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CHAPTER 1 [image: ]


It all started with a song. That was pretty much the way things worked in our family. When my aaji was born, she claimed she sang so loudly, the whole neighborhood could hear her voice trickling out the bungalow window in India.

I’m pretty sure my grandmother was exaggerating and that she was born crying, like most newborns. But she swore that the babies in our family came into this world singing. Including me. Besides, Aaji and Aai, my grandmother and mom, were two really famous classical singers in India. We came from a long line of Hindustani classical singers, going back centuries, so maybe there was a teeny-tiny chance Aaji’s story was real.

And maybe, in just a few weeks, my baby brother will arrive singing, I thought as my best friend, Penn, and I galloped in place, him on a big bad wolf and me on a pig spring rider, at Deadwood Commons, the park in the middle of our neighborhood.

Just ahead, under the wooden shelter with picnic benches that families could eat lunches on, three middle school kids were huddled around a cell phone, staring intently at it and laughing. I recognized the tallest one, Rohan, who had ridden the bus with us in elementary school, back when we were in third grade and he was in fifth.

“Did I tell you our Bark in the Park song got approved?” Penn asked, bunching his knees up on the wolf so he fit a little better. We had been playing on these old springy toys since we were in first grade, so I guess one of us was bound to outgrow them at some point. “I finally get to sing onstage and not for school. My mom even said she’d take time off work to be there for it.”

“That’s amazing,” I said.

“Guess I should get used to singing in public, huh?” Penn brushed one of his blond ringlets out of his eyes and cleared his throat. “Happy bark day to you,” Penn began to sing, a little shakily, and a lot off-key.

“Bark is for trees. Trees line the park,” I continued, controlling my voice despite the literal spring in the pig’s step. I beamed at Penn, proud of the lyrics I had written for this song full of words that had multiple meanings. Since kindergarten, figuring out the different meanings one word can have was kind of my thing. I already had filled two neon-yellow notebooks and was working on a third.

“Dogs like to bark at Bark in the Park!” we both sang loudly, together.

From under the shelter, Rohan laughed even louder, rolling back on the concrete until his shoulder-length black hair grazed the ground.

“What are you two singing?” he called out to us.

I looked at Penn, my palms starting to sweat. Rohan wasn’t asking in a nice way. He was asking it like he was ready to say something mean as soon as we answered.

“Geetanjali wrote it,” Penn replied, slowing down on his wolf. “We’re singing it at Bark in the Park.”

Rohan looked at his friends. “That makes sense. Because it sounds like this when you sing it…” He threw his head back and howled, “A-wooooo!”

His friends sneered; their laughs seemed to echo in the hollow shelter.

“Ignore them,” I muttered as Penn’s cheeks started to burn pink; I wished they’d stop laughing or that I had the guts to tell them they were being mean. “You were good,” I added, feeling my belly bounce around even more than it did when I was rocking on the pig.

Rohan and his friends finally went back to staring at Rohan’s phone and I breathed a little easier, trying not to think about how we would be going to school with them next fall when we were sixth graders. “You’re going to do great singing onstage at Bark in the Park, just like at school,” I said.

Penn forced a smile and nodded.

I wondered if he knew I had sort of lied about his singing. He wasn’t hitting every note like me, but I had been doing this all my life. Aai taught Hindustani classical singing classes in our basement every week, and each class performed at various Indian cultural associations’ events all the time. Unlike Penn, I practically grew up onstage. In fact, I’d be singing onstage with Aai at a celebration of the Marathi Hindu new year, Gudhi Padwa, tonight. So why was I suddenly feeling anxious about singing with Penn?

I looked at the middle schoolers. Rohan’s back was to us now, and he had clearly moved on to talking about other things.

Penn turned to me. “I’m nervous, but I know it will be good for me to go up there and do it, and you’ll be with me, so I won’t be as scared.” Penn seemed to be saying this more to himself than to me. “Plus, the winner gets a gift certificate to Good Doggy.”

“Wait. You’re getting a dog?” I asked with a quiver of jealousy. Penn had just gotten a creepy pet snake named Gertrude. She was Penn’s reward for getting good grades on his tests last semester. (And his mom-guilt present, since Mrs. Witherspoon had to miss yet another of his Rubik’s Cube competitions because of work.)

Penn adored Gertrude, but I didn’t get the fuss about a pet snake. It didn’t interact with you the way a dog would, which was my ideal pet, and one I’d been begging my parents to get me for ages. My parents decided to give me a little brother instead.

“No,” Penn replied, running his fingers through his blond curls. “Good Doggy sells all sorts of pet stuff. I’m going to get Gertrude a bigger terrarium if we win.” Penn groaned, turning his legs to the side. “Can we do something else now? I’m way too tall for the wolf and it’s really hurting my knees.”

I watched Penn turn his head to the Wall of Doom, a super-dangerous, not-up-to-code (in my expert opinion) rock-climbing wall that the homeowner’s association had just installed in our playground last week. It made me nervous just to look at it.

“How about we go home and play soccer in your yard?” I suggested, not wanting to test my luck on risky playground equipment.

Penn groaned. “We just did that yesterday.”

“Okay, then, how about we ride our bikes to the library?”

“We did that Thursday after school, when I wanted to visit the snakes at Reptile Rescue Center,” Penn countered.

I looked around us at the few clumps of snow left in the March grass. It was now my turn to sigh.

“So how about we climb the wall?” Penn asked, heading toward it.

“There’s a reason it’s called the Wall of Doom, you know,” I said to Penn.

Penn shook his head. “Nobody calls it that except for you. You always think of the worst possible things that can happen when you don’t like something.”

I frowned. “Do not.” Although, I kinda did. But it was sort of like Aaji’s exaggerating-things trait. Except instead of making a story better, my habit just made me more scared.

“Besides,” Penn continued, “Deepak told me he’d meet me here to climb the wall, so you might as well join us.”

I scrunched my face up and swung my leg forcefully over the pig. I suddenly didn’t want to be at the park anymore. Deepak, the new kid in our fifth-grade class, had just moved here last month and lived on the other side of the creek behind Penn’s backyard. He was good at everything, from my mom’s singing class to becoming friends with Penn to climbing the Wall of Doom, apparently. I didn’t feel the need to be around that show-off, either.

“Please?” Penn asked, reaching his hand timidly toward a pink grip near the bottom of the wall.

Behind him, Rohan and his friends were running past the bulletin board with the neighborhood announcements and jumping up to tap the lowest wooden beam on the roof. A gust of wind caused a neon-green flyer from the bulletin board to zip near us.

I dug my tennis shoe into the bit of snow crumbling away on the grass. “Why don’t you climb it while you’re waiting for Deepak, and I’ll time you?” I suggested.

Penn’s smile faded, but he quickly nodded and threw me his watch.

My stomach dropped as I hit the timer. Penn scaled the wall, going higher and higher. The word “scale” has lots of different meanings. It could mean the bumps on the skin of a snake. It could mean a musical scale. It could mean climbing higher. The list went on and on. And so did Penn, climbing up and up, till he was almost to the top.

But what if his palms were sweaty and he fell? What if the wall was slick from some tiny remaining drops of the rain-snow mix we had last night, and he lost his footing and fell? What if he got dizzy at the top and fell? What if he got distracted and… yeah, fell?

I shook my head, doing my best to throw out the bad thoughts and stop my imagination from getting the best of me.

“Whoa,” Penn squealed, just missing the grip and almost losing his footing along with it.

Or maybe I should let my imagination do its thing. Clearly, it was better to be prepared for the worst-case scenario than surprised by it.

“You should probably come down!” I rushed toward Penn.

Penn furrowed his eyebrows at me and sighed, slowly making his way down. “Thanks for cheering me on, Geetanjali,” he grumbled sarcastically. “You can stop the timer; I didn’t make it all the way up, so it doesn’t count.”

I cleared my watch and pulled the sleeves of my hoodie down past my hands. What was he talking about? I always cheered Penn on. I was the one who agreed to sing onstage with him in June, despite how embarrassing it might be since he couldn’t sing really well. “You should be thanking me for saving your life. This is why we should stick to doing things I suggest, like soccer. It’s just safer,” I retorted. Then a staticky announcement shouted at us.

“Attention, everyone!”

Startled, Penn slipped and fell a couple feet, landing hard on his bottom in a pile of mulch.

“You okay?” I asked, rushing to his side.

Penn nodded, brushing himself off as we turned toward the sound.

It was Lark Conovan. Her mom was mayor of Deadwood. They lived on the other side of the neighborhood, where the woods were the thickest, and where all the big, sprawling homes in Deadwood were, with their spaced-out yards and acres of privacy. She was a grade younger than us, but Penn and I saw her on the bus every morning, sitting alone in the first seat.

“Friends and fans, you’re invited to the show of the century. Gather round for my latest hit song!” Lark announced into a blue portable microphone that amplified her voice and matched the navy-blue stegosaurus bike helmet she wore on her head.

Apparently, everyone had decided today was the day to sing in the park.

I bent down to pick up the neon-green flyer and watched as Lark threw her head back and began to belt out the latest Skye Suh-Oliviera hit into the microphone. Except, unlike super-famous pop star Skye, Lark couldn’t hold a tune. Not like Penn, who missed a note here and there. Lark didn’t hit any note. That didn’t seem to stop her, though. She sang loudly, off-key, her voice cracking.

“What is she doing?” I whispered to Penn as we neared the impromptu show, my ears burning in embarrassment on her behalf.

Penn shrugged. “I’ve seen her sing into her microphone on her bike before. I think she just likes to sing.”

Lark added some dance moves to her song, twisting and twirling, making it even harder on herself to sing. The kids in the shelter began laughing hysterically. Rohan was wiping tears from his face. Next to him, a girl was holding her ponytail in front of her eyes to cover them and was cringing as she laughed. The other kid took out his phone and began to record her.

This was even worse than when they laughed at me and Penn. What if they sent the video to the entire middle school and everyone teased Lark for the rest of the year? I barely knew Lark, but I didn’t want her humiliated by these bullies.

Penn shook his head. “We have to stop this.”

“Go tell her to stop singing so they’ll stop laughing,” I whispered.

“What?” Penn whispered back angrily as Rohan’s high-pitched laughter almost drowned out Lark’s song. Her lip was trembling in fear, but she kept going, looking at me and Penn for help. “No. One of us needs to tell Rohan and his friends to stop laughing so she can keep singing.”

“Oh. Right,” I replied as Penn gave me a small frown, like he was disappointed in me. He was right. I hadn’t stopped them from laughing at Penn earlier, either. Obviously, I was the wrong candidate for the job: I wasn’t brave enough to speak up.

Lark’s face was flushed and she was stumbling over her lyrics, but she kept going. I opened my mouth but froze. What if I told them to stop and then they started laughing at me, too? Or what if they had a comeback and I didn’t have a comeback for their comeback? I was able to tell Penn he was good and try to undo the damage of Rohan and his friends a few minutes earlier, but this was different. This involved me stopping Rohan and his friends, and I couldn’t find the words to do that. Even if I did find them, I wasn’t sure I could get them out. I nudged Penn. “Do it.”

“They’re seventh graders. You do it,” Penn whispered back as the humiliating laughter grew louder and louder.

“Stop it!” said a voice from behind us.

Lark abruptly stopped singing as Penn and I turned to see Deepak standing behind us, his black hair glistening in the sunlight rather heroically.

“Stop laughing at her,” Deepak said to the older kids so forcefully, his lips almost got snagged in his braces. “Haven’t you heard of being inclusive and empowering each other?”

“Oh. Well, can’t we all just get along?” Rohan snorted, mocking Deepak.

The other kids snickered.

“Let’s go. Let the little kids play at the park,” Rohan added, walking away from us with his friends.

“How long was that going on?” Deepak asked Lark.

“Oh, just, like, half my song,” she announced into the microphone so it echoed loudly in the shelter.

“Why didn’t they listen when you told them to stop?” Deepak asked us.

“We didn’t actually get to that. We were trying to figure out what to say,” Penn answered, a trickle of sweat making its way down his cheek.

“And how to say it,” I added.

“What’s there to think about?” Deepak asked. “You just speak up.”

Lark turned to me with a look that seemed to last forever. One that made my stomach churn with guilt and my throat feel kind of tight.

I broke her stare and quickly turned to pin the neon flyer for the Mayor’s Community Grant that had landed next to my foot back to the bulletin board.

“We’re climbing the wall,” Deepak said to Lark. “Did you know static friction is formed when your hands or feet make contact with the grip? That helps rock climbers climb. And some scientists even climb to monitor bat populations,” he added, like he didn’t know how to make Lark feel better, so he just decided to throw a bunch of random facts her way. “Want to climb it with us?”

“No thanks,” Lark said, her eyes gleaming like they were about to spill over with tears. “My voice teacher is coming by in a few minutes for my lesson. See you around.” She gave Deepak a sad smile and took off on her bike, heading down the path and out of sight.

As Penn and Deepak started climbing the wall, I stared back at the shelter where Rohan’s laughter from just minutes earlier still haunted the air. What did Lark expect from me and Penn? We were just fifth graders. Rohan and his friends were older. It isn’t easy to stand up to middle schoolers or we would have. I think. A queasy feeling was rising in my throat. Sure, we were fifth graders. But Lark was a fourth grader. She must have been even more scared than us.

I slid my hood over my head, wishing I could disappear into it. Was Lark going to cry when she got home? Was she going to tell her voice teacher what happened and quit singing?

Anytime something bad happened, I thought about the moment over and over. That time in January when my dad hurt his ankle trying to help me? I can’t look at his feet anymore. Or that time when I was in first grade and tried to speak Marathi to my cousins in India and everyone laughed? There’s a reason I don’t speak Marathi now.

Had I just helped Lark form a memory like that, one that she would never forget? This wasn’t doomsday thinking. I knew this feeling from experience. And the thought of having played a part in making someone else feel bad about themselves felt gross, like a thick, sludgy soup of guilt stuck in my throat.
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That evening, I kept thinking about Lark as I stood backstage at Novi High School, the school thirty minutes away from Deadwood, that our Maharashtra Mandal had rented out to celebrate Gudhi Padwa.

“You ready?” Aai asked in the wings, adjusting the midnight-blue and mango-orange paithani sari she was wearing over her belly. It was covered in woven gold paisleys, and the padar over her shoulder had purple, magenta, and green woven peacocks and parrots sitting on flowery vines. “My strong, powerful, Geetanjali. You’re going to do so well. The baby is kicking in anticipation.” She smiled.

I nodded, my bangs grazing the upside-down crescentshaped, traditional Marathi tikli I wore on my forehead. Aai was eight months pregnant, and this was going to be our last performance onstage together before my baby brother was born. I was ready. We were showcasing songs I had been singing my whole life, and despite being afraid of lots of things, I didn’t have stage fright.

As a bunch of younger kids did a bharatanatyam dance onstage, I peeked out at the audience. Baba was in the front row, his cell phone ready to record us when it was our turn onstage. Jatin Kaka, our family friend and next-door neighbor, with thick gray hair and his left foot wrapped in gauze, walked up to the empty seat next to Baba.

I felt an immediate pit in my belly, thinking about Baba’s sprained ankle from earlier this year and my part in it. I saw Baba point to Jatin Kaka’s foot, probably asking him what happened. Jatin Kaka replied, gesturing to Baba’s ankle, and then they both started laughing.

“I bet they’re talking about how my out-of-control imagination made Baba sprain his ankle,” I said softly.

“Nonsense!” said a loud whisper behind me.

I turned to see Heena Mavshi, Jatin Kaka’s wife, standing behind me, her shiny copper snake bangle visible from the little light backstage.

“Your aai had to use the bathroom,” Heena Mavshi said, smiling at me.

I nodded. Aai had to do that a lot recently.

“They’re not laughing at you or talking about that old story. Jatin Kaka’s foot is the new talk of the mandal. He slipped on the last patch of ice left in all of Michigan last week. It’s just a sprain. He’ll be okay in a few days, the doctor said. And if they’re laughing, it’s because I’m sure Jatin is telling your dad one of his corny jokes again.”

I gave Heena Mavshi a small smile. Jatin Kaka did make a lot of those. Like, what’s a snake’s favorite place in Ann Arbor? The Natural Hisstory Museum. And as someone who enjoyed words, I liked his jokes.

I exhaled, trying to think about our performance to avoid looking at Baba and Jatin Kaka.

“Anyway, don’t get stuck in your head about the bad things that could be, shona,” Heena Mavshi continued, using the nickname she called every kid. “Focus on how much fun you’re going to have onstage with your mom. That’s the good thing that will be.” She reached into her cloth bag covered in traditional mirrorwork and pulled out a small note card. “For you,” she said, putting the small piece of cardstock in my hand.

Heena Mavshi gave me a small note card like this every couple of weeks. They weren’t blank note cards. They didn’t have science notes or drafts of a speech written on them either. They were her mini masterpieces. Heena Mavshi was a painter. And before she painted anything on a big canvas, she first used her finger to draw it out on her leg anytime she was sitting, and then she’d make a practice painting on a note card and give it to me.

I looked down at the art. It was swirls of pastels and neons, intertwining snakelike, and running loosely around the notecard.

“I call it, Potential,” Heena Mavshi said softly.

Aai rushed toward us, back from the bathroom and slightly out of breath. She peeked over my shoulder and smiled. “It’s beautiful.”

“Better than my painting of the cobra and mongoose that disturbs you every time you enter my house, huh?” Heena Mavshi winked, talking about the gigantic, wall-size painting she had in her living room of the two enemies in nature, fighting each other.

“Your painting doesn’t disturb me,” Aai whispered, sweating a little. I couldn’t tell if it was from feeling hot from her sprint from the bathroom to us, or if it was because she wasn’t exactly telling the truth. Aai was creeped out by snakes and she hated looking at them, so I knew she didn’t like it. “It just reminds me of the cobras that scared me growing up. But it’s still a beautiful piece of art.”

“And it isn’t about snakes being bad, or about fighting your enemy,” I chimed in as the bharatanatyam dancers wrapped up their performance. “It’s about conquering whatever is in your way at the moment. Whatever’s stopping you.”

Heena Mavshi beamed. “You always get my art, shona. You and your aaji. Jatin Kaka and I leave this weekend for India and when we come back in a few months, we’ll have her with us!”

I nodded as the audience applauded and the kid dancers headed offstage, rushing by us with excited giggles. Aaji normally flew by herself, but she had fallen in her bungalow in February and her hip was still healing, so Aai asked Aaji to fly back with Heena Mavshi, so she wouldn’t be alone.

“Let’s go,” Aai said, just as a volunteer nodded to us and motioned toward the stage.

“Go conquer whatever’s in your way and let the world hear your beautiful voice,” Heena Mavshi called out, waving to me.

I wiped my palms on my purple-and-green salwar kurta, adjusted the sky-blue chiffon odhni around my neck, pressed my tikli, making sure it was firmly in place between my eyes, and walked onto the stage behind Aai.

Aai and I touched the stage and put our hands to our foreheads, doing namaskar as a sign of respect and gratitude, before we took our places on the stage to perform. Then Aai did a namaskar to the audience, her palms together as she did a slight bow, thanking them for listening. Aai sat behind her harmonium that one of the stage volunteers had already put down. And I sat next to her, behind one of the microphones.

I looked out at the audience full of family and friends, and gave my dad a small smile as Aai announced the song we were singing and what raag it was in.

Raags are groupings of notes in classical Hindustani music, kind of like a scale but not exactly. Each raag has set notes in it, and the songs that are in those raags only consist of those notes. There are, like, a million of them, and I’d been memorizing them since I was little.

Aai began to play the first few notes on the harmonium keyboard. I took a deep breath, pushing aside whatever was in my way, ready to sing as my cue neared. I counted the beats to my introduction. I opened my mouth to belt out the song I had been learning for as long as I could remember. I knew it so well, I didn’t even have to think about the lyrics. It just came naturally.

And then I winced. Because every note that escaped my mouth was off. My high note was too high. My low note not low enough. A little boy in the front row near Baba covered his ears, and I watched his dad keep trying to pry his hands off them. But the kid refused.

Was this what Lark had gone through at the Commons when Rohan and his friends had laughed at her?

I tried to sing it right. I tried to find my sur, my pitch, but I ended up overcompensating and singing even higher than I was supposed to. It was so bad, I bet even my baby brother in Aai’s belly was appalled. I exhaled, ready for the next stanza. And then I squeaked so loudly, the microphone squealed with feedback, and everyone in the audience, including Baba, winced, rushing to cover their ears just like the boy in the front row. It was an unnerving sight: an audience of hundreds of people with their hands over their ears.

Even if it was just for a second, it was mortifying. I felt tears sting my eyes. I looked at Aai, who smiled like nothing had happened and sang louder.

I let her perform our raag solo, and stared at my bare feet in silence, swallowing the rest of my song.
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It had been three months since Gudhi Padwa, and a lot had changed. My baby brother, Alaap, had been born, and was now two months old. I’m pretty sure he was born wailing off-key, but Aaji told me on the phone from Pune that it was a song, just a different type of song. Either way, he was a sweet, smiling, cuddly baby. (When he wasn’t sobbing.) Aai had taken a break from teaching singing classes to take care of Alaap. School was over and I was officially a rising sixth grader on summer vacation.

But the most exciting change of all was about to happen. Aaji’s flight had landed, and in about an hour she’d be by my side, for the rest of summer.

I grinned, happy butterflies fluttering inside me as I set one of my neon-yellow notebooks onto the silver trunk next to my bed and rushed down the stairs and out the door to the garage, which felt extra hot from baking in the sun. I bent down ever so briefly to check the clear purple plastic mouse house by the garage stairs. Baba had put it out there in May, ever since I spotted mouse poop by the electric lawnmower. The mouse house still had a cracker in it but no mouse.

Up ahead, just past a crow missing some feathers who was pecking the groundcover, Baba was in the car, waiting in the driveway. He rolled down the window. The sound of his radio voice announcing an ad for a new Indian grocery store filled my neighborhood, courtesy of his weekly Hindi movie music radio program, Geetanjali.

Yup. Same name as me. People always asked if the show was named after me. I wish. The truth was, I was born after Baba’s show started. So, I was named after a radio program. It was like my parents couldn’t be bothered to think of another name. They did for Alaap, though.

A thumping Bollywood song began to play next, startling the crow. It took flight hurriedly, dropping a shiny penny from its beak as it flew off.

I had read crows liked to collect shiny things and sometimes gave these objects to people, but I had never seen it in person. I grabbed the penny and glanced around to see if anyone else was bothered by the music Baba was blasting. I looked at the sunny yellow ranch house across the street, where Penn was sitting high up in the maple tree in his front yard, Gertrude coiled around his neck and hand. Penn turned in our direction. He was making a face, which I’m sure was from the music; then he caught my eye and gave me a huge smile.

“Is your grandma here yet?” Penn called out. He loved eating all the different lonchee, pickles, that Aaji made out of limes, or raw mangos, or watermelon rind, or onions, or basically any fruit or vegetable you could preserve.

“Almost.” I smiled, nearing him as Aai rushed out of the garage and buckled Alaap into his car seat. I kept an eye on the snake through the foliage in case she decided to come flying down at me and I’d need to duck.

I swatted at some of the many mosquitoes that hung around our street, thanks to the tiny creek that ran through the woods behind Penn’s house, surrounded by the deadwood our town was named after.

“Our therapist said Mom and I have to do thirty minutes of special time together, but surprise, surprise, she got a phone call from work just as I got a board game out,” Penn said.

I spotted Mrs. Witherspoon through the front window, pacing in her study on her cell phone, her blond ponytail bouncing, as Penn continued.

“So I thought I’d spend my special time with Gertrude and take her for a climb since you’re busy. Deepak’s at a protest with his mom, but he’s going to meet me later at the Commons to climb the wall. You can come too, if you’re free.”

My stomach dropped at the mention of the Wall of Doom. Not only did the thought of it remind me of what had happened with Lark a few months ago, but lately Penn had been on there every Saturday morning with Deepak before coming over to my house to play soccer or write stories. They’d invited me, of course, but it didn’t always feel like they really wanted me there.

“I’ll probably be busy with Aaji for a while,” I said, bouncing on my toes while I thought of all the fun we were going to have eating pickles and playing cards as I impressed her with my knowledge of the many meanings of all different kinds of words, even simple words like “pickle” (which could mean something preserved in vinegar or brine, or mean a difficult situation), and “card” (which could be a noun, like a playing card, or a verb, like when someone checks another person’s ID).

“But how about we skip the wall and just play a board game or watch a movie or play soccer next time? It’s more fun,” I added, picking activities that didn’t involve possibly falling off a wall or falling off a tree and breaking a bone. Or playing with a snake.

“How about we practice for Bark in the Park? We have less than two weeks,” Penn countered.

I chewed my lip. “Sure,” I said, although I wasn’t feeling even remotely sure about singing onstage again after what had happened during my last performance.

“Aaji will be through customs by the time we get there,” Baba called out to me over the car radio.

“And I don’t want to be stuck on the drive back when Alaap has to nurse again,” Aai added from the front seat as Baba pulled the car out of our driveway and neared the curb beside me.

Lately, nursing Alaap and holding him over the baby toilet to go to the bathroom seemed to be all Aai talked about. She almost missed the fifth grade clap-out on the last day of school because she was nursing him and got to school a couple minutes late.

I waved to Penn, who had started to climb down the tree, and headed into the car.

“Not to mention Heena is going to have a bunch of bags with her that we’ll need to help her with,” Baba added, motioning toward the stormy gray house next door where Heena Mavshi lived.

Aai clicked her tongue. “Poor thing.”

Baba sighed. “I still can’t believe Jatin’s gone. Nobody made me laugh like him.”

I felt my face flush a little, thinking about the last time Baba and Jatin Kaka were laughing together.

“How did it happen?” asked Penn. He wasn’t close family friends with the Karwandes like we were, using titles like “mavshi,” maternal aunt, or “kaka,” paternal uncle, for them. He just knew them as Mr. and Mrs. Karwande, but he had heard that Jatin Kaka passed away this spring.

Baba stuck his head farther out the window. “He had a heart attack at the airport in France, on a layover before their flight to India.”

“That’s sad,” Penn said.

I nodded, looking at the shrubs around Heena Mavshi’s house that Jatin Kaka used to spend hours trimming when the weather was warm. Aai had rushed over to their house yesterday, while Alaap napped, and landscaped their yard so it would look neat and tidy when Heena Mavshi got back from India. That was usually my favorite (small amount of) time in the day that Aai spent talking to me, but Heena Mavshi was always so nice to me, giving me her little paintings, so I didn’t mind Aai using that time to help her. Maybe I could even offer to do that when Heena Mavshi was all settled in.

“Don’t worry. We’ll cheer her up when she gets here and she’ll be all better,” Baba said.

“You mean we’ll give her the time she needs to mourn her loss and find closure?” Aai asked, reaching her arm past me to give Alaap’s cheeks a little tickle.

“You’re right,” Baba said, turning the radio up a little. “Sorry. Geetu, hurry up before I stick my foot in my mouth again, please?”

I quickly buckled my seat belt and waved bye to my friend, whose head was cocked to the next song on the radio. I rolled up the window, grateful to drive away from Penn’s weird looks about the music that I couldn’t help but tap my feet to.
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As our car curved off the freeway, taking the exit for the airport, Alaap cooed in his car seat as he slept, looking adorable in his little pink onesie that matched the rosy color of his cheeks. I gently brushed his soft black curls with my index finger.

“His chin’s not on his chest, right?” Aai asked, craning her neck to check on him.

I shook my head.

“Remind me to schedule his next two monthly checkups,” she continued. “Actually, I’ll just put the reminders in my phone. And I was thinking, maybe we could take Aaji to the new baby store in Northville to get Alaap some wooden animal toys and then maybe the Canton Indian clothes store to let Aaji pick out some outfits for him?”

“What about the bookstore?” I asked, thinking about how normally once Aaji’s jet lag wore off, she’d take me to a bookstore in Ann Arbor to pick out as many books as I wanted as a present from her.

“Oh, I’m not sure if we’ll have time to go all the way to Ann Arbor this summer with everything going on with the new baby and Aaji’s health. But you could pick out a wooden animal for yourself at the baby store. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

I shrugged.

“Besides, you have Bark in the Park to prep for too, right? Unless… are you thinking of not singing with Penn?” Aai asked.

“What? I didn’t say that,” I replied, but it was kind of true. Although I loved going to the dog festival in our town, getting to pet all the rescues that my parents would never let us adopt, I wasn’t sure I was ready to sing in front of a crowd again.

“I’ve seen the way you chew your lip whenever that poor boy talks about how excited he is to finally get to sing onstage. You can’t let one mess-up at Gudhi Padwa affect your voice forever. And what about Accent Mark in the Park?” Aai said. “It might be your last time to sing onstage with Aaji.”

“Wait, why would it be my last time to sing onstage with her?” I asked, biting my lip before realizing Aai knew that was something I did when I was feeling anxious.

“Nothing. I just meant she’s getting older.”

I stopped gnawing down. I knew Aaji was getting older. We all were. But Aaji was also getting weaker, having fallen a couple times before this latest fall that hurt her hip. Would this trip to Michigan be her last if no one could escort her here, the way Heena Mavshi had done? I didn’t want to think of Aaji not being by my side when things got tough.

“It’s just a month and a half away,” Aai continued.

I guess I should have been grateful that my mother’s lecture was a way to stop thinking about Aaji not being here one day.

“And Channel Twelve is going to be filming our performance. Don’t you want to show Aaji and the world how much you’ve changed since Gudhi Padwa? How brave you are and how strong your voice is?”

Sure, a lot had changed since Gudhi Padwa, like Aai and Baba spending way more time taking care of Alaap than they did hanging out with me. But I wasn’t sure I had changed since I froze onstage. Instead, I used the excuse of no singing classes after Alaap was born to focus on looking up words in dictionaries and reading books and watching TV. I didn’t crack open my raag binder even once to practice. And I stopped singing Skye Suh-Oliviera songs and Bollywood hits in the shower.

I didn’t want to sing at Bark in the Park, and I definitely didn’t want to sing at Accent Mark in the Park a few weeks later. The poorly named town festival dedicated to diversity was just one of the many poorly named town festivals here in Deadwood, like they were trying too hard to make the town sound fun instead of creepy.

“I’m going to sing with Penn. I said I would, but it doesn’t mean I’m going to like it,” I muttered, a little irritated by how judgmental Aai was sounding. Hadn’t she ever choked onstage before? And if she hadn’t, didn’t she at least have sympathy for people who did, especially when the person in question was her own daughter? Or was she too busy planning baby-store outings for Alaap to think of me anymore?

“I heard something on NPR about how kids can lose their confidence around your age and imagine the worst-case scenario and let their nerves get the best of them. Catastrophic thinking.”

I looked at all the creases spreading across Aai’s forehead as she craned her neck toward me. Her eyes were getting so shiny. I didn’t want her to become any more upset than she already was. I liked singing. But right now I just felt bad about how embarrassing my last performance was. It made me think of Rohan and his friends bullying Lark and how I just stood to the side and watched. I had been afraid to use my voice. And then I messed up onstage with Aai when I used to feel so confident singing in front of people. It felt safer, better, to just blend in and be a part of the crowd than stand out like Penn or Lark. I didn’t want to face people out in the audience at Bark in the Park, waiting for me to mess up; I already messed up badly enough at Gudhi Padwa. I needed to find my voice again, but I wasn’t sure how.

“Your mom’s right,” Baba said, moving the sun visor to his left to block the rays from obstructing his view. “Don’t ever let fear stifle your voice. Your voice is important. It can change the world. I’d be so sad if I never got to hear your song again.”

“Song” had a bunch of meanings. It meant something you sing, of course, but it also could mean the noise an animal makes. Like a birdsong. Or a whale song. You know what else “song” meant? It meant a small amount of something. That’s how I felt about singing. A lesser version of Aai and Aaji.

Aai groaned in the front seat. “I forgot to eat before we left. You know how hungry breastfeeding makes me. I’m craving dahi papdi. Doesn’t that sound good, Geetanjali?”

I breathed easier, grateful for a change of subject thanks to Aai’s racing mind, full of Alaap’s needs and her own hanger.

“Why do you always pick the unhealthiest foods?” Dad replied before I could nod or drool in agreement; the fried rectangles of dough loaded with potatoes, chickpeas, yogurt, cilantro-mint chutney, and tamarind chutney did sound good. “You know what would fill you up better? A wholesome, complete meal. Waran-bhaat, bhaji-poli…,” he continued, mentioning one of our staple meals of lentil soup, rice, vegetables, and whole wheat flatbread.

“I crave fat after nursing. You wouldn’t get it. But thanks for mansplaining,” Aai muttered.

“Mansplaining?” Now it was Dad’s turn to groan. “You sound like Maya,” he said, talking about Deepak’s mom, who was always organizing and speaking out against injustice when she wasn’t treating patients in the hospital.

I folded and unfolded the bottom of my shirt, bracing for Aai to snap back.

“When you start lactating, you can tell me what’s a good meal,” Aai replied, a lot calmer than I expected, except for the part where she was loudly drumming her fingers on her window.

“You’re right. Sorry. Looks like we’ll have to distract Aai from her hunger pangs until we can get home,” Dad said to me as he turned toward the airport parking structure. “So, Geetanjali, if the airport is twenty miles from our house, and we are going sixty miles per hour, how long will it take us to reach it?”

I blew my bangs out of my eyes. An impromptu math quiz? How was giving me a math problem going to solve Aai’s problem?

“Geetanjali?” asked Baba.

“Twelve hundred,” I replied, half trying, as I ran my finger down Alaap’s soft little knuckles. I wasn’t interested in math the way I was with other things. Baba didn’t understand how much fun it was to look up different meanings of words in the dictionary. He didn’t think word tricks or writing were as important as math.

“Twelve hundred?” he asked, sounding a little appalled.

A plane roared as it took off, casting a shadow over our car. Startled, I gasped.

“Geetu?” Baba said again, pulling into a spot.

“Twelve hundred minutes,” I clarified, after double-checking that sixty times twenty was 1,200.

Dad sighed. “Twenty minutes. Sixty miles per hour means you are going one mile a minute.”

There it was. I could hear his disappointment in me in every syllable.

Luckily, Aaji would be here this summer, reminding me of all the things I was good at, like picking out the strangest ice cream flavors to combine into the best-tasting split-scoop special from our favorite shop in downtown Deadwood, or stringing tiny jasmine flowers from our mogra plants into a gajra for our hair.

“You have to try harder,” Baba said, getting out of the car to unbuckle Alaap. “I know you’re good at math. But I want you to excel at it. Because it’s a real-life skill. Your word tricks aren’t going to save the day the way math can.”

Baba and a lot of parents in our neighborhood were all engineers at Ford, so math was their thing. But words were mine. Baba always seemed to think that everything I knew about definitions wasn’t as great as being amazing at math. I wanted to tell him he was wrong, but I didn’t know how.

“But you just said all that stuff about how important it was to use my voice,” I said softly.

“Right but…” Baba picked Alaap up. “I meant I don’t want you to be shy and timid.”

“Maybe her voice will save the day,” Aai said. “If she can get over these new fears,” she added before quickly softening. “Sorry. That was harsh,” Aai said, giving me a small smile as she got out of the car. “I’m really hungry.”

Aaji couldn’t get here soon enough.
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