
What Am I? 

By Janvi K.

As I grow older, move schools and states, 

I begin to realize that I am not like my white classmates.  

When my family listens to Indian music in the car with the windows down, 

I sink in my seat in case my classmates, listening to American pop in their cars, recognize me 

with my Indian family listening to Indian music. 

I insist we roll up our windows so that no one can hear our music. 

For the first time in my life, I am filled with shame for not being like the pretty blonde girls that 

can so carelessly listen to the only music they’ve ever known. 

How can I love dancing to Bollywood music in my home,  

but shun it in public? 

What am I? 

I always knew I was different, of course.  

No teacher could ever pronounce my last name, some couldn’t even say my first name. 

It used to make me laugh, that adults could not say my 5-letter, phonetic name without pausing at 

least once. 

By the time I reached middle school, it was no longer a laughing subject. 

I dreaded roll call and any situation in which my Indian last name would be unveiled to my class, 

the nine-lettered word like a red mark on the perfect, non-Indian life I was attempting to build 

for myself. 

But I cannot escape the color of my skin. 

I started to say my name like an American person would. 



I drawled the sounds, slowly dismantling everything the word means in Hindi. 

But when I hear other Indians say their name so perfectly,  

as their name should be pronounced, 

I feel different again. 

What am I doing wrong? 

What am I? 

On TV, Indian girls are always either “nerds” or white-washed, popular wannabes. 

Where are the Indians like me? 

The brown people who are too Indian to be American, too American to be Indian. 

Why does everyone know who they are, who they want to be? 

Can no one see me, grasping at straws, my insides collapsing under the weight of being me? 

Why am I the only one who doesn’t know who she is? 

On Diwali, my Indian classmates wear Indian jewelry and bindis.  

But I could never do that. 

So, I just smile and nod when the Indian girl whose locker is next to mine grins brightly, 

wishing me a happy Diwali. 

I feel proud to not be like her, proud to be excluded from the uncool group of Indians. 

But somewhere deep inside of me, 

I feel jealous that someone can so boldly flaunt their culture without feeling isolated and 

ashamed and confused. 

I feel comfort in the presence of other Indians,  



   

 

   

 

but I do not feel as brown as I should be.  

My Indian relatives ooh and aah at my American accent, 

but I feel their disappointment when I cannot speak in their language, 

though I try and try. 

I can never be brown, never be white.  

I am different. 

What am I? 

 

In English class, the teacher asks if we can speak another language. 

I feel proud when the other kids reply with a chorus of no's,  

and I get to say yes. 

They crowd around me and ask me to speak the language I have tried to hide from them for so 

long. 

That night at the dinner table, 

I ask about my family’s day in Hindi. 

I dust off my “Hindi mouth” and speak the language I have not spoken in so long. 

That night, as I lay in bed, 

I hear my mom praise my Hindi to my grandmother on the phone. 

She spoke Hindi today, Mama. She spoke so well.  

The pride in her voice makes my throat close up and my eyes blur. 

I know that I am not like those Indians who speak to their parents in Hindi all the time. 

But I am not an American who knows only one language. 

So, what am I? 



   

 

   

 

 

That night, laying in my bed, 

I realize there is half of me bleeding red, white, and blue, 

a half of me that calls this country home. 

But there will always be a half of me that is vibrant colors and the beautiful tones of the language 

my family speaks. 

I am English and Hindi. 

I am French fries and daal chawal. 

I am jeans and kurtis. 

I am American and Indian. 

I am different, and I am me. 


