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I feel incredibly privileged to share Sweetie’s story with you. For so many authors, stories rattle around in our heads for years before they ever make it on the page, and I am no different. In fact, I wasn’t even sure if I would ever tell a story like Sweetie’s—while I was living my life as a fat woman of color, I never thought beyond my immediate experience, my immediate pain.


Fast forward a few years, and I began reading more and more about the body positivity movement. Body positivity simply means taking pleasure in the body you’re in, whatever that body happens to look like. Within the body positivity movement, “fat” is not a bad word like it tends to be in casual, everyday conversations. “Fat” is simply the opposite of “thin,” and as such, carries no other moral connotations.


I remember reading voraciously every single article I could find about celebrating your body for what it is. Although at the time of this writing I am a thin person, at various points in my life I have been fat. Nothing has surprised or hurt me more than how differently people treated me depending on what I looked like on the outside.


When I first got the idea for a story about a fat athlete, I knew I had to make her South Asian. Growing up in an Indian household, the messaging I got every day was, “Unless you’re thin, you’re a failure as a woman.” This was especially baffling considering my family was full of fat, beautiful, talented women. But I digress.


I wanted to write honest conversations between a fat Indian-American teen and her mother. I wanted to put the same messaging I—and so many others—got onto the page, and I wanted to have this strong, beautiful main character refute it on the page. I knew Sweetie would be the perfect person to take on this toxic, harmful messaging in her own sweet, gentle way.


If the word “fat” makes you cringe, I hope you’ll stop and examine why that is. What do you think when you see the word “thin”? My guess is nothing, or at least, nothing bad. So then, is there anything inherently wrong with being fat? Or have we just been conditioned to see the words “worthless” or “lazy” or “bad” instead of “fat”?


I realize that for some readers, the word “fat” has been weaponized so many times against them that they’ll never be okay using it to describe themselves. I completely respect that. My hope when telling this story is to encourage some long overdue discussions about what it means to move through the world when you don’t look like a Vogue model. I hope you’ll join me.






CHAPTER 1
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List of totally overrated things:


  1. Love


  2. Girls


  3. Love (yeah, again)


Ashish Patel wasn’t sure why people ever fell in love. What was the point, really? So you could feel like a total chump when you went to her dorm room only to find she’d gone out with some other dude? So you could watch your mojo completely vanish as you became some soggy, washed-out version of your former (extremely dashing) self? Screw that.


Slamming his locker shut, he turned around to see Pinky Kumar leaning against the locker next to his, sketchbook in hand, one purple eyebrow up (as usual; she’d probably been born like that, all skeptical).


“What?” he snapped, adjusting his backpack with way more force than necessary.


“Oh.” Pinky blew a bubble with her gum and then continued chewing. She’d drawn all over her black jeans with a silver marker. Her parents would probably be pissed; no matter how often Pinky messed up her clothes for her “artistic statements,” their corporate lawyer selves could never get on board. So yeah, they’d be pissed. But not as pissed as when they saw she hadn’t thrown out that Pro-Choice IS Pro-Life T-shirt they thought was so “vulgar.” “Still IMSing, I see.”


Asking about IMS—Irritable Male Syndrome—was Pinky’s common refrain when Ashish was grumpy. According to her, it was about time people began blaming cis men’s emotionality on their hormones for a change. “I am not …” Ashish blew out a breath and began stalking down the hallway, and Pinky fell easily in next to him. She was tall—almost five feet eight—and could match him pace for pace, which was really annoying sometimes. Like right then, when he wanted to get away.


“So why do you look all cloudy?”


“I don’t look—what does that even mean?” Ashish tried to keep his voice mellow, but even he could hear the thread of irritation running through it.


“Celia texted you?”


Ashish opened his mouth to argue but then, sighing, reached into his pocket for his cell phone and passed it to Pinky. What was the point? She could read him like an open book. It wouldn’t be long before Oliver and Elijah, his two other best friends, found out too. Might as well get it over with. “I don’t care, though,” he said in his carefully-practiced-last-night I am so over Celia, in fact Celia who? voice.


“Mm-hmm.”


Ashish didn’t lean over to read the text with Pinky; he didn’t need to. The words were burned into his freaking retinas.


I’m sorry, Ashish, but I wanted you to find out from me. It’s too hard … I can’t keep driving myself crazy thinking about you. Thad and I made it official tonight.


Ashish had had to read the text about twenty-two times before it finally sank in that (a) Celia was truly going out with someone named Thad, (b) she’d been the one to move on first, and (c) Ashish’s first real relationship had been a spectacular bust.


Ashish had been irrationally optimistic that he’d get to the moving-on stage first. He’d had to suffer the indignity of being dumped; the universe had to hand him the consolation prize of dating someone new before Celia did, right? Instead the universe decided to blast out a cute little song called “Ashish Is a Loser and Everyone Should Know It.” Well, screw the universe. Screw it all the way to the Milky Way. He was Ash-freaking-shish. He was debonair. He was brilliant.


Okay, so he hadn’t had a date in three months. So his basketball game was suffering a bit. His mojo wasn’t gone, though. It was just … on hiatus. Kicking up its shoes on the table, snoozing. Taking a little trip to Hawaii or something. For frick’s sake, even his über-nerdy, Boy Scout–level goody-two-shoes older brother, Rishi, now had a serious girlfriend.


Pinky handed the phone back to him. “So what?”


He glared at her as they rounded the corner to the cafeteria. Oliver, Elijah, he, and Pinky had eaten breakfast together before school started every morning since freshman year. Now that they were juniors, it wasn’t even a tradition anymore—it was just a habit. “Easy for you to say, Priyanka. You’re not the one who’s in serious danger of damaging your playa rep.”


“It’s Pinky,” she said, glaring at him like her eyes were blades that could slice and dice. “Only my grandma calls me Priyanka.”


Ashish felt a prickle of guilt. He was being petty; he knew she hated to be called Priyanka. “My bad,” he mumbled.


Pinky waved a hand. “I’m going to let that go because you’re obviously having a bad day. But seriously. Just date someone else. Come on.” She pushed him with her shoulder and scanned the other students at the lunch tables. “Oh, look. There’s Dana Patterson. You’ve had the hots for her forever. Go ask her out, right now.”


“No.” Ashish pushed back, but not hard enough to knock Pinky over, though he seriously did consider it. His palms felt tingly, like they might be on the verge of sweating. At the thought of talking to a hot girl. What the hell was happening to him? “I—I don’t want to ask her out, okay? It’s just—it’s weird to ask girls out in the cafeteria.”


Pinky snorted. “Really? That’s the excuse you’re gonna go with?” They got in line for breakfast burritos.


“What’s weird?” a familiar male voice said from behind them.


Ashish turned to see Oliver and Elijah, his two other partners in crime since middle school, saunter up to join him and Pinky. Oliver was the taller of the two, but Elijah had the muscles that just about everybody in school swooned over. They were both black, but Oliver was paler than Ashish, while Elijah was a shade or two darker than Pinky.


The four of them had been Richmond Academy’s “Fantastic Four” since seventh grade, when they’d coincidentally—some might say fatefully—all concocted the same harebrained excuse about why they hadn’t done their book reports on The Scarlet Pimpernel. Apparently, Mrs. Kiplinger, their English teacher, found it hard to believe that all four of their mothers’ water had broken on the same exact day. The excuse was totally ridiculous, considering Mrs. K. found out they were lying with a quick phone call to each of their moms. Despite (or maybe because of) their shared lack of finesse in executing subterfuge, they became instant best friends in detention.


Pinky answered before he could. “Ashish suddenly thinks it’s weird to ask girls out in the cafeteria.” She smiled at him spitefully and he rolled his eyes.


“Since when?” Elijah said. “You ask girls out in the greeting card section at Walmart. What’s the difference?”


They’d laugh until they choked on their own spit if he told them he was nervous. “Nothing.”


Oliver, the more empathetic of his best friends, put his arm around Ashish. “Aww. Tell Ollie what the problem is.”


He didn’t have to say anything, though. Pinky filled them in on Celia’s latest text.


“I don’t get it,” Elijah said, frowning. “You were already broken up, right? Ever since you went to her dorm and found out she was out with that guy Thad. So what’s the big deal?”


“The big deal,” Ashish said, annoyed that his friends really didn’t get it, “is that I thought this whole thing with Thad was supposed to be temporary. She said it wasn’t serious. She was just … bored or experimenting in college or whatever. We were still texting. There was still the possibility that we might …” He stopped abruptly, feeling more like an idealistic loser than ever. He’d really thought they might get back together at some point, hadn’t he? God. He wasn’t the basketball-playing Romeo/GQ model he’d thought himself to be at all; he was a freaking Teletubby. And he was now seventeen. One year away from being an official, card-carrying adult. Why couldn’t he keep a girlfriend?


Oliver, sensing his embarrassment, pulled Ashish closer. “I’m telling you, Ash, you gotta just get back up on the horse again. Just do it. Celia’s doing it.”


“Yeah, man,” Elijah added. “It doesn’t even have to be a particularly nice horse. Any old mare will do.”


Pinky glared at him. “Nice.”


Elijah made a What? face, and Oliver shook his head and sighed. Pinky turned to Ashish. “Look, if you’re afraid, I can do it for you. I know Dana … sort of.” She took a half step in Dana’s direction.


Ashish grabbed her shoulder. “I’m not afraid, for crap’s sake.”


“Then do it,” Pinky said, crossing her arms. “Right now. You won’t have a better opportunity.” Ashish darted a longing glance at the burritos, and she added, “I’ll save your place in line.”


Ashish adjusted his backpack and surreptitiously wiped his definitely damp palms on his shorts. “Fine. You jerks.” And then he walked over to where Dana sat with the other cheerleaders, dressed in a crop top and amazingly tight jeans. She’d probably end up in the principal’s office over that outfit before the day ended, but that was the cool thing about Dana: She just never gave up.


She looked up as Ashish approached, her face breaking into a smile. Tucking a strand of short blond hair behind one ear, she slid over on the bench. “Ash! Come sit with us.”


Dana had been pretty openly flirty with him at the last few basketball games, even given that he’d been a ball-fumbling shadow of his former shining-captain-of-the-team self. Ashish knew she’d say yes if he asked her. He should ask her. Pinky, Oliver, and Elijah were right: The only way forward was through. He needed to get this first-date-after-Celia thing out of the way. Jeez, it had been three months. It was way past about time.


“Thanks,” Ashish said, sitting. He smiled at her friends Rebecca and Courtney. And then stopped. His smile faded. What was he doing here? His heart was so not into this, it was on another continent entirely. Ashish suddenly felt like a total jackass.


Dana put one hand on his. “Hey, are you okay?” Her blue eyes were soft and open, concerned. Her friends leaned in too.


“Fine,” Ashish mumbled automatically. Then, as if his mouth had been charmed by an evil, sadistic magician, he found himself adding, “Actually, no, I’m not. I got dumped three months ago and last night I found out that she’s making it official with a guy whose parents actually looked at his red, scrunched-up newborn face and said, ‘You know what? This miniature human looks like a Thad Thibodeaux.’ Thad Thibodeaux. I met Thad once at a party, you know. For some reason known only to him, he likes to punctuate every sentence with a thumbs-up sign. And she chose him. Over me. So what does that say about me, exactly? I’m lower on the dating ladder than ‘Thumbs’ Thad Thibodeaux.


“Oh, and let’s not forget that the reason Richmond’s spring basketball league has won any games these past few weeks hasn’t been because of me. It’s been in spite of me. I’ve been performing the same function as that chandelier in the student lounge that doesn’t work. I look pretty but I’m essentially useless. I’d have been more useful serving Gatorade than taking up space on the court. I’m seventeen, and I’m already past my prime.”


Whooooaaaa. Ashish snapped his flapping mouth shut.


Had he seriously, literally just said all that to Damn-Fine Dana and her friends? Ashish thought he should be more embarrassed, but could he really fall any lower? See exhibit A: playing like a JV basketball newb when he was supposed to be the prodigy captain. Or appendix B: being dumped for Thumbs-Up Thad. He’d already scraped the bottom of the barrel. No, scratch that. He hadn’t just scraped it, he was now curled up on its moldy bottom and preparing to take a very long, very soothing nap. Ashish Patel was beyond humiliation.


But Dana didn’t move away with a nervous laugh like he expected. She took her hand off his and wrapped her arms around him instead. “Oh, you poor baby,” she crooned, kind of rocking him. Ashish only vaguely noticed her boobs pressed up against his arm. Meh, boobs, he thought, and then: Oh my God, what has Celia done to me?


“Breakups are the worst,” Rebecca added, reaching over the table to pat his arm. The beads on her braids clicked together. “I’m sorry.”


“It’s totally her loss, Ash,” Courtney said, tossing her curly red hair. “You’re a hottie.”


“Absolutely,” Dana said, letting go of him to take his chin in her hand. “You’re gorgeous.”


Ashish smiled faintly and ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, I know. But thanks. I just feel really … off.”


“Totally normal,” Dana said, leaning over to kiss his cheek. “But when you’re ready to get some revenge, you just let me know, okay?”


Oh God. The pity in her eyes. He was a charity case. He was a storm-soaked puppy. Ashish sat up straighter and forced a laugh, which came out hollow and fake. “Ah, I’m fine. Really. And I need to get back to my friends.”


With deliberate swagger, he pushed himself off the cafeteria bench and, throwing the best approximation of what Richmond Academy girls called the Ash Smolder their way, sauntered back to his friends.


“So apparently, I was wrong,” Ashish said to them, smiling jauntily for Dana’s benefit, just in case she was still looking at him. “I can sink lower. I’ve broken through the bottom of the barrel to the quicksand below.”


“Dude, what’re you talking about?” Elijah said.


Oliver grinned. “She kissed you, my man. On the cheek, but still. That’s progress.”


“Yeah, it was totally disgusting to watch, but I’m happy for you,” Pinky said, stepping up to grab her burrito. “Really.”


“Believe me, it’s not what it looked like,” Ashish said, feeling bad about bursting their optimistic little bubbles.


Once they all had their food, they sat at their usual table by the big window that overlooked the organic garden.


“So what happened?” Pinky said, tearing off a big bite of her burrito. “You were supposed to ask her out.”


“I tried,” Ashish said. A concrete wall of hot shame slammed into him as he recalled saying the words “past my prime” to three incredibly hot girls. What the hell? “I ended up telling her about Celia breaking up with me instead.” He said the rest quickly and quietly, needing to get it off his chest but also hoping the others wouldn’t hear. “And I might also have moaned about how much I suck at basketball and compared myself to a broken chandelier.”


Elijah groaned, but Oliver silenced him with a glare.


Ashish took an aggressively nonchalant bite of his sausage burrito, to show he didn’t care that he’d just embarrassed himself in front of three of the school’s cutest girls. A guy had to retain some self-respect, even if it was all bullshit.


The burrito was Richmond Academy’s specialty spicy cardboard flavor. Awesome. “Wait.” Pinky gave him a funny look. “Were you in love with Celia or something?”


Ashish looked slowly around the table at them all. “Uh. Yeah. And she didn’t feel the same way at all, so now I’m just some high school man-baby she can laugh about.” Oops. He hadn’t meant to say that last part. Talk about super-not-cool.


Everyone was staring at him in silence, their eyes wide. Shocked that Ashish Patel, player extraordinaire, had been in love. And that he was now completely wrecked as a result. The pity on their faces was the freaking cherry on top of everything, a special prize, just in case he wasn’t feeling like enough of a loser already.


Pushing his tray back, Ashish stood. “You know what? I … I’m going home.” And then he walked right out of the cafeteria, not even turning around when he heard his best friends call his name.
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Sweetie held the shampoo bottle up to her mouth. It helped her get into the right headspace. In here she wasn’t just Sweetie, she was Sizzling Sweetie, Sexy Shower-Singing Sorceress. She liked alliteration, what could she say?


“R-E-S-P-E-C-T!” she belted out.


Kayla, Suki, and Izzy shouted the next lyrics back.


“R-E-S-P-E-C-T!” Sweetie sang again.


“Gimme those Jujubes!” Izzy sang, at the same time that Kayla sang, “Open sesame!” and Suki sang, “Mayfair, pretty puh-lease!”


They stopped suddenly, and then Kayla said, “Jujubes? Are you kidding me, Izzy?”


“Oh, like ‘Open sesame’ is any better?” Suki retorted from her shower stall.


“What about ‘Mayfair’?” Izzy said. “That doesn’t even make sense!”


“What does Jujubes even mean?” Suki said.


“Nothing, that’s what,” Kayla said. “If you ask me …”


Sweetie knew the argument could go on forever, so she just launched into the following stanza. The others fell quiet, listening.


This was how they were, their postpractice showers. The other girls on the team didn’t even say anything; they enjoyed it when Sweetie began to sing.


She shimmied in the shower, her round, robust voice echoing across the tile like a symphony of clear bells, bouncing off the glinting silver faucet and showerhead. When she was done, she bowed her head, letting the water rush over her, her arms held up high and triumphant.


There was thunderous applause, just like every other time. Sweetie closed her eyes and smiled, enjoying this one moment when she felt supremely confident and unquestionably beautiful.


Then as the last of the applause faded, she sighed, turned off the shower, and reached for her towel.


Out by her locker, Sweetie dried off and climbed into her clothes quickly. She didn’t even know why she was moving quickly. … It wasn’t like Kayla, Suki, and Izzy would judge her. But Amma’s voice echoed in her head: Cover your legs and your arms. Until you lose weight, you shouldn’t wear sleeveless tops and shorts. If her mother felt that strongly about a sleeveless shirt, she could imagine what she’d say about Sweetie being naked in the girls’ locker room.


“You slayed it, as usual!” Kayla called from her locker. Her deep-brown skin was flawless, her abdomen toned and her legs shapely. She didn’t rush to put on her clothes.


“Thanks. You weren’t so bad yourself.” Sweetie smiled, trying to shake off her thoughts. She’d kicked butt on the track today, beating her own best time on the 1600 meter run. She should be feeling nothing but happiness. My body is strong and does everything I want it to do, she told herself, repeating the mantra she’d always chanted silently after one of Amma’s “motivational” talks. I’m the fastest runner at Piedmont High School, and the second-fastest high school student in the state of California.


It was true, too. Sweetie could leave anyone in the dust. There was a reason the local paper had called her the Piedmont Road Runner recently (but it had been a mistake to read the comments on the online article—those were full of people who couldn’t stop asking variants of the asinine question, How does she lug all of that around the track?). Coach was always telling her she could get a scholarship to pretty much any college if she kept it up.


“Hoo, check this out!” Suki called from her locker. She’d thrown on a skirt and a top and was sitting on the bench, bent over her cell phone as usual, her straight black hair all wet.


They gathered around her. It was a picture of a handsome guy in a basketball jersey on the sports page of the Times of Atherton, the local paper.


“Ashish Patel at last weekend’s game,” Izzy said, leaning in. Her pale cheeks were flushed from the hot shower. “Yum-eeee.”


“I heard he led Richmond to another victory,” Kayla said. “He’s their golden goose. Coach Stevens wants to poach him.”


“Good luck with that,” Izzy scoffed. “His dad’s the CEO of Global Comm. His kind of money would never go to a school like Piedmont.”


Sweetie laughed. “We’re not a hovel. But yeah, we’re definitely not the Ivy League incubator that Richmond is either.” She crossed her arms, frowning a little as she looked at Ashish’s picture. “Is it just me or does he look kinda sad to you guys?”


Kayla, Izzy, and Suki just looked at her blankly.


“What would he have to be sad about?” Kayla said. “The boy’s got everything.”


Maybe on paper, Sweetie thought.


“Why? Is your Sweetie Sense going off?” Suki said, laughing.


Sweetie felt her cheeks get warm. She’d always been perceptive, prone to listening to her intuition about people. But Suki thought it was a bunch of crap, that Sweetie just believed what she wanted to believe. Who knew, maybe Suki was correct.


“Yeah, you guys are probably right.” Slinging her bag over her shoulder, Sweetie said, “Hey, want to get some breakfast before class?”


Suki put her phone away, and her friends all stood, laughing and talking about how Coach had seemed even more stressed out today than usual, chewing viciously on a wad of gum. Then she’d yelled at Andrea for not giving 110 percent and had almost choked on it.


Sweetie kept one ear on the conversation, but her mind kept drifting back to the picture of Ashish Patel at his basketball game. What did a boy like that have to be sad about? Sweetie gave herself a mental shake. Come on, what do you care? It’s not like you’ll ever find out.




CHAPTER 2
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Ditching school was a nonevent, as always. Ashish had made a digital copy freshman year of the one legit pass he’d gotten to go off-campus, and he’d been printing it out and reusing it ever since. Updating their passes to stave off delinquents like Ash obviously wasn’t high on Richmond’s priority list.


Ashish parked the Jeep in his circular driveway and trudged up the marble stairs into the house.


The moment Ma saw him, she rushed up and put her hand on his forehead. “Kya hua? Sardi hai, beta? Bukhar hai? Bolo na, kya hua?”


Ashish tried not to cringe away at the litany of questions about his health. Usually he let her think he was sick when he ditched, but today he just didn’t have the energy. “No, Ma, I don’t have a cold or a fever. I’m just …” They walked together through the foyer into the large den. Ashish took his favorite chair and Ma sat next to him on the ottoman. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes, sighing as she ran her fingers through his hair. “Girl trouble, Ma. Girl trouble.”


Her fingers stilled for just a moment before she began combing again. It was no secret that Ma, especially, intensely disagreed with Ashish’s badmashi, or “mischief,” as she called it. Pappa tended to look the other way, chalking Ashish’s medley of girlfriends up to his youth, or as he liked to say, Ashish’s javaani. Recently, though, he’d looked pretty annoyed at all the texts Ashish was sending Celia, as if he thought even javaani should have some kind of limit.


Ashish thought both Ma and Pappa had been secretly relieved when the texts stopped, maybe taking it as a sign of their younger son hopefully becoming more mature and seeing the error of his ways. Ha. As if. That would be Rishi, Ashish’s older brother and golden child. Ashish would always be the black sheep, the dark horse, the coal sack to Rishi’s freaking diamonds—


“Celia ke sath kuch hua?”


“Haan. She broke up with me for good.” He gave her a moment to wipe the smile he knew was there off her face before he rolled his head to look at her. “It really sucks, Ma. I thought we were serious. Like, I thought that at some point she’d get tired of being without me and come back. I mean, seriously, how could any girl not want this?” He made a vague gesture at his person. This was more information than he’d ever shared about his love life with her, but Ma’s outward appearance belied any internal screaming that might be going on.


“Dude. Celia dumped you?”


Both Ashish and Ma looked up, and then Ashish groaned. Great. “Samir,” he said, straightening and glaring at the Indian boy in front of him. “What sewer did you crawl out of?”


Ma slapped his knee and got up. “Don’t be rude to Samir. I invited him and Deepika auntie over.”


“That’s right.” Samir grinned and sauntered over, then lounged on the couch like it belonged to him. Well, he’d been over often enough that it sorta did.


Samir and Ashish had been frenemies since they were eight years old and Samir’s family moved into the nearby estate. Rishi, of course, got along with him just fine. But what annoyed Ashish about Samir was his self-assurance. The guy didn’t play sports and was homeschooled (the only Indian kid Ashish knew who was). As if that weren’t enough, he was completely smothered by his overbearing mother, whose only fear was that something bad would befall her only child. Deepika auntie told anyone who’d listen that her little miracle was born with a caul on his face, which apparently was a bad omen and required constant attention to ward off lurking evil. (Ashish had looked up what a caul was online. … Big mistake. Talk about lifelong nightmares.) Still, in spite of everything, Samir thought he was a gift to everyone.


Rishi always joked that Ashish’s and Samir’s egos couldn’t coexist even in the mansion they lived in, and maybe that was true. All Ashish knew was that Samir was not the person he’d want knowing his deepest, darkest secrets, and now he did anyway.


“Ashish!” Deepika auntie said, walking through the door. “Why aren’t you in school?”


Ashish opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Even his ability to think on his feet—previously one of his best qualities—was shaken. Damn.


“He had a fever at school, so I let him come home,” Ma said, winking at him when no one was looking. Ashish pretended not to see, just to salvage the tatters of his own ego. He didn’t need rescuing, and especially not from Ma.


“‘Fever.’ Riiiight. Tell me what really happened, man,” Samir said as Deepika auntie and Ma headed off to the kitchen, probably to get chai and snacks. “Last I heard, you couldn’t stop bragging about your college girl and how hot she was.”


Samir, of course, wasn’t allowed to date. Deepika auntie said girls couldn’t be trusted not to break her beautiful son’s fragile heart, so when he was old enough (say, around forty-five or so), she’d find him a suitable girl. Even Rishi and his perfect Stanford-attending girlfriend Dimple’s happy story wasn’t enough to change her mind.


“We’ve been broken up for three months. It’s, like, not big a deal at all,” Ashish said, picking up a decorative glass ball from the bowl on the table and tossing it from hand to hand. He was doing it to show Samir how little he cared about the breakup, but he also wished Ma would stay in the kitchen, because she might just kill him if she saw him. She was weirdly attached to her knickknacks.


Samir clucked his tongue. “It’s true what Mummy says, I guess. Girls can’t be trusted.”


“Whatever, man,” Ashish said, feeling the heft of the glass orb in his palm. “I don’t even know anymore.”


“So, I mean, what’s the big deal? Just find another girl.”


Ashish laughed. “Oh, yeah. Because it’s that easy. Dude, you’ve never even had a girlfriend, so, you know. Maybe STFU on this one.”


Samir’s cheeks flushed and he looked away. Ashish felt a little—a very little—bad for pouring salt in his wound. “So what?” Samir muttered. “I’ve seen you go through this a lot.”


“Fair enough,” Ashish said, because Samir really did have a point there. “I guess I don’t know. … Something’s off, man.” Then, making sure to put on an extra-nonchalant tone, he added, “I’ll figure it out, though. I always do.”


“Unless … maybe …” Samir glanced at him and then quickly away. “Nah.”


“Nah what? Unless what?” Ashish felt a prickle of curiosity. Samir never swallowed his opinions. It was one of the most annoying things about him.


“It’s just …” Samir shrugged one shoulder. “Your parents did a pretty good job with Rishi, right? Setting him up?”


Ashish raised an eyebrow. “Yeah …?”


“So, I mean, they could set you up too.”


Ashish stared at Samir for a full twenty seconds before he burst out laughing. “Dude, are you serious? My parents? They’d probably pick someone, like, totally …” Shuddering, he paused, trying to think of an appropriate comparison. “Okay. Imagine the most delicious BLT you’ve ever had.”


“Okay, easy. The one from that deli on Rivers.”


“Yeah, amazeballs, right? Now imagine if they took out the bacon, lettuce, and tomatoes. Oh, and that spicy sauce they put in there.”


Samir’s smiling face sagged. “So … just two slices of bread?”


“Exactly. That, but in girl form. No, thank you.”


Samir shook his head. “But that’s not what Dimple is. You said she’s, like, the perfect yin to Rishi’s yang.”


“Yeah, and it’d be totally different for me. My parents are constantly trying to rein me in. They’ll just get me the most boring girl in the world, hoping she can tame me or something.” He sighed and then, as he heard Ma and Deepika auntie walking toward the living room, added in a rush, “Oh, and don’t tell my mom about the BLT thing.” The whole Patel family was supposed to be vegetarian. Ha. As if Ashish would ever give up bacon. What would life even be without it?


“So, what are you two talking about?” Deepika auntie asked as Ma set a snack-and-chai-bedecked tray down on the coffee table.


“Gir—” Samir began before Ashish cut him off with: “School stuff.”


They exchanged a glance; Ashish tried to make his extra withering. Samir was the kind of boy who’d share any old thought with his mom if he wasn’t prepped in advance. The guy had no filter. Whereas Ashish, now, he was a connoisseur of secrets.


“Basketball kaisa chal rahaa hai, Ashish?” Deepika auntie asked, taking a sip of her tea. “I saw your photo in the paper.”


“The season’s going really well, auntie,” Ashish said. “We’re on track to go to state.”


“Very good,” she said, smiling at Ashish and his mom.


“I think I’d like to play basketball on a school team,” Samir said sort of wistfully.


“You play at the country club,” Deepika auntie said.


“Not the same,” Samir muttered, but Ashish didn’t think his mom heard him.


“You could do your senior year at Richmond,” Ashish said, taking a cookie.


Samir opened his mouth to reply, but his mom cut him off with her laughter. “No, no,” she said. “Richmond is very nice for you, Ashish, but Samir likes to study at home with me. Na, beta?”


“Haan, Mummy,” Samir said, but his eyes were sort of bleak.


“Dude, you wanna go shoot some hoops outside?” Being around Deepika auntie sometimes made Ashish feel like he couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t even imagine what Samir felt like.


“Sure.”


They headed outside to the full-size basketball court Pappa had installed on their property freshman year, when it became clear basketball was going to be a serious thing for Ashish.


Ashish got a ball out of the ball holder in the corner and began to dribble. “So … you know you can just tell your mom you want to play at Richmond.” They’d had this conversation many times. Ashish knew it wasn’t apt to suddenly change Samir’s mind, but he couldn’t help it. Samir, as annoying as he was, was still one of his oldest friends.


“Nah, man. You know I can’t.”


Yeah, Ashish knew. Samir’s mom had been diagnosed with breast cancer seven years ago. She’d beaten it twice, but it had come back. She was now in remission again, but her overprotectiveness had started when she was first diagnosed and Samir was very young. Now that he was older, he felt too guilty to say anything. They’d never talked about it openly, but Ashish had read between the lines. “Yeah, but … still. Dude, it’s obvious you’re not happy with the current situation.”


“Are you gonna flap your gums at me or are we gonna play?”


Ashish narrowed his eyes. “Fine.”


They played some one-on-one for about thirty minutes straight, and then Ashish tossed the ball to the side and shook the sweat from his head in a spray that doused Samir.


“Okay, seriously disgusting!” Samir grabbed a towel and a water bottle from the cart on the side that the groundskeeper restocked twice a day. They walked over to the bench to sit together in the shade of an old oak tree after Ashish had done the same.


Samir checked his watch. “We only played for thirty minutes. That’s a record low.”


Squeezing some water from the bottle into his mouth, Ashish shrugged, trying not to let show how much that bothered him. He used to love basketball. No, he used to live basketball. And now it was just like … an orange sphere that you slam into the ground over and over? What was the point?


“Don’t you have a game this weekend? You should probably practice a little more.”


“We’re playing Osroff. I don’t think it’s going to require more than fifty percent of what I can give.”


“If you do say so yourself.”


Ashish shrugged, staring off into the distance at the swimming pool enclosure. “I know my strengths.” Then, glancing sideways at Samir: “At least I have strengths.”


“Pssh. You’re just jealous of my baby-faced beauty.”


“I’d rather have a rippling, masculine physique than baby-faced beauty,” Ashish said. It was their usual way of ribbing each other, but this time it felt flat. Even his teasing mojo was gone. Damn Celia. She’d taken all his best skills.


“You’re like some cardboard-cutout version of yourself, bro,” Samir said, frowning. “I mean, I don’t even care, but seriously. If you don’t want to repel people more than you already do with your relentless body odor, you should probably do something about that.”


Ashish focused on drinking his water. He could feel Samir staring at the side of his face.


“Damn.”


“What?”


“I didn’t know you were in love with her.”


Ashish didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say.


Later, when Samir and Deepika auntie were on their way out the door, Samir turned to Ashish and said, “Think about it.”


“About what?”


“Asking your parents.” Ashish stared at him blankly, and Samir leaned in. “You know. About setting you up.”


Ashish rolled his eyes. “Are we back to that again?”


“What’s the alternative? You zombie-shuffle your way through the rest of the year? Does that really sound fun to you?”


Ashish opened his mouth to answer, but nothing came out. To be honest, this mojoless feeling was the literal worst thing he’d ever felt. His entire world felt off-kilter, like he couldn’t quite get his balance. It sucked.


Samir punched him on the arm. “Didn’t think so.” Then he turned and left.


Ashish walked back inside and headed upstairs to his room after telling Ma he had homework to do. Asking his parents to set him up was such a Rishi thing to do. Ashish found his own way around girls. He was born winking at the cute doctor who delivered him. He didn’t need help.


Then he thought about this morning with Dana Patterson and felt a vague cringing inside that he knew would be full-on, cheeks-burning, armpits-sweating humiliation if he didn’t wall it off immediately, which he did. He’d done his fair share of being both the breaker-upper and the breaker-uppee, but at no point had he or the girl in question ever felt bad about it. All his relationships had been window dressing, just a way to pass the time for both him and his girlfriends. Until Celia, of course. And that had turned out so well.


Groaning, Ashish lay back on his bed and covered his face with a pillow. He knew the truth; he just didn’t want to face it. Maybe he hadn’t ever needed help before. But he was all kinds of messed up at the moment, and he probably could use a little help. Or even more than a little. Maybe dating was like basketball. If the play wasn’t working, it was time to try something new.


Still, asking his parents? That was totally outlandish and completely off the table, right? Ashish took the pillow off his face and stared at the ceiling. Yep. Completely off the table.




CHAPTER 3
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Sweetie felt a heavy, sinking weight as her car edged closer to home. Her foot eased off the gas pedal automatically, and she turned up Kesha’s “This Is Me,” a favorite that always made her feel just a tad stronger. She pulled into the garage just as the song faded. Putting a smile on her face for her mother, Sweetie walked into the house.


Amma looked up from the stove, where she’d been stirring something that smelled like a heaven made out of cardamom, coconuts, and sugar. Amma didn’t have a full-time job, but she did keep the Indian stores and bakeries within a fifty-mile radius stocked with her delicious sweets. She could be a serious businesswoman if she chose; she just didn’t choose. Her full-time occupation, she always said, was being Sweetie’s mother. (But her love of baking had obviously bled into the naming of her only child.)


“Hello, mol!”


“That smells so good, Amma.” Sweetie walked over and dipped a finger into the pot and then stuck it immediately into her mouth before it could burn her. “Mmmm.”


Amma swatted her arm. “No sweets for you.”


Sweetie sighed. “Amma …”


“Go in the backyard.”


“Can I at least have a minute to get a snack?” At Amma’s arched eyebrow, she raced to add, “An apple.”


“No. No snack. First you run, then you can eat.” Amma brandished her spatula at Sweetie, and sighing, Sweetie made her way out into the yard.


The utter indignity of having to run laps around her backyard every day after school had not faded at all over the past three years. This had been going on ever since freshman year, when Amma decided there was a link between Sweetie’s size and her activity level. The fact that Sweetie was on the track team meant almost nothing; Amma was convinced that Sweetie somehow slacked off during practice. Of course, Amma weighed about ninety-five pounds soaking wet, which might have something to do with her sincere belief that if only her daughter tried a little bit harder, she could be just as thin. The fact that Sweetie was built like Achchan and the rest of his family was totally lost on Amma.


The weird thing was, Sweetie thought as she ran, Amma wasn’t happy with her own appearance either. She frequently pinched the skin on her hips and complained that it was too fat or that she was gaining weight in her “old age.” If she ate more than a tiny serving at dinner, Amma moaned about how she’d have to eat only kanji the next day, this really disgusting, tasteless rice gruel she made Sweetie eat when she had a stomach bug. But Amma didn’t seem to notice the contradiction in her own actions and words. She was adamant that Sweetie would magically gain happiness when she lost weight.


After the requisite ten laps, Sweetie came in and grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl. “I bested my time on the sixteen-hundred-meter run, Amma. And it’s the best time on the team, too.”


Amma, who was now scraping the mixture onto a pan, smiled at her. “Wonderful, mol. Now just imagine how much faster you’ll go once you lose weight.”


Sweetie froze on the way to biting into her apple. Her brain reacted in the perfect way: But I’m already beating my own time and everyone else’s, it said. Like, there’s literally no one faster than me.


But no matter how confident she felt in her own skills as a kick-ass athlete, all of that confidence evaporated under her mother’s gaze.


“Everyone knows,” Amma continued in the silence. “Thinner is healthier.”


Sweetie bit into the apple, swallowing all the things she wanted to say: How she’d legit downloaded research papers off university websites about how what you saw on the scale did not necessarily correspond to what was going on internally. How this entire freaking “We’re afraid for your health” angle was perpetuated by a society too afraid and too shallow to recognize a person’s worth in any other way besides their dress size but too “polite” to always say it in those words.


What would it feel like, to just let loose? To finally tell her mother how she felt? Sweetie imagined it would feel like the sweetest, freshest breath of a spring breeze, but she really wouldn’t know. The words always shriveled up before she could expose them to light and air.


“I’m going to the farmers’ market this weekend,” Amma said, washing her hands at the sink. “You want to come?”


Sweetie cleared her throat and finally broke her silence. “Sure.” She always helped Amma run her baked-goodies stand at the farmers’ market. Amma and a few of her Indian auntie friends all had booths for various things, and while the pretext was that it was good for a bit of pocket money, it was really more of a social networking (aka gossiping) opportunity for them all. Sweetie liked sitting in the sunshine, letting their rapid-fire accented English wash over her. “By the way, Amma, what do you know about Ashish Patel’s family? You know, the basketball star at Richmond?”


Amma looked at her over her glasses as she took off her apron and sat at the table with a cup of chai. Sweetie went to sit by her with an apple and a chai of her own. “Why?”


Sweetie shrugged. “Just … I saw a picture of him in the paper. And I wondered if you knew the family.”


“They’re very prominent. Kartik Patel is the CEO of Global Comm, and their first son, Rishi, is supposed to be matched with a good girl at Stanford, Dimple Shah. I don’t know much about the younger boy, but he seems to be on track to get into a good university. He’s very handsome, Tina auntie says.”


Of course she did. Tina auntie had a rating system of the prettiest desi girls and handsomest desi boys in her head at all times. She was like a walking Indian version of People magazine. Needless to say, Sweetie did not rank anywhere on her list. In fact, she was probably on some anti-list of some kind, knowing Tina auntie. “Top Ten Fat Feminist Desi Girls to Keep Your Boys Away from Before They Go Over to the Dark Side” or “Five Girls Whose Bodies Do Not Match Their Pretty Faces—BEWARE.” To Tina auntie, Sweetie’s fatness was both outrageous and personally offensive.


Amma turned around the magazine she was reading. “You can wear this for your birthday party, mol.” It was a voluminous, somewhat shapeless salwar kameez made of thick silver brocade fabric. Sweetie was pretty sure she’d seen the mother of a celebrity wear it in one of Tina auntie’s Bollywood gossip magazines.


“Um, yeah, I guess I could. …” Setting her apple down, Sweetie grabbed a catalog from the stack in the center of the table. Her sweaty palms stuck to the pages as she flipped through it, her movements feeling artificial and weird. Surely Amma could tell something was up? Wiping her palms on her shirt, Sweetie took a few surreptitious deep breaths. Come on, Sweetie, she told herself. What would Aretha Franklin do? She’d toss the catalog to Amma and demand some R-E-S-P-E-C-T, that’s what. Sweetie flipped to the dog-eared page in the catalog and stared at the picture for a good ten seconds, psyching herself up. “Actually, Amma …” Her voice came out a squeak. Dang it. She cleared her throat and tried again. “I was, um, kind of thinking maybe something like this instead?” She slid the catalog over, her eyes on the page and nowhere near her mother’s.


Amma took the catalog and studied the page, her face giving away nothing. Sweetie could see the outfit through her eyes: It was an Anarkali suit. The top was made of the most gorgeous emerald-green georgette fabric—long and flowy and mid-shin-length—and would expose just a bit of the pale-gold leg-hugging pants underneath. But the style of the top was what had caught Sweetie’s eye and heart. It was a halter cut, and her upper back would be bare. Best of all? They made it in plus sizes.


Sweetie knew Amma wasn’t opposed to halter-cut clothes like some other Indian parents. Last Diwali, when Tina auntie’s daughter, Sheena, had shown up in one, she had actually complimented her. Of course, Sheena was a size two. And therein lay the rub.


“It’s really cute,” Sweetie rushed to put in when Amma continued to study the picture in silence. The sound of her thundering heart almost drowned out her words. “And I think that color would look really good with my eyes. You know how you say they’re light brown until I wear something green and then they look green? Plus, it comes prestitched, so you wouldn’t have to take it to—”


“Mati. That’s enough. You can’t wear that.” Amma put the catalog in the stack without looking at Sweetie.


“But …”


“No. People will laugh.”


Sweetie swallowed the lump in her throat. Of course Amma was embarrassed. Why wouldn’t she be? Sweetie was no size two, and apparently to her, that meant Sweetie was shameful, something to be hidden. Sweetie felt the bitter burn of hurt. “So?” she found herself saying. “Who cares?”


Amma looked up sharply. “Me. I care. You would too.”


Sweetie stared at her, feeling that old pressing, weighing sense of disappointment. “Right. Okay, then. I won’t wear that. I wouldn’t want you and Achchan to be embarrassed by me.” She got up.


“Sweetie, it’s not … That is, I’m not worried about …,” Amma said, but when Sweetie waited, she stopped and shook her head. “Nothing. There’s nothing to say.”


Sweetie nodded and turned to go to her room. “Big surprise,” she said under her breath, her eyes glinting with tears.
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“Chef really outdid himself this time,” Pappa said, leaning back and belching quietly. “That kulfi was out of this world. Never tasted anything that came close to …” Then, seeing Ma’s expression, he added hastily, “Of course, it’s nothing compared to yours, Sunita!”


Ma laughed easily. “It’s okay, Kartikji. After twenty years of marriage, I suppose I can take a little competition. Plus, if Chef frees up my evenings and I don’t have to cook, then I’m a happy woman!”


She turned to smile at Ashish, and he returned it just a moment too late. Her smile faded. “Thik ho, beta?”


“I’m fine,” Ashish replied. Then, forcing himself to take a bite of his dessert: “Yeah, this kulfi’s great, Pappa.”


There was silence around the table, punctuated only by Ashish’s spoon scraping against the small clay pot, or matka, the Indian ice cream had been served in. Ashish glanced up at both his parents; they were watching him with concern. Pappa’s bushy eyebrows were pulled so low, Ashish could barely see his eyes. Jeez. As much of a pain in the butt as Rishi was, at least he’d been another person for them to pay attention to. Since Rishi left for college, it felt like 149 percent of their attention was always laser-focused on him.


Ma darted Pappa a knowing glance. Why did parents think their kids never saw that stuff? Ashish could practically touch the thought bubble she was transmitting at him: TALK TO YOUR SON.


“What’s this, beta?” Pappa asked. “Ma tells me you’re having some … problems? Ladki vaali problems?”


Oh God. The fact that Pappa had just said “problems of the girl variety” did not bode well. He was probably gearing up for a relationship talk. Pappa would just tell him again that this was his youth, aka javaani, talking, and in due time he’d find Ashish the perfect Indian girl just like he had for Rishi. To not take any of this seriously. To just live life. As if the pain Ashish was feeling were only as serious as a stomach upset, nothing that a cold glass of jal-jeera wouldn’t fix. (Which, okay, the cumin drink was delicious, but it smelled like farts and no one ever talked about that. Anyway.)


“You know, Ashish, you’re young. And in our javaani we must all make certain mistakes. Don’t be so serious, beta!” As if on cue, Pappa laughed heartily. Ashish was pretty sure he’d laughed in exactly the same spot during the last relationship talk. Did he have a script stashed somewhere? “When the time comes, Ma and I will make that decision for you. And then you’ll see the difference!” He and Ma smiled at each other.


Ashish glared at them from over the top of his matka kulfi. So smug. Oh, so smug. “Oh yeah? What difference is that?”


Pappa raised his eyebrows in a Really? Are you serious? way and then began to count off on his fingers. “Crystal. Heather. Yvette. Gretchen. And Celia.” Then, holding up his other hand, he raised his index finger. “Dimple. See the difference?”


Ma cleared her throat and glared at Pappa. “What Pappa means to say, beta,” she said in that gentle way of hers, “is that we have years and years of life experience that you don’t have. So of course you’re going to make mistakes. And be … hasty, hmm? It’s no wonder you feel like this.”


Ashish knew she was trying to help. But it just rubbed him the wrong way. They kept saying what a mistake this was. They kept implying he was just some silly kid, whereas they, in their infinite wisdom, would never make the same mistake he did. Like, the instant they thought of a girl for him, Cupid himself would descend from the clouds and rope Ashish and the girl into an everlasting bond. “So you’re saying you’d never make a mistake? Whatever girl you found would be the perfect one, no question?”


“Of course that’s what I’m saying!” Pappa said just as Ma said, “Not exactly in those terms, but …”


They smiled at each other and shrugged, like, Well, if you want to put it like that, we won’t stop you. …


Ashish pushed his matka kulfi aside. Samir’s voice began to echo in his ears. Something else, probably his survival instinct, told him not to listen to it. Walk away, Ash, man, it said. Walk away while you still can. Before you make a gigantic mistake. But Ashish was in no mood to listen. He just wanted to prove Ma and Pappa wrong. “Okay, then. Do it.”


Ma and Pappa sat back and looked at him. “Do what?” Pappa asked.


“Set me up with a girl you think would be good for me. Rishi wasn’t much older than me when you set him up with Dimple.”


“Yes, but he was out of high school,” Ma said. “Now is the time to focus on studies and basketball—”


“Ma, I never focus on studies, and basketball is going to be a part of my life through college, too.” Ashish shrugged. “Unless you want me to ask Dana Patterson, the cheerleader, out.” Like he could even do that in his current demojoed state. But they didn’t know that.


Ma’s eyes widened and she looked at Pappa, making frantic hand motions that, Ashish supposed, he wasn’t meant to see.


“So you’re saying you’ll … date someone we pick for you,” Pappa said. “I want to make sure.”


“Yes, exactly. And I know I’m too young for this to be an arranged marriage or whatever, but it’s the same thing with Rishi, right? I mean, he and Dimple probably won’t get married till she’s done with grad school at least. But if the girl and I don’t get along, you have to both promise to never give me another relationship talk again. For as long as any of us are alive.”


Ma and Pappa looked at each other across the table and then at him. They were both smiling. “Okay,” Ma said, her voice bubbling with excitement. “But you are going to lose, beta.”


Pappa nodded seriously. “You are going down to downtown,” he said in his thick Indian accent, and Ashish couldn’t help but laugh.




CHAPTER 4


[image: Image Missing]


“Hand me the pink. I want pink because this poster’s going to be really pink,” Pinky said, reaching over Elijah for the paint.


“Say ‘pink’ again,” he said, handing it over.


“Pink,” she said automatically, beginning to paint in the lettering on her poster. Her hair was up in a multicolored pile on her head, and tendrils of green and purple and blue blew lightly in the breeze.


Ashish squinted down at the poster. They were all sprawled in the garden portion of the backyard, sheltered by a grove of trees. “So what’s this protest for again?”
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