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The Reincarnation of 

Dimple Rohitbhai Lala the Last

I guess the whole mess started around my birthday. Amendment: 
my first birthday. I was born turned around, and apparently was 
holding my head in my hand in such a way that resulted in twelve 
treacherous hours of painful labor for my mother to eject me. 
 My mom said she imagined I was trying to sort out some great 
philosophical quandary, like Rodin’s Thinker sculpture that she had 
seen on a trip to Paris in another lifetime. But I think that was just a 
polite way of saying I looked like I  didn’t get it. Born backwards and 
clueless. In other words, born confused. 
 So I came out the wrong way. And have been getting it all wrong 
ever since. I wished there was a way to go back and start over. But as 
my mother says, you can’t step in the same river twice. 

✶ ✹ ✶

 This was going to be the first day of the rest of my life, Gwyn had 
announced to me on the way to school. After today: long hot months 
ahead, in which anything  could —  and would —  happen. She said it 
with that insider wink that made it clear she had something up her 
sleeve, even though it was too hot for sleeves today and a silver arm-
let snaked a tantalizingly cool path round her biceps. The way she 
smiled mysteriously, mischievously at me was a surefire guarantee 
the heat was on in more ways than one. 
 And it was true the temperature was rising and there seemed to 
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be no end in sight. By second period, honors history, all my makeup 
had run off, even the so-called waterproof concealer; by third my 
thighs were welded together under the cramped desk; and by fourth 
my perm, which was supposed to have grown out months ago, 
 resurrected itself with a vengeance, sending little ringlets Hula-
Hooping out all over my head. There was a line for the fountain, 
and  everyone was insatiable, sucking the water from the source, 
metal-lipped, which my mother says is unsanitary and very Ameri-
can. In fifth period, all the windows were cracked open to let in no 
wind, and a bead of sweat glittered on Mr. Linkhaus’s nose the entire 
hour, bobbing, teasing, but never falling.
 No one was paying attention anyways. The only physics anyone 
was thinking about was how quickly a moving body  could make it 
out the front door and into summer vacation. That is,  everyone 
except me. 
 Now the last bell was ringing and I was staring into the upper 
shelf of my locker at Chica Tikka, my beloved camera. I was waiting 
for Gwyn, who’d called a ULP Wow (Urgent Locker Powwow), a little 
unnecessarily, considering we met up here  every day after class; she 
had news for me, which was usually the case. And I was feeling lost 
without her, which was usually the case, too. 
 In our twosome I was “the other one” —  you know, the one the 
boy  doesn’t remember two seconds after delivering the pizza. The 
too-curvy, clumsy, camera-clacking wallf lower with nothing but 
questions lately. But I guess you need someone with questions to 
give the one with all the answers an ear to inform, and maybe that 
was why we were together. 
 She had it all, Gwyn. And I had her, which by some sort of tran-
sitive theory gave me access to the allness she cupped in the palm of 
her hand. She even had the majority of my locker space, I realized 
now that I was unloading my own books and binders to find they’d 
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taken up minimum inch age. It was mostly her stuff here; we’d been 
sharing since I’d ended up with a more central A Hall locker, and in 
addition to her vinyl-coated books, she kept a makeup kit and hair 
serum in it. Pinned on the inside of the door, on either side of the 
black-and-white-and-many-greys image of a snowy peak in Yosemite 
that my Ketan Kaka had sent me, was a postcard of Marilyn Monroe 
losing her dress over a subway grating, and a calorie chart.
 I took out Chica Tikka now, checking the counter. I still had a 
few shots left on this roll. I’d been taking black-and-whites all week, 
staying around late when Gwyn scooted off as usual to meet Dylan 
Reed, to whom she’d been joined at the lip for the last eternity.
 I got disproportionately nostalgic at the end of the school year, 
not only for the good times but even, perversely, for my own misery, 
and took snap after shot of the empty hallways, bathrooms, class-
rooms. But no matter what I was trying to capture on film, if Gwyn 
was anywhere around, she always jumped in, drawn magnetic to the 
lens. I half-expected her to do so now, and even took off the lens cap 
to facilitate her entry, but it was a no-go. 
 I loaded up my knapsack, wondering if she’d forgotten about 
our meeting and was with Dylan now. Through my lens I was watch-
ing  everyone’s jubilation, the happy clack of locker doors, the sign-
my-yearbooks, the hallway hugs among  people who never 
 really seemed to hang before. Everyone was careening out to the 
buses, high-fiving each other; a few  people said bye to me, have a 
good one. Even Jimmy Singh, whose real name was Trilok, nodded 
discreetly out from under his turban as he shuff lingly followed his 
hawkish nose out. 
 I  didn’t have to struggle for spy status. Fortunately I have this gift 
for invisibility, which comes in handy when you’re trying to take 
sneaky peeks at other  people’s lives, and which is odd, considering 
I’m one of only two Indians in the whole school. The other being 
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the above-mentioned Jimmy (Trilok) Singh, who wore his ethnicity 
so brazenly, in the form of that pupil-shrinking turban and the silver 
kada bangle on his wrist, I got the feeling many  people had stopped 
noticing that I hailed originally from the same general hood. But I 
did my best to play it down. After all, the day I wore my hair in braids 
 everyone yelled Hey, Pocahontas and did that ahh-baah-baah-baah 
lip-slap at recess. You would have gotten a perm soon after as well. 
 Gwyn had gone with me to get the perm; in general, she often 
acted as my personal stylist, which served to disguise me still further 
(it was she who’d talked me into buying the too-tight tottery pumps 
I was now keeling in). In fact, I’d more often been mistaken, heri-
tagically speaking, for Mexican than half-Mumbaite (a geographical 
personal status formerly known as half-Bombayite). But much as I 
tried to blend in —  and much as I often did, with the wallpaper and 
f loor if not the other kids —  I still felt it sometimes, like when my 
mother came to Open House in that salvar khamees or when I 
stayed up all night trying to scrub the henna off my palms after 
Hush-Hush Aunty’s son’s wedding because during home ec Mrs. 
Plumb suspected I had a skin disease and refused to partake of my 
cinnamon apple crumble. And eating with my hands? I  wouldn’t 
even do that at home, alone, and in the dark. 
 I don’t think it was always like this. My gift —  or desire —  for 
invisibility. Once again, I suppose it all began around my birthday. 
Not the one I was about to have in a couple days, my seventeenth, 
but the last one, when I turned sweet sixteen with no one to kiss 
because that afternoon Bobby  O’Malley swiftly and unceremoni-
ously dumped me on the way out to the late buses. I guess you can’t 
completely blame him; I mean, he’d forgotten it was my birthday, so 
it  wasn’t like he did it out of any extraordinary mean streak. Just an 
ordinary quotidian kind of mean streak. It had been the beginning of 
a cruel summer, spent with my head in the fridge and my heart in 
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the garbage disposal. And when this year started, I  couldn’t wait for 
it to be over, for school to be out so I  wouldn’t have to see him any-
more at all those dances that Gwyn insisted we go to, just to show 
him, who always ended up showing me by showing up with that 
batch of new girls, those thinner, prettier, blonder girls who ran their 
hands through his Irish curls and counted his freckles with their lips 
and were all hairlessly good in gym. My GPA dropped, mainly due 
to math, where I was unfortuitously seated next to Bobby (O having 
ended up next to L for Lala in that sad arrangement), but my Great 
Pound Average hefted up proportionately, about ten more slabs of 
f lab. Gwyn insisted my scale  wasn’t working, which was kind of her, 
but it was a state-of-the-art doctor’s scale from my father’s office, and 
I’d tested it against a couple of five-pound dumbbells that were 
 collecting dust under my bed and which I used primarily for this 
purpose. 
 That day, I’d walked the final few steps out to the late bus in a 
daze. Gwyn (shockingly boyless at the time) was holding my seat for 
me, and I took it and whispered, Bobby O’Malley just broke up with 
me. Her mouth dropped open and I saw the wad of pink gum sunk 
in the center of her tongue. But she was good at quick saves, and 
firmly swallowed.
 —Dimple Lala, you mark my words, she said. —That is the best 
birthday present B.O.  could possibly have given you.
 The rest of the ride she’d ranted out the top 101 reasons why 
he’d never been good enough for me in the first place (odd numbers 
are considered auspicious in India, and she’d become an ardent 
practitioner of that belief). She avoided the one about him secretly 
crushing on her, which was gracious.
 But all I’d been able to think about was our nearly hundred 
kisses, the first fumbling one across the pond that separated our 
neighborhoods, in the then-unconstructed neighborhood near the 
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Fields where he pink-cheekedly brown-curledly lived, up to the 
ninety-eighth under the jungle gym at midnight. And the I’ve never 
felt this way befores; plenty of those were passed around the play-
ground. And then, at that moment on that late bus, the feeling that 
forever actually had an expiration date, like a carton of milk,  could 
go sour on you when you were least expecting it.
 And since then  every expired carton simply served to remind 
me of other sour times,  every ending recalling all the ones before. 
Which maybe explained my sudden sadness today, the last day of 
junior year. It had been a particularly tough few terms; I’d had a lot 
of trouble with every thing in the era A.B. (After Bobby) and espe-
cially this last year, when my grandfather Dadaji died, before any of 
us  could get to him, freeze-framing my image of India in a fast- 
escaping, ungrasped past. My mother had returned from Bombay 
with her accent newly thickened and her feeling that she should 
have never left as well, a growing desire to see me “settled.” I  didn’t 
know what she meant, but I had the image of dust collecting pithily 
on a windowsill. 
 I had just put my eye to the viewfinder to shoot the inside of the 
locker door when a voice like blue sky sailed in.
 —Is that a supertwin I see on the loose? 
 Marilyn dropped through the grating as I shifted my camera back 
out to the hallway. Through the cross of the screen, dead- center and 
Dylan-less, I now saw my number one diva of the dramatic entrance 
swinging up, lunchbox purse in one hand, shades atop a shiny blond 
chignoned head, and sleek blue mini turning purple as her fish-
netted legs slunk around underneath, activating its iridescence. She 
was in a tight black tank studded with a heart within a heart, and as 
she reared up she f luttered the air before her with a big silver enve-
lope as if to beat the unremitting heat of the corridor, then handed 
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it to me, pool blue eyes unblinking. It was Magic-Markered To The 
Birthday Girl!
 —What is it? I said, fingering the paper tentatively as if it might 
go off in my hands. I  could feel something small and squarish inside, 
sliding around in all that clean space.
 —See for yourself, she said.
 I tore it open, half-expecting a letter for a Lilliputian to skid out. 
But instead, a scant piece of plastic tapped out into my palm. I 
picked it up —  a black strip on one side and a mash of text defining 
Class D vehicles and an organ donor stamp —  and turned it over to 
come face-to-face with: myself.
 At first I was confused. It was definitely me, yes, appearing as 
ever the headlit deer. My hair was knitting madly out, brown eyes 
wide, and a jarringly pale hand seemed to be stroking my chin. I had 
the initial illogical impression I’d dropped my license somewhere 
and Gwyn was simply returning it to me. But I  didn’t even have my 
license yet; I only had a permit, and my driver’s test, which I was 
already willing to wager I’d fail, was a good couple months away. 
 Below the image: a signature that looked more like Gwyn’s bub-
bling semi-print script (full-circle dot over the i) than my own micro-
scopic cursive. I scanned the rest of the card. Dimple Rohitbhai 
Lala. Check. Lancaster Road, Springfield, NJ, and zip. Check. Sex: 
F. Check. Height: Five foot one —  well, one and a half, and I would 
have preferred rounding up, but good enough. Class D; Social 
Security number. Birth day (tomorrow), month (this one). Year —  
year? The year was off by four. This  wasn’t me but some genetically 
modified precursor. 
 —A fake ID! I cried.
 Now I recognized the picture as one in the various sets of trilo-
gies we’d taken in the mall photo booth in the corner of the camera 
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store, ages ago it seemed. Gwyn had insisted on making a shop-stop 
there —  as she always did when we passed any photographic medium 
or even any remotely ref lective surface, for that matter. She’d pulled 
me into her lap suddenly on the last shot, squeezing out of frame 
and turning my face to the lens with her own hand (hence my fair 
extremity, I now realized). And she’d insisted on keeping all the pics, 
since I already had more than enough of my own with Chica Tikka’s 
insatiable appetite. 
 Gwyn looked abundantly pleased with herself. She sent the pur-
ple fringe of her mini f lying as she did a little pirouette. 
 —Courtesy of Dyl, she smiled. —And we’re going to use it 
tomorrow night! We have a lot to celebrate: School’s out, a summer 
in the city lies ahead. And, of course, your date.
 —My date?
 She let me suffer a moment, then seemed unable to contain 
herself any longer.
 —Do you remember Julian Rothschild? Dylan’s partner in 
crime here at Lenne Lenape, he graduated the same year?
 Did I remember Julian Rothschild? Of course I remembered. 
The much-coveted, recently collegiate Julian Rothschild to be pre-
cise. Girls passed whispering notes about him in study hall, where 
he’d read books by  people with unpronounceable names like 
De leuze and Derrida scripted f lagrantly across the cover. Julian’s 
hair curled down the nape of his neck, winging out at the bottom, a 
little shorter than Dylan’s. He wore green lizardskin cowboy boots; 
Dylan wore snake. And he was an atheist, or something cool like 
that  (Dylan was agnostic, which was, of course, cooler, since no one 
knew exactly what it meant). In general, Julian was Dylan’s slightly 
less-tall, less-cute, less-smart, less-motivated partner in crime —  I 
guess a match made in math for Gwyn’s lesser half (me) —  but in my 
eyes he was more like four-fifths of the way to hotness himself and at 
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NYU to top it off. Everybody wanted him. Which was enough of an 
argument for me.
 —Yeah, I think I vaaaguely remember, I said, unable to sup-
press a smile.
 —Well, then, I hope you like what you remember —  because 
he’s all yours tomorrow night!
 —But he  doesn’t even know who I am, I said.
 —Oh, believe me, he knows who you are. I told him you were 
the Indian girl. I mean, the Indian girl.
 I guess that pretty much narrowed it down. 
 —Dimple, she said firmly. —It’s a new ID. You can be whoever 
you want to be. You can be, as the army has failed to inform us, all 
that you can’t be. 
 She left me to mull that over, adjusting her double-looped 
snake belts to hangle just so off her slight hips. She did have a point, 
I supposed. It was my opportunity to be the older, wiser, bubblier-
scripted, white-armed Dimple Lala. And maybe this Dimple  could 
truly be all I  couldn’t.
 —You think it over, she said. —I have to make like tic-tac-toe 
and exit —  Dyl’s in idle. You go do your family thing or whatever it is 
you do. But tomorrow night. Tomorrow night will be ours. 
 Through my viewfinder she left now, dragging out all the color 
and speed and life with her like a bridal train that sweeps up any 
confettied hopes with it on its way to the honeymoon. I clicked and 
the counter ran to zero. And when I lifted my eyes, she was already 
gone, leaving in her wake the grey linoleum and steel lockers, 
starkened still more by the f luorescent dentist-office lights. The 
opaque classroom windows; a scent of chalk and rubber. My own 
drab reality fell upon me then; whenever Gwyn made her exit I real-
ized how much I relied on her to bring magic to the picture. 
 Next year we’re going to be seniors —  and then what? It was this 
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summer that  could make all the difference. I stared down at the new 
image of me, the plastic fantasy in my hand. This  could be my 
ticket. I  could be her.
 The corridor clock jumped two minutes forward. 
 It was the first day of the rest of my life.
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