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I love her, and that’s the beginning and end of everything.


—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD
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A secret is a terrible thing. It starts as a single inhalation, a fragment of bacteria that enters your bloodstream, multiplying immediately or over centuries, a thousand neural networks of secrets emerging from the first. As a family, we were long practiced in the art of secrets, trading one deception for the other through generations, weaving an intricate silk screen that prevented the outside world from knowing who we might turn into. But that night on the terrace, confronted by the body that we had taken life from, I wondered if there would be no hiding this time.


A secret is a terrible thing. Unless there was honor in keeping it.















BROOKLYN, 2015



1


IN THE MIDDLE of that summer, I inherited my grandfather’s house in India. There were five sprawling floors of it, home to my mother, my grandmother, and their extended family, eight thousand miles away from my apartment in Brooklyn. The first time that my mother called that day was at 7:15 a.m. I let the phone ring through, because we had not spoken in fourteen months, and I was steaming my skirt, and I did not know yet that my grandfather was dead. It was my birthday, and I assumed that despite the countless others she had missed, this year she had decided that she would like to talk to me. It would not occur to her that I might be late for work if I stopped to take a call from a mother who had remained silent for fourteen months.


It was my mother’s way to remain silent. We might have argued about a minor difference (I did not like stew, thereby her stew) or a crevasse of a grievance (at sixteen, I had allowed my stepmother to formally adopt me, to be able to live with my father and her in Connecticut. Indian law did not allow a man to take his child out of the country unless he had a wife, i.e., a caregiver, nurture considered the prime function of femininity). After that, my mother had said, “My doors are closed to you forever” (a favorite phrase, which had meant six and a half weeks at the time).


The pattern, like the infinite loops of a familiar blanket, was always the same: no words exchanged until she had forgotten her wound. This worked, in part: The long spells of quiet (whether weeks or months or, once, almost two years) served to charge the relationship, as a drained iPhone might gather battery from a socket. And then the phone would ring again. With the familiarity of old scars, we would slip back into Saturday evenings when my phone would light up, euphoric and neon: Hi???!!


The first conversation would be stilted on my end, exuberant on hers. I would revel in a universe where my mother wanted me. Over time, she would begin calling regularly again. Those weeks would inevitably lull me, slightly tipsy from the largesse of her motherhood, into a maternal buzz. And then I would say something that would hurt her feelings, which always meant the punishment of disappearance.


In this manner, we had passed almost three decades. My mother was not an old lady. She was beautiful and fragile and cruel in the way children can be, and she frightened me.


THAT AUGUST WAS the hottest that Brooklyn could be, sudden warm showers permeating the mugginess. There was more steam than air in the subway, bodies stacked alongside, the whole thing reeking of damp rage and hot dogs. I was the first stop on the L train after spending an hour on the 1, inching back from Manhattan. Williamsburg was filled with photogenic parents with bamboo strollers everywhere. I was finally earning enough to occupy their neighborhood, an aberration in a railroad apartment, the kind with a unifying corridor trailing from kitchen to bedroom to living room; you had to walk through every room to get to my couch and TV—the first-class compartment, I liked to say. It was around the corner from Williamsburg Cinemas, and I had made it look like a real place—with rugs and books and plants. I was twenty-nine, and there had been enough cities and apartments—I knew how to make a cup of instant home.


A few blocks from the water, there was an Indo-Chinese restaurant serving hot green chili sauce mixed up with glistening soy Hakka noodles, vinegary chicken on top, exactly the kind I had grown up eating. The owners were descendants of Chinese migrants in India—Hakkas—who had settled in Kolkata over a century ago, adopting the goddess Kali as their own, intermingling woks and scallions with Indian spices and heat, creating the Gobi-Manchurian marriage of my dreams. I had not lived in Kolkata since I was sixteen, and having the restaurant nearby was a whiff of jumbled, salty memory that I would breathe in as I passed by.


Every morning, I left the house at eight fifteen, to get to work before Gil did. Gilead Edelman had hired me not long after I’d graduated from Columbia, where he had adjunct-taught undergraduates for two years before leaving for a publishing job, and where I had spent four years planning the novels I was going to write after a bachelor’s degree. Instead, I found myself reading the manuscripts that my classmates wrote, making notes on their revisions.


Columbia had been filled with ideals and libraries and anger, and we were all trying to have some sex. In the stacks of Butler Library, I felt at home. Toward the end of senior year, I found myself a boyfriend from the graduate physics department and a job as a waitress at the café below his building. That first year after I graduated, I tried to write after my shifts—a few sentences here, a page there, of what I assumed my first novel would be. It was a lot of trying to guess at what first novels might be.


When Gil was promoted to editorial director at Wyndham, he asked if I wanted to be his editorial assistant. I gratefully shut down my many trails of Word documents and accepted the job. Seven years later, I was a fiction editor with an instinct for other people’s work. My own stories were abandoned ghost ships. But when I read a sentence, I could see past its bad-shit swag, into its spine. It felt like luck that I had found a career that included me in the world of writers yet gave me my own place, my little throne on the margins of their manuscripts. The writers, unlike my mother, kept in touch. Constantly.


MY MOTHER CALLED again in the early afternoon. Lunch had blitzed past after a series of meetings, and the phone glowered again, with the word Ma vibrating up at me as I bent over the manuscripts on my desk. There were so many sentences to read to uncover one that might offer up the promise of plot, one that might deliver a few crumbs of riches. Since Wyndham had been acquired by the e-commerce company Phenom a year ago, the authors I had to placate had multiplied, alongside the number of meetings. Still, I loved the job and sought validation constantly, because the publishing world doled it out so teasingly; despite prestige, my salary had struggled for years to meet expenses. But it was hard to complain aloud about income when the plethora of barely paid interns only increased every year, each the cream of their Ivy League crop.


To my father and stepmother in Connecticut, rarefied literary circles meant as little as the long sentences we put in our books. They were attorneys, with a shared love for paperbacks. In the evenings, they drank rum or whiskey, ate kebabs or a casserole, and put their feet up in front of Criminal Minds. Still, they extended many a loan and shoulder, turning up for book launches, drinking wine in corners, bewildered and loving.


WHEN MY MOTHER called the third time, it was the middle of the night in India. It felt unbelievable that the idea of my birth, of my body aging until it began to resemble hers, was the reason she was impatient to reach me, but if it was, I was in no hurry to let her in. It was her way, after all. Just as my mother pursued her silences, she was relentless in her need. A thought might take form, and in seconds she would be possessed by it, caught within the wheel of her imagination, spinning in unending narratives. Everything was enlarged in these moments.


The phone lit up again. I answered. “Hi, Seth.”


I had met Seth three years ago, on a dating app. With the same impromptu vision with which she transformed Wyndham’s children’s literature from preachy to astonishing, my friend and colleague Molly had signed me up for the app. I was single at twenty-six after a long relationship, and I had taken like a fish to the waters of solitude, but Molly insisted that I had gone long enough without any action. It wasn’t healthy, she said, as if prescribing me an omega-rich diet of salmon and men. Besides, what if I forgot what sex felt like? And so Seth was the second man from the app whom I had gone out with. We had had dinner at a bar in Brooklyn, followed by good sex—which I had not forgotten how to have. I was confused by how handsome he was and by his interest in me. Seth was charming, if in a constant state of despair. In the weeks and months that followed, we continued to spend time together that held no promises. The closest we came to sweetness came months later, deciding that we would have unprotected sex only with each other. This was practical, and Seth looked relieved when I suggested it, since it provided our relationship with a clear outline.


One night, after dinner, I settled into his bed as he was brushing his teeth, and looked at his bookshelf, a precarious, teetering stack, perched on a single slab of wood in the wall, which threatened to bury us as we slept. I reached toward the Mavis Gallant, to the white stack below it, which I knew was his new manuscript. Seth, I knew, was embarrassed to solicit me for both sex and a sale, and so had never asked his agent to send it to me. This suited me, but when I looked at the manuscript’s first few pages that night, I was unable to stop reading, long after an apprehensive Seth had fallen asleep next to me. The next day, sleepless, I went into the office very early and had an awkward conversation with Gil, outlining the “circumstances.” Gil had read half his manuscript by that afternoon, and that was how I became Seth Schwartz’s editor.


Now, Seth was one of our banner writers, nearly done with his second book—a luminous rumination on a futuristic, sinking Venice struggling under a dystopian government.


He was rarely joyful on the phone, but tonight was an exception.


“I’ve been thinking about Amy,” he said. “When she realizes the prime minister’s program she’s been peddling doesn’t allow single mothers like herself to fall in love, her image of herself as a good person cracks. By the time she meets Marcus, she uses that rule as a guardrail against him—but really, she’s just self-sabotaging.”


It was a good idea. Seth had been writing a character that could not have fallen as headlong in love as he had written her.


“That’s great,” I said. “Think of her as suffocating every feeling that comes up, in that paragraph where she realizes that she wants him to make her breakfast.”


“I’ve also been thinking that act two should be in Amy’s voice,” said Seth. “If we just switch that section entirely to her POV, we’ll see Marcus through her lens as he rises to mayor and marries his first wife.”


This was not a good idea. At least he had had one of each.


It was his fourth attempt this month to douse a raging writer’s block. Seth was in his early thirties and had written a first novel titled Reminders, which was, as every editor had told his agent, too close to the plot of a popular thriller. The slew of rejections had sliced him open. Sinking was his second novel, told through the eyes of a young Italian boy, the son of a villainous prime minister. In the book, after watching a friend drown while ice-skating, the boy becomes obsessed with the idea of sinking objects. In adulthood, he goes on to become the mayor of Venice, on a crusade to save his city from climate change and corruption, only to morph into his father and the bureaucracy he had spent his life fighting.


Seth was Jewish, from the Upper West Side, and spoke only broken Italian, but the manuscript saw through his issues with his own father, and so he wrote with fluency. So much so that Gil and I had asked if we might take a look at Reminders. And then Wyndham had published Reminders, after all, and Seth Schwartz was called a writer now, and it had brought the color back into his cheeks.


IN MY OPINION, Seth took too many pills. In my Indian family, pills had been considered a last resort, when the human body and mind had failed. We did not approve of much failure, so we did not invest in much medication. Seth’s bottles of Ritalin and Lexapro made me nervous. But through Seth, I had learned that, like a migraine or a cold, when depression descends, you treat it as any recurring condition, with prescription and baths and compassion. It was the opposite of all that my own kin believed in.


When I was nineteen, my father and I had taken a trip back to India, the last of two visits I had made since becoming “an American,” as my mother liked to put it. Lying next to my mother’s mother, Geeta, on her four-poster bed, the fan overhead a steady hum, I had asked if she had ever considered taking my mother to a therapist. My grandmother had blinked for a moment, a flicker of doubt passing through, and then rebounded, on the offense.


“So everyone in America runs to a therapist for every little thing?” she had whispered in Bengali, frowning even as she looked away. We both knew that my mother’s problems were no little thing, but it was only years later, faced with the open, shame-free medicine cabinets of my friends at Columbia, faced with Seth’s Monday-to-Sunday pillbox, that I relaxed righteous judgment toward prescribed pain relief. Years later, I understood that my mother had remained undiagnosed her entire life, untreated and alone, swinging between extremes.


“MARCUS IS YOUR guy. Sinking is his story. If the middle section doesn’t get into his head, is it still his story?” I asked Seth as my assistant poked her head into my office, signaling that I had another call. I wondered if it could be my mother, but I had never given her my work number. I signaled to Harriet to take a message.


Seth did not answer. I could hear the hum of a jazz playlist, soft chatter, a barista calling out a name, from the abyss inside the phone. Small things could spiral Seth into a bleak vacuum, from which he would then struggle to swim out of and stay afloat. What I had not learned about him as his sporadic lover, I knew intimately as his editor. In our professional relationship, his writerly anxieties meandered easily to the surface, past his sheen. He had been born into wealth and bred in Manhattan; at his book launch, his friends were familiar faces—occupants of the middle ranks of the Times, the New Yorker, the Paris Review, and my bookshelf. It was territory I knew how to navigate, and I prided myself on having reached the same literary circles without pedigree or trust fund or whiteness.


“Maybe I can just stay with him for now and see where it goes,” said Seth, a grudge in his voice.


It was a version of “Pussy Cat Dues,” from Mingus Ah Um, that was playing in the café he was at, I realized.


“God, Lila, I hate this chapter. This book, this guy. I have no idea what’s true about him. Remind me again when you go on your big vacation?”


A little wave of pleasure coursed through me at the mild panic in Seth’s voice.


“Next week,” I said. “I’ll be back in two weeks.”


“You’re deserting me. In my hour of need.”


I laughed. “I haven’t had a holiday in three years. You’d think it would be my hour of need. Besides, I’ve paid for it already, so there’s no going back.” I closed my eyes in pleasure at the thought. It had taken me almost a year’s savings to be able to afford a week at a cliffside retreat in Maine. I envisioned myself walking along the ocean, my laptop floating away from me, tossed to the waves.


“Maine, right? Do you want company? My dad’s cottage is probably not too far from wherever you’ll be doing yoga under the stars.” I heard a glint in Seth’s voice, the unmistakable note of a suggestion. His easy switch back and forth between our identities as professionals and lovers flustered me.


“Don’t you have a book to write?”


“Yes, well, that’s all going to the dogs.”


I laughed again. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”


“See you tonight?” he asked.


“Tonight?”


“Yeah. You busy?” There was a faint note of concern in his voice.


“For… work?”


“No,” he laughed. “Not for work.”


“Oh. Yeah. Okay. Tonight is cool.”


Seth must have heard the heat in my cheeks, because he laughed again.


“Cool,” he said gently as he disappeared into the ether.


It was all cool. I was as cool as ice, still figuring out the ways of Brooklyn. I pressed line two and immediately panicked that it might be my mother. There was no one on the other end.


HARRIET WAS EATING pistachios at her desk, bright as I approached.


“Hiya, Lila.”


I frowned at her. “What was so important?”


There was a 1960s romance novel flipped over, steamy cover side up, on her desk. Harriet’s gaze slid to it at the same time mine did.


“Oh. Molly was looking for you,” she said.


“Harriet, Seth’s got a couple of months left until the deadline. There’s a small chance it makes Wyndham as much money as Reminders did. Which would make Gil very happy. Which may even get you a raise. So, please, allow me to make that happen.”


Harriet looked chastened.


“Time for coffee,” I sighed.


“I’ll get it,” said Harriet, standing up so fast that her chair spun back.


I raised my eyebrows. Harriet Chen was not known to volunteer for nonliterary tasks.


“Just, y’know, to make up for the Seth Schwartz call. Sorry ’bout that.” She grinned at me. “And because you look so tired.”


“Why, thank you.”


A murmur of anxiety whispered through my veins. It was almost sunset, and the Brooklyn skyline was bathed in pink and orange, a zigzag of Midtown towers spread out in the distance across the water, my precarious reflection a blur of shadows in their center.


Suddenly, Molly’s arms folded around me, squeezing the breath out of me. Others sang “Happy Birthday” around her. Harriet, all-knowing, carried in a cake. I blew out the candles, and Harriet set to slicing wedges onto too-thin paper plates. The cake was a mixture of whimsy and richness, bits of grapefruit punctuating sharp cream cheese, a two-tiered monster, sweet and bitter, typical Molly. I could see some people recoil from its extremes as they ate, but I adored it, and her.


Eleven years ago, Molly and I had shared a dorm room at Columbia, teenagers jostling past harried New Yorkers to get to the green campus, a respite from the city. With her family in Queens and mine in Connecticut, we had alternated our combined laundry between either home on long weekends. In those days, we had had no need for separation, and when the opportunity to work for the same publishing house had presented itself, it had felt only natural. In the absence of any real sense of belonging, it felt like Molly was family I had found.


Now, as the office party wound down, she insisted we go downstairs to the bar, school night be damned. I was agreeable because it meant that I could not be expected to answer a phone at my own birthday celebration.


I LOOKED AROUND the corners of the crowded bar. Molly had invited all of our friends, our colleagues at Wyndham, and anyone else she thought would wish me well on my birthday. Seth was chatting with Penelope, the new wellness editor who sparkled as she placed a hand on his shoulder.


Molly’s arms encircled my shoulders. “Are you having fun?”


I nodded, happy.


We squeezed onto barstools as Chris, the bartender, brought us a martini and a spritz.


“There’s a line of people who want to buy you drinks,” he said. “This one’s on Gil.”


Molly looked radiant. Bringing a community together, watching them create new threads and channels, was her superpower. I looked around the room and felt a warm buzz.


“Thanks, love,” I said to Molly.


She looked pleased, lifting her glass. “To Lila, the best editor and friend,” she said.


Gil and Seth planted kisses on my cheeks and made toasts, raising their glasses. “To Lila.” Clink. It felt like a trickle of sunlight that could suffuse your body on a winter’s day, enough to brave the rest of the season.


Gil looked like he had had a long day. Going from editorial director at Wyndham to being owned by Phenom was like managing a bodega one day and Whole Foods the next. Everything was amplified—resources and problems—and a team that wanted our books on every shelf in America was asking him too many questions. Gil knew exactly how to run our office when it had twenty-five people in it. He knew how to curate literature, patterns forming a quilt, arriving at a rarefied “Wyndham sensibility” over the years. But now we had entered the lion’s arena, needing beach reads and social presence around magnum opuses. In 1976, Edgar Morgenthau and Kathleen Walker had started publishing poetry chapbooks with three-hundred-copy print runs, and Wyndham had been born in their garage. Kathleen had died three years ago, and Edgar had moved back to their family home in Vermont. He had taken the check from Phenom and gone, leaving Gil stranded in board meetings all day, navigating moguls and marketing people and excessive print runs for books that inevitably became warehouse stacks and held the promise of near death to literary careers, and so we were now the most frightened that we had ever been.


“Gil,” urged Molly. “Tell us what Aetos is like.”


Gil, conspiratorial, leaned forward. “I think he’s made of silicon.”


We roared, firmly on Gil’s side.


Molly interrogated Gil. “Does he talk about family? What does he order at lunch? Does he want an office in the building?”


Molly wanted to understand Malcolm Aetos, the billionaire businessman who had founded Phenom, so that when the time came, she would be able to connect with him in a specific way that only Molly knew to establish. Gil sighed. Chris, the bartender, put a Smiths record on for us.


“The man doesn’t sleep,” said Gil. “He drinks only green juice and gin, eats almond butter by the spoonful, and does seven things at the same time. He’s making a decision, texting with a CEO somewhere, dictating a memo, and coming up with an idea, all in ten minutes. And they’re all good ideas,” said Gil, forlorn, running his hand through thinning hair.


“I can barely come up with the one idea I’m supposed to have,” said Seth, melancholy.


Gil and Seth admired moguls instinctively—a taste for soldiers and superheroes.


Gil had been a ladies’ man through the 1990s and early 2000s, to the point where his former employers had gently tapped him on the wrist for dating several of their female authors. But he cut a dazzling New York social figure, throwing Wyndham parties that were legendary for their debauchery as much as for literary glamour.


I loved Gil. He had brought me into his world, and he had turned around a small press enough to self-sustain it and attract the eye of Aetos. Learning from Gil his consumption and understanding of the world and, thereby, fiction, had made me a better editor and a freer person.


“Let’s dance,” said Seth, scooping me by the waist.


“Girlfriend in a coma, I know. I know, it’s serious,” sang Seth, along with Morrissey, into my ear. He was fluid with his body when dancing, completely unlike his usual, anxious self. The heat enveloped us, coming in through the open windows, but we didn’t care anymore.


Molly put on Tito Puente, her Afro a perfect halo around her face, her nipples jutting through her thin vest, effortless in the center of the room. My hair formed sweaty clumps of tendrils around my temples as Seth and I twirled around, knocking into Ingrid from nonfiction and Gil as they cha-cha-ed their way around the tables.


At two in the morning, I pulled out my phone to look at the time. My mother had called three more times. I stood on the sidewalk a few minutes later, waiting for an Uber. Seth appeared, grabbing my hand, just as the car rolled up.


“Going home already?” he asked, wistful, his dark hair fanning over his sweaty forehead as I opened the car door.


“I’m tired. No good for anything else.”


I let my fingers link through his. The minute we were out of the bar, out of work, out of sight, we took on the shape of lovers.


“Okay, okay. Did you have a good surprise? I helped, you know.”


“I know.”


“Lila Day?” asked the driver.


“Absolutely not,” said Seth to the man.


“That’s me,” I said to the driver, smiling at Seth as something electric and familiar passed between us.


I wondered if it wasn’t too late to take him home, after all.


Penelope appeared at the entrance of the bar and lit a cigarette. Spotting Seth, she lifted her hand in a half wave to us. I unlinked our secret fingers gently.


“I think Penny’s looking for you,” I said.


He turned around.


“Oh,” he said. “Yeah, we were just… y’know. We might hang out later, yeah.” He grinned at me, his hand sweeping his hair away from his face. “That is, unless you’ve changed your mind?”


I liked looking at Seth Schwartz—he was like a painting in a museum that had no place in my apartment.


“Good night, Seth.” I smiled up at him.


He kissed my cheek, shutting the car door behind me. “Happy birthday, Li.”


Penelope waved at me, and I waved back. The car sped through the empty streets, past a few bars with dim lights still on, the last revelers emerging into the night. I rolled down the window, drying my sweaty hair, grateful for the brief gust of coolness from the August breeze.


WHEN THE UBER stopped in front of my apartment building, three men were stretched out, sleeping, on the street, each perpendicular to the other, arms splayed against the heat. As I got out of the car, I realized one of them was a woman, her dark hair fanned out, a book spread open on her chest as if she had fallen asleep, reading, as I did so often. Williamsburg by night was at its most truthful, revealing the spaces that people occupied in sleep—insiders versus outsiders.


As I made my way up the stairs, I could hear what sounded like an action movie, coming from my Pakistani landlady Saba’s apartment on the ground floor—muffled gunshots and sirens. Locking the door of my apartment behind me, I slipped out of my blouse and skirt, eager to hide in the safety of my bed, eager to leave birthdays and my mother behind.


In the bathroom, sitting on the toilet, looking at my phone, I saw that a distant cousin in Singapore had posted a photo of my maternal grandfather. He was laughing that deep belly laugh of his, and even before I finished reading the caption, I knew that he was dead. The post was long, and I had to click on it to be able to read the whole thing. In it, my cousin grieved the loss of a good man. My grandfather had been in bed, chained by his kidneys failing him, for over two years. All I remembered was the bear of a man whom I had had secrets with. A man with a giant stomach that vibrated with laughter like a shaking hill when I had climbed it as a child. I felt a seizure of grief, winded by its intensity, as I stared at the phone in my hand.


My grandfather’s death was all over Instagram and Facebook and Twitter in the matter of an hour. I looked at pictures of him, the man who had made my childhood better. I tried to imagine the world without him but found it impossible, even though I had not seen him in person in ten years. I willed myself to cry and release the thudding in my chest, the despair that choked my throat.


My phone buzzed again and again, the metal slippery with sweat, as if screaming at me from between my clutching fingers, but since I did not want to hear it from her, I did not answer my mother’s call.


It felt like my grandfather’s death might melt me down, throw me back into the waters that threatened to dissolve the life I had built in New York. We would share a date now, he and I—my birthday, the day he had died. It felt like another of our secrets, like the hard-boiled sweets I would sneak into his big, dry palm when my grandmother would leave the room. Pythagoras, the Ionian Greek philosopher, had believed that when a human died, the soul would leave its body and search for a new home. Pythagoras had said that home could be the first plant or animal or living creature that the soul took a fancy to. But what if home was Williamsburg, Brooklyn, across an ocean? My brain was warm with gin from the party, and standing in my bedroom, I imagined my grandfather’s soul possessing me, his laugh radiating through my own body.


Something in me wanted to pretend to my mother that I did not know that he was dead. What would make her comfort me? Or me her? Fourteen months ago, I had broken an elbow, a week before we last spoke. I wondered if she would ask me about it if I were to call. We were perennially at the precipice of holding each other to bitter trial.


I picked up the phone and held it against my ear. It was cold, and then quickly, hot, the metal warming like fire as it began to ring. There were things my mother had done to earn my rage—for instance, to throw away flowers sent to my grandmother or let them die unseen. Forgotten to invite me to a family wedding. Stopped speaking to me for imagined slights. I had never understood, but I was ready for battle, scimitar raised. She picked up on the third ring.


“Hello.”


“Hi, Ma.”


“Lila. How are you?” She was polite, even concerned.


“I’m okay, Ma. How are you?”


“I’m okay,” she said. “I have to be okay, for the kids.”


My mother was a professor. The kids she referred to were her students. Not the daughter she was speaking to.


“Dadu died last night, Lila,” she said. Her voice had turned gentle, a rarity, and my eyes burned for the first time as I imagined my grandfather, never again in a room with me, never again delighted to see me.


“He died in his sleep,” my mother said. “It wasn’t too bad.”


She said this as an act of kindness, I would learn later.


“When is the funeral? I want to be there for the kaj,” I found myself saying.


There was a silence. Polite again, she said, “The cremation is tomorrow. I called you. Many times.”


“Yes, I’m sorry. I wasn’t near my phone,” I lied.


In her silence, I felt caught, as I always had with her, trapped under the microscope of the person who knew when I was lying.


“You have work,” she said. “And your life. It’s so far—there’s no need for you to come.”


A rage began at the bottom of my shoulder blades, spreading quickly, meeting the prickling at the base of my skull.


“Of course I’m coming,” I said. “He would have wanted me to come.”


“He left you the house,” she said.


There was a pause. My mother had always loved a scoop, so there was a certain excitement in her voice, for she was finally certain of giving me news that I could not have known.


I said nothing, and so she began to explain, hot and impatient, as if I did not know which house she referred to.


“Our house,” she said. “305/B. It’s all a big mess. There’s no explanation for it. He must have just gone senile. How can a sensible man leave a house to a child, just like that? The lawyer will sort it out,” she continued, a torrent now. “The lawyer will sort it out,” she said again.


I heard her breathe, heavy. I’m not a child, Ma, I thought.


“Lila,” she said softly, in the distance. “Lila,” she said again, this time with less confidence. “Are you still there?”


I heard a muffled sound behind her and recognized it to be my grandmother’s polite cough. I realized that a panel of my relatives were waiting to hear what I might do. What the new owner of their home would do.


In 1987 in Kolkata, my mother and father had divorced in the eye of a storm when I was eight months old. She had been twenty, my father twenty-two, her first lover, a good reason to run away from an Indian home where her young uncles were adored, primarily for being male. At seventeen, when she met my father, she had taken matters into her own hands. Three years later, they were the only two people in Ballygunge who were divorced. It was the most privileged neighborhood in Kolkata at the time and entirely primed for a scandal. It struck me that my mother was the only one in her family with real experience of how the gossip mills of Ballygunge might speculate and dissect the fact that a far-flung foreigner had inherited her beloved family house “I told you, Ma, I’m going to come to the funeral. Ask them to wait to do it until Monday.”
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I SPENT THE next few hours in a panicked examination of my bank account, trying to estimate what last-minute flight tickets across the world might cost. A one-way trip to India, as it turned out, was triple the partial refund that one got after canceling a wellness retreat in Maine. I tried not to think about money or my emptied savings as I finally drifted to sleep. I had planned to be in Maine for two weeks, I thought in a haze. Surely, Gil would not care that it was India that I would be going to instead, that it might be a little more time than I had planned on?


In my dreams, all I saw was my grandfather’s face, the sorrow in his eyes.


DESPITE THE NIGHT, I felt extraordinarily awake in the morning, as I stood in line at the Starbucks on Twenty-Third and Park, below Dr. Laramie’s office. I trusted Dr. Laramie, once every two weeks, with things that nobody else knew about me. Therapy felt like a shape-shifting myth across cultures. So acceptable in the Brooklyns and Manhattans of the world that it would be an aberration to not to have a therapist, to not have problems. Everyone in New York was ravaged by their love affairs and debt and childhoods, by race and geography and loneliness. In Kolkata, people had fewer problems, because one did not talk about them.


I stared at a patch of the Hudson River in the distance, out the window of Dr. Laramie’s office, while he watched me.


“How many people live in this… joint family?”


“My grandfather had three siblings: two much-younger twin brothers, Hari and Rana, and a sister, Bela, who died a few years ago. The brothers are in the house with their families. They’re more like uncles to me, closer in age to my mother, only eight years older than her. She was raised like a sibling of theirs. Hari and Rana have wives and children, plus my mother and grandmother are there.” I counted on my fingers. “Eight total, plus the maid.”


“Everyone has their own… room in the house?”


“More like everyone has their own floor in the building, but with a freewheeling, zero-privacy policy—everyone up in everyone else’s business all the time. Nobody ever shuts or locks a door.”


“How many floors?” He seemed riveted by the idea.


“Five. My grandfather’s name was Tejen. If I ever have a son, I’d like to call him Tejen.”


“You’ve never talked about having children before,” said Dr. Laramie, his pencil swooping into his notebook, making small curls, as if drawing.


“It was just a thought,” I said.


Dr. Laramie looked up, his pencil relaxing against the spine of the book.


“I’m just not used to the idea that he’s—my grandfather—is gone.”


“It’s only natural,” he said, gentle. “Was your grandfather close to his siblings?”


“He was more of a father figure to them, I think. All the Lahiri siblings were afraid of their actual father, my great-grandfather Krishna Lahiri,”


I said, feeling tiredness settle into my bones. “Everyone was, even the beggars of the neighborhood. He was ninety-four years old when he died of a heart attack, midway through a rewatch of Gladiator, his favorite film.”


“Were you afraid of him?”


“No,” I said. I squinted at the piers. “I was only five when he died, but he liked me. When someone’s nice to you, it’s hard to remember their bad side.”


“We do forget,” said Dr. Laramie.


A silence hung over us, filling the room. I looked at the clock. Ten more minutes.


“It wasn’t just me he liked,” I said, hearing the defense in my own voice. “Krishna loved his wife, my great-grandmother Katyayani, too. She was a musician. Hari and Rana both inherited it from her. She would host harmonium and ghazal concerts in the courtyard, although she never sang or played herself, because performing in public was considered slutty behavior for women of her social class. She was a hoot, though, loud and funny and rebellious. Didn’t care that the ladies of old Brahmin families were expected to be well-read, have sons, and live lives of quiet elegance. She didn’t really have a maternal side. She turned over the care of her younger kids to her oldest son, my grandfather.”


The words tumbled out of me, a manic chattering to my own ears.


Dr. Laramie wrote in his notebook again.


“There’s water on the table next to you,” said Dr. Laramie.


I poured the water, slices of cucumber floating in the pitcher like at the spa that my stepmother, Iva, liked in Hartford. The cold of the liquid spread through my chest, the taste of the cucumber metallic and pronounced.


“It sounds like your grandfather was his father’s favorite son,” said Dr. Laramie. “Since he got the house?”


I nodded. “The oldest and the most responsible of the brothers. Rana and Hari just live off their inheritances, always between businesses that they start and fail at.”


“You sound fond of them,” said Dr. Laramie.


“Do I?” There was a spiral of a painting behind his head, red, white, and black, like the poster for Vertigo. “I was the kid whose parents were divorced.” I shrugged. “People were nice to me.”


“How long did you live in Kolkata?”


“I left at sixteen,” I said.


The room felt humid, my underarms prickling with sweat. Dr. Laramie watched as I shifted. He was never in a hurry to extract me from these moments.


“How far is your mother’s house—the house you inherited—from your father’s house?”


“The house I inherited was my grandfather’s house, not my mother’s.


My dad has an apartment down the street, about half a mile from it.”


Dr. Laramie paused. “Is there a reason your mother didn’t inherit the house? And you did?”


I looked away. “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “My mother isn’t exactly the kind of person who would put family before, say, her career or something.”


“And you would. You are.”


Panic rose in me anew at the thought of Gil and Aetos. I took another sip of water.


“You must have been close with your grandfather,” murmured Dr. Laramie, as if solving an equation.


An image of my grandfather telling me a secret joke, his big nostrils flaring, his baritone laugh at the ready. It dawned on me that I would have to prepare a hot defense of this unearned inheritance for the world, starting with a therapist who in three years of knowing me had never heard me mention my grandfather.


“I’m going to miss our next session,” I said instead. “I’m going to India for eight weeks. The office can’t do much about it since it’s a personal… loss, and I have accumulated PTO. Gil is always telling me to take a vacation anyway.”


“How does the prospect of taking so much time off make you feel?” asked Dr. Laramie, uncrossing and crossing his legs, elegant, as if at a dinner party.


“I haven’t been back in years,” I said, too bright, the fear of risking my career cramping its way into my stomach. “It’ll be a break from work.”


“And how is work?”


“Good,” I said. I finished the water. “A lot of meetings all the time since the takeover.” I paused to focus on the spiral behind his head, which, absurd before, felt like I might be circling within it. “Kolkata will be a good break. And I’ll sort out this house thing. I mean, my grandfather must have had a good reason for leaving me an old building filled with his weird family,” I said with a laugh.


Dr. Laramie regarded me from his armchair. “Your mother will be there.”


He said the words gently, as if mixing egg yolk into flour with his thin fingers, careful not to overmix, careful to keep light and air in, careful not to allow it to clump and harden. He closed his notebook. I looked over my shoulder; it was 9:53.


“There are things we have been practicing in this work,” he said, the tips of his fingers touching in a triangle, like a namaste. “Maybe you could put them to use, when you need it.”


Yes, certainly, I will reframe my thoughts and meditate in Kolkata. I did not say it aloud, but I felt myself smirk.


“A prescription might work too,” I said as I reached for my purse.


“What if she didn’t exist?” he asked.


“Who?”


“Your mother,” he said. “You’ve barely mentioned her.”


“What about her?”


“What if we… you and I”—he gestured to me and then himself, as if this were the part that needed explanation—“were to pretend that your mother was gone? Disappeared. Dead.” He offered up the word like a small gift. “Would you be unhappy? Would you still be angry with her?”


“She would have existed once,” I said.


“Would you still feel as though she were responsible for all of your grievances in this life?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “You’re asking if I would forgive her for my childhood, in the event she disappeared or died?” Something was piercing upward through me.


“Lila, what if we took the hatstand away. Where would we hang your hat?”


God in heaven, please let him write a book, so I can shred his aphorisms to pieces with a pencil.


He looked at the clock. It was 9:54. “Good luck with the house,” he said.


“Thanks.” I rose, like sourdough he had baked.


“What will you do with it?”


“With what?”


“The house. It’s yours now? Will you sell it?” Dr. Larami looked genuinely curious.


“Blow it up, raze it to the ground?”


He laughed, since we were off the clock. “See you when you get back, Lila.”
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WHEN I ARRIVED at work, Harriet informed me that Malcolm Aetos had asked to see me at one. Gil and Aetos had met with Molly that morning and had promoted her to head of the Kids and Young Adult Division, and Ingrid in nonfiction had been let go. Molly had texted me all of this information with equal amounts of joy and despair. When a big company takes over a smaller one, it is often with the intention of absorption and not assimilation. Aetos had bought us because he wanted to own our voice, amplify it, and integrate it into Phenom. That his people would be replacing us with their own hires was a foregone conclusion that I had forgotten. I was already the seniormost person in my division, excepting Gil, which meant that in an up-or-out environment, I was most likely out. Molly brought lunch into my office in an attempt to distract me.


“I mean, it’s your house now. You could sell it.” Molly said excitedly.


“You could finally pay off your student loan, mine too, buy an apartment, maybe buy me one. I mean, can you imagine?” She ate lentil soup out of a sturdy paper cup, savoring the spoon. “Mm, a summer home.”


“I’m inheriting a house, not a country,” I said. “Plus it’s a hundred degrees in Kolkata in June—you’d have to leave your bikini behind—and with my ulcer, I’ll be sick within the first three days.”


Molly’s eyes widened. “Really?”


My shoulders deflated. “No. Yes, it’s hot. Well, yes to all of that, but it’s also…” I shook my head, unable to summon up the words, the smell, the exhilaration of Kolkata. I sighed. “It’s incredible food, and everyone will want to hug you and talk to you and feed you. It’s a lot of beautiful fabric and old furniture, and the friends I had as a kid.”


“Dreamy,” said Molly. “If you sold the place, could you keep all the money, or would you have to split it with everyone who lives in it?”


“I… Of course I would take care of them.”


“How long have they lived in the house?”


“All of their lives. It’s been in the family since the 1800s.”


“Jesus.”


“Mol, don’t ask me these things,” I said, irritable. “I don’t have a fucking clue. I thought you were trying to get me to relax.”


“That’s what the soup was for,” said Molly, remorseful. She let out a sharp exhale. “I wish we could just go back to the way things were, y’know? When it was just Gil and us and our people.”


“Yeah,” I said. “I think about that. But you’re doing great…” My voice trailed off, and because there was nothing more to do but wait, we focused on the soup, which had an oddly comforting effect.


Harriet opened the glass door of my office a sliver. “Malcolm’s ready,” she said.


Molly straightened as a gob of lentil soup dropped to the carpet. Harriet looked at the stain, horrified.


“It’s going to be fine, Li,” said Molly.


My shoulders knotted together. I shrugged.


“We’ll see,” I said. “Harriet, would you book my four p.m. with Raven Hubbard in the conference room? Unless she likes stepping in lentil soup, in which case we can do it here.”


Harriet allowed a smile. She was ambitious, and her job depended on mine. Molly looked upset.


“If they fire me, I could really use the break,” I said, smiling at her. “But they shouldn’t. I’m overworked and underpaid—a real deal.”


My sciatic flared like an insect standing on its hind legs. I kissed the top of Molly’s Afro, coconut and lavender wafting up at me. I was happy for my brilliant friend. If I was asked to leave, I knew she would call every publisher in town to get me hired.


“Well, at least you own a big house worth millions,” said Molly.


On my way out, I winked at Harriet. “Even if I get fired, they are going to hang on to you for dear life. Only you know where all the bodies are buried.”


She smiled at me, sympathetic, because she knew it was true.


MALCOLM AETOS’S OFFICE was an exercise in minimalism—a large, empty suite with Aetos swiveling behind the expanse of a glass-topped desk.


A lone, muscular bust of a rearing horse stood on the windowsill behind him, as if in preparation for war. There were no papers on his desk, only a glass paperweight that reminded me of a snow globe, and a cell phone that blinked unceasingly, like a hazard signal. I thought of my own messy desk and felt like a guilty teenager. Aetos rose, stretching a palm in my direction.


“Lila, I’m pleased to meet you in person. It’s taken us too long.”


When a powerful person is in a room, even if you have no idea who the person is, you sit up a little, because the person exudes something: I had read that somewhere about movie stars and the personas they carried with them like handbags. When Aetos stood, he radiated something, like the musclemen buying protein milk at my bodega. What must it be like, to think of oneself as truly great.


There were no chairs across from Aetos’s desk, so I stood in front of him, trying to match his smile. Aetos turned his neck and palm to his right, and gestured toward a large armchair I had not noticed at first, its fabric so white that it blended effortlessly with the walls. I sat down in it and was immediately enveloped, my knees and legs too high, the effect that of being a child again.


“We met at the party you hosted for us after the sale,” I said.


His skin was as clear as a child’s, as if untouched by the time that ravaged ordinary humans.


“Yes, of course,” he said, gracious, though we both knew there had been no need to correct him.


Aetos sat back down and relaxed into his springy, leather chair. At five foot five, he was shorter than I was, but that was not how it felt. I realized I was drumming my fingers, silent and frenetic, on the arm of my chair and stopped.


“Is Gil joining us?” I asked, looking at the glass door to Aetos’s office, which had shut behind me.


“Not today,” said Aetos with a buoyancy. “But he was running the fiction numbers by me earlier. I hear that we are up one point eight percent in the first quarter. And it’s mostly due to strong performances from editors like you.”


I smiled at him again, grateful.


“Our literary fiction has been selling not just nationally but globally,” continued Aetos. “Plus e-book sales have been climbing steadily.” Watching me, he picked up the paperweight and turned it around in his palms.


It was an hourglass, I realized, and not a snow globe. I wondered where Gil was and if he knew that his boss had summoned me to either fire or laud me.


“Are you feeling good about the books for the coming year, Lila?” asked Aetos


“I feel pretty certain that the Jenna Beam and Miriam Thambi could be big,” I said from a place far-off from my own ears. “As Gil has probably told you, the Thambi is being considered for a national book club, and we should know soon. The Beam novel has a powerful voice, and the book is set in Utah, where she was born—a queer examination of the interiors of Mormon life. They’re both solid debuts. Plus, Raven Hubbard is finishing her sequel.”


I reached for the bottle of water in front of me, twisting its cap off.


“My only concern is that we aren’t really reaching our audiences anymore.”


Aetos swiveled his body in my direction. I shrank back, apologetic.


“Are you suggesting we’re not doing enough?” he asked. “I’ve put in a significant investment in advertising this quarter.”


“Yes,” I said, hearing my voice floating at a distance. “But we are setting ourselves up for failure if we limit ourselves to the same outreach and ads we always have. Print media ads are tougher to get in front of readers than ever before. No matter how good the books are, we have to find new ways to get them to people.”


“What do you suggest?” asked Aetos from his distant satellite.


I have thought about this so many times, but, Gil, you would have dismissed the idea, so I will tell this smooth-skinned man.


“We should appeal directly to readers. Let’s find them in their email inboxes and their Facebook and Twitter accounts, and make sure they know the best thing about each book and why they have to preorder it. It’s not expensive—we would just need to create our own accounts and a fan base, like musicians, who would spread the word and create buzz. Authors could engage directly with their readers too.”


Aetos frowned. “That’s impossible. Are you saying we should try to reach consumers individually?”


“Think about the way Facebook created communities. What if we took advantage of groups like that, across all of the new platforms, and gave ourselves a solid online presence. Readers would have a place to hear about books and talk about them together. All we would have to do is create posts. These days Facebook even allows you to make little videos.”


“A paid video advertisement?” murmured Aetos, reflective.


“Maybe, but even readers could talk about our books and post their opinions online, and we could share them,” I said. “We could take advantage of the biggest audience in the world—the internet. Isn’t that the point of having Phenom’s resources?”


The left edge of Aetos’s lips curled in a half smile. “Feels naive. People could hate a book and be vicious about it. Could sink sales ten times more than a bad review. But I’ll get Jonathan’s team to build a model. I know how to listen to ideas. Gil wasn’t wrong about you.”


I felt a warming guilt at articulating ideas that I knew Gil thought of as silly, that Anna from Wyndham’s marketing team had looked confused by, but there was something in Aetos’s face that gave me permission to continue. I owned a house now, and somehow it had relieved me of my sanity.


“The thing is, Wyndham was doing fine. But if Phenom wants us to sell books in the same volume as their other products, we need new hires on the marketing team, who understand social media and love books,” I said. “Who will think through crucial marketing strategies. Books aren’t like your other products. Our campaigns are creative, and they change for every book and writer. We’ve got to play into individual strengths—race, culture, new styles. Marketing can’t be doing it from a template, like it’s the launch of the latest headphones.”


“I wasn’t aware that we were confusing books for headphones,” said Aetos, his face a flat, smooth canvas.


“I didn’t mean—”


Aetos waved my sentence away. “We, Gil and I, have been talking about your future here at Wyndham… at Phenom. I want to promote you.”


I felt a sweeping rush of relief.


“To co–editorial director,” said Aetos.


I wondered if I had heard him correctly.


“But Gil is editorial director,” I said.


“Yes, that’s correct,” said Aetos, affectionate, cheerful, as if faced with his own, slow child. “But we need a young, diverse voice as much as the older, experienced one. You will both run the show, side by side. You’ve been here nearly the same number of years, and it’ll be great—the yin to each other’s yang. You’ll balance and thrive.” He held up his palms to illustrate scales, his right hand sinking as his left hand raised, then his left hand sinking as his right hand raised.


“But I’m not even an executive editor. I’m a senior editor now.”


Aetos set down the hourglass on the desk. Fine sand began to trickle through an invisible funnel within the glass.


“You do want this, Lila, yes?”


Something in his face sent a chill through me.


“Of course, yes,” I said. “I just, Gil—”


“Excellent. That’s what matters. Titles are about earning them. That’s all you need to focus on.” Aetos laughed suddenly, a higher sound than I had expected, and threw up his hands, their shadows dancing behind him on the white wall, next to the rearing horse. “Besides, I’m the boss. ”


Aetos and I looked at each other for a long moment. I nodded slowly.


“There’s just one thing,” I said.


He did not reply, and I felt my palms grow cold.


“I’ve had a personal… a death… in my family. In India.”


Aetos’s face was without emotion, his head angled at a slight tilt.


“I was going to take a break—my first in three years—for two weeks.


But because of my grandfather’s death… and some personal… some family matters around inheritance, I might need more time away.”


I realized I was drumming my fingers again and stopped myself. Aetos had tilted his head to the other side.


“I could work remotely,” I said in a rush of breath. “And because of my planned vacation, I had already made plans for Gil and my team to handle some of the season. Nothing would be disrupted at all.” I exhaled as Aetos touched the paperweight with the tips of his fingers.


“How long?” he asked, lifting the paperweight into the air.


I felt the desire to laugh. It was almost a relief that he had asked no questions around my state of mind and only the logistics of my travel.


“Eight, maybe ten weeks. I need to settle some legal affairs.”


Aetos looked up at me. “What if I said no?”


For a few moments, I stared at the white wall in front of me. “I think I have to go,” I said slowly.


Aetos looked reflective, as if weighing the trouble of losing my institutional knowledge versus having a senior employee on another continent for two months. Suddenly brisk, he set the paperweight down with a thud, startling me.


“Eight weeks remote. Not a day more. You’re lucky we are still in the process of transitioning Wyndham into Phenom, so it’s good timing for you as the administrative processes get sorted out. You can complete trainings remotely. I’ll expect weekly progress reports on the work you do while you’re away.”


I LAY ON the grass in the little park that I crossed daily to reach work. Subway commuters rushed past me, a blur in the glare of the white sun. The sun felt good on my face, antibacterial and hot. I wondered if it could give me cancer. My phone lay next to me on the grass, and I thought about calling my father and Iva.


“Lila, what the fuck?” Molly, palm over her eyes, shading her face from the glare, was standing over me.


“Oh god. I forgot I said I would call you right after.”


“I thought you were a goner,” she said, dropping to the grass next to me.


“You and me both.”


“I screeched into Gil’s office to find out, and there he was, his face like that Munch painting,” said Molly as she let all of her features sag, her mouth opened in a silent scream.


I laughed, despite myself. She reached into her bag and produced two plastic cups and a mini bottle of wine.


“I thought we should celebrate. You would be the boss of me, right?”


“No one could be the boss of you, Mol.” I took the cup.


“Gil knows you deserve it.” She fell silent, caught in her lie—we both knew that Gil, at fifty-six, did not think that I deserved to be his professional equal at twenty-nine. “He wants it for you, but he’s worried they’ll push him out.” Her voice softened—we both loved Gil for what he had done for our lives, black and brown girls who might have spent years we could not have afforded as assistants but for our trailblazing, insistent mentor.


I brushed crumbs off my pants. “Gil will continue to lead editorial.”


“With you,” said Molly.


I struggled to find the right words, because with Molly, I wanted them to be the truth.


“Gil and I work well together,” I said. “We always have.”


She nodded. “Do you think it was optics, them promoting the two of us?”


I heard the edge in her voice, the reflection of my own impostor syndrome.


“Who cares?” I said. “I think they’re fucking lucky to have us because we’re crazy good at the job.”


“Better to promote us before we’re poached—I mean, who doesn’t want a diverse face in senior management. Do you know how hard we are to come by?” said Molly as we laughed.


As a child in Kolkata, I was pale, overprotected, and kept out of the fierce Indian sun. We went from air-conditioned cars with tinted windows to cool classrooms to curtained homes. I kept my pale color, and my relatives made happy comments on my fair skin—inherited from my mother. “European, almost,” I once heard my grandaunt say in hushed, awed tones.


But in New York, there was no escaping the sun, and I had turned the dark brown that defined my identity. At Columbia, I once overheard a professor, trying to remember my name, refer to me as “that dark girl,” and it had felt both shocking and natural. As a woman in India, I was not Indian enough—a foreign look to my skin, words, ears, and now my face too dark for husbands. In Brooklyn, I was a creature from elsewhere, like everyone, except the literary canon who occupied their brownstones as one might a kingdom. It seemed crazy that my color might deny me husbands one week, get me promoted in another, and mean mysterious things across geographies.


Guilt flooded me even as Molly and I brought our cups together, the dull thud of plastic against itself anticlimactic. But slowly the sun-warmed rosé worked its way into my veins, and the thought entered my head that I had permission to be powerful now.


BY FOUR, THE wine had worn off. I had unhappy family to reunite with, a boss with outsize expectations as I was about to go on leave, and the loss of my grandfather felt like a continuous thrum in my chest. Had he declined so rapidly that he had remembered his grandchild in America one morning and changed his will suddenly, before he had had a second chance to be rational? Had he mistakenly left his ancestral home to his memory of the seven-year-old child he had once known, the nineteen-year-old he had last met? And how would I pretend to know anything about being management? I made an insurmountable list of things to do.


Almost everyone had left the office—the publishing industry took summer Fridays off, to start their weekends early, and it was the last Friday of August. I joined Gil on the Wyndham patio, the Williamsburg Bridge stretching in front of us like a silver arc over the sunlit water. Gil looked tired, with none of the fury I had steeled myself for. As he wiped his glasses with the end of his linen jacket, he seemed older than he was.


“God, when did the furniture here get so comfortable?” he asked, leaning back in the neon lounge chair.


“The minute we stopped paying for it ourselves.”


We smiled together. Gil closed his eyes against the bright blue of the sky.


“Molly and you celebrated at lunch?”


“She brought wine.”


He shook his head, smiling, eyes still closed.


“I’m sorry, Gil,” I said.


Gil’s chest rose and fell.


“You saw it firsthand, I guess,” he said. “How much I wanted to be king.”


He swept his hand in a flourish across the terrace, the boardroom behind us, attempting humor.


“It’s your kingdom,” I said.


“Yeah.” He deflated. “Do you think you’ll take it?”


“Take what?” I said, realizing immediately what he meant. “The promotion? What do you mean?”


Gil opened his eyes and sat up slowly, elongating his back as he chose his words with care.


“You could be anywhere you want, doing the thing you love best—finding great books, great stories. Publishing them. Somewhere that will let you do that.”


I laughed. “You’re not trying to get rid of me, are you?”


“No,” he said, serious. “I don’t like that Malcolm is pitting us against each other, but if I’m here, I want you here. You’re part of the reason I do my job well. If it were up to me, I would say ‘Let’s build this thing together.’ But is that what you want?”


I felt sweat prick at my eyelids even though the terrace air was cool, gusts of East River wind blowing my hair around my face.


“You’re not suggesting that I can’t have a seat at the big-boy board table, are you? I mean, why wouldn’t I want this—I’ve earned it as much as you and Molly.”


“Of course you have,” said Gil. He paused. “I’m saying that it’ll be more money than we’ve ever had. You’ll get prestige. But, Lila, it won’t be the same kind of book business. And I don’t mind that, but I have a feeling you might. You always loved the books. You wanted to get each one right. You wanted to stay small, curated. You like writers, Lila, not the business part of it.”


I got to my feet, pushing the lounge chair back with my knees.


“You’re not my teacher anymore,” I said.


“Okay,” he said with an easy shrug, lying back again, closing his eyes as I walked away.
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IN THE EARLY 1980s, Mihir De, my father, had sold his parents’ house in Shyambazar, the neighborhood in North Kolkata best known for its theater groups and populous markets. The old bungalow with its mix of colonial and Indian influences had been too painful to keep after Mihir’s parents had both died, one after another, in a double whammy of cardiac failure. He moved to Ballygunge, a wealthy neighborhood in the south of the city—into the little apartment that his mother had bought in the ’60s with savings from her job as a high court judge. Soon after, he met a girl who lived down the street in a five-story house—one of the many historical zamindar properties of Kolkata, a splendor of cement and stone—and had fallen headlong in love.


She was his first serious girlfriend, bony, with thick eyebrows and large eyes that filled her face, coarse hair curling around her shoulders, a fragility emanating from her at all times. (On the rare occasion my father talked about her, a mix of contempt and admiration would taint him, raising something inside me that felt the need to shield her—she who by then was thousands of miles away. When he would speak of her with hate, it would make me hate him, even while I agreed with him, and this shocking, complex burden was too large a secret to keep, but I did.)


My mother had been barely twenty when she had asked my father to marry her—a feminist proposal unheard of for the time, but she had no time to waste—she was too hungry to get out of the big house and to find some love. My father had agreed without reservation, wildly abandoning himself to the first love of his life (the biggest, he once told me after two martinis, another secret we would both keep for good). They had moved into his apartment, only a short walk—barely half a mile—from her mansion, but it had felt like light-years of blessed distance for my mother.


TWO YEARS INTO an unhappy marriage with my mother, my father had met my stepmother. Older than him by a couple of years, she had been a junior partner in the New York division of the legal firm where he worked. Iva Lechner had arrived in Kolkata to consult on a case that my father had built, and together they ensured that a class action by workers at a mill against the Indian government succeeded. Each of the 416 workers of Maharajah Mills had received two thousand rupees, but my father’s car had been set on fire in the middle of the night by local goons who worked for the corrupt party in power, the People’s Left. In the pre-cell-phone year that followed, each time my father worked late, his parents and my mother lived in fear that he might have been beaten or killed in an alley. Everywhere we went, we looked over our shoulders, shadowy shapes terrorizing our subconscious or throwing rocks into our windows, one of which almost shattered the family terrier Rexy’s skull. Eventually, we were forgotten, but my father never got that taste of India out of his mouth.


Quickly afterward, he fell intensely in love with Iva, who began to make frequent trips to Kolkata from the New York office. When my mother found out, my parents divorced in a public spectacle, screaming at each other on streets, once even yanking on either of my arms, she then escaping to the highest tower of the Lahiri castle, he retreating abroad, the bitterest of custody battles, a judge in an airless courtroom auto-awarding her my life, without a second glance at our papers and lives (surely, mothers were meant to mother—anything else an aberration to society), he finding refuge in the good, kind arms of his fair-maiden equal-pay savior-colleague, who led him into the suburbs of Connecticut, where screaming and feeling and passion and fear were whispers on the edges of the dark clouds my father exorcised in therapy.


I, too, was welcome, but inside me lived my mother’s demons, and so I had never found any peace. At sixteen, I had moved to America to live with my father and stepmother, in the cocoon they had built with two dogs and two children, in an updated three-story brick-and-stone Queen Anne Victorian. There were four bedrooms, and I had my own, the first real privacy of my life. As I wandered through the halls, into the spacious kitchen with its granite island, past the maple cabinets and double oven, past the tiled Victorian mantels, onto the porch, it was with the feeling of a forest person who had moved in with a pedigreed family. To me, it was an otherworld. Even as my half siblings tried to share their things and their feelings with me, and my stepmother cooked for us, it felt like I had somehow intruded on a private family moment and had sat down at the table when nobody was looking.


I FELL INTO a thick fog of sleep on the train to Hartford. The house usually smelled of the tea cakes that my stepmother baked for my visits. It should have filled me with warmth, the cozy existence of it. Instead, a low jealousy hummed inside me every time I saw my stepmother tuck a strand of my half sister Robin’s hair behind her ear or when my father took my half brother, Avi, to a game, their half-brown, half-white skin (even my father felt caramel within those walls) the perfect contrast to the red-brick home they belonged so entirely in.


My phone buzzed, insistent. I jerked awake as the train pulled into its stop, the fabric of an anxious dream slipping away, a news alert for Obama’s weekly address gleaming up at me, outlining the furor of candidates who were trying to unseat the Democrats in the next election.


It was a short walk from the Hartford station to my father’s house. The exterior was exactly as it always had been—inviting, the glow of yellow lamplight soft against the midnight-blue evening sky. I had grown from teenager to adult in this house, returning from college like my half siblings, for holidays and laundry, and yet I had always been looking in from the outside.


“Li.”


Robin came barreling out of the house. Robin had been five years old when I had first met her. She had shadowed me for a year and a half until I gave in and loved her back. She smelled like a Yankee Candle, of strong cinnamon and apples, as she hugged me.


“What are you doing standing out here? We’ve been waiting for you. Cake’s almost done.”


“How’s college, button? You staying away from those frat boys?”


“I love the library. It’s huge.” Robin dragged me across the grass by the hand, into the house. “When can you visit? You can stay in my dorm. We drink vodka in transparent plastic bottles, and the professors think it’s water.” She giggled. “Don’t tell Daddy, or he’ll lecture me on how much tuition he’s paying again.”


Inside, my father was in an armchair, drinking tea and spilling shortbread crumbs into the pages of the book he was reading.


“Lila,” he said, rising with pleasure, as he set the John Grisham face down on the ottoman at his feet, crumbs sprinkling everywhere.


“Hi, Baba.”


My siblings were regularly hugged by my father, but he and I had the language of nods and unspoken affections that passed between Indian children born in the ’80s and their fathers. I dreamed of crossing over into the land of effortless holding and kissing that my siblings were citizens of. My father and I smiled at each other instead, and for the moment, it was enough.


“Is that Lila?”


Iva, my stepmother, came in from the kitchen, her blond-gray curls in a pile on top of her head, her face red from the heat of the oven. She smelled like Robin, and she kissed me on my cheek with easy warmth, the kind she had always extended. Through the windowpanes in the garden, Avi, flanked by rosemary bushes, laughed at something on his phone as he raised his hand in a wave to me.


AT DINNER, MY father and Iva sat at opposite ends of the table, flanked by Avi and me and Robin. Hartford was cooler than Brooklyn, and the midsummer evening temperature felt like a relief. A chicken, golden brown, in a pool of citrus slices and white wine, sat at the center of the table—Iva’s specialty, which I had hated for its blandness as a teenager but loved now.


“How’s the book business, Li?” asked Avi.


Avi and I had only warmed to each other as adults; in our childhood, we were warriors for my father’s distracted attention, and Avi resented the sudden split of his mother’s attention three ways instead of two, the bulk of which was heaped onto me, the brooding new entrant whom Iva was careful to never scold or ground. Avi had longed for the freedom to be me, who apparently could curse (testing out teenspeak to fit into my American private school), steal (money from my dad’s wallet), and smoke (out of my bedroom window) without punishment. Instead, they took me to therapy and, in Avi’s eyes, coddled me with more love (the kind that was too unfamiliar for me to know what to do with). Avi did not know that I longed to be scolded and loved in the same way that Iva mothered her own children, whom she was never careful around.


Years later, one summer, a premed Avi came home from college with his roommate, Akiko. Iva had made up the guest room and asked me to put towels in the adjoining bathroom for Akiko. When I entered the room, Avi and Akiko had their arms around each other, their naked passion for each other so powerful that I gasped before hurrying away. As I disappeared down the hallway, I knew Avi had seen me, but I never mentioned it to him or anyone else, and when he finally came out to our family two years later, it was with a transformation of our relationship from wary housemates to real friends.


“Aetos has installed expensive armchairs in all the lobbies, and we have a coffee machine worth twenty thousand dollars in the kitchen now,” I said.


“He’s a smart man, worth twenty-seven billion dollars,” said my father.


“He lives on electrolytes,” I said to my father.


“A self-made visionary,” my father, reproachful, informed me.


“That must be why he made me co–editorial director today,” I said, my tone light.


My parents were stunned, I could tell. I wondered if they, too, thought it might be a diversity promotion. But their pleasure was genuine.


Iva clapped her hands together. “What? Lila, that’s wonderful.”


“All of my professors want to pitch you their book ideas,” Robin said.


“I’m going to tell Professor Belleti immediately so he kisses my ass a little more in class.”


My father pulled out his phone, putting on his glasses. “I’ll send a Whatsup to the family.”


“WhatsApp,” corrected Avi.


“Does this mean I can use nepotism to get a job at Phenom?” asked Robin.


“I thought you wanted to become a lawyer,” I said.


“To Lila,” said Avi, raising his glass of wine as they toasted me, the family that had accepted me into their fold.


We ate the chicken, Avi and Robin fighting over the dark meat, as they always had, my parents resigned to eating the breast. I discovered a cinnamon stick on my plate.


“I didn’t realize there was cinnamon in this,” I said. “That’s why mine doesn’t taste the same.”


Iva’s face suffused with happiness. “Have you been trying to make it?” she asked.


It was her mother’s trademark recipe, and she was pleased that I wanted to inherit it. This was how we had built our bridge, Iva and I, with little bricks of polite kindness extended to each other over the years, each one reassuring the other on loop that we might belong together, failing and achieving, my father happy with me for trying, the whole thing forming a shaky terrain beneath my feet.


“Avi, stop hogging the potatoes,” said Robin, gesturing impatiently.


“I’m going to India,” I said. I had planned to tell my father in an email, but the sentence rushed out of me, taking me by as much surprise as my family.


My father frowned. “It’s August. The monsoon must have arrived in Kolkata.”


“Dadu died,” I said.


The Labrador—with its warm, golden fur—shifted on my feet. Everything in the house was golden. My eyes stung beneath the hum of the wine that I had sipped on an empty stomach. There was a silence as my family grappled to understand what to say.


“He was a good man,” murmured my father, a sadness floating onto his face.


“I know how much you loved him, Lila,” said Iva, her sympathy requiring nothing of me.


I nodded at her, grateful.


“What happened to him?” asked Robin, cautious, as she was when asking about a family she knew nothing about, a Wild West of her father’s past life.


“He had trouble with his kidneys. They tried dialysis, but it didn’t work.”


“I’m sorry, Li,” said Avi quietly. I imagined him trying to conjure my grandfather, a man he had never met, in a country he had traveled to only twice.


“He left me the house,” I said.


There was a stillness to their shock, and the Labrador tensed beneath my toes, alerting to the shift.


“Wow,” said Avi, shaking his head. “You’re full of surprises today.”


“Is it a big house? It’s a big house, isn’t it?” asked Robin. “Do you have a picture, Li?”


“Robin,” admonished Iva, instantly rendering me the guest whom her children were gaping at.


I smiled. “Yeah, it’s big. Ma’s whole family lives in it.” My feet were beginning to sweat. I slid them out from under the dog. “Including her,” I added.


“I didn’t know you were that close to Tejen Babu,” said my father. “When did you talk to him last?”


“We talked on the phone—he would call on Sundays,” I said, guilt sticking to my ribs.


I had missed far too many of my grandfather’s calls, and had not noticed when he hadn’t called last week.


My father looked puzzled as he tugged on his earlobe. “But why would he leave it to you, darling?” he asked. “And not his brothers, or your mother?”


I felt something crumple inside me. I shook my head.


“I don’t know,” I said to my father.


Iva leaned over and touched my hand. We ate in silence for a few minutes, the tinkle of our forks and knives polite against our plates. I thought of my large, messy family in India, mouths and fingers and silverware and opinions, all chaotic and clattering against each other at dinnertime.


“What are you going to do, Lila?” asked my father quietly.


Dr. Laramie had asked me the same question. I could see that my father wanted to know.


“I don’t know. I have to go there, see what’s going on, probably get a lawyer.”


My father looked at me for a long moment. “Are you sure? You don’t have to. We could handle it from here.”


“I’m sure,” I said.


My father shook his head, in the exact stubborn tilt I recognized as my own. “I don’t like it. Why would Tejen Babu throw a young girl in the middle of all this? That family won’t like it either.”


“I’m not a young girl, Baba,” I said hotly. “I was his family too. We were”—I choked on the word—“close. I don’t see what’s so crazy about a grandfather leaving a house to his granddaughter.”


We looked at each other, both of our chins jutting and mutinous. My father sighed, relenting, and stood up.


“I’m going to get you in touch with Palekar at my firm,” he said.


My father had not worked at that firm in Kolkata in almost thirty years, but he considered it his, a dot on a map in a country that was indelibly ours.


I nodded. Introducing me to his old friend and former colleague, a lawyer who knew the ways of Kolkata, was my father’s way of rescuing me.


“Can I stay at your apartment?” I asked my father.


“But the big house is yours now, isn’t it?” said Robin. “You’re not going to stay there?”


“The apartment is yours,” said my father as Iva frowned at Robin. “I’ll tell Palekar to send someone to get it ready for you.”


“It’s wonderful that you’re going to spend some time in it. We’ve been saying how it’s a waste sitting there empty, waiting for one of our visits,” said Iva as she put more chicken, more potatoes on my plate.


“When will you come back?” asked Robin. “You’re coming back, right?”


Something thudded in my chest, and for a moment, I was out of breath.


“Of course I’m coming back,” I said lightly. “I mean, I just got promoted, didn’t I?”


The last time I’d been in Kolkata, ten years ago, I was nineteen, my first and only visit since moving to the US. I was with my father and stepmother and my siblings—the trip was their pilgrimage to an unfamiliar country that was an enigmatic part of their DNA. We traveled like tourists, visiting relatives, taking trips on boats at the ghat, eating in iconic Park Street restaurants, shopping at Fabindia. I had left the country only three short years before, and to be a tourist felt akin to a perpetual state of make-believe.


LATER, THERE WAS the cake that Iva and Robin had baked, and vermouth, and my father and Avi played Scrabble in the living room. It was a game they had started without me, and so I watched from the outside, their tiles coming to life in my mind, the words beautiful objects to focus on: silky, teat, tenuous, limbic, snarl.


“Dad, ‘potrero’ isn’t a word,” said Avi. “It’s a hill in San Francisco.”


“You’re trying to be a doctor, not a police officer, Avi,” said my father, grim.


“Baba, he’s right,” I said, laughing.


“Quiet. You are not even playing,” said my father.


“I’m playing by proxy,” I said, leaning over Avi’s shoulder.


“No playing by proxy,” said my father, irritated.


Robin came into the living room, strapped to a backpack larger than her torso, a full trash bag in either hand.


“Darling, I wish you would use the suitcases I sent you. They have chargers built into them,” said Iva, from the chair where she was drinking wine and reading.


“Mom, they’re too pretty to put my sweaty stuff into,” said Robin. “This is fine. See you later, alligators.”


“What time is your bus?” asked my father. “Do you need a ride?”


“Nine thirty,” said Robin.


“I got it,” said Avi, rising to stretch. “Thanks for dinner, Mom. Baba, I’ll beat you next time.”


“A fantasy,” said my father, grim.


“I’ll head out too,” I said, laughing as I reached for my handbag.


“I’ll call you an Uber,” said my father.


“No way. The station is such a short walk.”


“It’s late,” said my father. “You’re not taking the train.” He tapped his phone vigorously. “It is done. Jaspreet will be here in ten minutes.”


I exhaled as my siblings snickered. Iva patted me on the arm.


“It’ll make me feel better too,” she said.


WE GATHERED ON the porch, Avi’s white compact gleaming in the moonlight.


“Call me if you need anything,” said my father as he handed me my thin jacket, the concern in his voice transparent. We had not talked about what it might mean for me to be confronted by my mother, but it had to have been uppermost in his mind.


Iva handed me a Tupperware of cake. “Bring the box with you next time,” she said as we hugged, their worry hanging over me. I knew that they would stay up talking about me after we were gone.


“And call Palekar as soon as you land,” said my father, arms folded across his chest. “Property and inheritance can be a complex matter. Lots of people in that house. They can’t be happy about this.”


Outside on the porch, I held Robin close. “Don’t drink too much, okay? It makes you stupid.”


“Text me from India,” she said. “C’mon, dada, I’m gonna miss the bus.”


Avi kissed my cheek. “Call if you need anything,” he said, exactly like my father.


I watched them drive away, the wheels of Avi’s Jetta silent in the night, escaping from suburbia, as I climbed into my waiting cab.


IT WAS ALMOST midnight when I reached my building in Brooklyn, bag, jacket, and Tupperware in one hand as I fumbled for my keys with the other hand. A drunk man pushing a supermarket trolley ambled by.


“Mornin’, hotcakes.” He winked at me.


I closed my fist around the keys, deep inside my purse, one eye on my admirer, who had stopped to watch me as he put one hand into his trousers and pulled out his penis.


“Put that away, or I’m going to have to call the officer again, Charley,” I said, turning the key into the rusted lock, which needed a thousand turns before it would give.


I pushed open the door and pulled my phone from my bag. The phone rang, once, twice, three times—before the fourth ring, it abruptly went to voicemail.


As I took it away from my ear, it lit up.


Hey, you good?


Yeah, I typed back.


If Seth didn’t answer my call, it meant he was with someone else. We had an unspoken code—one that even allowed for emergencies, the emoji of a lemon. I wondered if this qualified as an emergency.


You up? I asked.


He began to type, then stopped, then began to type again. The three dots appeared and disappeared until they swam, my eyes watering against the brightness of the screen in the darkness of the hall.


Nvm. I added an X, a casual kiss belonging firmly in the genre of booty calls, a light throwaway that would reassure Seth. Next time.


The dots bubbled again. As I walked up the stairs, Seth was still typing.


Go back to ur night, I said, then added an exclamation mark.


U good? asked Seth again.


I sent back a brown thumbs-up, and the dots disappeared. I kicked off my shoes even before I was fully inside my apartment, shedding clothes, bag, scarf, bracelet like skin, locking the door behind me.
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