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I was 17 years old, hunched over the desk in the living room, my favorite blue basketball shorts clinging to my skinny thighs on a hot spring afternoon. The couches near the windows at the other end of the living room were comfortable and expensive, but I never sat on them because there was no TV to watch here. Really, the only reason I ever came to this room was to use my family’s old 486 computer when one of my brothers was already using the newer Pentium in the family room. 

I was staring at the keyboard in front of me, caught up in a daydream about something I would forget a few seconds later, when the computer began clicking rapidly as it struggled to process some unknown function. Finally, the monitor lit up with an AOL Instant Messenger chat window.


Prisharuisapoo22: hi Aryan! It’s me, Prisha! :) :)



Prisha? Who’s Prisha? And how did she get my screen name? After scanning my memory for a moment, it came to me.

My best friend, John Chang, had introduced me to Prisha Rupali earlier in this, my junior year of high school. Maybe he thought we would make a good couple. After all, she was Indian, and I was Indian. To him, it was kismet. I thought she was pretty, but I had no real romantic interest in girls at the time, so I spoke with her briefly before going on my way, fully expecting to never speak with her again. A few weeks ago, however, she ran into me between classes and asked for my AOL Instant Messenger screen name. At the time, it seemed strange that she would want to chat online with someone she hardly knew, but I was more concerned about an upcoming Calculus test, so I didn’t give it much thought.


motheatenmoped: Oh hey. Wassup Prisha?

Prisharuisapoo22: nothing much. playing video games.



Huh. I thought girls didn’t play video games. At least that’s what my friends told me. Maybe I could connect with Prisha through a shared interest, as I did with my small circle of male friends. My fingers flew across the keyboard as I typed.


motheatenmoped: Cool! I don’t know many girls who like video games. But then again, I don’t know many girls. What kind of games do you like?

Prisharuisapoo22: I mostly just watch my brother play.

motheatenmoped: Have you played Final Fantasy 7? It’s my favorite.

Prisharuisapoo22: No, but maybe sometime. :) :)



Over the next few months, Prisha and I had very little in-person contact, but she would initiate hours-long online chat sessions with me. It was easier for me to talk online than in person, so I really enjoyed our conversations. She would describe in detail the arguments she had with her judgmental older sister, her crush on a boy named Connor, and other tribulations of a typical young woman in high school. I had never been good friends with a girl before then, and, since my male friends didn’t share their feelings in such detail, I was unaccustomed to this kind of intimacy. I offered her genuine sympathy in return, but I rarely shared my own feelings. A man, as I understood it, didn’t trouble other people with his own unpleasant emotions. He should be an echoing barrier, a protecting wall, and a pillar of stone. 


motheatenmoped: How’s it going?

Prisharuisapoo22: bad.

motheatenmoped: What’s wrong?

Prisharuisapoo22: I said hi to Connor today, but he didn’t say hi back. :( :(

motheatenmoped: Oh, I’m sorry. Maybe he just didn’t hear you.



The more she shared with me, the stranger I felt. It was an emotion unlike anything I had ever known, a muddled feeling of interest and tenderness, an eagerness to know her that turned me upside down. I would rush to my computer after school in hopes of seeing her silly screen name, her odd font, and her double smile emojis. 

Were these feelings normal?

Was this love?


Prisharuisapoo22: It’s cute that you like nerdy stuff :) :). 

Prisharuisapoo22: It’s like you really don’t care what other people think about you. I with I could be like that. :( :(

motheatenmoped: Thanks! I think you’re a really cool person, too. But it’s not like that for me, really. 



The worst part was that I thought I couldn’t talk to anyone about what I was feeling. My family never talked about romance, my male friends might ridicule me for even having feelings in the first place, and Prisha—well, no. I couldn’t understand why Prisha had a crush on Connor. Sure, he was a handsome young white man, but she rarely talked to him. How could she like someone she hardly knew? I, however, knew her very well. I knew all her quirks and her faults, and I still liked her. Didn’t that make my feelings for her more real than hers for Connor?




motheatenmoped: Hey, Prisha. Can I ask you something?

Prisharuisapoo22: Sure! :) :)

motheatenmoped: Why do you like Connor? I mean, it seems like you don’t speak with him very much. So, what made you like him?

Prisharuisapoo22: I don’t know. I just do.



Maybe she thought I didn’t want a romantic relationship with her. Maybe, if I put it out there openly and honestly, she would reconsider her obsession with Connor. Maybe, eventually, she would come to see that the lowest hanging fruit is the sweetest. 

So, after agonizing over it for months, I finally gathered all my courage to send this message to Prisharuisapoo22:


motheatenmoped: I have something to tell you, and I hope you don’t get mad. I thought about not saying anything at all, but it’s been eating me alive. I know you like Connor, and that’s cool, but I like you, too. As more than a friend. It’s really hard for me to say this, but I’ve never felt this way before. I feel really close to you, like you’re one of my best friends, and I don’t want to ruin that, but I need to know how you feel. What do you think?



Yikes, am I right? Even if this hadn’t come out of nowhere, it was far too much to dump on someone all at once. And so, after staring at my screen for five excruciating minutes, sweating from more than just L.A.’s summer heat, I finally had her answer:


Prisharuisapoo22 is now idle.



She never responded to my confession and seemed to avoid me after that, making excuses for why she couldn’t chat whenever I was online. I was too embarrassed to bring up my feelings for her after that. Soon, we stopped talking altogether. 

I thought we had a special bond. So what went wrong?

A few months later, my best friend, John, offered some desperately needed context. “Jenny only likes Hunter because of the race thing,” he said one day in a class we shared, an offhand remark about some campus gossip.

“Race thing? What race thing?” I asked.

“You know. Asian girls like white guys much more than Asian guys.”

Strange. John was a Chinese guy, but he was dating a Chinese girl. I squinted at him suspiciously. “Is that really true?”

John shrugged. “Yeah. Everybody knows that.”

“Huh. Does that apply to Indian guys, too?”

John shrugged again. “Of course. Pretty much all girls like white guys more than other guys.”

“Oh.”

My name is Aryan Chandlo, and I confess that I tried to “act white.” I would speak like a surfer in public, but never Gujarati, the language I spoke at home. I would avoid spicy foods to keep my breath from smelling “exotic.” I would stay out of the sun to make my skin lighter. Anything to distance myself from stereotypes that branded Indian men as either sexless model minorities, more interested in work than women, or perverts demanding nudes from white women on Facebook in broken English. I felt that, to women, my sexuality was either too little or too much, but never just right, like white men’s supposedly were. Then, I began to believe that all women were racist against Indian men. 

And just like that, I became an online misogynist, spending hours on social media websites posting tirades against women. 

The word “currycel” comes from the combination of the widely hated, famously misogynistic internet community, “incel” (involuntary celibate), and the possibly racist identifier for a person of South Asian descent, “curry,” to form a shorthand for a begrudgingly single Indian man. We currycels believed that we were unable to date because women were racist against us. But really, there was a lot more going on there than racism.

I was the sweet young boy who shyly asked women out, making them feel bad about turning him down. I was the quiet brown guy who men talked to at a party only because they didn’t know anyone else there. I was a non-player character, the colored extra in the background, the male lead’s best friend.
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The Explanation, Tortured
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My older brother, Zebe (short for Aurangzeb), joined one of those really sleazy college frats whose members bragged that somebody died at one of their parties a few years ago. He invited my younger brother Dev and me to a rager the summer after I graduated from high school. It was the first party I had ever attended. 

As soon as we arrived that evening, Dev went off to mingle (he always made it look so easy), but I was visibly nervous. Zebe, concerned for the coldness of my feet, had me follow him to the kitchen and introduced me to the one, my soulmate, for life everlasting.

“Here, drink this,” he said, handing me a cold can of cheap beer.

Zebe promptly left the kitchen without telling me what I should be doing, so I assumed he wanted me to stay there and drink that beer until he returned. So, there I remained, alone, sipping my beer, pretending to study a curiously patterned stain on the wall. 

The chipped ceiling of the kitchen began to loom over me. The sterile metal counters reflected the overhead fluorescent lights directly into my retinas. But, as the minutes dragged on, my boredom began to gain ground on my awkwardness, so I finally considered leaving the stagnant, stale-bread odor of the kitchen for rooms that were better ventilated. Unfortunately my muscles and brain immediately tensed again when a taller white man a few years older than me, probably a frat brother, walked purposefully into the kitchen and headed for the fridge. After grabbing as many cans of beer as he could carry in his arms, he noticed me standing there alone, avoiding his eyes, and stopped. 

“Hey, you’re Zebe’s little brother, right?”

“Y-yeah,” I said a little too quietly. It seemed oddly difficult to speak in anything more than a whisper.

“What?” he asked, leaning in uncomfortably close.

“S-sorry,” I stammered, only a little louder, “I-I said, yes.”

He looked at me suspiciously, probably confused as to why I seemed so nervous. I shifted uncomfortably under his scrutiny. Emboldened by his relative self-confidence (or perhaps a little drunk) he finally said, “Let me ask you something. Have you ever had sex before?”

Now hang on a second. Wasn’t this an inappropriate question to ask someone he just met? But then again, I reasoned, he had probably been to more parties than I had, so he would know what was appropriate in this situation. I answered, “Uh, no.”

At this, he carefully placed his beers on the counter. 

Sometimes, when a more outgoing man found that I, another adult male, was still a virgin, he would corner me with uncomfortably personal questions to determine why. The first question was always the same.

“No, I’m not gay,” I replied.

He asked me if I was gay, as if homosexuality was the reason I wasn’t performing the “right” kind of masculinity. Despite having revealed his own bigotry, he went on with his questions.

“Yes, I lift weights,” I replied.

When I was younger, there were times when I thought I was the ugliest man on the planet, but I now believe that I was and am what professional gossips would call “a pretty normal-looking guy.” I would brag that my looks fall somewhere near the median for men of my age in Los Angeles. I’m 5’11”, and, though I lift weights regularly, I’m still fairly thin. I have medium-brown skin, but that isn’t unusual in Southern California. My head has always been a bit too wide for my neck, and my facial symmetry isn’t perfect, but not grotesquely so. My mouth is small, so my smile is nothing special, but my teeth look straight, at least at first glance. Like many other Indian men, I’m a bit hairy, but I manscape regularly. My hairline receded a bit in my mid-twenties, but I’m not bald. I must admit that I’ve been getting a bit paunchy since my early 30s. Really, I’m neither handsome nor ugly enough to call attention for my looks.

“Yes, I really would like to have sex.”

I’ve had a very healthy sex drive since I was 14, as my internet browser history can attest, and I don’t have any physical disabilities. In fact, according to my doctor, I’m very healthy.

“No, I wasn’t homeschooled.”

I attended some of the best public schools in Los Angeles throughout my youth. In fact, many of my schools had the word “gifted” in their names. I also went to Berkeley for college and UCLA for graduate school. But my parents didn’t quite encourage gregariousness at the dinner table, so I may have had the demeanor of a stereotypical homeschooled kid.

“Yes, my parents loved me.”

I was raised in an upper middle class home in a Los Angeles suburb. Both my parents had well-paying jobs and expected their children to also have well-paying jobs after college. Sometimes they got angry with us, especially when our grades slipped, but they certainly weren’t abusive. Though they lived together, it was clear that my parents rarely spoke to one another, save for brief conversations about their finances or kids. They talked to me briefly about safe sex, but not about how to initiate a relationship. They had an arranged marriage, having met for the first time after their wedding date had been planned, so they simply didn’t know. My older brother, Zebe, could have taught me a thing or two, but he was still in the closet, so he had his own hornet’s nest to kick.

“Yes, I like to go out.”

For much of my early adulthood, I promised myself that I would only drink socially. So, in order to spend quality time with my favorite lithe-bodied macrobrews, I attended my fair share of parties, bars, and clubs. Also, my two best friends were very outgoing and invited me out whenever possible, so I may have been more socially active than you, despite having never dug in the dirt, so to speak. 

“Yes, I shower every day.”

“No, my penis is average sized.”

“Really? Ugh, no. I have never taken or sent a dick pic in my life. My stuntman likes to work behind the scenes.”

And then, he asks the most interesting question of all.

“Did somebody break your heart?”
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The Answer to that Last Question
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“Nope.”
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The Explanation, Abandoned
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Were you expecting something more profound? There was no walking in on a girlfriend straddling another man. There was no bitter argument followed by a hasty breakup with no path back to a former bliss. There was no prolonged emotional death scene punctuated by a lasting obligation for the surviving lover. No, life is never that easy.

Ultimately, all these questions would dance around the one he really wanted to ask: “What is wrong with you?” Having agonized over that question for years, I would have told him that my anxiety disorder was what was wrong with me if I had known it at the time. I also would have told him that my immature notions of gender, sexuality, and race were what was wrong with me. Still, out of an almost big-brotherly concern for my well-being, he wanted to solve my problem, to “fix” me. He wanted to teach me to perform the kind of masculinity that would lead to my happiness, which, to him, meant sex. Unfortunately, the problem was too big to be solved in a single conversation.
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The Obligatory Jokes about Quirky [insert culture here] Families
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When I was young, I lived with my paternal grandfather, my parents, and my two brothers. We were a pretty normal family as far as I could tell. My grandfather traced his lineage back to the military castes of India, but he was the most gentle person I have ever known. Despite that his “business-friendly” home state of Gujarat had a—let’s say—fraught relationship with Gandhi and his support for poor laborers, my grandfather was nevertheless a staunch champion of satyagraha, the major principles of the Indian nonviolent protest movement, while studying at a university in Calcutta. In fact, he embraced satyagraha so completely that, as a means of even more radical protest, he refused to shout when he demonstrated for fear of hurting others’ ears. When his fellow protesters angrily asked him to raise his voice, he would merely smile and perform the Indian side-to-side non-committal head waggle, as was his way when confronted with any kind of conflict. Thus, amid the marches, you might have found my grandfather happily waggling his head through the streets. 

He regarded Western culture, complete with its racism and exceptionalism, with mild amusement, the way a parent might watch their child sing a charming rendition of “London Bridge is Falling Down” while coating a living room wall in a fresh layer of Crayola. Unfortunately, my grandfather waggled himself out of existence when I was six, passing peacefully in his sleep before I could take his example to heart.

I was five years old when I saw a twenty-something German man on CNN heft his sledgehammer jubilantly into the air before bringing it crashing down on the Berlin Wall, upon which he stood, and I wondered if the work of the final triumph of capitalism over socialism might result in that young man falling to his death. The Soviet Union had just dissolved, and East and West Berlin were reunited. My father and grandfather sat watching as well, discussing issues that were far too complex for me to understand at the time.

“It’s finally happened,” my father said in Gujarati, his eyes swelling with patriotic fervor. “The bees have been restored.”

“Bees?” my grandfather asked, also in Gujarati, looking around the family room with mild alarm. “I don’t hear any buzzing.”

“I mean the The Fable of the Bees,” my father said, slipping into English momentarily to articulate the title, “by Bernard Mandeville, an early masterwork of political and economic philosophy.”

“I’m afraid I’m not familiar with that fable,” my grandfather replied.

“Imagine a hive of bees,” my father said, turning to my grandfather and raising his voice like a true talk-radio host. “They selfishly work towards their own ends, and, in doing so, they are motivated and energetic. Not only do they benefit from their own work, but many other bees also benefit, since they can buy the goods and services they provide. Though they con and deceive, fight and strive to own more and more, the bees are happier and stronger than any other hive. 

“Then God takes away that self-interest, and the bees are so generous that they give their products and services away for little or no money. Their needs and wants are simple, so they no longer purchase luxuries, losing many industries. The bees become unemployed, sluggish, and lazy, and they ultimately can’t provide for themselves or each other. Eventually they are attacked by other hives and suffer a great loss of life.”

My grandfather winced at the prospect of an apian war. “Are bees really so violent towards one another?”

“It’s a metaphor for capitalism. Greed is good, and without it, a nation becomes weak, and the weak are conquered by the strong,” my father replied, waggling his finger in the air.

My grandfather waggled his head in reply, then asked, less a challenge to his son than out of genuine curiosity, “What if the bees speak in favor of kindness?”

“That’s what we see in the next generation,” my father said, gesturing towards me. “They are taught to be gentle and generous, but it will hurt them soon enough.”

The news cut to a Pepsi commercial. A beautiful white woman was posing with a glass of black-brown stuff that was far too fizzy to be cola. 

“So the bee larvae are not selfish?” my grandfather asked.

My father grunted. “Not enough,” he said, “they have to be taught to be strong, to fight for what they want.” 

My grandfather waggled for a moment before returning his attention to the television. 

By comparison to my grandfather, my father absorbed a very different message from the legacy of British imperialism. Born in the wake of Indian independence, he was an intelligent, but awkward child, and attended schools whose textbooks still maintained the ascendancy of the West. Having lived among the clay huts, dirt roads, and insistent professional beggars that resulted from nearly two centuries of colonial exploitation, the lawns and sidewalks of American suburbia—the idealized images of Western technologies both scientific and social—made a profound impression on him during his childhood. To put it simply, he became obsessed with modernity, a concept whose proponents often expressed “east” and “west” as moral distinctions rather than cardinal directions. Thus, my father concluded that India was backwards, and America, the most powerful country in the world, was “forwards,” the closest analogue to the word “modernity” a boy who was still learning English could think of at the time.

So it was that, one day, at the age of 16, my father resolved to leave his small town in India, move west, and raise his future children to be American, both nationally and culturally. There is, however, an age at which some Indian men irreversibly conclude that they know all there is to know in the world, and they become so confident in their opinions that they refuse to brook any argument, a condition I like to call “Indian Uncle Syndrome.” Though other Indian men reach this point in their old age, my father reached it at that very moment. Despite the Hindu conservatism of the state of Gujarat, he fell to eating meat and drinking, which he believed to be the way of life for all Americans. He married the first woman his father suggested, with a vision of 4 bedrooms, 2.5 children, and a swimming pool in mind. He worked hard (“pushing and pushing” he called it, as he dramatically shoved at an invisible wall), studying computer science so that he could move to America with his wife on a work Visa. Twelve years after my father’s decision to seek the American dream, he had a house in the San Fernando Valley and a child on the way.

The commercials ended and CNN ran more B-roll of Berlin revelers cheering. One of the Berliners gave the camera an ecstatic double thumbs-up.

My grandfather asked, “What about the bees who don’t want to cheat and steal to get ahead?”

My dad chuckled. “Those are the lazy bees. They have no ambition, so they don’t deserve money or power.”

My grandfather waggled. “If the bees are self-interested, wouldn’t the strong within the hive dominate and abuse the weak?”

My father shrugged. “Everyone has a responsibility to work for their own best interests, and if they don’t, then they don’t deserve power.”

“And those who do cheat and steal therefore deserve to have power over the weak?”

My father blinked, caught off guard by my grandfather’s phrasing of the question. Soon enough, though, he launched into a diatribe, using convoluted logic to justify the morality of giving the ruthlessly ambitious power over others.

My grandfather merely smiled and waggled his head back to the TV.

Just then, my mother finally returned home, well after 8pm, and, without changing out of her work clothes or greeting any of us, she dropped her briefcase by the door and went straight to the kitchen to start on dinner.

When my mother was young, she was eager to apply her many talents to the pursuit of meritocratic advancement, despite that many Indian women in her social stratum were expected to refrain from earning a paycheck, even in a big city like Ahmedabad. Her parents attempted to marry her to prominent figures in Ahmedabad’s business community, with whom, much to her distaste, she would be expected to devote her energies entirely towards raising a family and maintaining a household. So, she refused suitor after suitor when many of her peers were already having children. Upon her parents’ proposal that she marry my father, a relatively poor man from a small town who planned to move to America to make his fortune, she became curious. Western countries, she had learned, allowed women more opportunity than India did.

So it was that, at the age of 25, my mother met my father for the first time before marrying him two weeks later. They soon traded their wedding gifts for plane tickets and set out for America. Upon her arrival, my mother planned to attend a prominent university and pursue a graduate degree. Before she could apply, however, she found herself pregnant, and my father convinced her to instead study part-time at a local community college. Only three days after my older brother was born, she returned to her studies, applying herself with renewed vigor. One day, at a career fair, she caught the eye of a recruiter from a profitable mortgage firm. Needless to say, her talent and ambition carried her quickly through the ranks, from intern, to receptionist, to broker, whereupon she slammed into several layers of glass ceiling. It wasn’t until she was in her forties that she accrued enough mass and velocity to finally shatter her way into management. 

She was a good mother, but she expected her children to apply themselves to their schoolwork with the same determination and vigor that she did her job. Heaven hath no fury like a mother guilting her children into getting As.
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Earning my Man-breath
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My earliest memory is of the little white girl who lived two doors down. I had never played “house” before, but, like any four year old, I was happy to learn a new game. She told me that she would be the mom, and I would be her son. As I sat on the steps of her porch, wide-eyed, wondering what the rules of this game were, she made a “dinner” of fallen leaves, placed them on a “plate” of bark, and set it beside me. 

“Eat up! I want you to grow big and strong!” she said, before going about her business in the “kitchen” behind a low wall.

As I looked down at the disgusting mess, I wondered what I was supposed to do here. I was familiar with make-believe, but I couldn’t understand why she would want to pretend something so mundane as cooking dinner rather than flying around like Superman or nunchucking bad guys like the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. But I didn’t want to disappoint her, and she had asked me to eat.

So, I did. I literally ate the dirty leaves, cramming the filth into my mouth and grimacing at its dusty-bitter flavor before swallowing the dirty mess down. I sat there as she bustled about the “house,” using me as a prop in her game, but never explaining how to play, until her mother called her inside. 

As you can imagine, that night was unpleasant until my tummy aches finally reached their explosive conclusion on the toilet.

I never asked my family or friends about girls when I was young. Why? It’s because, for some young men, masculinity is a bell jar that stinks of eggs and hot sauce. At a certain point, every boy is confronted with his own failures at manhood.

“What are you complaining to me for? If someone picks on you, kick his ass! Don’t come crying to me!” This was my older brother, Zebe, in his bedroom after an older white student said “thank you, come again” to me in an exaggerated Indian accent as I was getting off the bus after school. I was 8 years old, and on the brink of tears. Zebe, a handsome, light-skinned teenager, was sitting at his desk struggling with his homework as the afternoon sun filled his room with dust motes.

“But he’s bigger than me!” I complained, desperate for help.

Instead, Zebe kicked my shin. Hard. “Be a man and suck it up! Take care of it yourself and quit bothering other people with your problems!”

He turned back to his homework. I limped out of his room.

Around this time, the boys in my class had developed a game of shooting rubber bands at one another, screaming with camaraderie and glee as we protected our eyes with our hands. It was never a means to bully one another, just a fun thing to do when adults weren’t looking. So, when my friends concocted a plan during recess to shoot the girls in our class with rubber bands, it never occurred to me that the girls wouldn’t be shooting them back at us. 

Someone, however, ratted us out, and soon afterwards, my teacher sent me and a few other boys to the principal’s office.

I sat nervously on a plastic chair next to the secretary’s desk, trying to keep as quiet and still as possible, when my best friend, John Chang, emerged from the principal’s office. I would have greeted him, but he kept his eyes on the floor and walked past me without a word.

“You can go in now, dear,” the elderly black secretary told me. 

Maybe if I were to explain, I thought to myself, the principal would understand why I had agreed to the plan. As I would soon learn, however, there would be no reasoning with him. The principal’s daughter was in my class, one of the proposed targets of our assault, and his paternal duty was clear. So, when I entered his office, the principal’s face was already rumpled into a stern frown. Above his neat desk and prim suit, his bald white head gleamed under the fluorescent lights. He gestured to an adult-sized cushioned chair in front of his large wooden desk, and I hopped onto it. Hunched as I was, perched on the very edge of the seat, my eyes barely rose above the lip of his desk. 

“You were planning to shoot rubber bands at girls,” the principal said. “Is this true?”

I nodded obediently, too afraid to speak.

“Listen to me very carefully. It is very bad to be mean to girls. Little boys can end up in a lot of trouble if they do.”

I gazed at the floor. My toes didn’t quite touch the ground.

“Do you have anything to say for yourself? Are you at least going to apologize?”

At this, my sense of injustice flared up, and I raised my head to speak. “It was only a game!”

The principal leaned forward, seeming to cast a shadow over me. In a low, deadly voice, he asked, “Do you think it’s a game to bully girls? Do you think it’s a game to be mean and hurt people?”

Even if I wasn’t frightened by his tone, I wouldn’t have known how to unravel the accusation implied by the question. I couldn’t understand why he thought I was being mean since surely the girls would be shooting rubber bands back at me. I would have had fun, so wouldn’t they have fun, too?

“Boys shouldn’t hurt girls. That’s the sign of a bad little boy, and bad little boys become bad men. These are the men who can’t control themselves, and they ultimately end up in jail. You don’t want to be a bad man, do you?”

Staring at the edge of his desk, I shook my head.

“To be a good man, a real man, you need to do everything you can to protect girls. Real men protect women, no matter what. I’m writing a note to your parents, and you’re suspended. If I hear you hurting girls in any way, it will be worse.”

It took the whole of my being to keep from crying. “I’m sorry.”

I never pulled girls’ hair or called them names when I was a little boy, but I learned to be very critical of the boys who did. I came to believe that boys who insulted or bullied girls were so spoiled that they never had to learn restraint. These boys were coddled, appreciated, and overvalued by their parents, having all their needs met at the slightest sign of a negative emotion, never to be punished. These boys were weak, doomed to fail the marshmallow test well into old age. Boys like me, however, were painfully confronted with our own failings until we became disciplined, which is to say emotionally numb. We were trained by the stick but no carrot to grin and bear it so that others were not burdened by our wants and whims. We always protected the weak and never told lies. We were “real men.” 

But soon enough, I learned that the most important requisite to be a “real man” was women.

On a dreary spring morning in fifth grade, as we lined up in the schoolyard waiting for our teacher to walk us to our classroom, my best friend John puffed his chest out at the boy who stood directly behind him. 

“I’ve got a girlfriend,” he said, a swagger in his voice. “We’ve had sex lots of times.” 

Just one year earlier, the other boys would have teased him for it, singing about how he and his girlfriend sat in trees and spelling out an icky k-word. Now, for some reason, having a girlfriend was something to regard with respect.

“Really? Who?” the other boy asked with that look of wide-eyed awe that can only appear on the face of a tween boy learning about sex.

“Oh, you don’t know her,” John replied, waving away the question. “She lives in Canada.” 

Yep, John was one of those kids.

Many of my friends began to spend more of their time in co-ed groups in middle school. I had never felt comfortable around girls (they seemed too delicate to joke with, and I didn’t want to be mean), nor was I ever invited into these groups, so I was left in the lurch. John, his high cheekbones having carved through his baby fat, spent nutrition and lunch with a group of other Chinese boys and girls with skin tones no darker than a lightly toasted cashew. There weren’t enough Indian kids in our school for us to create a cultural clique, so I was cast adrift, unable to feel that I fit in, as other boys and girls cavorted with one another, awkwardly discovering their sexualities. Whenever I ventured near their teeming circles, I felt like hand sanitizer in a box of condoms.

My only recourse was to seek acceptance among other male outcasts, that is to say, “nerds.” We would bond over our shared pursuit of non-athletic male-coded interests. John would occasionally spend time with me to indulge his geeky side, but generally left my other friends alone. I would have friends, but I would not be popular. 
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The Atomic Wedgie
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In the summer following my ninth grade, I took an art class at a different high school closer to my home, just to get ahead in my studies. I didn’t know anyone there, so I generally kept to myself. One day after school, as I was standing near the parking lot waiting for my dad to pick me up, staring at the curious pattern of cracks in the concrete just before my feet, I suddenly an overwhelming pressure on my back. I careened forward onto the gritty asphalt of the parking lot. Still in shock, I turned to see a Latino boy running towards a group of other boys, laughing hysterically, triumphing in having shoved me to the ground.

I blinked. I didn’t know the boy, so I couldn’t conceive of any provocation for the assault. The absence of any sense of justice or fair play was more jarring than the pain of my scraped palms. The inexplicable cruelty of the act left me too stunned to even yell a challenge after him, and, by the time I stood up and dusted myself off, the boy and his friends were long gone. I took a moment to choke back my anger as I thought I should. Then, I looked around to see how nearby students had reacted to the senseless attack. They were quick to look away.

It may be true that bullying among girls tends to be more subtle than it is among boys, but I know from experience that bullying among boys is not always as overt as it is portrayed in movies. A jibe without a retort might lead to ongoing belittling among supposed friends, and, though it may never escalate to atomic wedgies and Indian burns, it can be just as hurtful. I found such non-physical performances of hierarchy among boys difficult to parse because it was hard for me to tell friendly masculine ribbing from hateful bullying. I still sometimes wonder if the boys who called me “smart” meant it as an underhanded way of calling me a nerd.

“What, are you gay or something?” Eli Tennenbaum asked me. “Wanna get pounded in the ass at the Kwik-E-Mart, huh?” It was 1999, and I was 15, a sophomore in high school. We were out on the football field, shivering in our too-short PE shorts on a winter morning. Eli was a Jewish boy significantly smaller than I was, but as soon as he realized I was slow to anger and wouldn’t fight without physical provocation, he made this a daily ritual.

I sighed. I didn’t want to be dragged into this pointless contest again. Still, I couldn’t leave the insult unanswered. “What?” I replied. “Is your dick so small that you gotta pick on other people to feel good about yourself?” 

By this point, a friend would have laughed and ceased his assault, but Eli was not my friend. “Oh, the dickless piece of shit wants to talk, huh? Your mom’s dick is bigger than yours!” With this, he stuck a hand into his shorts, and, with a finger through his fly, mimed a wobbling penis. His equally small and mostly mute Chinese friend laughed. 

Among boys, verbal bullying largely centered on emasculation as a form of status-seeking. The most over-the-top and vulgar insults won the most man-points. 

I turned my head to the side, more disgusted than insulted, but I immediately regretted it. Showing that I was bothered would only make Eli double down.

He stuck out his lower lip, mimicking sadness. “Oh, is she sad now? Does it hurt?” He turned his head slightly towards his friend and nodded at me. “Ugly piece of shit, brown like a turd. He probably fucks dogs in the ass, just like I did his mom last night.” His friend laughed even louder. Some nearby boys chuckled as well.

Here, I took a different tack, laughing with them to pretend that it didn’t bother me.

“Don’t smile at me motherfucker! I’m not your gay lover!” His friend went on laughing.

Need I say more? The schoolyard bully act has been done to death. Still, short boys got picked on a lot, so Eli probably had his own problems.

That day at nutrition, my friend John went out of his way to pick on Aaron Perkins, a Latino freshman who seemed to possess that quality that most justified a bully’s hate: effeminacy.

“Hey f*g,” John called from ten feet away. “Still got a dildo up your ass, f*g?”

“Stop calling me that,” Aaron replied. His lisp alone was enough to draw a bully’s attention.

“I’ll stop calling you that when you stop being a f*g,” John retorted. 

Upon this, Aaron spun around, pulled down his shorts, and mooned us. John uttered a cry of dismay as he shielded his eyes and turned away. Aaron, having successfully turned the other cheek, pulled his shorts back up and marched off in a blaze of glory.

John’s bullying had always made me uncomfortable, but the moral situation here was far from clear to me at the time. My hypermasculine sense of loyalty to my friend conflicted with my conscience. In the span of the few seconds it took for the interaction to happen, all I could do was change my expression from surprise to amusement to contrition to disgust to confusion to denial. I knew that John’s bullying was wrong, but, given the social pressures of high school and the relative homophobia of the 90s, I wasn’t mature enough to object. 

Aggressive girls, on the other hand, presented an entirely different dilemma.

“What the fuck!? ASSHOLE!” an older Asian girl screamed later that year between the beige lockers that ran up and down the sides of the classrooms. Talking with John as we walked to our next class, I hadn’t realized that I was on a collision course with her. When we ran into one another, the open soda can she held had splashed us both, though I could plainly see that her ruined white top was much more expensive than my navy blue tee, as evident by its soft fabric and inevitable pink tax. 

I stared at her, stunned by the sudden contact and confused by her explosive reaction. She must have mistaken my astonished gaze for a challenge because she glared back at me. Eye contact has always made me uncomfortable, so I turned my gaze down to inspect the stains on my shirt before looking up again. I didn’t know what to say, and when I don’t know what to say, I tend to apologize, whether the situation calls for it or not. “I—I’m sorry,” I said.

“The fuck did you do that for!?” she yelled, shaking the Coke from her hand and drawing even more attention from nearby students.

Though I knew it required both of us to be distracted for the accidental collision to occur, I thought that, as a man, it was my responsibility to protect women against any injury, especially those caused by my relative size, so I went on apologizing. 

“It was an accident,” I attempted to explain, but she still seemed to think I lacked the requisite contrition.

“Listen, you piece of shit, don’t get your tiny virgin baby penis anywhere near me. If you’re gonna mess with me, my boyfriend’s gonna kick your ass!” 

Some nearby students laughed. I was stabbed through with embarrassment, and suddenly felt very cold. The halls seemed to grow longer, the rows of lockers on either side of us extending into infinity. I looked at John, bewildered. He looked back at me, expectant.

Turning back to her, I said, “Look, I’m really sorry! I really didn’t mean to do that! Please believe me that it was an accident!”

This time, she must have recognized my apology as sincere. With a huff and a curse, she stormed off. The other students around us went about their usual business, and the halls around me seemed to resume their usual length.

“Dude,” John said, “why’d you let her talk to you like that?”

I shrugged. “She’s a girl. What was I supposed to do?”

“Get right back in her face.”

I frowned, caught off-guard by his answer. “Well, I didn’t want to be mean.” 

Some people think incels and other online misogynists act like thin-skinned brutes around women in real-life encounters, but I can say with confidence that not all of them do. If you read incels’ accounts of previous interactions with women, you’ll find that many of them don’t seem to be rude to women, just shy and awkward. I believe I went out of my way to be kind and gentle towards women in person, even in the days when I was calling them “whores” on Reddit. Around women, I tried to perform those qualities that I thought made a man good: strength and kindness. In fact, due to common depictions of chivalric heroism in popular media, in which a good man protects a woman from implicit rape at the hands of an evil man, a future incel might even assign an almost religious value to women’s bodies. I went so as far as to become a devotee of
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The Cult of the Holy Vagina

[image: ]




When a boy learns to regard women’s bodies as sacred, he may come to believe that his very proximity may sully the idol. He becomes subservient in the sacred object’s presence, rendering him awe-struck, tongue-tied, and apologetic lest he be deemed wanting. Though he may or may not wish to be admitted to its euphemistic nirvana (a word that shares an alarming number of letters in common with “vagina”), he wants to believe that he is among the chosen. His purpose is less to impress the goddess inside the idol than it is to convince himself of his own worth. He also wishes to differentiate himself from the nonbelievers, those who do not treat the sacred object with the reverence it deserves. Any man who does not affirm the inviolability of its godhead is a villain against whom the heroic devotee can triumph. A man who even speaks to it with less than kind words pollutes its space with his very breath.

“Aww, you’re so sweet!” This was Leslie Yoo, the pretty senior Korean girl who sat next to me in Physics class during my junior year. We had been assigned a double desk at the front of the class, but rarely spoke to one another. She had asked for a number 2 pencil to fill out a Scantron for a test we were about to take, so I gave her mine. It seemed like the right thing to do. And it seemed to really have been the right thing to do because she was smiling and making uncomfortably earnest eye contact with me. Despite the condescension implied by her tone, her smile made me believe that “sweet” meant that I was among the chosen.

Leslie promptly went to work on her Scantron with my number 2, didn’t speak to me for the rest of class, and didn’t even return my pencil. I, however, nearly failed the test because, having given away my only pencil, I had to fill out all my answers in pen, which was unreadable to a Scantron machine. Fortunately, my teacher, Mr. Rapaport, knew that I was a good student, and he kindly graded my exam by hand, returning it to me with a stern admonition and an “A-.”

The handsome senior Korean boy who sat at the desk just behind ours, Robert Seong, frequently teased Leslie, and, more than once, I considered intervening. In response to such bullying insults, however, Leslie only laughed, so I stayed out of it. I’m sure you can see where this is going.

“You know what you got, Leslie? You got DSL!” Robert was dressed in stylish, straight-legged, baggy black pants and a tight black tank top that showed off his lightly muscled arms. His hair was heavily gelled and spiked, and he was conventionally attractive, but far too loud.

“What’s DSL?” Leslie asked.

“Dick! Sucking! Lips!” Robert exclaimed, leaning forward over his desk and jabbing his finger into her shoulder with every word. Surprisingly enough, Leslie laughed with him, though she playfully swatted his hand away.

“What’re you hitting me for?” Robert replied, “You’re the one shakin’ that ass all over the place.” Leslie laughed again.

Just then, our teacher, Mr. Rapaport walked by. “Hey, Rapaport,” Robert said with an insulting familiarity, “how ya been?” Mr. Rapaport stopped, looked over his glasses at Robert, unimpressed, then continued on to his desk without a word. Leslie seemed uncomfortable, but she giggled softly. 

It was a few months later that, during lunch, I came across Robert sitting at a table in the cafeteria joking and laughing with his loud, similarly dressed Korean friends as Leslie sat in his lap, just where his erection might be, smiling and laughing. Her cheeks red, eyes half-closed, she slipped an arm around his shoulder.

I found Leslie attractive, but she didn’t strike me as particularly intelligent, so I didn’t have any feelings for her. Still, I remember it made me angry to know that they were together, and, by the looks of it, possibly having sex. Here I was, a young man who treated women respectfully, but Robert got to be in a relationship despite his boisterous disrespect. The feeling reminded me of being bullied by the diminutive Eli Horowitz, though I didn’t know why. Eventually, though, I reasoned that she was probably too naive to recognize that he was a jerk, and she was therefore just as undesirable as he was.

My anger seemed perfectly reasonable at the moment.
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The Explanation, Revisited
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In our last semester of high school, John saw me exchange a few words with Jessica Chen, a Chinese senior, between classes. She asked if she could “borrow” my AP Economics homework before it was due later that day. I didn’t want to be mean, so I handed it over. She gave me a happy smile in return before continuing on her way. 

“You should ask her to prom,” John said as we walked to our next class.

“Really?” I asked, staring at him, my eyes wide. 

It was my understanding that most boys started dating in middle or high school, so this seemed like an opportunity for me to keep up with my peers. After all, I didn’t want to start college next year as a virgin. That was what losers did. But I wanted to make sure that I took a proper approach, a respectful approach. 

“Don’t I have to, like, ask her on a date first?” I asked.

John shrugged, “Sure, if you want.”

Whoops! I wasn’t asking him if I could ask her out, I was asking if I should ask her out. There was a subtle but important difference. I wanted to know the proper procedure in this case. What were the rules, and how should I follow them? After all, I really liked rules. Rules made me feel safe. John had a few girlfriends under his belt (figuratively speaking), so I figured he should know. He was a handsome Chinese boy with a great smile, and he seemed popular among girls.

A few weeks later, I finally bit the bullet. “Hey, Jessica, umm, you wanna hang out sometime?”

Whoops again! To a young woman with no romantic interest in me, “hang out” didn’t mean a date so much as something that she would do with any of her friends. And so, she happily agreed to the wrong proposal.

That weekend, on a cold night in December, I picked her up in my mother’s new Toyota. I was wearing my best dark blue jeans and a nice black turtleneck.

As I stood on the front porch of her house, I found myself surprised at how nervous I felt. Up until that moment I hadn’t thought much of the date, save for imagining the gentlemanly gestures I would make and her appreciation for the respect I offered. Perhaps, one or two dates down the line, we would kiss. Then, after a month or two, we would develop deeper feelings for one another. But now, I could barely keep my feet under the jelly in my legs. Against the darkness of the night, the porch light to the side of her door seemed to burn my eyes, so much so that I thought I could almost smell the singed flesh. Why was I so nervous? It made no sense to be nervous. It wouldn’t help make the date any better, so why did I feel this way?

It was five past eight, five minutes later than I had meant to pick her up, so I locked my knees and rang the doorbell. In a few moments, she emerged from the house, wearing slim jeans and a poofy white jacket, and closed the door quickly behind her.

“H-hi,” I said. I had meant to say “Hi, Jessica,” but her name didn’t seem to want to leave my throat.

“Hi, Aryan,” she began to respond, but I interrupted her, finally getting her name out, “Jessica,” running her name over my own.

She smiled politely and repeated, “Hi, Aryan.”

As I walked her to the car, my legs seemed to start and stop underneath me, but Jessica didn’t seem to notice. When I opened the door for her, she smiled at me uncertainly before climbing in. I rushed around the car to take the driver’s seat. 

“The movie starts in an hour and a half,” I said, fastening my seat belt. “Wanna grab dinner first?”

“Sure,” she said, still smiling politely, holding her small purse in her lap as if it were a protective barrier for her underparts. Perhaps she was beginning to realize that it would be just the two of us. 

“Cool. What do you want to eat?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Whatever.”

Oh God. What does “whatever” mean? 

“Well, uh, what kind of food do you like?”

“Whatever you want to eat.”

I didn’t want to choose for her. After all, that’s what the villainous overbearing boyfriend characters in movies did. Also, I was the one who came to her, hat in hand, asking for a date, so it seemed only fair that I cater to her wishes. Finding myself in what seemed to be an unwinnable situation, my mind sputtered ineffectively. 

“We can just head to the theater, I guess, and if you see some place you want to eat on the way, let me know.”

“Okay.”

We rounded a corner in silence. I found myself wishing I knew what to say. This was definitely not how I had imagined the date going.

Five minutes later, we were nearing the theater, but she still hadn’t decided where to eat. “Should we find a place at the mall?” I asked. 

“Okay.”

The mall had plenty of restaurants, so there was no way she wouldn’t find something she wanted to eat, right? I parked the car and rushed to open her door, gentleman-like, but she had already let herself out. The walk from the parking lot to the mall was even more awkward silence. We approached a glossy mall directory, a three-faced sign with an ad featuring a white woman’s half-naked body on one side and another ad featuring a white man’s blue eyes and square jaw on another. Younger teenagers laughed and flirted in giddy groups on the playhouse tile around us. I tried to ignore them.

“So, there’s a bunch of restaurants here...” I prompted.

Jessica perused the restaurant section of the directory. “I don’t know, they all look good to me.”

“Oh, okay.” 

Think, Aryan, think. I’ve got it! The food court! There are plenty of options there! There’s no way she wouldn’t be able to decide what to eat!

There was another stretch of awkward silence as we walked. 

The food court, with its primary-colored plastic and bright lights, seemed designed to pander to horny teenagers. The restaurants were arranged in a horseshoe shape, with tables arranged in a grid in the center. The fluorescent lighting seemed a bit too bright for romance. I stopped and turned to Jessica. 

“Okay, we can get whatever you want.”

“Okay.”

She didn't move. Why wasn't she moving?

I took a step forward. She took a step, too. I took another step. She did the same. Soon, I was walking steadily, and she was following me. Finally, far later than I should have, I realized that it was up to me to decide where to eat.

But what does she like to eat? We’ve never talked about that. 

We rounded the food court, passing several lines of people obediently waiting in turnstiles to put in their order. Still having made no decisions, we were nearing the last of the restaurant counters. I had to pick one, or things might get even more awkward. Steeling myself, insensible to what I was doing, I turned into the back of a line. Then, I looked up at the sign.

Mrs. Fields? We can’t eat cookies for dinner! Mayday! Mayday!

“Oh, sorry, the line is over there,” I said, and shuffled to the side.

We ended up ordering from McDonald's, perhaps the least romantic of all fast foods. I insisted on paying, but she only ordered fries.

“Aryan, can I ask you something?” she asked as we sat down with our trays. “Is this a date?”

Needless to say, the outing was your typical date-not-a-date, ending with an explanation that she wasn’t ready to have a relationship and that her parents would kill her if she did. She was just being nice, is all. I was far too embarrassed to continue to the date, so I asked her if we could end the night early. She agreed, and after we ate, I dropped her off at her house. 

From then on, Jessica and I stopped speaking to one another, save for when she needed to “borrow” another one of my assignments.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Screw the Light bulb, Pet the Dog
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When I first started college, my future was looking bright. I had been accepted into Berkeley, possibly the best public university in California, and the prospect of a new start in San Francisco made me almost giddy with anticipation. Granted, a combination of parental pressure and my belief that liberal arts degrees were worthless pushed me into majoring in Computer Science, a subject I was not interested in, but that was besides the point. College was a time for discovery, free of the social hierarchies of high school and the prohibitions of youth. I would be going to parties, making friends, and maybe even getting a few phone numbers. Berkeley’s sizable South Asian Club therefore seemed to present an opportunity, for here was a ready-made community with plenty of women who might not hold the amount of melanin in my skin against me.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
CURRYCEL

SAMIH‘M SONI





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





