? When did you move to New York?”

“Yes, I was based in Rome last. I moved to New York six months ago,” he said.

“How do you like it?” I asked, quickly adding that I’d just moved here as well—cleverly establishing our camaraderie.

“New York is all right. Where did you move from? Your accent is American,” he said.

“I grew up in the U.S., in California. Then I went overseas. I was just working in London and then traveling for a few months in Spain,” I answered, pleased when I noticed that his face seemed to register our commonalities.

“And you’re a journalist?” Simon asked.

“I am, but an unemployed one,” I said.

Simon smiled, waiting for more information.

“Well, actually, I just got a job, which I’m starting next week. It’s at this Zionist rag—and no, I don’t mean the New York Times,” I said cheekily, knowing my British audience would appreciate the sentiment, as European rhetoric tends toward a softer approach on the Middle East conflict. I was about to start working at a recently launched daily newspaper that promoted an aggressively pro-Israel ideology.

Simon’s smile grew wider, and then he began chuckling. Philip, who’d been edged out of the conversation, laughed as well, though I don’t think my quip quite registered with him. Guy had disappeared earlier but returned when we were enjoying the laugh. He tried to draw me back into conversation. Then it hit me: these three men were competing for my attention.

You know those moments when through some karmic commingling or cosmic beneficence, all the elements of an evening come together? That night, I was just drunk enough to feel charged and confident without overdoing it. And the attention I was receiving from Philip, Simon, and Guy was enough to fuel a fairly steady stream of quick-witted conversation. I’m sure a benign smirk rested on my face the entire evening.

Patricia came over to me. “We’re all leaving for a place in Soho,” she said.

“Oh, okay,” I said, noticing that everybody in our group was paying for their drinks and rising from their seats. My drinks had been taken care of by my admirers and I didn’t leave a cent.

I left the bar with Philip and Simon flanking me like guards on either side. The three of us began walking down the street and rounded the corner at the next avenue—was it Avenue B? Halfway down the next block, one of the guys noticed that no one from the group in the bar was following us.

“Weren’t they right behind us?” Philip asked.

“I thought they were,” Simon said. “Well, why don’t we call them?”

I kept my mouth shut, as I’d clearly been paying no attention to anyone but the men who were paying attention to me.

I dialed the number Philip provided for Rupert and handed the phone over to him. Rupert told Philip the group had cabbed it downtown to the Lower East Side and gave him directions to the new bar. All three of us were newcomers to New York. Simon and I had lived there only a few months, and Philip was visiting. We all looked at each other and shrugged.

“Aw, fuck it, let’s just keep walking,” Philip said, voicing the idea we all had in mind—to uncover the city’s nocturnal wonders on our own.

That evening, we prowled the East Village, entering every bar in the vicinity—the wood-paneled dives, where we stood up or sat on stools at the counter; the red-upholstered lounge with sofas; the intimate, sparse, dark and narrow bar with leather couches. We were all very drunk, and though I was aware—or at least I am now—that alcohol and the prospect of sex do loosen a man’s tongue, it did nothing to diminish the woozy effect their fusillade of compliments induced in me.

At one of the first bars we dropped into, where we sat arrayed in separate sofa chairs, Philip leaned forward and said, “You know, you have beautiful eyes.”

“Why, thank you,” I said, giggling.

Now it was Simon’s turn. “Well, I think your hair is quite lovely.”

“Really, do you? Well, I think both of you are pleasant-looking people as well,” I said.

The three of us erupted into laughter. This was as much about them as it was about me, in that way that men competing for a woman are in fact asserting their masculine prowess more than trying to impress their catch. By this point, I’d learned that both had girlfriends in another city.

I am never the best-looking woman in a room—in New York, or in London, or, as I would later learn, in Delhi. I am most certainly not the thinnest, and I’m almost always the shortest. But having grown up small and Indian in California, I had early on learned that I would have to develop more rarified qualities to distinguish myself from other girls. I was abysmal at sports (the only B I ever received in high school was in physical education) and was embarrassingly good at my studies. I got an A+ in calculus, but compensated by getting a C in what they called “citizenship,” meaning that I was too often found whispering in the aisles and passing notes back and forth with my friends during class.

It would probably have been easier to turn my academic achievement into an advantage had I grown up in a place like New York or New Delhi. But I’d grown up in northern California, populated as far as the eye can see with the athletic, golden hued, and freckled. Back then, there were only two or three other Indian students in my entire high school. If I was ever going to get any male attention that didn’t include trying to copy my exam answers, I had to develop character, and I mean that in both senses of the word, which perhaps is a rare combination. A loud, goofy laugh, an insouciance, and—I must confess—a certain manic quality have often led others to describe me as a “character,” while I’d like to believe I’m also in possession of what people traditionally think of as qualities defining good character: honesty (to a pathological degree, at times), loyalty, steadfastness. Perhaps I flatter myself.

But I digress. Back to the East Village that sticky July night. The bars were closing down and we were ejected from a place at 4 A.M., but we didn’t want to end our revelry. Not surprisingly, when a man offered to sell us some marijuana a few blocks from the bar from which we had just emerged, we bought it and jumped the fence at Tompkins Square Park right across the street, which had closed for the night. We rolled a joint and I had a few drags, which made me slightly steadier on my feet. Yet I was still giddy from the evening—how could I not be?—and I did cartwheels on the grass.

A guard came over and we tried to hide our spliff, but he wanted to smoke as well. He was from Haiti and his name was Jean-Michel. The evening had attained fantastical proportions.

Philip, though, was getting antsy and wanted to go home—and me to go with him.

“Look, they’ve put me up in this really nice hotel. You can sleep in the other bed. I won’t touch you, I promise. I’ll take you for breakfast in the morning,” he pleaded.

“No, I don’t think it would be a good idea,” I said.

“Please, I promise I won’t touch you,” he beseeched.

Not wanting our easy rapport to turn ugly, I looked up at Simon. “Will you make sure I get home okay?”

He nodded yes, telling Philip, “Hey, come on, mate, leave her alone.”

Simon and I jumped into a cab, leaving Philip swearing and wobbling on the street as we sped uptown. I felt ashamed that I was living in a dorm room and prepared Simon for the sight in the taxi—“I’m staying in a college dormitory. It’s just temporary until I find an apartment.” When we got home, I kept him up talking on the couch until light filtered in through the fire escape window. I asked him about his girlfriend in Rome. They’d been together for many years, and the long-distance relationship had been hard on him.

I liked him. I wanted to know things about him, everything about him, even if they excluded me from the picture. I wanted to keep talking. But this is not the reason men with girlfriends end up in another woman’s apartment at 6 a.m. Simon suggested we sleep. We went into my room and got into my twin bed. I took off my jeans. Simon did as well. We were both uncomfortable lying stiffly next to each other, he because he felt guilty and I because I actually liked him. I finally nuzzled myself into his arm and he began kissing me.

After a few minutes, Simon piped up, “May I remove your bottom?”

Waves of laughter broke in my belly but did not spill forth from my mouth, afraid as I was of embarrassing him. To this day, my friends can send me into hysterics by saying in their most clipped imitation of a British accent, “May I remove your bottom?”

“Yes, you may,” I said in a small voice.

He did, but we were too shy, in addition to guilty, drunk, and fatigued, to do much but touch each other tentatively before we fell asleep.

In the late morning, around 11 a.m., an extremely guilt-ridden Simon woke up and threw on his clothing. I sat up in bed, still wearing my tank top from the night before. I asked him to call me, so that the night, or rather I, wouldn’t feel cheap. He hurried out and I went back to sleep.

In the late afternoon, around 5 p.m., I was woken by the sound of my cell phone ringing. When I answered, a man with an English accent said, “Hello, is that Anita?”

Thinking it was Simon, I mumbled into the phone, “Hmm, yeah, just woke up. How are you? Did you get home alright?”

“Anita, this is Guy. Where did you guys end up disappearing to last night? I was waiting for you at the other bar.”

I tried to figure out who it was, and then I recalled the third guy, Guy, from the night before.

“Oh, hi. I’m so sorry. We just got lost and carried on. It was quite a big night of drinking,” I said, already feeling ashamed for what had transpired.

“That’s too bad, because I’m just here for the weekend and then going back to London. In any case, Rupert and I are going out tonight. Would you like to come?”

I begged off that evening, thinking I’d had enough fun, not to mention male attention, for one weekend. Instead, I went out to dinner with Farhad, another friend I’d met in London and who’d transported himself to New York a few months before I did. He was attending a graduate program at Columbia and had hooked me up with my dorm sublet.

We were having dinner in the crowded outdoor area of one of those restaurants along Broadway near the university. Between mouthfuls of pasta, I began relating all of the previous night’s high jinks, taking particular glee in drawing out every last detail.

Farhad laughed mirthfully when I was finished and decided to dub the evening the “Night of the Three Blokes.”

“Anita dear, you have many fine qualities, and it goes without saying that were I at all interested in women I would certainly find you attractive, but I’ve never known you to be that much the mankiller,” Farhad said.

“Right, thanks,” I said.

He continued, unbidden and deep in concentration, trying to explain precisely the effect, or lack of one, I had on men. “You know, you’re more of an acquired taste. You’re like the Indian girl in Bend It Like Beckham—you know, quirky and intense, but not for everybody. No breezy glamourpuss like Keira Knightley. And also, English men hardly paid any attention to you when you were in London.”

“Thanks for reminding me, Farhad,” I retorted. “Are you done yet?”

After all, it was true. English people always seemed to me far more accessible when you met them outside of England. In London, Farhad, an Iranian man who’d grown up in Japan, and I clung to each other and to our misfit status. Even the Asian Brit culture, with its lingo and icons, seemed so daunting as to be hermetically sealed.

“But you’re right, what happened last night has never happened to me before. Maybe my luck’s changing. Maybe New York will be different,” I said, pausing. “And I really like this Simon guy, but he has a girlfriend in Rome. Should I call him?”

“Absolutely not! Stay away from men with girlfriends,” he said, aware that I had a less-than-spotless record in this regard. “Anyway, it doesn’t seem like you’ll be single for long.”

Nothing came of Simon and me, though it would be quite a few months before I was able to forget him. I would return countless times to the East Village over the next three years, though somehow I could never correlate that night with the British journalists with the neighborhood’s swarm of NYU students and black-toenailed Goths. Had it really happened? I couldn’t even locate the watering holes we’d been to that evening. Much like in those movies where a gullible mark realizes he’s been subjected to some elaborate con and the hotels or offices he’d entered as part of the scheme no longer exist or never did, they’d vanished, along with the endless romantic possibilities I’d envisioned for myself that night.


Chapter Two

My parents, living in semiretirement in California, had been waiting for my return to the U.S. for years. Their wayward daughter, who’d been carelessly frolicking in foreign countries without a jot of concern for her future, was finally within striking distance—that is, arranging-to-be-married distance. Their daughter, who seemed not to care that she had let precious marriageable years slip through her fingers, was now only a national long-distance phone call away. She could now be harangued far more frequently and for far less money.

Throughout my twenties, they had tried to arrange introductions with various suitors they’d found through newspaper advertisements in the cities in which I’d lived. In Singapore, I’d met one or two men as they were passing through. In London, also at my parents’ behest, I agreed to these meetings more out of a desire to silence my parents than a hope that anything would come of them. Overseas, I was far less susceptible to their long-range attacks. But now it seemed a front had opened up on domestic soil. And my left flank, the one that housed my tender heart, was dangerously vulnerable.

I had always expected to get married. It would not be a stretch to say that “shaadi,” the word for “marriage” in many Indian languages, is the first word a child in an Indian family understands after mummy and papa. To an Indian, marriage is a matter of karmic destiny. There are many happy unions in the pantheon of Hindu gods—Shiva and Parvati, Krishna and Radha, Ram and Sita. Marriage is even enshrined in Hinduism, India’s majority religion, as one of the four life stages: child, student, householder (i.e., with spouse and kids), and ascetic. Yes, as a good Hindu, one must get married—even if only to later renounce the marriage and family, give up worldly comforts, and live in the forest, as the fourth stage prescribes. Even the great Buddha was married before he became a wandering mendicant.

My parents wed in an arranged marriage four decades ago and are among the happiest couples I’ve ever known, bringing to mind Tolstoy’s first line of Anna Karenina. Substituting the word “couples” for “families,” it would read, “Happy couples are all alike; every unhappy couple is unhappy in its own way.” It’s a truism really, for I suspect every happy couple is similar in that they engage in a lifelong conversation—both metaphorically and literally.

My parents chatter away to each other incessantly, from the moment they awake until they sleep, gossiping about friends and relatives alike and teasing each other about their respective foibles—my father’s television addiction and my mother’s propensity for relentless nagging—and then laughing it off. (If I have learned anything from my parents, it is this: the grave importance of teasing and being able to be teased, and the near holy need to laugh.)

“What are you doing? You know you’re only allowed to watch television from seven to nine in the morning and five to ten at night,” my mother will say, while my father is glued to a midday Oprah.

“You never let me do anything. I live in a prison,” my father will reply, fake-glumly.

“TV ko bandh karo. Turn the TV off. And look, the dishwasher hasn’t even been unloaded,” my mother will say, and then, without any real anger and rolling her eyes, “I give you only one chore, and that even you cannot do!”

They rarely fight—except the Pavlovian bickering triggered by my mother’s noticing my father hasn’t unloaded the dishwasher—and they do everything together. Bringing a particular Hindu twist to their successful coupledom, my mother said once during one of our family pujas, or prayer ceremonies, a few years ago that she would like to be married to my father over and over again in her subsequent lives.

I attribute their successful marriage to two factors that seem to contradict each other—my father’s progressive ideas about a woman’s status and my mother’s agreeable and self-effacing nature. My father is a man who gave his wife full freedom to become an independent-minded woman, but my mother took that freedom, noted it, appreciated it, stored it away, and decided to be entirely dependent on my father. By her own decision, my mother never pursued a career and doesn’t drive.

They are inseparable the entire day. They wake up at 6 a.m., do yoga and breathing exercises to a videotape, eat breakfast, perform errands and do the shopping together, eat one large meal around 3 p.m. meant to combine lunch and dinner for dietary reasons, nap, and then sit in the family room of their recently built split-level McMansion in a neo-California suburb that sprang up a year ago. There, in their spacious family room, my father watches television and my mother reads her various health, spiritual, and self-help books and articles, furiously underlining parts that strike her as being of the utmost importance, which she immediately relays to my father.

“Sunno ji, listen to this, green tea is very good for the body and has many antioxidants. We should drink it four times a day, this article says.”

“Haan, okay. I’ll buy some tomorrow. We’ll start drinking it instead of chai. No more chai,” my father will reply absent-mindedly without having diverted an iota of his attention away from Desperate Housewives.

“This book says we should visualize all of the things we would like to happen in our lives. We must always engage in positive thinking. And you’re always thinking too negative too much. This is why you are getting depression all the time,” she will say.

“Haan, I will start visualizing good things only then. Only best things. I’ll start tonight,” he’ll say, still focused on the television.

“We should visualize nice boy for Anita. I am visualizing and praying all the time, but you are always watching TV. You should also visualize,” my mother will say.

Mention of his daughter’s marriage will perk up his ears, and for the first time he will turn away from the television and look at my mother.

“What can I do?! I’m trying so hard to find a boy! I’ve put out so many advertisements in the newspapers. Even I’ve started looking on the Internet, but she is not doing. That girl is not serious about shaadi,” he will say, a sad look creeping into his face. He has momentarily forgotten about Eva Longoria’s affair with the boy gardener on Desperate Housewives.

“We must make her serious about shaadi. Anita is not listening. Basically she is not caring about finding boy. I will visualize only good boy for her,” my mother will say.

“Haan! She is not caring at all about shaadi. I will call her right now and ask her what she is doing and why she is waiting. Everybody is doing shaadi, and she is not listening to us. Anita doesn’t listen to anyone. This is the problem,” my father will say, leaping up at a crucial cliffhanger scene to grab his cell phone.

At that moment, I could be sitting in an intimate Soho lounge on a date with a French investment banker, or with a group of girlfriends drinking martinis in some chic new place with chrome and orange accents in Tribeca.

Hearing my phone, I will rush to grab it, fumbling around in my purse as the first few rings elapse, only to have my heart sink when the display panel flashes “Papa” over and over. I will sigh heavily, wait for three or four more rings (hoping it will stop), and then answer, “Haan, Papa.”

“Listen, Anita. Mummy and I were just talking about you. You are not serious about shaadi! You are not caring! You are just going here and there. Always with friends. Now you’ve come back to America and your age is now getting more, and you must search for a boy. What will you do about shaadi?!” Papa will say, clearly agitated as a television commercial blares in the background.

“Papa, can we please talk about this later? I am looking. I’m trying. I promise. I just haven’t found anyone,” I’ll moan, my relaxed post-work mood disintegrating.

And it was true. I was looking. I’d been looking all my life, in fact. Romance had always been a top priority for me. Not for me plugging away at work to scale vertiginous professional heights. Certainly I was just as ambitious as the next person, but not at the expense of romance—that first tentative kiss, that gently ribbing e-mail, that delicious moment impregnated with desire when you are with a lover and a bottle of wine and Dusty Springfield is playing off the computer in your apartment and you can’t decide which is more urgent and enticing, to talk and spill all your secrets or to lunge at each other.

How to explain, then, why I returned to New York empty-handed despite my energetic efforts at romance over the years and over many cities? It just happened, like it did to all the other women in New York who’d been involved in a string of relationships in their twenties only to find themselves alone soon after hitting thirty.

I returned to New York with no fancy job, no assets, and certainly no life partner. I had watched many of my peers who had also sought their fortunes abroad in journalism, finance, or consulting embark on amorous adventures that had ended in marriage. I had heard numerous stories of rendezvous in exotic locales, Bali or Koh Phi Phi or Paris. Hadn’t I also flung myself into the world for this? To meet risk-courting war photographers or city-hopping financiers involved in complex options and swaps transactions, or even bookish magazine editors, bespectacled and bearing copies of Kerouac, Thompson, Mailer, and Amis—both Kingsley and Martin? Making things even worse upon my arrival in New York was that nearly all of my close girlfriends who lived in the city were married.

I could not fault my parents for wanting to see their daughter happily settled—isn’t that what all parents want? And, for traditionally minded Indian parents, they had certainly given me a rare amount of freedom during my twenties to find someone of my own choosing to marry. I hadn’t, and now, as they saw it, it was time for them to step in.

At the same time, it had always been up to me who I dated, so it seemed desperately retrograde to allow my parents to find someone for me. And I’ll admit to being more than a little intrigued about what I would find in New York, a city renowned for its vulturous dating culture.

I had been living in Asia and Europe, where courtship seemed to unfold at a more organic pace. Friends met up routinely in bars or pubs after work, facilitating an environment in which friends of friends could be introduced or brought into the fold. In New York, people seemed to spend endless amounts of time at work and then scurry off to the gym. Later, they would log on to their computers, trying to conjure up a perfect fit in their dark apartments.

Other aspects of the dating culture were even more daunting. In a type of sexual free-for-all, women threw dozens of men up against their bedroom walls in the hope one would stick. I was hardly a prude, but the casualness with which people conducted their sexual lives intimidated me. Even the argot of dating I heard in New York was formidable. At my job at the small fledgling newspaper, I would overhear young women talking about JDate and booty calls, and, worst of all, fuckbuddies, a term that still makes me cringe when I hear it. Nonetheless, I was willing to wade into this indecorous morass to see what I could find.

At first, I retained some principles, such as my conviction that Internet dating turned people into commodities. Moreover, it seemed kind of time consuming. Men spent hours writing the perfectly turned ironic New Yorky profile to get women to write to them, and then when the women met their sharp-witted suitors, they were more tongue-tied than rapier tongued; in fact, these guys wouldn’t recognize irony if it came up and introduced itself.

So I went to a lot of parties with my friends from college. I began to realize, however, that after my years overseas, my tastes in men tended somewhat toward the international. I couldn’t seem to muster the requisite interest in wholesome boys from Ohio. They were so earnest. And the ones who weren’t were the Williamsburg hipsters who cobbled together an existence from writing blogs and playing experimental music. They were so aggressively quirky. The lack of interest, more often than not, was mutual.

A married friend, Nadia, who’d attended a business school in France, always made a point of inviting me along to her alumni cocktails at some well-appointed downtown bar. Once I met a dashing Lebanese diplomat who’d also come along with friends. We chatted for an hour before he placed his hand on my bottom. I thought it was a bit forward, but then I thought being an acting ambassador to the UN might account for his confidence, as well as my willingness to go along with the overture.

He suggested we go to another bar. It was deep winter, so I interpreted his willingness to leave a cozy, warm place for another as a sign of his interest in me. We put on our heavy woolen coats, tied scarves around our necks, gloved our hands, and stepped out onto a slushy Twentieth Street. I was heading toward a bar I knew down the street when the diplomat turned to me and said in his cultured accent, “Why don’t we just jump in a cab and go to my apartment uptown?”

Taken aback, I said, “Well, I’m not so into that idea. Why don’t we just step into this place and have a drink?”

In the second bar, we found a dark corner, and the Lebanese diplomat went to the bar to fetch two glasses of red wine. When he returned, I tried to engage him in conversation, saying something pathetically vague like, “So this is fascinating. You’re the acting ambassador to the UN?”

“Yeah, it’s fine. I just have to vote on issues here and there,” he said, his hands roaming down my back and hips.

I noticed his hands were making forays into the breast region. We hadn’t even kissed yet. I leaned in for a kiss, but he pecked me on the cheek. His hands continued to familiarize themselves with my body. I decided to take a more direct approach and brought my lips close to his, just short of a full pucker. He pulled away.

“Um, kiss?” I ventured, nodding toward his hands, which were lying on the front of my sweater on my breasts. “Isn’t that kind of what we’re supposed to do first?”

“I find kissing a bit intimate,” he said, diplomatically enough.

“Well, I find this a bit too intimate. I think we should finish our drinks.” I swooshed to the opposite end of the sofa. We left a few minutes later. I jumped into a cab. He didn’t ask for my number.

I decided to give him diplomatic immunity. Wasn’t I overreaching if I thought I could bag the Lebanese ambassador to the UN? I was as yet uncowed.

At a rooftop party a few months later, I met Alex, a handsome consultant with dark and curly hair. We talked all night, and soon after, I received an e-mail from him inviting me to his apartment for dinner. It was our first real date, and I was flattered—and encouraged—that he was already cooking for me. He lived uptown near Harlem and I took the train from Grand Central after work, stopping off to buy some Argentine wine on the way. He brought out some cheese and opened the wine. Fumes from the vegetarian lasagna he was preparing in accordance with my dietary restrictions wafted out to the living room.

He was a telecom consultant, and since I was reporting on telecommunications at work, I thought it might make an apropos conversation piece.

“So do you think Verizon’s move into voice-over-IP will be successful? It really seems it’s the future of telecoms,” I said, perkily.

“Uh, sure. I guess. It’s a big company. It’ll survive,” he said.

Hmm, talking about Verizon’s corporate strategy didn’t seem to be setting the mood for romance. By the time dinner was ready, I took a different tack and started cooing over the food. “It’s just so good. Where did you learn to cook like this?”

When we’d polished off the wine and lasagna, Alex brought out a tiramisu, and this is when he started talking about his long-distance girlfriend who lived in Tokyo. He also sought my advice on how to ask out the cute girl from the gym, saying he wanted a female perspective on it. Perhaps I shouldn’t have talked quite so lengthily about Verizon’s aggressive Wi-Fi rollout.

Even this deflating experience didn’t dim my optimism about finding romance in New York. What eroded my idealism was the following succession of cads I met, all of whom told me—over dinner or while we were kissing at the end of a boozy night—“I’m not looking for anything serious.” If it was spoken at the outset, then it was a perfect “Get out of jail free” card. They could always stop calling or taking my calls because they’d been “honest” with me.

The line so irked me that I began hearing it whispered everywhere, every man—the security guard at my office building, waiters at restaurants, the cashier at the CVS pushing change at me across the counter—silently mouthing the words at me. I’m not looking for anything serious. I’m not looking for a serious relationship. How did anyone procreate in this city?

I seemed to have greater luck attracting romantic attention when I left New York. It was during a trip to Argentina that I met Juan Carlos, a black-haired, green-eyed painter—of buildings, not canvases. Within an hour of meeting me, he said he would become a vegetarian as soon as we married, that he’d never felt this way for any woman before—“nunca en mi vida”— that I was the mother of his children. Oddly, by the end of the night, he couldn’t remember my name.

Nothing fazed Juan Carlos, however. He quickly jotted off a poem explaining his lapse: “I wrote your name in the sand, but a wave came and washed it away. I wrote your name in a tree, but the branch fell. I have written your name in my heart, and time will guard it.”

Perhaps, though, I’m giving the impression that I was always being mistreated or rejected. I, too, was picky about who I wanted to enter a relationship with—though I don’t recall ever telling anyone “I’m not looking for anything serious.”

One Christmas, the ever-helpful Nadia invited me to her stockbroker husband’s office party. I didn’t remember talking to anyone in particular that evening, but one of her husband’s colleagues noticed me and asked Nadia’s husband for my number.

When William called, I couldn’t place him, but Nadia’s husband assured me he was a decent guy and that he was one of the firm’s more successful stockbrokers—and since they were paid on commission, this was actually saying something. Something like “He’s loaded, loa-ded. Like $400,000-a-year loaded.” William had made dinner reservations at Sushi Samba near Union Square for Saturday evening. By this point, I’d been so disappointed by the behavior men in New York got away with that I was touched that someone had simply made reservations in my honor.

I didn’t recognize William when I arrived at the restaurant fifteen minutes late, but was pleased that he was rather attractive. At some point during dinner, I asked him about his family.

“It’s just me and my mother,” he said.

“Oh, okay. So where is your father?” I asked.

“My father’s not in the picture,” he said, in a way that told me not to pursue that line of conversation. He didn’t say “My father left us before I was born” or “That’s a sore topic,” but “My father’s not in the picture.”

Later, when William told me his mother was a lesbian, I began to think it was entirely possible that his father had been found at a sperm bank. I processed this with careful determination not to let the realization pass across my face. It was only when he told me his mother was adopted that I flinched. I was holding some noodles with my chopsticks and they fell into my lap. Let’s see, his mother didn’t know who her parents were, and he didn’t know who his father was. I was sitting with the Man Who Had No Past.

I looked at William, at his bright blue eyes, his blondish hair, his oddly red-tinted lips. He was like a phoenix rising from the ashes of an unknown civilization. I was too unnerved to see him again.

Dating in New York was steadily grinding me down, like water on a stone rubbing all my edges smooth. Of course, there was the growing acknowledgment of how futile it seemed, and not just for me. Many women I encountered and befriended in New York—most of my colleagues, my landlord’s daughter—were facing the same emotionally excruciating uphill battle. But I began to realize something else too, something that caused me no small amount of surprise. And this was that perhaps I, too, was looking for something a bit more like what my parents had enjoyed for so many years. My resistance to my parents’ attempts to arrange my marriage began to soften.


Chapter Three

The pressure on me to find a husband started very early. A few days after my first birthday, within months of my family’s arrival in the United States, I fell out the window of a three-story building in Baltimore. My mother’s greatest concern at the time, after learning that I hadn’t been gravely injured, was my marriageability.

“What boy will marry her when he finds out?” she cried, begging my father to never mention my broken arm—from which I’ve enjoyed a full recovery—to prospective suitors out of fear my dowry would be prohibitively higher. Though technically illegal, the practice of a bride’s family giving a handsome dowry to the groom and his family still thrives in India, and the country’s newspapers are filled with reports of dowry-related harassment, suicides, and murders. A reasonably well-off family in India can easily spend $100,000 in dowry these days.

Much savvier in the ways of his new country, my father laughed it off. “But there is no dowry in America!” he said.

Fulfilling his parental duty, my father placed matrimonial ads for me every couple of months during my twenties in such immigrant newspapers as India Abroad They read something like, “Match for Jain girl, Harvard-educated journalist, 25, fair, slim.” I took it as a personal victory that they didn’t include the famous Indian misnomer “homely” to mean domestically inclined. Depending on whether my father was in a magnanimous mood, he would add “Caste no bar,” which meant suitors didn’t have to belong to Jainism, an offshoot of Hinduism with the world’s most severe dietary restrictions. Root vegetables like carrots are verboten.

Despite years of living in the U.S., my father still harbored a prejudice against meat eaters. He would immediately discard responses from those with a “non-veg” diet. There was, however, a special loophole for meat eaters who earned more than $200,000 a year. (As for me, my vegetarianism had lapsed for the duration of my relationship with my Spanish chef boyfriend, Jose, who’d gotten me addicted to chorizo. Once, I was horrified to discover, he’d put a skinned rabbit in my freezer.)

In more traditional arranged marriages—which are still very much alive and well in India—couples may get only one or two meetings before their wedding day. In big Indian cities, in America and elsewhere in the Indian diaspora, a couple may have a few months to get to know each other before they are expected to walk down the aisle, or rather around the fire, as they do seven times, in keeping with Hindu custom.

Although I’ve long believed that you need no more than six months to assess someone’s character, I’d never thought I’d get married the way my brother had. He’d met his wife through a newspaper ad my parents had taken out in India Abroad. He’s happily married with two young daughters, but he’d never had a girlfriend before his wedding day. My first kiss was at fourteen with Matt from the football squad. Maybe that’s where it all started to go wrong.

My father’s desultory casting around to see what was out there became much more urgent as time wore on in New York and I was no closer to marriage. It was becoming difficult to overlook my advancing age, thirty-one, and soon, thirty-two—an age for an unmarried woman that makes Indian aunties shudder in horror. It wasn’t even like I was divorced, implying that I’d at least tried.

Being a divorced thirty-two-year-old Indian woman has the exact opposite effect that being an unmarried thirty-two-year-old Indian woman does. Instead of clucking around you asking about your matrimonial intentions, all the aunties studiously avoid you, assuming you’ve all but escaped death from an abusive husband. This, and the fact that the divorcee in question might be cursed, and contact with them might somehow be transferred to the aunties’ children, keeps aunties at a safe distance.

My parents’ quest for a husband for me eventually led them to a dizzying array of Web sites. Only a couple of months earlier, my father had begun dabbling on the Internet after hearing he could pay his bills and buy and sell stocks online. That’s when he tripped onto the marriage sites, and it was as if he’d stumbled across a magic key in a fantasy game that unlocked the door to a world full of untold wonders. Among countless others, there were shaadi.com, indiamatrimony.com, bharatmatrimony.com, and jeevansathi.com—this last of which translates to “life partner” in Hindi. Within these sites were subsites for Indian communities, like punjabimatrimony.com or parsimatrimony.com. At his fingertips were hundreds upon thousands of potential grooms.

In fact, there was a surprising number of people on these sites one wouldn’t expect to succumb to such an antiquity. Some of them seemed to be men that I would actually consider meeting. They could have been the guy in the next cubicle, someone’s freshman-year roommate at NYU, even the cute guy I ran into at a bar in the Lower East Side last night.

Far from being a novel approach to matrimony, these sites are a natural extension of how things have been done in India for decades. Well before the explosion of the country’s famously vibrant press in the fifties, Indians were coupling via matrimonial advertisements in national newspapers (“Match sought for Bengali Brahmin, wheatish complexion,” etc.).

My father took to these Web sites like a freshly divorced forty-two-year-old on match.com. He uploaded my profile on several, indicating that only men living in New York City need apply. Unfortunately, in the world of shaadi.com, this meant most of the men lived in New Jersey, commuting to their jobs in software development or IT support in the city.

My father also wrote my profile. This may be why some of my dates were surprised to discover I enjoy a glass of wine or two with dinner, and another couple afterward, even though the profile read “I never drink.” And Papa would write back to those who appeared promising. Separating the wheat from the chaff is no small task, as anyone who’s done any online dating can attest. As my father likes to say, wagging his head, “You get a lot of useless types.”

Like most Indians of their generation, and notwithstanding their long stay in the U.S., my parents believe there are only two legitimate professions: doctor and engineer. Yes, they’ve heard of such newfangled professions as investment banking and law, but oh no, they won’t be fooled. Across India can be heard the refrain, “It is good match: they found doctor,” and my father expected nothing less for his little girl.

The problem is that while he wanted a doctor or engineer, my heart beat for an aging but rakish foreign correspondent. Nearing fifty, he’d just seen his marriage fall apart, and he mourned its passing by plastering his body with fresh tattoos and picking bar fights. I found it terribly sexy that he rode a Harley, perhaps less so that his apartment was decorated with Wonder Woman paraphernalia. He was on a downward spiral, but perhaps my parents might appreciate that he’d won a Pulitzer prize earlier in his career?

During my parents’ frantic search for a husband for their daughter—that two-headed beast of an unmarried thirtysomething woman—I began getting bombarded with odd e-mails that read, “We liked the girl’s profile. The boy is in good state job in Mississippi and cannot come to New York. The girl must relocate to Mississippi.” The message was signed by Mr. Ramesh Gupta, “the boy’s father,” and the e-mail wasn’t addressed to me. It was to my father. I had been CC’d.

That wasn’t as bad as the one I’d received a few weeks earlier that demanded, forgoing any preamble, what the date, time, and location of my birth were. Presumably sent to determine my astrological compatibility with a Hindu suitor, the e-mail was dismayingly abrupt. But I did take heart in the fact that it was addressed only to me.

At least e-mails weren’t intrusive. One Sunday, I was woken by a call at nine A.M. A woman with a heavy Indian accent asked for Anita. I have a raspy voice at the best of times, but after a night of “social” smoking, my register is on par with Clint Eastwood’s.

So when I croaked, “This is she,” the perplexed lady responded, “She or he?” before asking, “What are your qualifications?”

I said I had a B.A. “B.A. only?” she responded.

“What are the boy’s qualifications?” I flung back in an androgynous voice.

She smirked: “He is M.D. in Kentucky only.”

Still bleary eyed, but with enough presence of mind to use the deferential term for an elder, I grumbled, “Auntie, I will speak to the boy only.”

Neither she nor he called back.

Of course, as a woman who’d led a remarkably independent life, I found these missives from the parents of suitors alarming. But then my search for anything resembling affection in the alienating city on my own—it had now been well over a year—wasn’t quite working out either. I couldn’t even get someone to call me back after a date, let alone marry me. Perhaps if I met some of these suitors directly—the ones my father had been in correspondence with—I might just end up liking one of them. Yes, maybe a little romantic assistance might not hurt. Certainly it was a bit ironic that I expected the men to go through my father, while I circumvented their parents, but I wanted to convince myself as much as possible that I wasn’t really doing this arranged-marriage thing. Papa was just handling the back end. It distanced me from the process.

Since my father was the point of contact on shaadi.com, he would be contacted by a potential suitor or would contact one himself, they would exchange e-mails, and then my father would make a decision on whether to pass along my e-mail address.

I did have my limits. I hit delete on e-mails with fresh-off-the-boat Indian English, like “Hope e-mail is finding you in pink of health” or “I am looking for life partner for share of joy of life and sorrowful time also.” Then there was always that swoon-inducing romantic opener: “I am B. Sc in electrical engineering and also having master’s in systems operation.”

One of my first setups in New York was with a man named Vivek, who worked in IT in New Jersey, where he’d lived his entire life. He took the train into the city to meet me at Starbucks. He was wearing pants that ended two inches above his ankles.

We spoke briefly about his work before he asked, “What are you looking for in a husband?”

Since this question always leaves me flummoxed—especially when it’s asked within the first few minutes of conversation by somebody in high-waters—I mumbled something along the lines of, “I don’t know, a connection, I guess. What are you looking for?”

Vivek responded, “Just two things. Someone who’s vegetarian and doesn’t smoke. That shouldn’t be so hard to find, don’t you think?”

It’s a common online dating complaint that people are nothing like their profiles. Sometimes they could be nothing but them.

Another time, I met a very sweet journalist named Manish for lunch in Chinatown. Afterward I was planning to meet my gay friend Farhad in a store. Manish walked me the few blocks into Soho, and I asked him to come in and say hello. Upon meeting Farhad, Manish became extremely animated and even helped my friend choose a sweater. After he left, I asked Farhad what he thought. He gave me a knowing glance, and we both burst into laughter.

As with any singles Web sites geared toward one community, you also got your interlopers. A forty-four-year-old Jewish doctor managed to make my dad’s first cut: he was a doctor. Mark said he believed Indians and Jews shared similar values, like family and education. I didn’t necessarily have a problem with his search for an Indian wife. (Isn’t it when they dislike us for our skin color that we’re supposed to get upset?) But when I met him for dinner, he seemed a decade older than he was, which made me feel like I was a decade younger.

My father’s screening method was hardly foolproof. Once, he was particularly taken with a suitor who claimed to be a brain surgeon at Johns Hopkins and friends with a famous Bollywood actress, Madhuri Dixit. I was suspicious, but I agreed to speak to the fellow. Within seconds, his shaky command of English and yokel line of questioning—“You are liking dancing? I am too much liking dancing”—told me this man was as much as a brain surgeon as I was Madhuri Dixit. When I refused to talk to him again, my father called me up to say, “Don’t you think we would make sure his story checked out before marrying you off?”

Sometimes, though, we would get close, really close. In my last year in the city, I was put in touch with an Indian-American consultant living in Bombay named Sameer. I liked the fact that he’d grown up in America but had returned to India to work. I too sometimes threw around the idea of trying to find a job in India, seeing as the country was undergoing massive change.

During every summer break in college, I found myself back in India, trying to learn as much as I could about the country of my birth. I’d even worked as a journalist in New Delhi in 1995 when the country had just started to dismantle its dirigiste economy.

Sameer and I had great conversations on the phone—among other things, he had interesting views on how people our age were becoming more sexually liberated in Indian cities—and I began envisioning myself draped in the finest silk saris. Sameer had sent a picture, and while he wasn’t Saif Ali Khan, he wasn’t bad. My father kept telling me he wanted it all “wrapped up” by February—it was only Christmas!

Back for a break in New York, Sameer kindly came to see me in Fort Greene, the Brooklyn neighborhood where I was then living. At a French bistro across the street from my apartment, he leaned over the table and said, “You know, your father really shouldn’t send out those photos of you. They don’t do justice to your beauty.”

Sameer was generous, good natured, engaging, seemingly besotted with me, on an expat salary—and also on the Atkins diet to lose fifty pounds. My Bombay dreams went up in smoke.

In this, I guess I was like every other woman in New York, complaining a man was too ambitious or not ambitious enough, too eager or not eager enough, too skinny or too fat. But they were finicky, too. These men, in their bid to fit in on Wall Street or on the golf course, wanted a wife who was eminently presentable—to their boss, friends, and family. They wanted a woman to be sophisticated enough to have a martini, and not a Diet Coke, at an office party, but not, god forbid, “sophisticated” enough to have three. Sometimes I worried that I was a bit too sophisticated for most Indian men.

What I had come to appreciate about Indian men was their clarity of intent. I’d never heard from an Indian man, or at least not the ones I’d met on shaadi.com, “I don’t think I’m ready for a relationship right now.”

Indian men also seemed to share my belief that Westerners made the progression toward marriage unnecessarily agonizing. I recall one Indian lawyer friend telling me he thought it was absurd how a couple in America could date for years and still not know if they wanted to get married.

With other forms of dating, the options seemed limitless. The long kiss in the bar with someone I’d never met could have been just that, an exchange that has a value and meaning of its own that can’t be quantified. Ditto for the one-night stand. (Try explaining that one to my parents.) The not-knowing-where-something-is-headed can be wildly exciting. It can also be soul crushing.

Indians of my mother’s generation—in fact, my mother herself—like to say of arranged marriage, “It’s not that there isn’t love. It’s just that it comes after marriage.” Maybe I didn’t buy it entirely. But after a decade of Juan Carloses, and affairs with married men, and Craigslist flirtations, and emotionally bankrupt boyfriends, and (oddly, the most painful of all) the guys who just never call, it no longer seemed like the most outlandish possibility.

Some of my single friends in New York would say they weren’t convinced marriage is what they really wanted. I didn’t really buy that, either. And no modern woman wanted to close the door on any of her options—no matter how traditional—too hastily.

My friend Radhika, an unmarried thirty-seven-year-old photographer, used to hate going to her cousins’ weddings, where the aunties never asked her about the famines in Africa or the political conflict in Cambodia she’d covered. Instead it was, “Why aren’t you married? What are your intentions?” As much as she dreaded this, they’ve stopped asking, and for Radhika, that’s even worse. “It’s like they’ve written me off,” she says.

During a trip to India while living in New York, I was made to eat dinner at the children’s table—they sent out for Domino’s pizza and Pepsis—because as an unmarried woman, I didn’t fit in with the adults. As much as I resented my exile, I realized that maybe I didn’t want to be eating dal and sabzi and drinking rum with the grown-ups. Maybe that would have meant they’d given up on me, that they viewed me not as a yet-to-be-married girl but as an unmanageable woman who’d ruined her youth by being too choosy and strong headed.

This way, the aunties could still swing by the kids’ table as I was sucking on a Pepsi and chucking a young cousin on the chin, and ask me, “When are you getting married? What are your intentions?”

And I could say, “Auntie, do you have a boy in mind?”
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