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PART I





AKASH


My mother always told me to be a good boy. I suspect she knew that I wasn’t.


I’m lying next to Jacob when she calls. The last time she called this late was to tell me my father had died of a heart attack. Now, sweat licks my spine as I slide my finger across the screen: maybe my mother has found out about Jacob and me.


“Hello?”


“Akash, you’re up?”


A slant of light illuminates the silky sheets on Jacob’s bed. He snores by my side.


“Mom. What’s wrong?”


She’s silent as I pad into the bathroom, the glass shower beaded with water, jeweled soaps lining the shelves. I stare at my reflection, shadowed and puffy. I wonder how she could have found out, what clue she could have stumbled upon. Facebook. Instagram. A sighting by a mutual friend. Maybe Chaya Aunty’s daughter, Neera, saw Jacob and me holding hands on Santa Monica Boulevard. Maybe my mother sent me something in the mail and was confused when it was returned—after moving in to Jacob’s place, I had forgotten to forward my mail. This is the problem with lies: they always circle back to the truth. My mother breathes deeply into the phone.


“I just wanted to make sure you booked your ticket home.”


“Oh.” I relax. “Yeah. I fly in Saturday.”


“I’m keeping Dad’s puja next week. I can’t believe it’s been—”


“A year, Mom. I know.”


She falls silent, and I get the sense there’s something more, something she’s holding back. I think of all the things we haven’t said to each other, emotions buried beneath my mother’s stiff smile. I can hear Jacob twisting in the sheets outside. I pray he doesn’t come inside. I’m still haunted by the time he approached me from behind at the grocery store and buried his face in my neck. “I wanna fuck you right here.” I had been on the phone with my mother then, too, asking whether to use red onions or yellow ones to prepare the lamb keema she’d once made for me every Friday night. I’m about to lock the door behind me when my mother sighs softly into the phone.


“Akash,” she says. Her voice is uncharacteristically small. “There’s something else.”


“What?”


She’s silent, the static sizzling between us. “It’s the house,” she says.


“What about it?”


“It’s sold.”


I picture it: white brick with a slate roof, ivory pillars, trimmed hedges, and windows that reflect pinkish-gold whorls at dusk. All week long, I’ve prepared for my return, reimagining every glossed surface, every cozy nook. “The house? When did you—I didn’t even know it was on the market.”


“Well, you don’t call home.”


I think back to the last time I called my mother. It must have been June, or was it April? A rare wet day. Strong winds rattled the floor-to-ceiling windows in Jacob’s condo.


“When do you move?”


“Next month.”


“That soon? To where?”


She’s silent, and I fear she’s going to say she’s coming to Los Angeles. Jacob has been talking about her recently, that he would like to meet her, that we could fly down for Thanksgiving, or maybe she would like to attend his cousin’s wedding in Newport Beach, wouldn’t that be nice? We don’t talk about the truth: that my mother has no idea who he is, that in her world people like Jacob don’t exist.


When she answers, her voice is resolute.


“I’m moving back to London, Akash. I’ve made up my mind.”


“London?”


“I’ll explain everything when you come home. This will be the last time you see the house. The last time you see—everyone. All our memories are here.”


The word “memories” is like the sharp nick of a blade, breaking skin.


“But what about—”


Suddenly, the door opens and Jacob’s bearded face appears in the light, his hair slicked over. He puts his arm around my waist. “What’s wrong, babe?” I want to shush him, press his back against the wall, but it will only make things worse, so I say nothing instead, letting his fingers glide up my shirt, pinching my nipple. I close my eyes. I know it’s too late, because my mother asks, “Is someone there?”


“No, Mom,” I say. “It’s only me.”


RENU


My husband liked me to wear makeup around the house. “Come, Renu,” he’d say. “Taiyar thaija.” According to women today, this would make him a bad man. I never questioned his motives. I never said, “Why? Don’t I look good without it?” Instead, I powdered my face, applied lipstick the color of red wine. Sometimes I tried on an expensive gown, something I’d bought at one of the posh stores when Ashok was not around. I turned side to side, batting my eyes like Susan Lucci in All My Children. I liked Susan Lucci. I liked it when she slit her eyes and said something nasty like, “I know you’re sleeping with my husband, Cassandra—you whore!” then turned around and slept with someone herself. Everyone was sleeping with someone on these shows—slapping people, too. Sleeping and slapping, sleeping and slapping. Until it was time to throw a drink in someone’s face. Such vile disrespect—I liked it. Before I moved to this country, I had assumed all American women were whores. I was wrong. Not all American women are whores. Only the ones on TV.


I would not have chosen to live in this town with its quiet roads and its dark winters, but back then, I didn’t have much of a choice. I married Ashok. He brought me to Illinois. There was no alternative. I could not have been what the whites call a “spinster,” drinking martinis at three p.m. According to my parents, women like those were failures. They were dangerous. But what’s so wrong with a dangerous woman? Women have choices now: what to wear, whom to marry, even whether to be a woman at all. It’s all fine with me, as long as everyone shaves their legs. I didn’t choose this life for myself, but now I’m choosing to leave it. The women in my book club say this is very feminist. They’re all very young and very blond and very excited—about everything. I made the decision to move six months after Ashok died, contacting a Realtor and putting the house on the market, replacing the carpets and doors, fixing the leaks in the gutters, doing all the things Ashok had been meaning to get done before he passed, before God took him.


I don’t wear makeup around the house now. I don’t do a lot of things I used to do, like preparing a full Indian meal: vegetable, lentil, roti, rice. I don’t chop mint leaves for cucumber raita. I don’t set out jars of pickled mango, floating in red oil. I don’t stock the refrigerator with Ashok’s favorite cheeses and wine. Sometimes I don’t even buy groceries at all. Instead, I eat simple things, sandwiches and soups, cereal with milk, Chinese takeout or Thai, watching the sun set behind black, skeletal trees. It’s the first time in my life I’ve been alone.


Before marrying Ashok, I lived in a small flat in London with my brother and his wife, working in a pharmacy nearby. I can still see the red buses and perpetual silver drizzle, the small Peugeots with their mustard-colored plates. I can see the sleek shops on Oxford Street selling cashmere and silk, luxuries I couldn’t afford at the time but now, with millions in my account, can buy in bundles if I like. I lie awake at night and dream of the day I will return, landing at Heathrow Airport, walking along the Thames. Maybe I’ll buy a flat, one of those chic glass cubes that juts out like cut quartz in the sky. I have languished in this town with its Walmart and its Applebee’s, its quiet, rural roads, where I was known only as Mrs. Amin, only as Ashok’s wife, only as Bijal and Akash’s mother, and where I have thought, even after all these years, only of you.


Kareem.


AKASH


It’s the morning after my mother called and I still can’t believe it. The house: gone. My mother: gone. I had planned only to honor my father, to preserve his memory among family and friends. But now everything’s changed. I suppose I had taken it all for granted: the house, my mother, that town—even you. You’re all I’ve thought about this morning. Your dark eyes still flicker in my mind. But then there’s Jacob, lying next to me in bed. Jacob, scrambling eggs over the stove. Jacob, sipping orange juice while reading The New Yorker on his sun-soaked deck. Jacob, following me into every room.


“Why can’t I come with you?”


“Because it’s a family thing.”


“Then what am I?”


Not family, I want to say. Instead, I tell him it isn’t the right time.


“It’s never the right time.”


“That’s not fair.”


“To whom? You, or me?”


He follows me into the bedroom as I fold underwear and T-shirts and stack them into neat piles, then slide them into a carry-on bag. I can feel him breathing. I can see his face, the small emerald eyes, woolly beard, chestnut hair sculpted back with pomade. The tight line his lips make when he’s angry or sad. This time it’s both. He wants to know when I’ll be back. I have no answer. I don’t want to tell him about my mother; I don’t know why.


“It’s my father’s anniversary. My mom will want us to hang around.”


I had only just met Jacob when my father died. Perhaps that’s what drew me to him: the loss of one man driving me into the arms of another. We met on Tinder. Later, I’d stalked him online. Jacob played the violin. He owned a beagle. He had a sister named Emily; she was in pharmacy school. I’d memorized her name. Emily. Emily. Emily. Later, when Jacob mentioned her on our first date, I’d smiled.


“Ah, Emily,” I’d said, as if we were old friends. “The pharmacist.”


Later, he would tell me it was this that made him fall for me: my eagerness. He was my first boyfriend. When he’d asked me to move out of my dark studio in North Hollywood and into his light-filled condo in Santa Monica, I didn’t have to think very hard. It was simple: I was twenty-eight, a struggling artist. Jacob was thirty-seven and owned a successful business. He cared for me like a father would, holding me accountable for my goals. He took an interest in my career as a songwriter, listening to demos and promising to connect me with people in the industry, managers and record label executives, people I never actually met. Sometimes I wondered if he dangled these opportunities just to make me stick around.


Now, I can feel Jacob watching as I zip my bag shut, slide an extra pair of socks into the front pocket, and check to make sure the whole thing isn’t too heavy.


“Don’t forget dinner tonight,” Jacob says. “Nathan organized it. The whole gang will be there.”


“Okay.”


He’s silent. “So you’ll come?”


“Of course I’ll come. Why wouldn’t I?”


I regret my tone. I can sense Jacob’s injury when he says, “I just want you to be close to the people I’m close to, Akash. Even if it’s not the other way around.”


I don’t like Jacob’s friends—especially Nathan. I can already picture it: a bunch of white queens in rompers making snide remarks. Everything will be “terrible” and “horrendous.” I don’t know what Jacob sees in them. Once, Nathan told me it was a shame my country is so homophobic given how spiritual it is. When I reminded him that my mother is from Tanzania, not India like he had assumed, he’d swatted the air. “Don’t get me started on them.” I’d fought with Jacob that night, saying the only thing worse than a straight white man was a gay one—because gay white men conceal their racism with sequins, while straight ones wear it proudly on their sleeves. My father once said the most dangerous creatures in the jungle are the ones you don’t see. Mosquitos fat with malaria. Tiny, poisonous frogs. Jacob said he was sorry—though for what, it wasn’t clear.


Still, I know he tries. When I come home from work, he rubs my shoulders. When I cry out in the middle of the night, he cradles me in his arms. Once, moments after I’d vomited in an Uber on the way home from a bar, he kissed my mouth. I had recoiled, but Jacob just shrugged. It’s only puke. That was before, when the newness of Jacob and me was like the first spritz of a perfume, fresh and sexy, before it dried down to an odor that was ultimately too intense.


“Look,” I say, my back still facing him. “Once I get down there, I’ll talk to my mother. I’ll tell her about … us. I’ll tell her everything. Maybe you can meet her.”


I swallow hard, wondering if he can hear the hollowness in my words, but when I turn from my packing, Jacob is gone.


RENU


I’ve never liked American grocery stores. They’re too cold. Too many products line the tables and shelves. There are fifty different cereals but only two types of green chilies, and neither one of them has any actual heat. On TV, white women tell us to remove the seeds and the ribs—otherwise it’ll be too spicy.


“Oh, for god’s sake,” I want to tell them. “Just eat a bell pepper.”


Sometimes a cashier will smile at the person in front of me, but when it’s my turn, her face turns to stone. What’s your problem? I want to ask. But I’m too afraid. In London, I learned to stare back, talk back, fight back. In London, there were others like me, doing the talking and fighting. But in America, where people still ask me where I’m from, and how I got here, and to what church I belong (none—I’m a Hindu), I keep my mouth shut. Don’t make waves, Ashok liked to say. Don’t act fresh off the boat, Bijal whined. Don’t rock the boat, Mom, Akash once said. Just chill. I don’t understand this American obsession with boats.


My cart squeaks against the polished tiles as I drop items into it without a thought. I remember those early years, when Ashok was in residency and we lived off a paltry sum, price tags compared, coupons clipped. Now, I don’t hesitate to buy thick blocks of parmesan with perforated rinds, fresh mozzarella, Marcona almonds, the pressed coconut water Bijal likes to drink. I buy everything the boys will need. My heart swells with the thought of their footsteps on the stairs and their baritones in the kitchen, their laughter, their smells, the timbre of their rage. I miss them—even Akash.


“Excuse me,” someone says.


My gaze slides toward a young woman in yoga pants and a sweatshirt, her brown hair scraped back with sweat. Her cheeks redden. She walks over to me with authority, and I prepare myself for her words. You can’t be here. Don’t touch that. Are you a customer in this store? It has happened before, women like her smiling their plastic smiles, then telling me what I can or cannot do. She holds a package in her hands.


“I was wondering,” she says, nervous. “I thought I’d ask—”


“Yes?” I clutch my bag to my chest.


“This brand,” she says. “Have you tried it before? Is it good? Authentic?”


She pushes a package of frozen Indian food in front of my face. I sigh with relief. Years ago, Ashok and I would have never imagined Indian food at the grocery store, but now there’s a whole section, boxes upon boxes of chicken tikka masala, rounds of charred naan. The woman presents a package of malai kofta I’ve tried before. The kofta tasted like feet.


“Oh, it’s lovely,” I say, smiling.


“Really?”


“Mm! Tastes just like home.”


“Oh, wow.” The woman grins. “That’s a relief. Thank you. My husband and I just love Indian food.”


“How nice.”


I start to walk away. She follows from behind.


“My roommate from college was Indian,” she says. “That’s how I tried it. Her name is Devi.”


I turn, forcing a smile. “A wonderful name.”


“It means goddess.”


“Yes, I know that.”


“Oh, of course.” She smiles, chagrined. “I just love it. It’s so feminist.”


My smile disappears. Bijal’s wife, Jessica, is a feminist. She thinks I’ve spoiled him, cooking his dinners and folding his underwear all those years. In my opinion, the most feminist women are those who don’t need to call themselves one—not like these American women, who are just looking for reasons to complain. I could tell Jessica this, wipe the grin off her face, but I’ve only seen her three times since their wedding. Save for the girlish arcs of her cursive on holiday cards, she’s a mythical creature, spoken of in hushed tones.


“Well, I think I’ll be off,” I say, rounding the corner. “Enjoy the food.”


“Thank you!”


I can feel her eyes on me as I make my escape.


I unload the groceries in the kitchen. It’ll be a shame to leave it behind: the bone-white marble, flecked with gold, the Viking stove, the pearled cabinetry, polished to a high shine. A set of windows overlooks the wooded backyard and slate-gray clouds. Evening settles in a navy cast, shading everything in relief. Twenty days. That’s all I have left.


I was surprised when the Realtor told me we had an offer. When she’d first come around, six months earlier, she’d had her doubts. “A house this size, at this price. In this town. I don’t know.” She’d run her toes over the slick tiles, staring up at the cathedral ceiling. “Not many people can afford it.” Apparently, someone could. I don’t know who the family is. As soon as the offer came in and was accepted, I knew what I had to do. I phoned my brother and his wife in London and told them I was coming home.


I pour myself a glass of wine. It’s a new habit: drinking alone. I wasn’t like Ashok, who would come home from work and pour himself a scotch, or Bijal, who would twist open a beer after mowing the lawn—or Akash, who never needed a reason in the first place. Drinks are for celebrations, I’d once told him. What do you have to celebrate?


The wine warms my chest as I carry it through the house, making a note of what furniture will be donated to charity and what will be given to friends, the arrangement of tables and chairs for Ashok’s puja next week. It will be the first time I’ve had guests in this house since his wake. And the last. I move between these walls like a ghost, floating up the curved stairs. The master bedroom feels cavernous without him. Sometimes I can still smell the mossy scent of his cologne. I set my wine on the nightstand, switch on a lamp. I see my reflection in the windows ahead. My shoulder-length hair has gone gray at the roots. My pale skin is shadowed. My waist is narrow, my hips slim. The lamplight falls in a vertical strip across the linen duvet, like a gold ribbon. A gift.


AKASH


When I was young, I dreamt of living in a condo just like Jacob’s, with its sweeping views and rich, golden light. The living room features a distressed leather sofa and beechwood coffee table. Twin bookcases sandwich a flat-screen TV. Japanese silk paintings hang from opposite cement walls. Organic fruit spills from a basket at the center of the kitchen island, which is made of white quartz. Plums. Nectarines. Clementines. Pears.


We don’t keep booze in the house—not since the time I got drunk and hurled a bottle across the room. We’d had a fight; I don’t remember why. Jacob wouldn’t tell me. I suppose it was his way of shutting me out. It only drove me to other doors. Often, after a booze-fueled night, I would wake up with an icy sensation that something had gone terribly wrong, that I had left my own body, and gone to a dark place, and that my life had irrevocably changed. Then I would find a text message I’d sent from my phone, something cruel or nasty I had no recollection of writing. Recriminations. Insults. Sharp, cutting words. I promised not to drink tonight. I’m going to be good.


I walk into his office and slide a pair of headphones on, connecting them to my iPhone. I play the track I recorded weeks ago. I was going for a ’90s vibe, something smooth. R&B, the only music I’ve ever loved. Aaliyah, Brandy, Monica, TLC. I can still recall the way boys pounded the beat to Aaliyah’s “One in a Million” on their desks: rat-tat-tat-tat-tata-tat-tat. Rat-tat-tat-tat. Your love is a one in a million. It goes on, and on, and on. We had never heard anything like it. Remember? Sometimes I joined in, freestyling over their percussion, arranging my own melodies, until someone would look at me and say, with wonder in their voice, Damn, Osh. You got skills. And for that brief moment I existed, I was real, a stray piece of thread woven into the fabric.


Now, I hear my voice and wince. At the time, I had been thrilled with it, blasting it from the Bose speakers on Jacob’s shelf, but something is off. The first verse goes against the beat instead of gliding on top of it. The hook is predictable. The whole thing lacks melody, which is frustrating, because melody is my thing. I stop the track, yank the headphones off my ears. I walk into the kitchen and pop my face in the fridge. The blast of cold air invigorates me. I poke blindly between jars of pickles and roasted red peppers before my fingers latch onto a familiar metal cap. The flask is where I last left it, behind the energy drinks and protein shakes Jacob hates, full of artificial flavorings, the last place he would ever think to look.


RENU


I sit in Ashok’s office in the lamplight, surrounded by books. I pull up Google, enter your name. It’s impossible to find you among the results: Instagram pages, YouTube links, LinkedIn profiles. None of them are you. Once, on Google, I’d clicked on an article about the arrest of a man with your name, my heart ricocheting in my chest, but the picture was of someone much younger. I don’t know what you look like now, Kareem. It’s been thirty-five years.


Ever since I booked my ticket to London, thoughts of you have been flooding back like pieces of an interrupted dream. I need to distract myself. I move about the house, making sure everything is in order. I fluff pillows, snap sheets into place. I stand in the kitchen boiling a pot of tea.


I was sixty when Ashok passed. No one expected him to. We had the kind of bright life people dream about, full of half-truths and lies. The night before Ashok died, he devoured the pressure-cooker lamb chops with coconut masala I had prepared for his dinner, his lips glistening with fat.


“Renu, I love your food,” he said. “I could die eating this.”


And then he did.


At least he left this earth with good food on his tongue. This was the thought that comforted me the next day when he didn’t come down for his cup of tea, and, later that morning, when the paramedic pronounced him dead, and, in the days that followed, through all the phone calls and emails and texts. He loved my food. All my boys did. They ate with abandon, licking fingers, sucking bones.


“Mom!” Bijal said whenever he walked through the door. “What can I eat?”


He would stride around like a giant, opening cabinets and drawers. Sometimes, if I happened to be cooking at the stove, he would reach around me and pinch whatever was sputtering in the pan, popping it into his mouth. Once, I was making chicken fajitas when Bijal plucked a piece of chicken and swallowed it down.


“Bijal! That was raw!”


He shrugged. “Tastes good to me.”


When Bijal was nine and Akash was five, Ashok was invited to the home of a colleague named Dr. Shaw. They lived in a blue Victorian. Their dining room sparkled. Dr. Shaw’s wife, a thin blonde named Georgia, made roast chicken for dinner.


“Mom.” Bijal kicked me, whispering. “I can’t eat this. There’s no spice.”


Georgia had overheard.


“I’m sorry,” she said, looking not at Bijal but at me. “You must be used to eating very spicy food.”


“Not very spicy,” I snapped.


But Georgia only laughed. “Well, I have no taste for it. Everyone knows that. Salt and pepper do just fine.”


“The chicken’s delicious, Georgia,” Dr. Shaw said.


They never invited us again.


“You see?” I later said, invoking them as a warning. “You see what happens when you marry a white girl? You get bland food every day.”


“I don’t want to marry a white girl, Mommy,” Bijal said, kissing my hand. “I want to marry you.”


I snuggled him to my breast, temporarily pacified. Twenty years later, he introduced me to Jessica.


I have an hour left before Chaya arrives to help make cocktail-sized kachoris for the puja. I turn on Deserted Hearts. It’s a soap opera about a group of housewives who are bored with their lives. They’ve added a new character, a midseason twist, who intrigues me. Her name is Celeste. She’s the wife of a plastic surgeon. The advertisers call her a “stone-cold bitch.” I like that.


“That Renu.” I imagine. “What a stone-cold bitch.”


In the opening scene, Celeste is at a party when she throws a drink against the wall. It’s not entirely clear why she’s upset, but it doesn’t have to be. Part of the fun is figuring it all out.


“I know all about you,” Celeste now says, sidling up to a woman at the bar. Her black gown shimmers. Her frosted hair gleams. The woman, Rebecca, a redhead with powdery skin, slits her eyes.


“What? What do you know?”


“Everything.”


“Liar!” Rebecca gasps, clutching her chest. “Whore!”


“I’m going to expose you,” says Celeste. “At my charity function next week—it’s for breast cancer, by the way.”


“Oh yeah?” says Rebecca. “Well, I hope no one shows up. I hope you don’t raise any money. I hope everyone gets breast cancer—even little babies. It’ll be all your fault!”


“Bitch!”


The episode ends just as Chaya’s tires crunch over the leaves on the driveway. Her headlights throw two parallel strips of light against the wall. She’s standing behind the front door when I approach it to receive her, her frizzed hair shifting in the wind. I think about the secrets I’ve kept. All the things I’ve hidden from the people I love.


AKASH


I’m buzzed by the time I get to Nathan’s split-level house in Silver Lake. The party is upstairs, on the second level, which overlooks the reservoir on one side and the glinting rods of downtown LA on the other. Some of Jacob’s friends are here, huddled around a platter of baba ghanoush. All of them are white. All of them have striped hair manipulated into glossy architecture above their tightly clipped fades. A hush falls over the room. Jacob turns.


“Akash, you made it.”


His smile is mechanical. He seems nervous. I stare at the drops of sweat on his brow. Nathan, paisley shirt, gold stud in his ear, waves from across the room, though whether it’s directed at Jacob or at me is unclear. What I am clear on is what Nathan said to me weeks ago. Don’t get me started on them. The words ping in my mind. Nathan floats over with his arms spread wide.


“Hello,” he says, kissing my cheeks. Nathan never addresses me by name. He only says “Hello.” I don’t know what this means—whether he can’t pronounce my name or he’s deliberately trying to be a prick—but I don’t say anything to Jacob. I don’t want to add to my list of complaints. Nathan takes a step back, sweeping his hand across the spread.


“Help yourself to the food. There’s homemade baba ghanoush and flatbread. Well—” He leans in, conspiratorial. “To be honest, the flatbread is store-bought naan bread. Don’t tell Ina.”


The words “naan bread” make me wince. It’s not naan bread, I want to say. It’s naan. Just like it’s not chai tea—it’s chai. But I don’t say anything. I can’t say anything. If I do, the conversation inevitably becomes about race.


“You okay?” Jacob says, placing a hand at my back.


He looks into my eyes and I wonder if he can smell it on me: the gin. A bar sits in the corner of Nathan’s living room, bottles of white wine sweating in the heat. My buzz is gone. I need another.


“I’m fine.”


“You seem tense.”


“Why do you think that is?”


“Akash.” Jacob sighs. “You’re here now. Just try and have a good time, okay? For me. It’s our last night together.”


He slides his hand down my back and, for a moment, my desire betrays me. I lean my head on his chest.


“It can’t be easy,” he says, his words vibrating. “Seeing your family again.”


An image flashes before my eyes: my brother’s wedding. I see my mother in a peach sari with silver netting, dark hair pinned back in a bun. I hear the squeak of a microphone. I see my brother, sitting next to Jessica at the head table, glaring at me in his tuxedo. The room shimmers. A wedding song spins. My mother whispers as I struggle to get up off the floor. Akash! What are you doing? How much did you drink? I don’t answer her. Everyone’s eyes are upon us. The microphone slips from my grasp, rolls across the parquet tiles.


“Akash?”


Jacob grips my shoulder and the vision clears. His hold is steady. I used to laugh when people referred to their significant other as their “rock.” But that’s what Jacob is. That’s what he’s always been. I was tired of swimming, and there was Jacob, waiting for me to latch on.


A pair of men in trendy glasses wave at Jacob from across the room. His grip loosens. My face chills. “Go,” I say to him. “Talk to them.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yeah.”


He plants a wet kiss on my cheek. “I’m proud of you, for tonight. For not drinking.” I hold my breath. He looks at me, something shifting through his eyes. “You’re not, right?”


I shake my head.


“Good. Don’t disappear on me. We have to make the most of tonight.”


“Okay.”


As Jacob crosses the room, I look forward to the night ahead, to his warm embrace, wondering how I’ll survive two weeks without it. I stare out the window at the dry, prickly hills and listen to the dance music thumping from Nathan’s stereo: Kylie Minogue. A saccharine chorus loops over a metallic beat. The verses bounce like springs. Something vibrates at my back—my cell phone. A text from Jaden. Just sold a demo!!! Drinks at our spot? I look over at Jacob, who’s engrossed in conversation with his arms folded firmly over his chest. I call an Uber, steal a drink off the table. Suck it all down. The way it sparkles in my throat is revitalizing. I take another, and another, until the world turns soft and dim. As I walk toward the door, avoiding Nathan and his friends while they titter like a flock of birds, I realize something: I hate dance music. I always have. It could never be as soulful as R&B.


RENU


One month into our marriage, Ashok came home from the hospital and informed me they had hired another Indian doctor: a pulmonologist named Bhupendra Desai.


“Dr. Price was mad,” he said. “He said the hospital needs to stop hiring so many Indian doctors.”


“But you’re the only Indian doctor.”


“Maybe that’s one too many.”


“That racist,” I shouted, fire spreading through me. “That bloody swine! I’ll go to his house and slap his wife!”


“What does his wife have to do with it?”


“Quiet, Ashok.”


Ashok never liked this kind of talk; he said I had a sharp tongue. But what’s the use of a tongue if it just sits in your mouth? I suppose this was the reason I was so pleased to meet Chaya. She has an even sharper one.


Now, Chaya rinses cilantro leaves and tosses them into a food processor. She adds yogurt and garlic, a knob of peeled ginger. She blitzes the mixture into a runny green paste.


“I saw Meena at Macy’s,” she says. “She’s gained.”


Chaya—who is small and trim, with fine, crushable bones—is tickled by anyone overweight. Having come from a village where the average person looks malnourished, life in America is like a trip to Sea World.


“Look, look,” she once said at Sam’s Club, pointing to a customer being wheeled around on a flatbed. “How big he is!”


His daughter stood behind us.


“That’s my father,” she said, glaring. “He has a medical condition.”


I was mortified, but Chaya only smiled. She’s the kind of woman who will talk loudly about someone even when they are standing right beside her. No one begrudges her this; Chaya is not the sort to elicit scorn. She’s simple, with her frizzed dark hair and plain gold jewelry. According to Bijal, she hasn’t assimilated. I think Bijal has assimilated too much.


“It’s the medication,” I say, pouring oil into a vat, flicking on the stove.


“What medication? Häagen-Dazs?”


I shake my head.


“See, Renu?” she says, sadly. “What will I do without you? Who will listen to my rubbish? You can’t leave me alone in this town.”


I ignore this, dropping a mound of dough into the oil, watching it sizzle to the top. I’m frying the kachoris, just like my mother taught me in Tanzania. I still remember the hot fog of the kitchen, geckos darting in and out of shelves, the briny smell of the sea. I remember you, too, Kareem. Your dark skin and thick beard. What would Chaya say if she knew that all these years, my heart belonged to someone else?


I’m dissolving tamarind into water for chutney when Chaya asks about Akash. I don’t answer. She doesn’t ask again. She was there when it happened. Everyone was. Sparkling crystal. Lace tablecloths. A pink, sugary cake. Akash’s speech, the way his eyes had rolled back in his head. It was four years ago, but it feels like only yesterday. I can still hear the gasps that swept across the room when Akash fell over, not moving. I can feel the glare of the spotlight on my skin. Even now, I can see the pity written across everyone’s faces. Or was it mirth? The pleasure we take in the misfortune of others, the ones we once thought were better off than us.


Sometimes I wonder if Akash is the reason I’m leaving America. I’ve yet to visit him in LA. Whenever I broach the subject, he steers me away. Mom, I’m fine. For as long as I can remember, when Bijal broke his arm in the seventh grade, when Akash came home with a bloodied lip, when both my boys got drunk at their cousin’s wedding and vomited behind the chocolate fondue, when Ashok left us in the middle of the night, two sons without a father, a beginning without an end, the answer was the same: Mom, I’m fine.


“Renu.” Chaya snaps her fingers in front of my face. Something is smoking. A glob of pastry. I fish it out with a slotted spoon.


“Shit.”


“Are you okay?” she asks, her face softening. I don’t answer. She places her brown fingers over mine. “You have to let go.”


At first, I wonder if she’s talking about you, but then her face brightens. Her smile spreads. “I have an idea.”


“What?”


“Come.” She leads me into the office where Ashok’s laptop sits open on the maple desk, where, just hours earlier, I had Googled your name. “It’s time.”


“Time for what?”


She pulls the swivel chair out from under the desk.


“It’s time you join Facebook,” she says.


AKASH


I meet Jaden at a bar in Los Feliz with low-hanging ropes of Christmas bulbs. The bulbs blink on and off. The blazing sky reminds me of all those sunsets in Illinois. Fires over farmland. I don’t look at my phone. I’m sure Jacob has texted me. There must be a voicemail, too. I picture him searching the closets in Nathan’s house, his lips drawn tight. Perhaps Nathan is standing next to him, shaking his head. I take a sip of my drink and the buzz thickens, edges softening, lines blurred. I feel bad betraying Jacob this way, but not in the way one betrays a lover, the way a son betrays his dad.


“Maybe that’s the problem,” Jaden says. “Maybe you think of him as your daddy.”


“He’s thirty-seven.”


“He seems pretty daddy-ish to me.”


“I don’t think you’re officially a daddy until you start having colonoscopies.”


At this, Jaden snorts. His nutmeg skin is glossed with sweat. The sky outside darkens. A familiar song blares from the speakers above. Ashanti, “Foolish.” We look at each other and grin.


“Aye,” Jaden says, knocking his glass against mine. “I haven’t heard this in forever.”


“One of the few samples I actually like.”


“People always try to act like Ashanti didn’t have jams,” Jaden says. “She’s the princess of R and B.”


“Now you’re pushing it.”


Jaden moved here from Atlanta; he’s a producer, and we’ve worked together on a couple songs—none of which have sold. For Jaden, all of that changes now. His song is going to be featured on an album alongside Grammy-nominated producers.


“What are you gonna do with the money?” I ask.


I’m always curious about what people do with their money, maybe because I don’t have any of my own. My account is steadily thinning, while the bills fatten like cooked rice. I’ve received three phone calls from Chase Visa, threatening to put me in collections. It should be a crime to have no money while everyone around you does. Like my brother, Bijal, who just bought a brand-new Porsche. Sitting across from Jaden and his newfound success, I feel myself shrink.


“I’ll probably pay some bills, maybe buy some new recording equipment. Put the rest in savings.”


“Boring.”


“What am I supposed to do? Walk around in Gucci tracksuits like everyone else in this town?”


Jaden is gay. Like with me, his mother doesn’t know it—or maybe she does. Maybe she’s hoping it’s a phase he’ll outgrow. He doesn’t talk to his parents about it, just like I never talked to mine. We bonded over this the first time we met, laughing at all the ignorant things our families have said. Jaden’s family is religious, and it’s one of the reasons he left Atlanta, even though there’s a music scene there. When I’m with Jaden, I don’t have to explain myself. He isn’t like Jacob, who thinks everything can be solved with communication.


“Communication is for white people,” Jaden says. “We get whooped.”


It’s easy for Jacob, with his liberal family, his deep, inscrutable voice.


“He’s gay?” people often ask, as if it were a compliment. “You wouldn’t even know.”


I know. I know that Jacob is frustrated with me for still being in the closet, for leading a double life. He says I have “internalized homophobia,” that it’s like PTSD; unless I get help, I’ll never get over things. Things. What a simple way of putting it.


“Slow down,” Jaden says, as I gulp my drink. “Are you okay?”


“I’m stress-drinking.”


“Is it Jacob?”


You blacked out, Jacob often says, the night’s activities pirouetting away from me like helicopter seeds. Do you remember what you did? The accusations are always glossed over, phrased as questions instead.


“Yeah.”


We finish our drinks and order more. Jaden tells me about a beat he’s working on.


“I’m tired of all this sleepy R and B. It’s uninspired. If I hear one more Jhené Aiko lullaby …”


“Jhené is dope—her melodies are beautiful.”


“Yeah, all three of them.”


I ball up my napkin and toss it in Jaden’s direction. He laughs and tosses it back. The light reflects off his milky smile. The tip of his sandaled toe meets mine.


“I’m onto something new,” Jaden says. “Something fresh. I just need to figure it out.”


“If anyone can do it, it’s you.”


Jaden is otherworldly. Sometimes it scares me, the way he can fill up a track, all the textures and layers and tones. He could turn the plink of a leaky faucet into a lush waterfall of sound. I’ve been dying for us to sell a song, but I’m afraid, with Jaden’s success, that he’s slipping away from me.


“Hey,” he says, dropping his beer onto the table. “I want you to help.”


“Seriously?”


“I think you could do something with it.”


“When?”


Jaden looks at his cell phone. “Come to the studio with me.”


It’s late. Ten o’clock. I think about Jacob, pacing the driveway outside Nathan’s house, and quietly choke with guilt. I take another sip, flushing it down.


“Okay.”


RENU


Chaya has been begging me to join Facebook for months. According to her, it’s all the rage. The gossip that can be mined.


“Look at this, Anju’s daughter,” she says, pointing to a young woman in a plunging dress. “Showing her breasts to the world.”


I remember Anju’s daughter as a shy, gap-toothed girl, hiding behind her mother. Now, she wears lip gloss and eyeliner and has blond streaks in her hair. Her hips defy the fabric of her dress. She sticks out her tongue while holding a bottle of Jose Cuervo. I laugh.


“That could be us, Chaya,” I say. “If there was Facebook in our day.”


“Thank god there wasn’t.”


I move aside as she shows me how to make a profile and post pictures and write clever things on my wall. She points out all the people who have joined Facebook recently: friends of Ashok, Chaya’s relatives, people I haven’t spoken to in years. I choose a picture from Bijal’s wedding for my profile picture. In it, I wear a peach sari with a silver blouse, earrings dipped in gold, a diamond necklace. I’d bought it at a posh store on Breach Candy. It was Ashok’s idea.


“Our son is getting married,” he’d said. “This is once in a lifetime.”


Once in a lifetime. I remember the things I said to Akash the morning after Bijal’s reception, when the whispers had reached a fever pitch. Did you see? How shameful. How much did he have to drink? Akash flew back to LA the next day without saying goodbye. Bijal left for his honeymoon in Greece. Ashok and I drove home in silence. It was true, what Ashok had said: the wedding was once in a lifetime. But sometimes once is all it takes, one misstep, one fall, and your life can change forever.


After Chaya leaves, I pack up the kachoris and place them in Ziploc bags to be fried the morning of Ashok’s puja. I do the same with the chutneys. I clear up the kitchen, wiping the marble island with a sponge. I go to bed late, around one, still thinking about Anju’s daughter, everyone, all those lost connections, suddenly found. A simple click is all it takes.


I’m still thinking about this as morning birds begin to screech in the sky, announcing the arrival of a new day, at which point my eyes flip open. I creep downstairs and pad into Ashok’s office. I log in to Facebook. The images tumble down: birthdays, baby pictures, weddings, cats. I have ten notifications in the top corner of the screen. People have already found me. Old classmates, a cousin I lost touch with, a few people in the neighborhood. A woman I had met once at a party. My eyes flick past the stream of articles and videos and political rants. People are angry. People are sad. Some people want to show off their plate of food. Others share tidbits from home, something trivial their baby has done, as if their baby is the only baby to have ever been born. It’s all too much. Still, my hand flies to the mouse, clicks the search bar at the top. I bite my lip, hard, and enter your name.


AKASH


At the studio, Jaden plays the track for me and opens a bottle of wine. We drink while I write to it. The wine spreads quickly, dulling my nerves. The beat is tricky, never staying in the same place. It takes a while to figure it out, to wrap my head around the oscillating claps. Soon the pieces come together, forming an image in my head. The image looks like you. A melody slips like smoke from my mouth and exhales over the beat. Dissipating.


“That’s dope,” Jaden says, sliding into the seat next to mine. “It has an Aaliyah vibe.”


“All thanks to Static Major,” I say.


The studio is dark, lit by a flickering blue glow. The effect makes it seem like we’re underwater. A memory surfaces. Aaliyah. I’m in a parked car with you, listening to “Rock the Boat.” My hand reaches for yours. Your eyes widen.


“Yo, Osh. You okay?”


Jaden grips my shoulders as I rise from my seat.


“I’m fine.”


“You don’t look fine.”


He stands in front of me, and I see the concern in his eyes, which are dark and thickly lashed. His T-shirt clings like film to his chest. He grabs my hand, his brown skin the same walnut shade as mine. And then it’s happening. He pushes me against the wall as his tongue swells in my mouth. I kiss him back, sliding my hand up his shirt. His chest is hard, hot, pulsing under my grip. He spits into his hand and shoves it down my pants. I stiffen inside his grip. Jaden smells like laundry detergent, deodorant, mint-flavored gum.


“Wait,” I gasp. “Maybe we shouldn’t—”


But it’s too late. Shirts slide off. Belts unbuckle. Skin touches skin. Jaden turns me around and pushes my face against the insulated padding of the studio wall, pulling down my shorts. I feel the cold, slick head of his cock, slippery between my thighs. Soon he’s inside me, grinding me to dust. Our bodies slap wetly. I groan into the wall. It’s over before I know what happened. The lights come on and Jaden hands me my shirt. We don’t talk about it.


We never do.


“I should go,” I say, heading toward the door.


“Wait,” Jaden says. His eyes cloud over, pleading with me to stop. I know he’s about to say it: that we need to talk, figure this all out. I remember the drunk text I sent him two weeks ago. Why can’t we be more than friends? I regret it now. Or maybe I’m just upset that he never replied.


“You can call me,” he finally says. “Even if it’s just to talk.”


“I know.”


He nods. My hand curls over the knob as I open the door, light streaming into the room. Jaden heads into the booth.


“And hey.” I turn, waiting. “Let’s finish that song.”


By the time I get home, Jacob is already in bed. I climb in next to him. He doesn’t move. I set my cell phone—still flashing with his missed calls—on the nightstand next to my head. I can’t sleep. The alcohol makes me restless. The image of you still smolders in my mind. Jaden’s music fills the spaces in between, like the soundtrack of a film. The glossy synth, plucking chords, resonant bass. I turn to face Jacob and stare at the small freckles on his back, whispering his name. He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t have to. It’s obvious to both of us that he’s still awake.


RENU


At first glance, there are only young people in places like Lahore or Cairo, names scribbled in Arabic, pictures of BMWs. There’s a Kareem Abbas holding a bow and arrow, a Kareem Abbas playing with a dog, a Kareem Abbas standing in front of Machu Picchu. According to Facebook, everyone has been to Machu Picchu. Everyone loves cappuccino art and truffle oil and the Kardashians—until it’s time to hate them again. I feel sorry for these people, who spend their days quibbling with one another in the comments. I log out, boil a pot of tea. I sip it in front of a window. The sun begins to rise in the distance, staining the sky a tropical pink. You had a nickname in Tanzania. If only I could remember. Maybe you have it listed under that. Maybe you’re not on Facebook at all. I see your glowing face on the shoreline of Bambuli Beach. I push the thought from my mind. Later, I trek upstairs to shower and dry my hair, putting on makeup in front of the mirror. I skim through a novel I was supposed to have read but didn’t, Googling the premise instead, in preparation for book club.


I met Taylor at the gym one morning shortly after Ashok had passed. She’s young, with stripes of cinnamon in her platinum blond hair. She has a master’s degree, which she likes to remind us of whenever anyone brings up her job, which is selling lotion over the internet.


“Like Avon?” I once asked.


She looked offended.


Taylor’s face is always fussed over with cosmetics—even at the gym. She talks loudly and enthusiastically, regardless of who’s around. I don’t have the confidence these American women have, to act as if the world belongs to me.


“You should join my book club,” she’d said, dabbing her face with a towel. “It would be great to get your perspective.”


She had emphasized the word “perspective.” By then, I knew enough to know that book clubs were only vaguely about books, and more acutely about the wine. I told her I would join. I was bored, I suppose. I needed something to do. The women are all white like Taylor and around her age: late thirties, early forties, with kids who range from five to fifteen. They’re self-identifying feminists—even Taylor, who wears makeup to the gym. They love drinking sauvignon blanc. Taylor calls it “sauvi-b.”


Gotta have my sauvi-b. Am I right, ladies?


The book club usually meets at someone’s house. Once, I hosted it at mine. Taylor spent an uncomfortable amount of time praising the statue of Lord Ganesh in a corner of the room.


“It’s so beautiful,” she said.


Everything was beautiful in my house, or worthy of some larger discussion about politics or art. It’s a bowl, I wanted to say, when Becca picked up a silver dish and moaned.


“Is this from Rajasthan?” she said. “I heard they have the most exquisite dishware.”


“It’s from T.J. Maxx.”


“Oh.”


The women had asked me to make samosas. They wanted my “authentic” food. When Taylor bit into one, her eyes rolled back in her head like she was having an orgasm.


“Mmm,” she said. “What’s the spice in this?”


I suppose American women only use one spice in their food, because they’re always asking the question: “What’s the spice?” It’s many spices, I wanted to tell her. More than you have in your house.


“It’s curry powder,” said Becca. “I can taste it.”


“Yes, I thought so,” said Taylor.


I could have explained to them that curry powder has nothing to do with Indian cooking at all, that someone has been lying to them. Instead, I smiled.


“You’re right.”


Now, I leaf through the contents of a book I haven’t yet read, thinking of something intelligent but not incendiary to say. On my way out the door, I pass a framed portrait of Ashok. It hangs on a wall opposite the kitchen. The portrait is crooked. His dark eyes penetrate. His toffee skin glows. His smile, effortless, as if there was no room for anything else on his face, slashes my heart. I place both hands on the frame and shift it back into place.


AKASH


The next morning, I rise and shower and finish packing in the dark, careful not to bump into the furniture. The city twinkles like a trail of spilled treasure. Jacob snores under the covers. My flight leaves in two hours. I toast a bagel in the kitchen, watching the sun spill over the horizon like a broken egg, a golden syrup that glazes everything in sight. Staring at the city, I remember my first night in Jacob’s place, the way he’d pointed out the old apartment complex where he used to live, nestled in a strip mall, with cracked tiles and cockroaches, nothing like where we live. He’d placed a hand at my back when he spoke, reassuring me. He talked about manifestation. He said he’d manifested this condo. He’d manifested his career. He spun me around so I could see the lit bulb of his face when he told me there was one more thing he had manifested: me. Jaden thought that was weird, but I found it romantic. That someone could have everything but still nothing without me. Now, I call an Uber just as Jacob walks into the room. He stares at me, frowning.


“I can’t do this.”


“What?” I say.


“This. Whatever this is—with you.”


My stomach knots. “I’m sorry. I had to run to the studio. I didn’t want to interrupt. I tried, Jacob. You know I did.”


“It’s not that,” he says, scratching his head.


Jacob’s hair is greasy, flat like a swimmer’s cap. He wears a ripped T-shirt through which I can see his wiry chest hair. For a moment, I feel like walking over to him and kissing him, hard. But the impulse vanishes.


“I found your stash.”


“Huh?”


“Your stash.”


“I don’t—”


“Did you think I didn’t know, Akash?” I don’t say anything. “I know when you’re lying. I know when you’ve been drinking, and do you know why? ’Cause it makes me nervous. You make me nervous. Every time you take a sip I wonder where the night is gonna go, what things will come out of your mouth, or what you’ll even—”


“What?”


He shakes his head. “And now you’re leaving.”


“I told you, I’m just going home for a few days. I’ll be back in no time.”


“That’s what you say.”


“That’s what I’m doing.”


“And then what?” Jacob says, squinting in the light. “What happens after that? What happens to you and me? When are you going to let me in? When are you going to—Jesus.” He shakes his head. “When are you going to come out?”
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