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Erasers


Patrick was from Kansas, which made Muskan think of tornados and little else. He looked like he was from Kansas: no-nonsense handsome, like an oak cabinet. Cropped blond hair, blue eyes, etc. He pulled up Google Maps on his phone and zoomed out. A red pin hovered over the centre of the United States. ‘Does Kansas feel as rectangular as it looks?’ Muskan asked. Patrick said yes, without needing her to clarify what she meant.


She really liked him. Not just really, but un-really; it was spiritual, like they’d been lovers in a past life. She reminded herself that she’d been pleased with her reflection before she left her apartment. For once, the mirror matched the image she had of herself in made-up scenarios where she enchanted onlookers with her wit, beauty, talent and charisma, singing Nina Simone songs as if she herself was the High Priestess of Soul, and not some girl in Brooklyn. These daydreams made her consistently twenty minutes late to everything, including this first date. But she felt at ease the moment she saw Patrick. She was so accustomed to looking at other people, searching for signs that they liked her, that Muskan was taken aback when Patrick did the same to her.


Muskan took what looked like a small yellow matchbox out of her pocket. It was filled with ink-black liquorice shaped like fish.


‘My boss went on a press trip to Iceland and brought these back for us,’ Muskan said. She did not mention that her boss had given them to everyone in the office but her, and that she’d found the box on the floor of the elevator. ‘Would you like one?’


Patrick took a liquorice fish out of the box and examined it before taking a bite. He immediately spat it out into his beer, where it bobbed on the surface.


‘I didn’t realise candy could be salty and bitter,’ he said, trying to pinch the fish head out of the glass.


Patrick was the eldest of five brothers, and he designed websites for a living.


‘No way!’ Muskan said. ‘I use them!’


He asked Muskan what she did for a living. She told him the public-facing version, and then the truth. She was an editor at a luxury lifestyle magazine called The Arrival. She copy-pasted print magazine text into TextEdit to undo the formatting, then input it in a CMS platform to re-do the formatting. She was instructed to never, ever change a word or a punctuation mark, just copy and paste, close any stray gaps and sudden line breaks. She was not an editor at all; she was a web producer.


‘I don’t even sit near my co-workers,’ Muskan said. ‘They’ve stuck me near the fact-checking team of our sister magazine, aka the other people who’ll be replaced by robots. So I just read articles all day.’


They agreed that people who referred to the New York Times as ‘The Times’ were the worst. Muskan mentioned an article she’d read ‘in the NEW YORK Times’ about how nail salon owners got away with forcing employees into twelve-hour shifts for $4 an hour. ‘That’s the TRUE price of a fifteen-dollar mani-pedi.’


Why did she say that? She’d reduced genuine struggle into a talking point, and not a very good one. It was shrill. It was random. But it was what came to her mind so that’s what she said. She was about to apologise when Patrick seized her left hand and pressed her fingernails.


‘What’s this colour?’


‘I Don’t Give a Rotterdam.’


‘What?’


‘That’s what the colour is called.’


‘I guess this is what the sky looks like there?’


‘Yes, exactly like my nails.’


‘Oh!’ Patrick said. ‘You’ve been to Rotterdam?’


Taken aback by his sincerity, Muskan lied and said yes.


‘A play I wrote in college was put on stage there,’ Muskan said.


It was put on in Amsterdam, not Rotterdam, but Patrick did not need to know that.


‘Cool,’ Patrick said, putting her hand back down. ‘Very impressive.’


Muskan worried Patrick was being sarcastic. Perhaps he’d picked up on her lie. Or he thought she’d fabricated the play entirely.


‘Eh,’ she said, with a wavering hand. ‘Nobody in New York wanted it.’


‘They didn’t give a Rotterdam?’ he asked.


‘They did not,’ Muskan said, relieved.


Something major, something cosmic, shifted into place with a satisfying click. Finally Muskan understood what it meant to like someone. She was always so concerned with whether a date liked her that her own feelings became irrelevant or, she told herself, she would figure them out later, if there was a second date. But now, with Patrick, that ease with which she saw friends, colleagues and strangers receive and pursue love, it was finally letting her in.


At work the next day, Muskan’s boss Astrid came to her desk. ‘Wow, you’re really far away,’ she said, as if she had no control over where Muskan was seated. Astrid unrolled a few large pieces of paper on the empty desk next to Muskan.


‘Behold,’ she said, ‘the first twenty pages of our next issue. EIC wants all articles to go live before print gets mailed to subscribers. But the PDFs won’t be ready in time for you to work with, so you’ll have to transcribe it page by page. Do you think you can do that?’


Muskan thought about how monks in the Middle Ages sat in their little scriptoriums to transcribe the Bible, inspiring magnificent frescos and epic poems. But here she was transcribing reviews of horsehair mattresses and $1,200-a-night hotel rooms in former brothels.


‘Sure,’ she chirped.


Before Muskan could gather the courage to follow up about the article she’d pitched to Astrid a couple of weeks ago, Astrid walked away. Muskan clicked back into Twitter. The term #ByeFelicia was trending again. She read her horoscope: Saturn, the planet of restrictions and hard lessons, was leaving her seventh house of romantic relationships after an unusually long stint. Uncanny! Muskan made a playlist of love songs she never felt she could relate to until now and titled it ‘#ByeFelicia to Saturn’. She read the news. A boat of migrants had capsized in the Mediterranean – the third that month. There was an uproar in response to the tweet that broke the news. ‘And they say America is racist,’ said one tweet by a popular journalist with a blue check. A response to that tweet said: ‘All happy countries are racist. All unhappy countries are racist in their own way.’ Muskan wasn’t sure how the news was racist. The poor treatment of migrants was racist, but the boat itself capsizing? She worried she was not grasping something obvious. She opened a listicle of New York City’s best tacos. Patrick had yet to text her. Still, she smiled thinking of how, in her room a few hours ago, Patrick had lost a contact lens.


‘What’s your power?’ Muskan had asked.


‘My . . . power?’


‘Prescription,’ Muskan had clarified, with a laugh that hid her embarrassment. Why, after fifteen years in America, did a random Indian-ism suddenly announce itself?


She went to get lunch at a nearby deli and saw a man eating broccoli-cheddar soup out of a hollowed-out loaf of bread. ‘Only Americans think of such things!’ her father had said, upon his first encounter with a bread bowl. As she tried to formulate the thought into 140 characters, Muskan saw an incoming call from her friend Jo.


‘Just text him,’ Jo said, after listening to Muskan fret about Patrick for ten minutes. ‘Text him but don’t have expectations.’


Muskan didn’t think she expected that much. A reply would suffice.


‘Of course,’ Muskan said. ‘No expectations whatsoever.’


‘I’m glad you’re seeing people other than Noah,’ Jo said.


‘Me too,’ Muskan said, and quickly after: ‘Did you hear about Pinky and Geoff?’


‘Yeah,’ Jo said.


‘Of course you have,’ Muskan said. ‘She hasn’t talked about shit else.’


‘I’m happy for her!’ Jo said defensively.


‘I am too!’ Muskan said. ‘Of course I am. I introduced them.’


‘You did?’ Jo said.


‘She didn’t mention that?’


Muskan knew Geoff from high school. He was the ex-boyfriend of a friend she’d lost touch with. He reached out to her a few weeks ago to say he was moving back to New York. Since it was rather out of the blue, Muskan wondered if Geoff had had a thing for her back in high school but brushed the thought aside. She invited him out to drinks with her friends. At the end of the night, Muskan, Pinky and Geoff were the only ones left behind. While stumbling down Avenue A eating cheese fries, a man in a purple dress shirt approached them and addressed Muskan directly.


‘Do you want to know something sad?’ he said.


‘Yes,’ Muskan replied without thinking.


‘I lost my virginity at the age of thirty-three,’ he said, eyes bulging. ‘To a prostitute.’


‘Sex work is unfairly stigmatised,’ Muskan slurred. ‘It’s actually the oldest profession—’


Pinky yanked Muskan by the elbow and the three of them walked down a quiet cross street.


‘He wanted to lose his virginity to you,’ Pinky said.


‘He already lost it,’ Muskan said. ‘To a prostitute. Didn’t you hear?’


Muskan was being sincere, but Pinky and Geoff laughed, thinking she was making fun of him. They told her she was too drunk, hailed a taxi and pushed her into it. Muskan knew at that moment they just wanted her out of their way. She got angry and cried as the taxi drove her home. Muskan was just a facilitator. She connected people and, once they’d outgrown her use, they dumped her. Her entire existence was Pinky and Geoff’s foreplay. That’s why the man in the purple shirt addressed her directly. She had more in common with him than her friends.


‘I’m sure she didn’t mean to erase you,’ Jo said.


‘Of course not. I don’t expect – she doesn’t owe – you know what, I’m babbling. But I’m just going to say – I sensed something there. As soon as they said hi. This is my special talent in life, Jo. I can walk into any room, no matter how crowded, and tell you then and there who has already fucked or who is about to.’


‘You are ridiculous,’ Jo said with a laugh.


Jo mentioned that she and her boyfriend Carlos had put themselves on a waiting list to adopt a dog. Muskan said ‘aw’, but she was confused. First Jo evaded her attempt to gossip, now she liked dogs? Jo railed against how people used an affinity for dogs as an excuse to act like children. (‘Liking dogs is not a personality.’) She called it a white people thing. They made fun of people who said ‘doggo’ and ‘good boy’.


Jo said she had to go. Muskan said goodbye and hung up. She followed Jo’s advice and texted Patrick. If she really thought about it, without letting cynicism get to her, there was a good chance Patrick liked her too. She’d felt something special; it wouldn’t have been possible if it wasn’t mutual. She’d deluded herself into thinking guys liked her many, many times before, but this was different. This feeling of confidence – semi-confidence – was new, and it had to come from somewhere. Or maybe she’d just found a more sophisticated way of deluding herself.


Muskan was invited to a press event for a craft tequila company. She felt guilty accepting the invite – the PR rep clearly had no idea how useless she was at the magazine – but Muskan couldn’t turn down a night of free booze and ‘two-finger tacos’. She invited her friend Leisel, who worked at an agricultural trade publication and arrived at the tequila event with the most delicious strawberries Muskan had ever tasted.


‘Grown in a basement in Long Island City,’ Leisel said.


The entrance to the tequila event had an enormous mural with a stencilled-out image of a bottle and the words WORTH A SHOT. Behind the main white image was a moving, kaleidoscopic background. A topless man rode a stationary cycle next to the mural.


‘Is he . . . making it move?’ asked Leisel, looking at the mural’s shifting colours.


‘I think so,’ said Muskan.


‘That is so depressing.’


‘He’s too perfect-looking.’


‘Like a marble statue.’


‘Maybe he is a marble statue,’ Muskan said, ‘but he made a deal with a dodgy sorcerer who promised him human life for a day.’


‘The sorcerer was, like, I’ll make you a fashion model, the thing every human wishes they could be.’


‘Without disclosing how people just assume you’re stupid.’


‘Is that what we’re doing now?’


‘Mm, yeah,’ Muskan admitted, lifting her shoulders and nodding.


‘We should probably stop staring.’


A male PR rep greeted them at the entrance, addressing Leisel first. Muskan had to clarify that she was the press invitee, and Leisel was her plus one. Once past him, Leisel turned to Muskan. She looked like she was about to cry.


‘I can’t believe he did that,’ she said.


‘Did what?’


‘That microaggression.’


‘Oh,’ Muskan said. ‘I didn’t realise.’


‘Really?’ Leisel said. ‘It was ridiculous. You should say something. Maybe send an email?’


Muskan was sure it was less of a microaggression than it was the way Leisel always looked a little bit lost, a little bit surprised that people might notice her at all. (‘That’s why guys love her,’ Jo once told Muskan in one of their Pinky-and-Leisel-less hang-outs. ‘They feel like they’re saving her.’) Leisel had big green eyes crowned by black, speared eyelashes; her mouth was small and heart shaped. The PR rep seated them at an arts and craft station where they could decorate empty tequila bottles with sequins, feathers and glitter. Muskan told Leisel about Patrick, who’d responded to her text. They were to meet for a second date on Friday.


‘I read this article about a woman who made a spreadsheet to record every man she dated, his characteristics and compatibility, etc., and then met her husband a month later. And the response was generally “yaaas, queen”. But I thought it was just so ugh,’ Muskan said. ‘Everything is work. Even dating.’


Muskan told Leisel how she’d googled Patrick’s name, university and profession, and managed to locate him on LinkedIn and Twitter, where she’d read everything he’d posted since he signed up four years ago. A lot of posts he liked or retweeted were by South Asian women.


‘He may have a thing for brown girls,’ Muskan said.


‘You say that about everyone,’ Leisel said. ‘But a guy doesn’t have to have a weird race thing to like you.’


As if you’d know, Muskan thought. Then again, she was the one willing to overlook a fetish for her own gain.


‘He’s not Noah, okay?’ Leisel said.


‘You know, in a way, it’s good if Patrick has a weird race thing for brown girls,’ Muskan said. ‘That means I don’t have to try as hard.’


Leisel threw a feather at Muskan.


‘You’re too much!’


Suddenly the lights dimmed and a group of trapeze dancers performed above them, wearing leotards representing the company’s different flavours of tequila. Muskan and Leisel dutifully clapped, then left the room to see the VR exhibit. They put on headsets and roamed the fields of Jalisco, touching the succulents but not being pricked. On the way to the station, holding the tequila bottles they’d decorated in the arts and crafts station, Leisel told Muskan that she had gotten confirmation of a job offer from ‘The Times’.


‘Leisel!’ Muskan said. ‘How did I not know about this until now?’


‘I didn’t want to jinx it,’ Leisel said.


‘That’s amazing,’ Muskan said. ‘I’m so jealous. Not jealous. Happy! I’m happy for you. You really deserve this. Just think – not long ago, we were toiling away at The Digest Digest.’


‘I’m pretty sure this job wouldn’t have happened if I didn’t have the experience there,’ Leisel said. ‘So thank you for hooking me up with it.’


‘Honestly, I think I preferred that shithole – and getting to hang out with you – than what I do now.’


‘At least now we know it’s not career suicide after all,’ Leisel said.


Perhaps not for Leisel. Muskan had given up on trying to find a new job.


They couldn’t find seats on the L train, so stood near the door. Muskan recognised a woman with dark red hair and glasses seated near them with her laptop open. She was an industry-famous food writer who’d once harangued The Digest Digest on social media for an article they’d published called ‘You’re Peeling a Banana All Wrong’. The article cited the food writer as the source of a clever tip, but did not contact her for comment. Everyone who worked at The Digest Digest was required to publish five articles a day – they did not have time to get quotes. Yet the food writer had managed to corral the support of what seemed like every famous food media personality in the country. Muskan’s favourite recipe blogger announced they’d watch out for ‘this bottom feeder of a writer’: Muskan. After her boss shouted at her in front of the whole team, Muskan sent an email to the writer to apologise. The writer responded with three paragraphs explaining how hard she works – So thanks for your apology but no thanks.


‘Could you ladies, like, move?’ the writer said to Muskan and Leisel. ‘You’re getting glitter all over my laptop.’


Muskan bought a new dress for her second date with Patrick. On her way out the door, she worried it made her look like she was trying too hard. To tone it down, she put on a pair of light blue socks dotted with coconut trees. Her hair was determined to look flat, as if she’d been wearing a hat all day. She pulled it back with a hairclip, which created an odd dome.


‘I look like a basilica,’ Muskan said to her roommate Georgie, who was looking at the hallway mirror at the same time. ‘A goddamn basilica.’


She was twenty-five minutes late to their date. When she got off the train, she saw that Patrick had left her a voice note fifteen minutes ago. He said that the bar they’d chosen had been quiet at first, but got too crowded. He’d felt guilty hogging a seat and gave it up. Now he wasn’t sure where to go, because everywhere else seemed equally loud and crowded. Muskan was so focused on writing an apologetic text that she did not realise she had walked right past him. He called her name and she turned around. She apologised profusely. They tried a few different bars, all of which had wait times of over an hour.


‘We could go to a restaurant?’ Muskan said. She pointed at a sign outside a Japanese restaurant: $25 Bottomless Sushi – You Know You Want It!!


‘I already ate,’ Patrick said.


They found a quiet bar closer to the river, which smelled like whiskey and urine. The dampness cut through Muskan’s clothes. There were only two other patrons, older and less stylish than the people from the bars they’d previously tried. They ordered drinks, found a table, and made small talk about living in the city – the skyscraper-high rent, restaurants with three-hour queues, their favourite subway buskers – but mostly Muskan spoke and Patrick nodded. Had she imagined the chemistry of their first date? A baseball game played on the TV: Yankees versus the Kansas City Royals. She asked Patrick if he liked baseball, knowing full well he did because his OKCupid handle was ‘kansasroyalfan01’. Patrick gave her a half-hearted nod. She asked Patrick whether he thought his team would win this match. He said he already knew the Kansas City Royals had lost because it was a recorded game. He got up. He said he had to leave.


Muskan assumed he was joking, then stopped mid-chuckle when he put on his scarf. He walked out of the bar and Muskan followed him down the street.


‘It’s not a good time,’ he said, still walking.


‘I’m sorry I was late,’ Muskan said.


‘It’s not that.’


‘Then what?’


‘I’m very anxious. I have an anxiety disorder.’


‘That’s okay!’ Muskan said. ‘I’m depressed!’ She was practically chasing him now. ‘A suicide line put me on hold once!’


Afterwards, Muskan couldn’t remember much from the thirty minutes she spent in Patrick’s apartment, except:




It was a large one-bedroom with a lofted bed and no colours. A hardwood floor; beige and grey textiles. She asked Patrick if this was what people called mid-century modern.


When she went to the bathroom, she noticed a copy of an award-winning book. She asked him if it was worth the hype. ‘Yeah, I know, it’s a really average choice of a book,’ he grumbled.


She told him she’d always felt a little depressed. She didn’t actively want to die, except for a few times, but she was ambivalent about whether she lived. Good times – and she had many good times, too many to claim she was clinically depressed – only reassured her that it would be okay to die, that she’d made the most out of life. She knew what it was like to be anxious; maybe that’s why she felt such a deep connection. Did he not feel it too?


He said nothing so she continued talking. A month ago, she’d become a US citizen. She was ten years old when she moved. She wished she could have moved when she was younger, like her brother, so she could feel more American; or when she was older, like her sister, who just wore multiculturalism better.


He said he was sorry, and that he felt bad because he did not have the struggles of women or people of colour. He was just anxious anyway. ‘I wasn’t trying to make it a contest,’ Muskan said. ‘It’s not a sad-off.’


He asked her to leave. At the door, she took a deep breath and asked if he would let her stay. They wouldn’t even have to do anything; she just wanted to be with him, and not alone.


‘Please leave,’ he said.





Muskan realised she had left her coat at the bar. She walked back, paid for both their drinks – ‘My date ditched me,’ she told the bartender, who did not care – and walked towards the subway on First Avenue. She did not bother trying to hide her tears. She passed two girls, one of whom was sitting on a stoop, balancing a box of pizza on her knees. The other was standing up, elbow on the railing. The girl who was standing followed Muskan.


‘Stop! Wait a minute,’ she said.


Muskan turned around, assuming she must have dropped something.


‘Okay, sorry to be weird,’ she said, ‘but I just heard about this Swedish word called “sonder” that does not translate to English. It means the moment you realise a stranger’s life is just as complex as yours, and I totally just had that with you. Crazy, right?’ She turned to her friend. ‘Weren’t we just talking about that word?’


‘We literally were.’


‘Here, have some pizza, talk to us.’


The seated girl dangled a slice of pizza over the sidewalk, and Muskan took it just as a red drop of oil was about to fall to the ground. She told the girls discursive things – that she and Patrick first kissed while playing darts and the arrows were still in her hand; that she’d dreamed of this kind of encounter for ever, but now that it was finally here, it was over before it began, and she had no one to blame but herself.


‘I was twenty-five minutes late. That probably triggered his anxiety? I had expectations. I look like a basilica. I suggested bottomless sushi, on a second date – why would I do that? There is no connection between my brain and my mouth. If I even have a brain!’


The upright girl, who had long, curly hair, assured Muskan that it was not her fault; ‘sometimes the timing is just off’. She invited Muskan to join her friends at a nearby bar, so she could stop overthinking and just have a good time. Muskan, desperate to change the course of her night, agreed; at least she’d have a better story to tell her friends. The girls were undergrads at NYU, three months into their first year and drunk on freedom. It occurred to Muskan that they too were probably using her as an anecdote to package up for later. She took kamikaze shots with them, and when a few more undergrads joined, Muskan bought the whole party a round of tequila shots. She spent $95.


‘I’ve just been on so many dates that end,’ Muskan shouted at one of the girls over the music. ‘Badly. Dates that end badly.’


‘Oh my God, me too,’ she said.


‘My heart just feels like an eraser, you know?’ Muskan said, even louder. ‘The pink ones from elementary school. You know the ones, they’re shaped like parallelograms?’


‘Erasers! I forgot those existed!’


‘You know how they shred when you use them? They start out solid then become nothing. I have a crush, it becomes nothing. I have a job, it becomes nothing. My friends are fountain pens. But I am an eraser!’


‘What’s a fountain pen?’ the curly-haired girl asked, before turning around to hug a friend who’d greeted her.


Muskan left, realising her decision to go out with the undergrads could not mask her humiliation. She took a taxi home, wasting even more money. As it drove across the Williamsburg Bridge, she turned back to look at Manhattan. It didn’t lift her spirits, but there was no denying its magnificence. She once had a dream where the island lifted from the water and tipped to the left, its buildings sliding down like toys and crashing to the bottom where the Twin Towers once stood. All this happened as Muskan watched calmly from a rooftop bar across the river.


Muskan woke up the next afternoon and realised she’d be late for brunch with her mother. She took a taxi back across the bridge to Manhattan. She saw that she’d texted Patrick late last night, a tall bubble that mentioned the undergrads, the skyline and the word ‘sonder’, which she’d discovered was not a Swedish word but something someone on the internet made up so it would go viral. One of the undergrads left her a voice note – ‘It was so fun hanging out, thank you for buying all those shots, let’s hang out again sometime’ – but Muskan deleted it. She sent another text to Patrick apologising for her previous text.


The restaurant had glass walls that overlooked the traffic on 14th Street. When Muskan approached her mother, who was seated at a table with a glass of white wine, she braced herself. Late as usual, and for what? Hair looks frizzy; dark circles – why haven’t you been using the cream I got you? Why haven’t you been going to the gym?


‘Darling, this wine is so refreshing,’ her mother said. ‘It tastes like frangipane. I ordered you a glass.’


Great, Muskan thought. Now she couldn’t even blame her mother for her life’s problems.


‘Let’s share the sea bass crudo and a salad?’


‘Sure.’


Her mother, still wearing sunglasses, told Muskan about the niece of a friend of a friend, whom she’d met earlier that week. ‘Her mother and father died in the Bombay terrorist attacks. They were sitting right there in the hotel lobby. She was hiding under her mother’s sari, clinging on as she died.’


‘That’s terrible,’ Muskan said, mouth full of bread.


‘What a brave and resilient girl,’ her mother said. ‘She’s studying at Yale. Neuroscience. I gave her your number so you can meet next time she is in the city.’


Her mother always did this – offer her time and friendship to random Indian people. But Muskan wasn’t in the mood to pick a fight. She could probably learn a thing or two about bravery and resilience from this girl. She thought of Patrick’s parting words. Please leave.


‘I’m seeing Pinky tomorrow,’ Muskan said, trying to change the subject.


‘Lovely!’ her mother said. ‘That Pinky is so beautiful. Is she still taking Bharatanatyam classes?’


‘I’m not sure,’ Muskan said.


‘I hope so. You kids shouldn’t lose touch with these things. Radha Aunty was such a beautiful dancer when she was young, travelled all over the country. And you can tell, even today. She moves with such grace.’


‘Yeah.’


They ran out of things to talk about. Muskan pushed a boat-shaped crust of bread around a puddle of olive oil, which her mother had salted and peppered prior to her arrival.


‘Where is our food?’ her mother asked.


Muskan burst into tears. Her mother asked what was wrong and Muskan condensed the story: a boy she liked did not like her back.


‘That’s okay.’ Her mother shrugged. ‘Sometimes people like you and sometimes they don’t.’


This was inarguably true, but Muskan kept crying.


‘When did this happen?’ her mother asked. ‘Last night?’


Muskan nodded. The waiter took away the empty bread basket. Her mother took off her sunglasses.


‘Everything happens for a reason,’ she said, reaching for Muskan’s hand. ‘Look out this window. All you see is all there is. That boy has turned around the corner, no longer in your vision. He is no longer relevant. You have to work with what’s in front of you. If you chase him down whatever side street he takes, you might get hit by a bus. You have to believe everything happens for a reason. But tell me, did you at least put your hair in a ponytail?’


Muskan stopped crying, as if paused. Her mother was being serious. Muskan let out a laugh, which her mother didn’t notice because their food had just arrived. Muskan tied her hair back, satisfied that her mother at least tried to be helpful. Yes, excellent crudo, Muskan agreed. She was wrong about Patrick. Their connection was completely one-sided. But she was right to expect at least one of her mother’s small insults.









Coddled Eggs


Muskan knocked on the olive-green door to Pinky’s apartment. An amulet of a yellow, horned face with an outstretched tongue hung face-level with Muskan, a symbol she recognised from the backs of trucks in India. Muskan knocked harder. She put the paper bag she was carrying on the floor. It held the outfit she’d worn on her second date with Patrick.


‘Please take these,’ she said when Pinky opened the door, pushing the bag inside with her foot. It toppled over and the contents spilled. Pinky examined the shoes and measured the dress against her torso.


‘Are you sure?’ Pinky said. ‘These are really nice.’


‘They’re bad luck,’ Muskan said. ‘For me! For you they’re cute.’


‘Thanks?’


‘De nada.’


Pinky was wearing what looked like last night’s outfit.


‘I know, I know,’ Pinky said, twirling around. ‘Walk of shame.’


Muskan wanted to give Pinky a sardonic thumbs-up, the way Jo might. Instead, she mumbled something about getting a glass of water.


‘How was that date?’ Pinky asked when Muskan returned from the sink.


‘It actually ended up being a really fun night,’ Muskan said. ‘But not because of the date. That was a mess. But on the way to the station, these random NYU girls asked if I wanted some of their pizza and I was like, sure! And we ended up going out dancing.’


‘You ate a stranger’s pizza?’ Pinky asked.


‘I have a lot of JDV,’ Muskan said. ‘Joie de vivre . . .’


‘Oh my God,’ Pinky said. ‘Please don’t ever say that to a French person.’


Muskan waited for Pinky to ask why she’d called her date a mess, but Pinky was looking at her phone. Then she launched into the story of her night, which involved Geoff, pierogies, and being in the same subway car as ‘the most annoying group of bridge and tunnel girls ever’. Muskan took a seat at Pinky’s dining table, the surface of which was designed to look like a carrom board.


‘Is this new?’ Muskan asked about the table.


‘Yeah,’ Pinky said. ‘I’m going through a modern Indian design phase.’


‘I can tell,’ Muskan said, pointing at a poster on the wall which showed the words HORN OK PLEASE above a lotus flanked by two peacocks.


‘Am I overdoing it?’ Pinky asked. ‘Too FOB?’


‘You are not fresh off the boat any more,’ Muskan said.


‘I’m stale off the boat.’


‘SOB.’


Pinky laughed.


‘You should talk to my mom about this,’ Muskan said.


‘Um, why?’ Pinky asked. ‘I mean, I love her, but it would be a little random, no?’


‘She used to be an interior architect!’ Muskan said. ‘Before we moved. Didn’t I tell you?’


‘No.’


Muskan was certain that she had, but Pinky had just forgotten.


‘Not just any architect, but like, a big deal. She was the first Indian person to ever be profiled by World of Interiors. They called her “India’s own Dorothy Draper”. She designed Sridevi’s house in Dubai!’


‘RIP queen.’


‘Oh, she’s alive and kicking.’


‘What?’


‘I had brunch with her yesterday.’


‘Not your mom! Sridevi!’


‘Oh!’ Muskan said. ‘Wow. Sorry. I am so out of it.’


Muskan had spent the previous night tidying the whole apartment. She’d re-organised her room per feng shui and got rid of half the clothes in her closet, while listening to a podcast about the Iraq War. She tried to sleep but couldn’t. She took a test that told her she slept like a dolphin, and that developing a consistent sleep routine would make her ‘unstoppable’. She paid for an app that promised to help her do so. And then stayed awake for another three hours, late enough to hear Georgie and her boyfriend stumble in laughing, probably making out on the sofa that Muskan had just cleaned.


‘That’s damn cool, though, about your mom,’ Pinky said, sounding more Indian than she did when Jo or Leisel were around. ‘What other celebrities did she work with?’


‘Not that many celebrities, per se. Just rich people. Movie producers, telecom magnates, European expats . . .’


‘Amazing how random white people in India are on the same level as movie producers and telecom magnates,’ Pinky said.


‘Ha,’ Muskan said, not quite sure how to respond. She pointed at the door. ‘Shall we?’


‘I’m not going anywhere dressed like this,’ Pinky said. ‘Give me fifteen?’


‘Okey-dokes,’ Muskan said.


She looked around the room. The sofa cover was designed to look as if it had a protective plastic cover on it, but it was an optical illusion stitched into the fabric. It was from a company Muskan had seen on Instagram, which sold objects like brass mortar and pestles ‘inspired by the ones our nanis used’. The sofa cover was meant to emulate ‘the plastic covers brown families never take off their sofas – IYKYK’. Muskan opened Instagram on her phone to look up the price of this sofa cover, and opened her mouth in horror. She saw a few comments that criticised the company for its exorbitant pricing. The founder seemed to address this criticism often, posting pictures of Indian men and women in front of looms with captions like: We’re decolonising design, one sofa cover at a time. If you have a problem with that, go to IKEA ¯\_(ツ)_/¯.


Pinky emerged from the bathroom wearing the outfit Muskan had brought earlier, even the shoes. She had put a belt around her waist to give the dress shape. As Pinky searched for her keys, Muskan remembered an MTV special she’d watched with her mother and Radha Aunty in India, which ranked the flattest stomachs in Bollywood. Muskan had been young enough to believe all actors lived inside the television, waiting idly for their turn to perform. ‘Just brilliant,’ her mother gushed as Flat Stomach #1, Urmila, danced on a seaside cliff.


‘You look like Urmila,’ Muskan said, assuming Pinky would get the reference.


‘Who’s that?’ Pinky asked.


‘Seriously?’ Muskan asked.


‘I don’t know who that is,’ Pinky said.


They left the apartment and walked down the street. Guys looked at Pinky, not just the black and brown ones. Though the conversation had shifted past Urmila, Muskan was still livid. Pinky had moved to America when she was seventeen; she knew who Urmila was. She was just trying to pass as American – clumsily. Muskan’s ire towards Pinky stopped when she caught a reflection of herself on the dark glass of a new build on Waverly Avenue. She looked terrible – squat and tired, with a helmet of frizzy, puffy hair. If she looked anything like this on her date with Patrick, he was right to toss her.


‘These were mom jeans when I bought them,’ Muskan told Pinky, walking towards her reflection to point out her thighs. ‘But now they’re so tight they’ve become skinny jeans.’


‘Wow,’ Pinky said. ‘First-world problems.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Muskan said. ‘Would you rather chat about Abu Ghraib prison?’


Pinky looked at Muskan with her brow furrowed, at a loss for words. Muskan was just as shocked. She never snapped, not aloud.


‘I’m so – I’m so sorry,’ Muskan said. ‘I don’t know where . . .’ Muskan shook her head. ‘It’s not you. I just . . . hate that term.’


‘Yeah,’ Pinky huffed. ‘Clearly.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Muskan said. ‘I’m running on, like, two hours of sleep.’


‘No, let’s talk about it,’ Pinky said. ‘You’re clearly upset about something.’


‘It’s not you!’ Muskan insisted. ‘It’s just, this date I went on . . . it was really bad.’


‘Did he assault you?’ Pinky asked, suddenly concerned.


‘No,’ Muskan said. ‘I would have rather he did, honestly.’


‘Muskan, what the fuck—’


‘Sorry!’ Muskan said. ‘I just meant, it would be simpler to explain—’


‘You think sexual assault is simple?’


‘No! It’s just . . .’


Pinky waited impatiently.


‘I liked him a lot and ruined it by being too – I don’t know – myself,’ Muskan said.


‘Oh, babe,’ Pinky said, pulling Muskan into a hug. ‘Why didn’t you say anything earlier?’


‘I don’t know,’ Muskan said.


‘Well, listen – dating is hard! It’s not your fault. The most important thing is you don’t go running back to Noah.’


Muskan stiffened.


‘I’m sorry for snapping,’ she said, pulling away.


‘It’s okay,’ Pinky said, rubbing Muskan’s shoulder.


They resumed their walk towards the restaurant. As Pinky talked about insecure attachment styles, Muskan thought about the night Pinky, Leisel and Jo ‘staged an intervention’ with Muskan. It was a month ago, when Jo was in New York for a law conference. They had just paid the bill at dinner, and Muskan was getting up to leave when she noticed none of her friends were doing the same. Pinky announced that they needed to discuss Noah.


‘You’ve been friends with benefits with him for almost three years now—’


‘Friendship already has benefits,’ Jo said, interrupting Pinky. ‘This is a situationship.’


Leisel had looked deeply uncomfortable and did not contribute much, nor did she stop Jo and Pinky from spending the next fifteen minutes detailing all the ways Noah was toxic. They said Muskan chased after men who held her at a distance because that’s how her mother treated her in childhood. (‘We’re daddy-issue girls, you’re a mommy-issue one.’) They said Muskan deserved somebody who would appreciate her authentic self, not the easy-going persona she presented.


‘That person doesn’t exist,’ Muskan shot back.


‘That’s a self-fulfilling prophecy,’ Pinky said.


‘You have to love yourself first,’ Jo said.


‘And you’re so easy to love, Muskan,’ Leisel said, finally piping up.


Muskan wasn’t sure how she felt, so she defaulted to gratitude. She was lucky to have friends who cared about her so much.


The next night she’d met Noah with the intention to end things, but she’d ended up on his fire escape, smoking a joint and being told off by his neighbour for laughing too loud. Muskan joked that they should invite his neighbour for a threesome, and Noah said they weren’t cool enough for that. This is okay, Muskan thought as they had sex later that night. It works.


She’d managed to avoid thinking about Noah until a few days ago, when she’d gotten a text from him asking if she wanted to meet up. He had press invites to a buzzy new Indian restaurant that was impossible to book.


‘Muskan? Hello?’ Pinky said. ‘You totally zoned out.’


‘Sorry.’


They were standing outside a restaurant, reading a menu taped to the window which had options like ‘whiskey-pickled onions’ and ‘coddled eggs’. Muskan agreed with Pinky that it looked good. A host led them to a table.


‘Do you want the smoked salmon plate as a starter?’


‘I’m not that hungry. Do you want to just share everything?’


‘Sure,’ Muskan lied.


‘This gem lettuce salad looks so good.’


‘Yes. And the cheeseburger?’


‘Okay.’


‘And what about the smoked salmon?’


‘Get whatever you like.’


‘Let’s get the smoked salmon, cheeseburger and salad.’


‘Is that too much food?’


‘We’re sharing?’


‘Okay,’ Pinky said.


When they placed their order, Muskan did not ask for the smoked salmon, and Pinky did not correct her. She texted while Muskan spoke to the waiter.


‘Sorry,’ Pinky said. ‘Priya.’


‘When is she moving?’


‘In a couple of months,’ Pinky said.


‘That’s nice!’ Muskan said. ‘Right?’


Pinky sighed.


‘She wants to stay with me until she finds a place, but she’s just . . . a lot. I already have to parent her so much. You are very lucky to be the youngest sibling.’


‘Rahul is younger than me.’


‘Oh right,’ Pinky said. ‘I always forget about Rahul. Is that bad?’


‘He lives in California,’ Muskan said, too tired to finish her thought: that it was understandable Pinky forgot about him. Though it was absolutely not. Rahul was Muskan’s favourite sibling; she spoke of him often. Pinky had even met Rahul. Multiple times.


‘I guess Amrita just sucks all the air out of a room,’ Pinky said. ‘Even when she’s not in the room.’


‘Hey,’ Muskan said, trying to keep her tone light. ‘Only I can talk about my sister like that.’


‘Oh, sorry,’ Pinky said. ‘I didn’t mean – yeah – sorry – anyway. . . If you hear of any sublets for Priya, let me know.’


‘Will do,’ Muskan said. ‘When is she moving?’


‘In a couple of months?’ Pinky said. ‘You already asked that?’


‘Ha, right,’ Muskan said. ‘Sorry.’


‘Oh my God! Did you know Geoff’s dad is an astronaut?’


‘Yes, actually,’ Muskan said. ‘I met him once. A few times. In Jersey.’


‘Oh,’ Pinky said. ‘Right. You guys went to high school together.’


I introduced you, Muskan thought furiously.


The server arrived with their food. He put the salad in front of Pinky and the cheeseburger in front of Muskan. Muskan glared at him as he walked away. Muskan cut the burger down the middle and placed half on Pinky’s plate. Pinky shook her head.


‘You have it,’ she said.


Muskan took the top bun off the burger and ate it like a steak.


‘Leisel? Is that you?’ Pinky asked, pointing at Muskan’s deconstructed burger.


‘Leisel actually learned this from me,’ Muskan said, mock-offended. ‘And I learned it from Amrita.’


‘Did she end up buying that one-bed in the West Village?’ Pinky asked.


‘Yep,’ Muskan said. ‘And she barely uses it because she travels so much.’


‘Well, she’s working, right?’ Pinky said. ‘Not really travelling.’


‘She’s never there,’ Muskan said. ‘That was my point.’


‘Oh, okay,’ Pinky said.


As they continued to eat, Muskan thought about why Pinky refused to acknowledge how Muskan had introduced her to Geoff. Did she feel threatened by the fact Muskan had known him at a younger age? Like this somehow made Muskan and Geoff more compatible? She knew Pinky was competitive, but that was extreme even for her. Muskan wondered what Jo might make of this.


After lunch, Pinky and Muskan walked towards Prospect Park to get ice cream and enjoy the unseasonably warm day. More than a few people had taken off their coats and draped them over their arms. They passed a church with a sign outside it that read: CHOIR CONCERT, ALL ARE WELCOME.


‘Should we . . . go?’ Muskan asked.


‘To church?’ Pinky said, making a face. ‘Why?’


‘I don’t know,’ Muskan said. ‘I mean, what else do we have to do?’


‘Okay,’ Pinky said. ‘Let’s do it.’


They found seats in the middle of the not-too-crowded room. A black woman wearing a long red dress introduced herself as the pastor and gave a short speech about forgiveness. When the choir sang Muskan felt the sounds move through her like water. She listened for the altos. ‘Sopranos are annoying,’ she remembered her mother saying. ‘Altos keep them grounded.’ They’d been visiting the Crystal Cathedral in California, a glittering tower they could see the sun through, composed of several thousand glass panels held together with earthquake-proof glue. The pews looked like movie theatre seats. Muskan said to her mother that it did not feel like a church, and her mother said that’s because it was too new; ‘not enough people have prayed in it’. She didn’t understand her mother’s comment then, but she understood it now, because this church in Brooklyn seemed saturated in people’s wants. It was like the walls had absorbed them.


Muskan let herself cry. What was her problem? Why was she so irritated all the time? Why couldn’t she stop feeling sorry for herself? Something was wrong with her. The guys she dated sensed it. Like Patrick. Noah saw it too, and made sure not to get close. Even her friends were starting to get exhausted by her. Muskan identified her problem: she was hyper-aware of her flaws, but also too lazy to fix them. She held on to some outdated notion that a romantic partner would swoop down and save her. But nobody could do that. She had to save herself. And until she did, what happened with Patrick would just repeat itself over and over again.


Jo was right: Noah was holding Muskan back from finding a real relationship. And Pinky was right: she had first-world problems. Her life was fine – good, actually – but she was acting like a spoiled brat; a walking, talking coddled egg. It was time she stopped expecting everything to magically work itself out. She needed to take action. She needed to listen to her father, and all his dinner table sermons about ‘abundance mindset’ and the law of attraction: think positive thoughts, get positive outcomes. Pretend like you already have everything you want, and you’ll trick the universe into giving it to you. Her father said this was a fact – he knew because it worked for him. ‘When I was a boy, we were so poor that a rat once ran into the bathroom and bit off my toenail.’


‘Get up and hug me,’ Pinky said, gripping Muskan’s shoulder. ‘I can’t tell if you’re sleeping or crying.’


Muskan realised that everyone around her, under the pastor’s directions, was hugging their neighbours. She hugged Pinky and awkwardly hugged the old lady on the other side of her, but the old lady did not hesitate to embrace her tightly. Muskan hugged people in the rows ahead and behind her, total strangers, took in their perfumes and felt the bones under their skin. Nobody seemed to care that Muskan and Pinky had never set foot in that church before now.


‘Let’s go,’ Pinky said. ‘Before they convert us.’


‘Ice cream?’ Muskan asked, referring to the plan they’d had before entering the church.


‘Nah, I’m too full,’ Pinky said. ‘Let’s just go to the park and chill?’


Pinky had barely eaten, but Muskan was in too good a mood to roll her eyes. It was not a bad idea for Muskan to abstain from ice cream anyway. She was already putting together a diet and exercise plan in her head to follow for the next month – not to lose weight, but to gain confidence.


At Prospect Park, Muskan and Pinky found a spot on a hill not far from the entrance and sat cross-legged on the grass. Muskan rummaged through her bag to see if she had any snacks, and threw the remainder of the salty Icelandic fish candy she’d shared with Patrick aside. Pinky told her off for littering, and Muskan got up to throw the little yellow box containing the candy into a nearby bin.


‘I’m really glad we went to the church,’ Muskan said, sitting back down next to Pinky.


‘Me too,’ Pinky said. ‘It got me thinking.’


‘About what?’


‘I don’t know,’ Pinky said, lying down on the grass. ‘I guess – what my life would have been like if I moved here when I was a kid? Instead of seventeen.’


Muskan lay stomach-down on the grass, not meeting Pinky’s eye. She noticed her phone screen reflecting a cloudy blue sky. An aeroplane tracked a course across it.


‘I don’t know,’ Pinky said. ‘I feel so lost when people make all these references to American cartoons and bands and movies. And I just have to nod and pretend like I know what they’re talking about.’


‘I still do that,’ Muskan said. ‘And I moved here when I was ten.’


‘That’s why I wish I was born here,’ Pinky said.


Muskan nodded. She yanked a few blades of grass off the ground and tossed them aside.


‘I kind of wish we never moved,’ Muskan said.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I don’t know,’ Muskan said, hoisting herself up with an elbow. ‘Like, on social media, I see all these girls I went to school with in India. They all live abroad now. One of them works for NASA. Another one is an architect in London. Another just married, like, a Danish count or something? I just wonder, you know, if my life trajectory hadn’t been broken up like that, maybe I’d work for NASA. Or be a Danish countess.’


Muskan lay back down on the grass.


‘But aren’t you glad you left India?’ Pinky asked. ‘Overall? Like the crowds and the noise . . .?’


‘Yeah,’ Muskan said. ‘That’s true. I’m too soft for India. Even back then I was. Everyone’s always shouting . . .’


‘Always,’ Pinky concurred, sitting up now. ‘For no reason. You can’t even say “good morning” without being abused.’ She imitated her mother. ‘Your breath stinks! Don’t have coffee! Fine, have coffee! Make it worse!’
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