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In Return to India, “home” is complicated. Narayan’s dramatized memoir is “about an immigrant’s dilemma” “by an immigrant for an immigrant” [6] but will resonate with other readers. She recounts her journey from close-knit, superstitious, confining family life in Madras to life in America. Her parents appeal to astrology, psychics, and guilt to keep her from going (her farewell includes “gypsies, eunuchs, an errant cow, and rose garlands” [40]), but she is determined. The story takes us through her many passages—from fellow at a prestigious New England women’s college to artist, writer, journalist, born-again Hindu mother, to U.S. citizen. Accepting an arranged marriage and becoming a mother reconnect her with her Indian identity. Narayan eventually makes her way in Manhattan as a married mother of two, moving between the Indian social world and the competitive American urban lifestyle. Although she and her husband are dedicated to their career aspirations, made possible by American education and capitalist efficiency, they decide to repatriate to India to raise their children in a milieu where they can learn hospitality, generosity, and respect for elders.

Readers will relish details of life in both countries that are engaging, colorful, and full of quirky characters. The author’s complex psyche is laid bare in ruminations about what constitutes home, self, and Indian values (sari or pantsuit? submissive daughter-in-law or feminist?). However, the writing is strongest when it is least self-conscious. The narrative flow is abruptly interrupted on several occasions, as when she has accepted an arranged marriage by her parents during a visit home. (The pull toward traditional family run deeper than she has let on.) Themes are introduced but not developed, as  when “America became every immigrant’s nightmare” [140] after 9/11. Also, she leaves gaps, saying they were covered in her other memoir, Monsoon Diary. The successes she achieves (in school and becoming a citizen) leave her questioning whether she has left behind her true self in India. So she wants the best of both worlds for her daughters—an upbringing in India and then college in America. In the end, her return to India becomes a second immigrant quest, only in reverse. Like Hindu religion, it comes full circle rather than evolving in a straight line. You get the sense the author is still trying to find herself.
