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The water of the women’s lake laps against my breasts, cool, calming. | can feel it beginning to wash the
hot nervousness away from my body. The little waves tickle my armpits, make my sari float up around me,
wet and yellow, like a sunflower after rain. | close my eyes and smell the sweet brown odor of the ritha
pulp my friends Deepali and Radha are working into my hair so it will glisten with little lights this evening.
They scrub with more vigor than usual and wash it out more carefully, because today is a special day. It is
the day of my bride-viewing.

[...] “Are you nervous?” Radha asks as she wraps my hair in a soft cotton towel. Her parents are also trying
to arrange a marriage for her. So far three families have come to see her, but no one has chosen her
because her skin-color is considered too dark. “Isn’t it terrible, not knowing what'’s going to happen?” | nod
because | don’t want to disagree, don’t want to make her feel bad by saying that sometimes it’s worse
when you know what’s coming, like | do. | knew it as soon as Father unlocked his mahogany almirah and
took out the sari. It was the most expensive sari | had ever seen, and surely the most beautiful. Its body
was a pale pink, like the dawn sky over the women’s lake. The color of transition. Embroidered all
over it were tiny stars made out of real gold zari thread. “Here, hold it,” said Father. The sari was
unexpectedly heavy in my hands, silk-slippery, a sari to walk carefully in. A sari that could change one’s life.
| stood there holding it, wanting to weep. | knew that when | wore it, it would hang in perfect pleats to my
feet and shimmer in the light of the evening lamps. It would dazzle Somesh and his parents and they would
choose me to be his bride.

[...] When the plane takes off, | try to stay calm, to take deep, slow breaths like Father does when he
practices yoga. But my hands clench themselves on to the folds of my sari and when | force them open,
after the fasten seat belt and no smoking signs have blinked off, | see they have left damp blotches on the
delicate crushed fabric. We had some arguments about this sari. | wanted a blue one for the journey,
because blue is the color of possibility, the color of the sky through which | would be traveling. But
Mother said there must be red in it because red is the color of luck for married women. Finally,
Father found one to satisfy us both: midnight-blue with a thin red border the same color as the marriage
mark I’'m wearing on my forehead.

[...]'m wearing a pair of jeans now, marveling at the curves of my hips and thighs, which have always

been hidden under the flowing lines of my saris. | love the color, the same pale blue as the nayantara




flowers that grow in my parents’ garden. The solid comforting weight. The jeans come with a
closefitting T-shirt which outlines my breasts. | scold Somesh to hide my embarrassed pleasure. He
shouldn’t have been so extravagant. We can’t afford it. He just smiles. The T-shirt is sunrise-orange—
the color, | decide, of joy, of my new American life. Across its middle, in large black letters, is written
Great America. | was sure the letters referred to the country, but Somesh told me it is the name of an
amusement park, a place where people go to have fun. | think it a wonderful concept, novel. Above the
letters is the picture of a train. Only it’s not a train, Somesh tells me, it’s a roller coaster. He tries to explain
how it moves, the insane speed, the dizzy ground falling away, then gives up. “I'll take you there, Mita
sweetheart,” he says, “as soon as we move into our own place.”

[...] Somesh has bought me a cream blouse with a long brown skirt. They match beautifully, like the
inside and outside of an almond. “For when you begin working,” he says. But first he wants me to
start college. Get a degree, perhaps in teaching. | picture myself in front of a classroom of girls with blond
pigtails and blue uniforms, like a scene out of an En-glish movie | saw long ago in Calcutta. They raise their
hands respectfully when | ask a question. “Do you really think | can?” | ask. “Of course,” he replies. | am
gratified he has such confidence in me. But | have another plan, a secret that | will divulge to him once we
move. What | really want is to work in the store.

[...] 'm wearing a nightie now, my very first one. It’s black and lacy, with a bit of a shine to it, and it
glides over my hips to stop outrageously at mid-thigh. My mouth is an O of surprise in the mirror, my legs
long and pale and sleek from the hair remover | asked Somesh to buy me last week. The legs of a movie
star. Somesh laughs at the look on my face, then says, “You’re beautiful.” His voice starts a flutter low in my
belly.

[...] I stand in the middle of our empty bedroom, my hair still wet from the purification bath, my back to the
stripped bed | can’t bear to look at. | hold in my hands the plain white sari I’'m supposed to wear. |
must hurry. Any minute now there’ll be a knock at the door. They are afraid to leave me alone too long,
afraid | might do something to myself.

[...] That’s when | know | cannot go back. | don’t know yet how I'll manage, here in this new, dangerous
land. | only know | must. Because all over India, at this very moment, widows in white saris are bowing their
veiled heads, serving tea to in-laws. Doves with cut-off wings. | am standing in front of the mirror now,
gathering up the sari. | tuck in the ripped end so it lies next to my skin, my secret. | make myself think of the
store, although it hurts. Inside the refrigerated unit, blue milk cartons neatly lined up by Somesh’s hands.
The exotic smell of Hills Brothers coffee brewed black and strong, the glisten of sugar-glazed donuts nestled
in tissue. The neon Budweiser emblem winking on and off like a risky invitation. | straighten my shoulders
and stand taller, take a deep breath. Air fills me—the same air that traveled through Somesh’s lungs a little
while ago. The thought is like an unexpected, intimate gift. | tilt my chin, readying myself for the arguments
of the coming weeks, the remonstrations. In the mirror a woman holds my gaze, her eyes
apprehensive yet steady. She wears a blouse and skirt the color of almonds.



