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			For all my families—blood, chosen, desi, queer—

		

	
		
			Marriage of a Thousand Lies
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			When I was nine I wanted a short-sleeved button-down shirt. Amma refused to buy one from the boys’ section, pushed me instead toward the pinks and butterflies in the girls’, so I told her I needed one for a school play. I wore it open when I biked down hills, the wind slipping its fingers through the loose weave, cooling my sweat through my tank top. My best friend Nisha told me I’d make a cute boy, and her words squeezed something deep inside my bones, pried loose the skin between my legs. Pin pricks. Needles. My first lie.

		

	
		
			The Game
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			Music pumps from the walls and jumps off the tin roof tiles. Gay night at the local dive, and it’s a clash of rainbow shirts against walls of dusty license plates. College lesbians and blue-collar queers slide around each other in the hot, coffin-shaped bar. Hands slip numbers over sticky tables, roaming thumbs hook over edges of rough denim, drunken tongues on beads of sweat, lips mix over whispered lies, skin on skin without room for truths and this is why we’re here.

			“Two o’clock,” Kris says. “Don’t look.” He leans my way over a tall, spindly table and sips his long island iced tea through a stirrer held between his teeth. His hair, which he grows out into a swoop over his left eye, falls down between us like a curtain. We’ve both taken off our wedding rings. Mine rests in a tiny glass tray in our bathroom. Kris’s is placed carefully on his nightstand next to his multivitamins.

			The walls vibrate with the bass, bouncing across my skin. I drink my beer and check my phone, wondering if it’s my ex calling, but it’s only my mother.

			“Your two o’clock, or mine?” I say. 

			“Mine.” Kris shakes the hair out of his eyes and points at my phone. “Is it Emily?”

			“No.” I put my phone back in my pocket. It’s only been a couple of weeks since Emily and I broke up, but the time has stretched me out. My insides feel ragged and thin. I want the dance floor to swell up with people, the music to climb inside me and wipe my brain clean.

			Kris stares hard at his glass, now mostly filled with ice, the dark tea slurped down to the last inch. Even at twenty-seven, he is still all angles that push at his clothing.

			I drain the last of my beer and walk toward the bar. Kris’s two o’clock is a man sitting at the table next to ours in a Red Sox hat and a white Hanes shirt. He holds his Bud Light to his lips but doesn’t drink.

			I walk up next to a woman on a bar stool whose sad eyes droop down at the outer corners like they’re going to tip the pupils right out of her face. My phone buzzes. I ignore it. The woman smiles at me, her mouth edged in red lipstick. I could take her into a bathroom stall and push her up against the cold brick walls. I think of that red, red mouth gaping open, lipstick smeared, fingers clutching at me, lips slippery on my fingers and mouth.

			I smile back. She slides her bar stool closer and touches my arm when she talks, her fingers tingling the skin where I’ve pushed up the sleeves of my button-down. Kris would say it was worth it. A fuck’s a fuck, he would say.

			My phone buzzes. Amma again. I leave the woman smiling and walk back to where Kris is standing, stirring the ice in his glass around and around. This is the first time we’ve gone out in months—my unemployment and his busy work schedule as a second-pass message editor for a greeting card company keeps us out of the bars and at home doing normal married people things like Amma always wanted. Kris spends his nights trying to write his own greetings and staring at the cards framed over his desk, the few he got published when he first left engineering and started in this business. I spend my nights drawing commissions for horny suburban fanboys with money to waste—too-thin elves facing off against tentacled monsters, custom Sailor Scouts, coy anime girls frolicking at the beach, well-endowed geishas undressing in dimly-lit rooms.

			“So?” Kris says. He tips his glass back and shakes an ice cube into his mouth.

			“The one at the bar? I don’t think so.”

			“A fuck’s a fuck.” He holds the ice cube between his teeth and talks around it. “Emily’s getting laid. Why shouldn’t you?”

			“Shut up.” I wish I had bought another beer so that I’d have something to hold onto, so that the cold of it could take my mind off the ache in my stomach. My hands grasp at the air.

			The man in the Red Sox hat stares hard at Kris through the darkness of the bar.

			“Emily was no Nisha,” Kris says. He raises his empty glass. “To Nisha, your oldest and truest.”

			I feel the outline of my phone through my pocket and think about calling Nisha.

			“Red Sox Hat seems interested,” I say.

			“He’s drinking a Bud Light.”

			“A fuck’s a fuck.” 

			I haven’t spoken to Nisha since my wedding, haven’t had a meaningful conversation with her since we graduated from high school four years before that. I tap my fingers on the table. What would she say if I called her now?

			“He’s not bad looking.” Kris tucks a piece of hair behind his ear and looks again at the man, letting his gaze linger. He crunches down on another ice cube. “He’s coming over.”

			Red Sox Hat puts his enormous biceps on our table, which creaks under the pressure. He’s younger-looking close up, probably still in his early twenties, still in college. Kris sits up a bit straighter.

			The man smirks at me and says, “Can I buy you a drink?”

			Before I can react, Kris reaches across the table and folds his fingers over my wrist. My phone buzzes.

			“This one’s mine,” Kris says.

			Red Sox Hat gets up off the table and looks from Kris to me and back to Kris. “My mistake.” He walks back to his table.

			I wrench myself from Kris’s grip. He puts his forehead in his hands.

			“Sorry,” I say. “I thought he was looking at you.”

			Kris nods to the table. I rub my wrist where he held it. We have an agreement that he’ll intervene if guys hit on me, but he overdoes it.

			“I knew these boots were a bad idea,” I say. Kris had picked them out. “I look straight.”

			“How’s this for a greeting? Roses are red, violets are blue.”

			“Is now really the time?”

			“Every guy I like just wants to sleep with you.”

			“Wonderful. You should write greetings for a living.”

			Kris lifts his head up and catches my eye. We laugh at the same time. Our heads tip toward each other and we clutch the table for support. Some of the thinness inside me fades. I feel almost solid.

			•••

			Back in our two-story cape outside of Bridgeport, Kris and I run on autopilot like we do every night when neither of us is getting laid. I track down one of our favorite Indian movies in a stack of DVDs on top of the TV, the cases lost or in storage or thrown accidentally into the recycling. Kris noisily makes Maggi noodles on the stove. We act against a backdrop of crawling-orchid wallpaper with curtains and light switch plates that match seamlessly. The talk of painting when we first moved in gave way to an affectionate tolerance for the pantheon of flowers that fly awkwardly across the walls, the permanently clogged fireplace, and the bathroom where every surface is mirrored—Kris’s favorite place to shower with his rotating collection of boyfriends and hookups.

			We settle down in the dark with our steaming bowls of Maggi. Kris leans his head on my shoulder and we watch Kajol, the heroine, run around somewhere in Europe—snowcapped mountains behind her—while wind rips through her saree and scatters it behind her like a flag. The whole song sequence is a dream in the hero’s mind as he stares at the full moon and strums his cittern, depressed that the girl he loves is getting an arranged marriage. His balding father sits down beside him, squints at the moon, and tells him to go after her. “The bride belongs to the man who brings her home,” he says.

			Kris’s phone rings.

			“It’s Laila Aunty,” he says, handing it to me.

			I pause the movie and get up from the couch. Laila Aunty is the woman that my father married after he left Amma. I can never talk to her sitting down. Her voice on the phone is hushed in a tone she hasn’t used since my second-oldest sister Vidya ran away with a black man from Kentucky.

			“Lakshmi,” she says. “You are home, no?” Laila Aunty adds “no” to the end of all her sentences—residue from her British schooling.

			I hate her voice.

			“I’m home,” I say. I walk into the kitchen. My feet slip with sweat.

			“You should call more.”

			I’ve never called her. If I feel the need to hear Appa’s voice, I call his cell directly.

			“I’ve meant to call,” I say. “I’ve just been very busy.” I wipe my hands on a dishrag and throw away a condom wrapper that was on the counter next to the microwave. I feel naked, like she can see through me and into the house, like she’s judging the piles of dishes that only get done when Kris puts on his big yellow gloves and sanitizes them all with scalding water because he doesn’t believe dishwashers can do the job right. My empty beer bottles stand in clusters on the kitchen table. Recycling spills from the corner trashcan. Laila Aunty would faint if she could see it. 

			Laila Aunty coughs. “I have some bad news, Lucky.”

			I pick up a cup that may have once held tomato juice. It slips and lands with a thud against the stainless-steel sink.

			“Your grandmother is in the hospital. You need to come home, no?”

			•••

			I drive to Boston that night. I miss the city. Muggy air billows from the mountains and seeps into the car. Dingy clouds hang too low over dry patches of grass. Masspike plays hide and seek around tufted green hills. I always forget how narrow the streets are in the old towns just north of Boston, how you can almost stick your hand out of the car window and ruffle the next driver’s hair. Speeding in Winchester feels like scraping the edge of a cliff, moment after moment of narrow escapes and near disasters, chasing the turn of the road, inches away from being swallowed by the night and not caring one bit, one flick of the wheel on Arlington Road and a cold lake awaits, who do I have to live for, a crash bang and blackness, a final note that sounds oh so good and true.

			Amma’s house sits at the end of Emerson Drive in Winchester—the house my parents bought before Appa got tenure at Northeastern, before Amma finished her dentistry certification—a tiny cape house with powder-green paint peeling off the siding, nestled in between other hundred-year-old houses with damp, unfinished basements that flood every spring with the river. This block is the cheapest in town.

			Through the lit window, I see Amma sitting in the kitchen waiting for me. Laila Aunty and Appa are there, too, milling around our old house like flies. Amma has her face in her hands. She puts her elbows on the blue Formica kitchen island, wearing one of her usual cotton nightgowns that button all the way down over her thick body. Her frizzy gray hair is pulled back from her face.

			I enter with my key. Everyone turns toward the door but no one moves.

			Appa’s thinning hair is dyed black, his skin leathery from his youth in Sri Lanka, dark and tough. He stands at the bottom of the stairs with his hands in the pockets of his pleated khakis, wearing a blue sports coat that’s starting to rub down to periwinkle at the elbows. Beside the faded orange walls of our kitchen, he seems softened, not diminished but simply worn around the edges like an old photograph. A thin scar snakes down his cheek. When I was little, I liked to trace its raised ridge with my finger and ask how he got it. The story changed every time.

			“You cut your hair again,” he says.

			He says it every time he sees me, though I’ve had it short for years. He clears his throat. He’s picked up smoking again.

			Laila Aunty eyes the two of us before she laughs—a high, tittering giggle that sets my teeth on edge—and comes to hug me. Her hair, as usual, is plaited modestly at the back. Her heavy gold earrings scratch my face when she pulls me close to her sandalwood scent.

			I stand there until she stops.

			“You’re too thin, dear,” she says. “But beautiful as always, no.” She pushes my bangs out of my eyes and rubs my cheek while I try not to pull away.

			Amma clears her throat. Laila Aunty shrinks back.

			Amma’s hug smells like vanilla-cake shampoo. Every year for her birthday, my sister Vidya sends this shampoo to Amma, no return address. And even though Amma pretends to throw it out, pretends that she’s too proud to accept something from her wayward, estranged daughter, we all know she fishes it out of the trash once everyone leaves, and uses it religiously until it runs out.

			Amma sits me down on one of the three stools at the kitchen island. Three is a strange number, and we always used to have someone standing during family meals, but the stools all match so Amma never wanted to buy a fourth one. She starts to make tea on the stove.

			“I can do that,” I say, getting up from the stool.

			She waves her hand. “No, no. Your tea is terrible.”

			I sit back down and wait for her to tell me about Grandmother. The news comes in little spurts. Amma speaks to the pot in which she boils the tea, and later to the cups as she stirs in the sugar.

			“She fell down the stairs. She’s getting so old, you know.” Amma pauses with the clink clink of the sugar spoon against the ceramic cups. “We went to the hospital.” Clink clink. “She’s fine, upstairs resting.”

			Laila Aunty studies the picture wall of my family’s frozen smiles. She stands for a long time in front of my oldest sister Shyama’s wooden plaques from high school: 4.0 GPA, National Merit, National Honor Society, Honor Roll all four years; framed pictures of Shyama graduating cum laude from Columbia, getting married, receiving her Master’s from NYU, holding her newborn son.

			Pictures of my second-oldest sister Vidya stop around the time she graduated from college. She wears tight clothes in her high school pictures, the prettiest one of all of us with her curls and Bollywood features, posing next to her sculptures and paintings.

			Photos of me are all braces and thick glasses, knobby knees and too-sharp elbows, except for the one of me in my Bharatanatyam dancing costume, shining with gold thread and jewelry surrounded by a gilded frame, giant, almost life-size. It’s the one picture where I don’t look awkward or gangly. I’m svelte, feminine, almost sexy, silk pleats pooling between my legs, my body in an impossible pose of movement. The dancer, the black sheep, fucked from birth, but the me in the pictures didn’t know it then.

			Amma puts a steaming cup of tea in front of me. My glasses fog up. I wrap my hands around the cup and soak the warmth into my skin.

			“This was a close call.” Amma takes her own cup of tea in a chipped mug that says “#1 Dad,” and takes a sip.

			Appa picks up the two other cups and gives one to Laila Aunty. They get tea in delicate flower-printed teacups, which Amma reserves for guests who aren’t family. Laila Aunty goes back to studying the photo wall.

			Appa rubs nervously at his mustache, which he’s forgotten to dye black. “It would be nice if you stayed with your mother for a while, Lucky. She needs the help.” He clears his throat and brushes down his mustache. He rocks back and forth on the balls of his feet, something he does when he’s ready to leave a place.

			Laila Aunty pretends not to notice. Instead she stares at a picture of my wedding, Kris and me looking like we’re about to start laughing—Kris in his white and gold turban, me dolled up in a thick red saree, us looking at each other, sharing what my mother thinks is a moment of love. My thali, the thick gold chain that Kris tied around my neck to signify our marriage, glints in the photo. The light of the flash reflects off the thali and onto our skins. Laila Aunty tips back her teacup and drinks fast, her neck ballooning out every time she swallows. The silence gets thirsty, settles on our shoulders like a winter coat.

			Let me tell you something about being brown like me: your story is already written for you. Your free will, your love, your failure, all of it scratched into the cosmos before you’re even born. My mother calls it fate, the story written on your head by the stars, by the gods, never by you.

			Everyone is watching you, all the time, praising you when you abide by your directives, waiting until you screw up. And you will screw up.

			I coasted by for longer than most people. Most stray early, dating in high school or wearing the wrong clothes, maybe piercing something they shouldn’t, drinking like hell in college. But then they shape up, put on a suit and go to their big-kid jobs in the swanky part of town, play middle management at biotech and engineering firms, or go to med school. They get married to other brown people and pop out some brown kids, buy a nice cookie-cutter house and everything is forgiven. As long as you follow your directives in the end, no matter how many lies you have to tell. But here’s the truth: I’m still lying. 

			When Appa and Laila Aunty finally leave, Amma washes their teacups by hand and puts them away in the cabinet that needs a fresh coat of paint.

			I walk up the navy-carpeted stairs to my old bedroom where Grandmother now sleeps. It’s a long, narrow blue box with two gable windows that cut through the slanted roof. My old computer, the bookshelves that used to hold my textbooks, they’re all still there, resting heavily against the walls. Even my wrought-iron bed that’s gritty from too much dust. And if I squint through the darkness, my sister Vidya’s high school final art project—a metal sculpture painted bright orange—sits where it always has on the window ledge.

			I can just make out a mound under the blankets, rising and falling with Grandmother’s breath. I watch until my breath matches hers, then sneak back downstairs to help Amma wipe down the kitchen counters before bed. The carpet soaks up my footfalls like sand.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Grandmother gets up early the next morning. By the time I come downstairs, she’s sitting on a folding chair in the living room, watching a Tamil news show about the American election. On the screen, Obama smiles and gives a speech about healthcare reform while Tamil subtitles scroll underneath his face. Grandmother hunches from age, her skin melted into many little wrinkles. Her smile reveals three missing front teeth—one more than the last time I saw her—and a mouth permanently stained red from chewing betel leaves.

			She was a beauty in her day. The very few photos she had taken—one of her marriage and one of her graduation—show a smooth-skinned, round-faced girl with pearls laced through her bun. She wears a grand saree and smiles coyly into the camera. When I was little, I thought she was some kind of heiress. She laughed and set me straight. “Those are plastic beads in my hair,” she said. “And that’s a simple cotton saree.” For weeks I stared at the photo, wondering how the camera could transform a working-class girl into a princess on the page.

			I bend down and she kisses me with one long sniff on each cheek. She smells like baby powder and betel juice. I sink into the couch and check my phone. Still no contact from Emily. Already my insides feel fuller, some of the thinness filled in by travel. Outside, through the sliding-glass doors to the water-stained deck, Amma’s vegetable garden lies cushioned by the overgrown backyard. In middle school I had taken the mean notes that kids slipped into my locker and buried them under that garden, in between the neat rows of cabbages and carrots.

			Grandmother tells me the plot of her favorite show, a Tamil soap opera, and I try my best to follow. My Tamil isn’t the most fluent. Kris and I don’t use it at home. I can understand fairly well but I have an accent when I try to speak. My stomach can’t make the guttural sounds Tamil demands. My speech comes out sounding too flat, too delicate, too American. Tamil needs to be spoken deep and strong with big lungs.

			“How are your studies?” Grandmother asks, switching to English.

			I snap to attention.

			Grandmother smiles. She was once a teacher at a Catholic school in Sri Lanka, fluent in English. Now she only uses it when she thinks I’m not listening or when she really wants me to understand.

			“I’m not in school anymore, Ammamma.” I tell her this every time I visit, but she forgets. “I work at a company now.” I don’t. I got laid off months ago. I haven’t even told Amma yet.

			She nods slowly—my American accent takes a while for her to process—and squints again at the TV. Obama has stopped speaking for a biscuit commercial with a white-skinned woman and her long, straight black hair that slips across her back like water.

			“Your Amma had to go to work,” Grandmother says.

			“How do you feel? Does it hurt?”

			“I always hurt.” She shakes her head when she speaks, as if she’s shaking the syllables from her mouth.

			“But the fall. Do you hurt from your fall?”

			She looks at me, and I can see the way her eyes are fading to clear at the edges, fast losing their deep burgundy color. “Fall? I didn’t fall.”

			Grandmother was the first in our family to benefit from Sri Lanka’s free higher education system. She got a degree in English and dreamed of teaching at a private school. She married one of her university professors, seventeen years her senior, who promised to let her teach after marriage. And he did, for a year, before she got pregnant. Grandmother’s first maternity leave stretched and stretched until it swallowed the rest of her life.

			•••

			“She said she didn’t fall,” I say to Amma when she comes home from work.

			Amma’s face looks like a deflated balloon. She once looked like Vidya, my prettiest sister, thin and oval-faced. Now Amma is stiff with experience, her flesh choking her bones with too much skin. She purses her lips.

			“She gets like that sometimes,” Amma says. “Forgets things. She’s getting older.”

			Grandmother dozes on the couch. Amma has told her she’s only allowed to climb up the stairs to go to bed at night, and down them in the mornings. We keep our voices low. Amma unpacks her lunch bag, the small container of rice and curry that she takes to work every day, an orange or banana, and a tiny portion of Greek yogurt with sugar that she claims tastes like the yogurt they made back home in Sri Lanka. Amma eats a lot of foods because they’re like the ones she used to eat as a little girl. She even goes out of her way to find smaller, more tropical bananas at Stop & Shop.

			I fill up the electric kettle and wait for the water to boil for Amma’s after-work tea. Kris and I tried to continue high tea after we got married but it never stuck. Our tea had a weird aftertaste like plastic, too sweet, too bitter, too dark, too light with too much milk. Kris isn’t a fan of the dark Ceylon tea that Amma drinks. He wants expensive tea from stores run by white hippies, stores that sell tea leaves mixed with dried herbs and fruits. I can’t stand them, the teas that are too weak and not sweet enough, teas that come with their own accessories.

			I check my phone for any contact from Emily. Nothing, no texts, no calls. I put the phone away.

			“Can’t you live without your phone?” Amma says.

			I set out three mugs in a row and put a tea bag in each. When the kettle dings, I pour hissing water into the mugs. The tea bleeds into the water.

			Amma washes out her lunch containers in the sink and sets them to dry on the towel that covers part of the blue Formica counter. The once-tangerine kitchen walls are faded from all of Grandmother’s oily cooking.

			I hold each tea bag by its string and bob it up and down in the water until the liquid is dark like oil.

			“Nisha’s coming by today,” Amma says.

			My heart speeds up at the name. I squeeze out each tea bag with a spoon and put it into the sink.

			I first met Nisha in fourth grade when we moved to the same school district—me from Virginia where my sisters and I were born, Nisha from London. She had a strong English accent back then, one she lost over the years. Back then, Amma and Appa had an explosive relationship—they were either having tickling matches and cuddling on the couch, or shouting from across the room and banging doors.

			“She wants to see you,” Amma says.

			“Great.” I pour milk into one of the mugs.

			Amma clucks her tongue. “Heat that up first.” 

			“I already poured it.”

			“It’s not tasty when you just pour it cold.” She takes a glass measuring cup from the cupboard and pours more milk into it. “You can have that tea. I’ll heat this up for mine and Ammamma’s.” She puts the measuring cup into the microwave, punches in two minutes, and sits down at the kitchen table.

			I wait for the microwave, pour the newly-heated milk into the rest of the tea, and add two spoons of sugar to each cup. Grandmother is borderline diabetic but she’ll be damned if she’s going to drink unsweetened tea. She says the artificial sweeteners taste funny, and she always knows when we try to trick her.

			Grandmother comes hobbling out of the living room to the sound of my stirring the sugar. Amma helps her climb onto one of the stools.

			“You should grow out your hair, Vidya,” Grandmother says.

			I set the tea mug down in front of her.

			“That’s Lucky,” Amma says. “Not Vidya.”

			“You made good tea, Lucky,” Grandmother says, taking small sips.

			•••

			Amma calls me into her room. She rummages around in her antique armoire that once belonged to Grandmother—teakwood carved with hibiscus flowers, the only inheritance Amma owns. A bookshelf next to the armoire holds Tamil romance novels on the very bottom two shelves and framed paintings of Hindu gods and goddesses on the top shelves, each painting draped with a fabric flower garland. Amma burns sandalwood incense every morning when she prays, and the smoke swirls around the room for the rest of the day, working its way into hairs and fabric, lingering like a sweet something at the backs of throats. Here’s the truth: I don’t believe in gods.

			Amma holds out a silky beige shirt. “Wear this. You’ll look nice.”

			The shirt shimmers through my fingers, cool to the touch. Amma waits with her hands crossed at the wrists, watching me. When I don’t make a move, she walks over to me and I remember how thick she is, how she can easily block a doorway.

			She pinches my bicep between two fingers.

			This again.

			“Your arms need to be soft, Lucky. Your arms are too hard.”

			I pull away. I worked for years to get my triceps to bulge.

			She sits down next to me. “You need to think about the way you’re looking to others.” Her eyebrows make an arc across her face. She pets my hair, a shoulder-length frizz. I try hard not to flinch. “This is just too short.”

			“Shyama—”

			“Shyama’s hair is past her shoulders. You’re bald!”

			I scratch a place where my jeans are starting to fray. 

			Amma pats my hand. “You’re not a child anymore, Lucky.”

			I concentrate on the loose thread. 

			“With Nisha’s marriage,” Amma says, “the groom’s family will look at everyone around her. Even you.”

			The words erase my thoughts. “Nisha’s getting married?”

			“That’s what she’s coming to tell you.” Amma holds out the shirt.

			I take it and pull it on over my black tank top. The fabric slides cold against my skin.

			“You look like a lady,” Amma says. “Pretty.”

			In the mirror, the silk flows around my chest and the pouch of my stomach, small white flowers embroidered into the fabric. I pull at the front of it so it doesn’t hug my chest.

			“Stop fussing,” she says.

			“I look like—”

			“Like a lady. You are pretty.”

			The word makes me squirm. Pretty is girls like Shyama who get married to the men their parents pick out, girls who never play sports or talk loudly.

			Amma kisses the top of my head and smiles.

			•••

			Nisha comes by for dinner, her thin torso swimming in an Indian cotton tunic. She’s a good girl in the same ways that Shyama has always been a good girl. Nisha helps Amma heat up food, gets water for everyone, and makes cheerful conversation during dinner. Around her, I slouch even more than usual and forget to sit with my legs closed. Amma hisses at me to sit up straighter, to keep my knees together, to eat without spilling anything or making any noises.

			“Sit up, Lucky,” Amma says. “I don’t know what Krishna sees in you. You’re like a boy.”

			“Vidya’s getting married,” Grandmother says.

			“No,” Nisha says. “I’m getting married.” She giggles and looks down at her plate. She looks like the girls in Tamil commercials—all perfect makeup and practiced allure. She has a face pinched in the center, her eyes close to a long, straight-bridged nose.

			“He’s a good guy,” she says, and looks back down at her plate.

			I don’t know how she can eat with her fingers when her nails are so long and painted. She’s gotten her nose pierced since the last time I saw her.

			When we were young, Amma would drop me off at Nisha’s house when she went to work. We played in the green space behind her apartment building, replaying scenes from our favorite Tamil movies. Nisha loved movies starring Rajnikanth, a man hero-worshipped by most Tamils. Rajnikanth would leap out of burning buildings and beat up fifty henchmen to get the girl in the end. Outside, behind the apartment building, I leapt out of cardboard boxes and climbed trees, beat up imaginary villains and saved Nisha. She pretended to wear extravagant sarees and we sang duets like they did in the movies.

			After dinner, Amma and Grandmother watch Tamil game shows in the living room. Nisha and I talk in the guest bedroom. The bed sags and tips us toward each other.

			“I like your shirt,” Nisha says. She looks at me out of the corner of her carefully-painted eye.

			I shift in my seat and press myself against the headboard. Cold permeates through my shirt. I can make out a trace of the jasmine perfume she always wears. Muffled TV music works its way through the walls.

			“How’s the husband?” she asks.

			“How’s Simmons?”

			Nisha’s on her third post-college program. So far she’s quit pharmacy school and nursing school. Indecisive. Or just flighty.

			“Boring. I hate living at home. It must be amazing to live on your own, just you and your husband. Must be romantic.”

			I bite down on my laugh.

			She slaps my arm. “It’s not funny.”

			The room is too hot but my fingers are freezing.

			I sometimes wonder what it would’ve been like if we’d both come out in high school, if we would’ve tried dating for real. But Nisha was afraid even then. Even when we were by ourselves, she’d never acknowledge what is was that we were doing. I’d like to think that I would’ve come out, if she’d been willing, but that’s just another lie.

			Most people think the closet is a small room. They think you can touch the walls, touch the door, turn the handle, and walk free. But when you’re inside it, the closet is vast. No walls, no door, just empty darkness stretching the length of the world.

			Even during our on-again, off-again high school fling, Nisha never stopped pretending to like boys. She had a rotating string of boyfriends, but none that she actually seemed to like or want.

			She watches the screensaver of Amma’s computer and smiles with only her mouth.

			I sweat cold patches into my shirt, but my skin feels too small.

			She stares unblinkingly at her knees. “My parents arranged this. The marriage, I mean. He’s from India.”

			“When’s the wedding?” The words feel foreign, unwieldy. My tongue can’t wrap around the syllables.

			“The engagement ceremony is in a few weeks.” Nisha draws her knees to her chest. Her lips shimmer with a remnant of pink gloss, most of it eaten away with the meal. I try to remember what it tastes like.

			“The wedding’s in December,” she says.

			My tooth cuts skin. I lick away the blood on my lips.

			This was bound to happen. Nisha’s parents have been desperate to find a guy since I got married to Kris. As far as anyone knows, Kris and I fell in love. 

			I tried to tell Nisha once, the truth about Kris and me. It was on the morning of my wedding, and I was terrified. But Nisha refused to hear it. She kissed me on the cheek to silence me, and left the room. That was four years ago, and after that I didn’t hear from her.

			Nisha scoots closer and presses up against my side. I wrap my arms around her. She puts her head on my shoulder.

			“Do you want this?” I ask.

			She breathes in and out. I press my cheek against her head. The words sink in. Nisha is getting married. The wedding’s in December. Wedding. Married. Nisha.

			“Sometimes I wish you were a boy,” Nisha says.

			A wedding that wouldn’t be a lie. A true marriage with love, and children, and nothing extra on the side. It was hard to imagine.

			Here’s the truth: Sometimes I wish I were a boy, too.
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			The three of us—Amma, Grandmother and I—prowl around the house for days like cats in a cage. We run into each other in the turns of hallways. We close doors too fast. Grandmother reminds us of the pain she’s in, but denies that she fell down the stairs. A wheezing cough buds in her throat. She tells me every day to grow out my hair.

			During the day while Amma’s at work, I sit with Grandmother and watch her watch TV. I tell Amma I’m working from home. She believes me, and doesn’t ask about the graphics tablet and pen plugged into my laptop. When I was a programmer, I worked from home most of the time. Amma doesn’t know that I haven’t worked for months, that my only source of employment has been drawing commissioned digital art.
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