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To Niko and his parents




I’m gonna keep my skillet greasy if I can.
—Mississippi John Hurt
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ONE


There are two kinds of people in this world, Maggie Adler thought, those who eat when anxious and those who can’t. She stared at the bran muffin on her plate; two plump raisins poked through the crust. She picked at them like a scab and sipped her tea.


A year ago her daughter, Jenn, had quit her job and taken off for New Delhi. At first Jenn had written letters. Then she switched to emails that occasionally mentioned a man. Then the man’s name, “Arun, rhymes with moon,” appeared. Then the emails stopped, leaving Maggie in the dark. So she began to worry. Worry welled up whenever her concentration flagged; worry flavored her days.


Across the table, her friend Ellen said, “So, you don’t like Zumba?” They were at brunch after a two-hour class.


“I liked the music.”


Zumba was Ellen’s latest aerobic exercise. Every six months Ellen launched a new campaign for self-improvement, but she never took herself too seriously.


Maggie said, “I’m worried about Jenn.”


“Oh, that’s what’s bothering you? For a minute I thought something was wrong.” Ellen spread a glob of butter on her scone. “Come on, Mag. We’ve been over this. Jenn is twenty-five years old and she can take care of herself. Besides, you said she’s coming home.”


Last week Jenn had sent a one-line email saying she’d be back before Christmas, not one word of explanation. Despite Ellen’s logic, Maggie couldn’t shake the thought that something was wrong. She sipped her tea.


Ellen chewed as she talked. “You people blessed with a roaring metabolism just don’t appreciate what life is like for the rest of us.”


Maggie let the comment pass. It suited Ellen to put her in a separate category, to ignore the hours Maggie spent walking the neighborhood, the years of healthy cooking, the continual abstention. When they’d first started exercising together, Maggie had made a point of complimenting Ellen’s lovely skin, such a contrast to her own premature wrinkles. Ellen had tossed the compliment aside, saying she didn’t need flattery. They had been easy together ever since.


Ellen said, “Time for some fun. What are you doing this afternoon?”


“I’m doing the books for All Saints’.”


“Again?”


“Every month.”


“You are a good soul,” Ellen sighed, licking sugar off her fingers.


Maggie swept crumbs from the table into her empty teacup and rose. She didn’t wait for Ellen to gather her things.


“See you next Friday.”


“Mag, call me.”


“Sure,” she said, turning away. She pushed arms through the sleeves of her sweat suit jacket, making another dim mental note to fix the zipper.


She had parked beneath an oak, one of the eight-story trees she so admired in downtown Pelham. A few yellowed leaves lay on her car’s hood and windshield. She brushed them aside mechanically, planning the route she would take to the supermarket, the post office, home. No one waited for her there. No deadline except her own. Service to the church would bring balance to her day, or maybe the right term was “ballast.” She would finish the September books by four and take the accounts to Reverend Stevens before he left at five.


Behind the wheel, she fished her cell phone out of her gym bag and placed it on the passenger seat. All week since the email, she had been keeping her phone at the ready. New Delhi was ten and a half hours ahead, so if Jenn called in the evening, as she used to do from college, the call might come around now. She pulled onto the street and into the right-turn lane, heading toward the parkway. She drove fast, too fast her husband, Paul, always said, but she knew every turn by heart. They had lived in suburban Pelham since Paul had gotten his own research lab in lower Manhattan and Jenn was in grade school. Maggie had always liked the way the parkway snaked between the trees, between the low, stone fences alongside the roadway. She used to play a game, from home to Jenn’s school without stepping on the brake, using only the accelerator and the clutch and her sense of rhythm to cover the five miles. Of course, she never played it with Jenn in the car. A mistake would have been disastrous.


Ahead, the stoplight turned yellow, same as the leaves overhead. How many other parkways in the world were lined with trees and stoplights, she wondered for the umpteenth time as she braked. No clutch in a Prius, or at least none you control. So many things were different now. She and Paul used to be coconspirators, figuring things out together, like how to pay for his education, where to live, how to school Jenn. It had been fun to get by on her salary while he earned his degree; they had been a team up against the odds, plotting the plays.


Maggie pressed her lips together. Little remained of their conspiracy. Now they might not converse for days at a time. She still made meals for two; he ate the leftovers when he came home. Sometimes when she entered the kitchen to greet him, she would find him standing in front of the fridge, door open, using the fridge light to eat from the plate she had left for him. She would ask him to sit down, offer to heat up the food, or bring him a drink. He usually told her not to bother. Sometimes she didn’t get up when she heard him in the kitchen, keeping her nose in her book. Sometimes she found him asleep in bed when she returned from an evening walk. At night in the king bed, they didn’t need to touch. And to think they once happily shared a single mattress. She yearned to turn the clock back to a simpler time when love enveloped the three of them, and Paul’s research didn’t interfere.


The light turned green. She stepped on the accelerator and the car advanced soundlessly. Still hard to get used to the electric mode, much as she appreciated it. Ah, that could be her motto: how hard it is to get used to things that should be appreciated. Little things, like the bouquet of peonies that arrived on her birthday, sent, she suspected, by Paul’s assistant. And big things, like Jenn’s taking off for India. Jenn, who’d had a hard time settling in after college but became reanimated studying Vedantic philosophy. If only she hadn’t hooked up with that guru, or lover, or whatever he was. Icy fingers rose up from Maggie’s belly and squeezed her heart.


The phone chirped. She clutched it, squinting to read the display. Not Jenn. She replaced the phone on the passenger seat and looked up. A van loomed in front of her, taillights flashing. She stomped on the brake, heaved the steering wheel to the right. The tires gripped and screeched.


The rear of the vehicle ahead zoomed bigger. She couldn’t push the pedal any harder. She couldn’t turn the wheel any farther.


Bang—she lurched sideways as the Prius’s left wheels lifted off the pavement.


She felt the car hurtle forward, bouncing and shivering. Metal cracked and crunched. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t see.


Then everything stopped.


She sat still, taking stock. She felt dizzy. Her heart pounded; her face and chest burned, but no sharp pain. The now-deflated airbag spread in front of her over the steering wheel. On the floor on the passenger side, her gym bag and purse lay overturned, contents spilled. Releasing the seat belt, she opened the door. Slowly, tentatively, she climbed out of the car. The Prius had jammed into the guardrail; the passenger side bore horrible gashes across both doors, and the safety glass in the windows had crazed into hundreds of segments, like a malign spiderweb. Ahead, a van was parked, right rear fender collapsed, left blinker on. A man approached.


“Are you all right?”


“I think so.”


He stopped in front of her. “I saw it in the mirror. You slid along the rail. I called the police. They’re sending an ambulance.”


“I don’t need an ambulance. I don’t want to go to a hospital.”


“Yeah, but you should for the insurance.”


“Insurance?”


“You’re gonna make a claim, aren’t you?”


Maggie’s legs trembled. She leaned against her mutilated car and tried to clear her mind. Her neck and shoulders were beginning to ache. She tasted dust in her mouth, saw it on her shirt. No way would she sit for hours in a cold emergency room. She would go to her own doctor if necessary. But first the police would come. And then?


“May I use your phone?” she asked. “Mine’s in my car.”


“Sure. Here.”


Maggie turned away. The man walked around to the front of her car and squatted, examining the damage. She punched in Ellen’s number, got her answering service. She punched in Paul’s number, expecting to reach his assistant, but Paul answered.


“I’ve been in an accident. No one is hurt, but I can’t drive my car. Can you come for me?”


“What happened?”


“I’m not sure. I glanced down and a car cut in front of me, and I couldn’t stop. I’m on the parkway. The police are on the way.”


“Are you sure you’re okay?”


“Please come.”


“When did it happen?”


“Five, ten minutes ago.”


“How about the other car?”


“Paul, just come.”


“I’m tied up here right now. I’ll get someone to take over. I should be there in less than an hour if there’s no traffic. It’ll take you that long to finish with the police. Okay?”


She cut off the call, not surprised at his nonchalance, but disappointed nonetheless. He wouldn’t care about the damage to the car, a practical matter he’d delegate to her, but he should care about her discomfort. She didn’t want to stand around for an hour on the parkway. Her shoulder, the one that had been beneath the seat belt, throbbed. Against her will, she began to cry.


The other driver approached. “Looks worse than it is.”


She fished a tissue from her pocket and dabbed at her eyes. Her legs would not stop trembling.


Lights flashed in the distance. “Would the police give me a ride home?” she wondered out loud.


“They’re not allowed to. Live around here? I’ll take you.”


“No. I’ll call a cab.”


“Hey, it’s the least I can do. No problem.”


A fire engine pulled up, siren squealing, and then a squad car. A wave of embarrassment swept over Maggie; one moment of carelessness had caused so much commotion. But who was to blame for the accident? Maybe the other driver was at fault. She looked at him: under forty, clean-shaven, relaxed. He stepped aside when the officers approached.


A fireman asked if she was hurt. She said she was fine, truly. Then a policeman stood before her with his back to the roadway, outlined against the midday sun. Automatically, she read the name on his badge: Sergeant Hernandez. She wanted to cooperate perfectly. Well, she really wanted Sergeant Hernandez to tell her she wasn’t at fault. He handed her a form and a pen. She squinted at the paper. It asked for vehicle and insurance numbers. She leaned into her car from the driver’s side, barely reaching the glove compartment, to retrieve her insurance card. She copied the numbers into the appropriate boxes and signed her name. A routine, predictable thing, filling out a form and signing your name. It soothed her. She had stopped trembling.


While a junior officer paced off the skid marks, the sergeant turned his attention to the driver of the van. When they finished speaking, the driver approached her again. “I’m Brian,” he said, offering his hand.


She didn’t take it. “Aren’t we adversaries?”


“We don’t have to be. No one was hurt.”


She had never been in an accident before. Was this how to gauge it—whether people were injured?


“There’s no problem,” he said, “as long as you’re okay.”


Maggie shrugged her shoulders, testing her body.


“I’m sore but I’m whole.”


“Glad to hear it. Two weeks in a rental car and everything will be back to normal.” He put his hands in his pockets and leaned against her car, an arm’s length away.


A perfect stranger, yet she wanted to believe him. Her shoulder burned and her stomach stirred; she needed to keep calm. She looked around her. It was a beautiful day, sunshine overriding the autumn chill. Birds called in the woods behind them, audible over the noise of passing cars. A breeze fanned her cheeks. How ironic that an accident gave her occasion to be still outdoors.


“No offense,” he said, “but your car won’t be hard to fix.”


“How do you know?”


“I used to fool around with cars. Your wheels and chassis are straight. You only need bodywork. The car, that is.”


Could this man be flirting with her while the police car lights flashed? At another time she might have felt flattered, but now the police commanded attention.


Brian said, “You should get a pro to check it out.”


“I intend to.”


He turned on his heel and jogged to his van. He loped back, tight bodied like a runner, holding a knapsack. Opening the sack, he withdrew a tablet and fiddled with it.


“Okay, I’ve got a connection. Take a look.” He held the tablet so that she could see the screen: a Prius like hers was pictured in the middle. As he touched it, its outer layers disappeared, revealing the frame. Then the parts zoomed together, and the dealer’s ad spread across the screen. “Prius is pretty tough. So long as the chassis’s not twisted, you can fix the rest, and it’ll drive fine.”


Maggie felt uncomfortable standing so close to him. She could smell his sweat, feel the heat generated by his muscles. A lean, musky male, less than an arm’s length away. Much younger than she.


“Why are you being so helpful?”


“I’m a sucker for sad women.”


She couldn’t respond; was it so obvious to a complete stranger? She didn’t dare ask how he could tell.


After a beat, he turned off the computer. They stood in silence as a spate of cars sped by in the far lane.


The policemen stood talking together, gesturing and nodding their heads. Holding a clipboard, the sergeant approached them. He addressed Maggie. “Looks like you were going pretty fast when he cut in front of you.” Turning to include Brian, “I’m not going to give either one of you a ticket. There are no witnesses.” He separated the layers of a form and handed her the bottom, pink copy, pointing to a long number he had written. “This is the report number. We’ve called for a tow. You’ll need someone to drive you home.” He turned to Brian. “Here’s yours. The report will be ready within twenty-four hours.”


Maggie looked at the pink page. It read “Brian Sayler,” followed by an address, vehicle identification number, insurance company name—all the information she had provided on her form. And the sergeant had given her information to Brian Sayler. She saw him study it.


“Is it Ms. or Mrs. Adler? Your house is on my way. Sure I can’t give you a ride?”


“No thanks, my husband is coming. From lower Manhattan. I’ll just wait.”


In fifteen minutes she could be home, taking a shower or contemplating the damages over a cup of tea. Why not cut herself some slack? And what if she were to ride with this man whom chance had tossed her way? An attractive man, a pleasant enough person. Jenn would accept the offer. Jenn, who used to pick up strays and find them brilliant. Jenn, who might call at any moment on the landline at home.


“Want me to wait with you?”


“No thanks. I’ll be fine.”


“Well, you know where to reach me.” He tucked the tablet into the knapsack and walked toward his van.


Maggie touched her injured shoulder gingerly. Traffic had picked up, probably the after-school crowd. There was aspirin in her gym bag, and she wanted to get it before the tow arrived. She regretted summoning Paul now that she was calmer. A cab would have been quicker. And Paul would tell her to stop worrying about Jenn and keep her eyes on the road. As if she could.





TWO


Sunlight seeped around the edges of the blinds and Paul Adler woke, feeling like fortune’s darling. Soon he’d have new money for the next phase of his research; soon his world-traveling daughter would come home. He lay quietly in his mistress’s bed, happier than he had a right to be, savoring his success, and his luck.


Cancer, Paul had long thought, was beautiful. But he never said so, not even to his scientific colleagues. People couldn’t think about cancer dispassionately, and he didn’t want to challenge them. Where others saw monstrous distortions, he saw an orchestra of tiny alterations in biological mechanisms that let tumors strike out vigorously, crowding ordinary life out of the way. For decades, he had been trying to understand its magic. And now, at last, he was close.


He dressed quietly, let himself out of Irene’s apartment. Although his belly flared the front of his sweatshirt, he walked like a younger man, upright, pressing ahead. Even at 6:00 a.m., energy oozed out of the city. A truck pulled up in front of the grocery midblock, and the driver got out to deliver a tray of breads. Paul looked past him to the deli next door, where the owner used a hose attached to a spigot beneath his plate-glass window to force dirt and paper into the gutter. Should he grab a sweet, greasy corn muffin, the kind that sits in your gut and makes you feel satisfied for an hour? God, he loved New York—best food in the world, twenty-four hours a day. He inhaled deeply and the October chill caught in his throat. He exhaled and watched the vapor condense. Soon the streets would heat up and his breath would disappear. Nothing like the early morning with its endless promise.


Walking fast, he reached the hospital that housed his lab in twenty minutes. He took the elevator to the suite of rooms he captained at the end of a corridor on the ninth floor near Administration. He had a tiny, cluttered office; another windowless room next to his contained a desk, copy machine, cabinets, and Sandi, the lab manager. Four industrial refrigerators in the anteroom held reagents and experimental material. There were three wet-lab rooms, where the research staff practically lived, their computers perched on desks jammed under shelves that held books, bottles, tubes, specimen trays. Photos of spouses, dogs, and scenes from home sprouted from the edges of shelves and monitors. Paul hired grad students who didn’t mind the cramped quarters, or at least didn’t complain.


He stepped into his office, intending to check email before the staff meeting called for eight. As he sat to boot his machine, Sandi appeared in the doorway holding two mugs of coffee. She passed one to him and leaned against a file cabinet to drink from the other. She was Paul’s age but looked older, tired. It wasn’t a matter of muscle; she could heft boxes of supplies as well as he. But her short, mousy hair drooped, her unadorned face sagged, and she made no effort to dress, wearing the same sky-blue smock over her street clothes every day.


“How come we’re meeting on a Friday?” she asked. Sandi had worked for Paul for all the years he’d run the lab, and she spoke her mind. She had tended to him in so many ways, keeping the books, writing his monthly staff reports, soothing the young researchers, arranging his travel. Lately, he had been depending on her for dry cleaning.


“I got a call yesterday from the foundation. They want some fine-grained detail. You know that pretty much means that we got the grant. You’ll get to push me around for another three years.” He grinned.


“Well, I expected that.”


“You’re pretty casual about your paycheck.”


She raised her brows. “You always find a way.” She turned to leave and then turned back. “I almost forgot. Stamford wants to see you right away. I told him you had a meeting, but he said it can’t wait. I’ll tell the others.”


He rolled his eyes and reached into his in-box. He glanced at the papers one at a time without concentrating, sipping the hot, black brew in Sandi’s best mug. Of course his peers didn’t understand the groundbreaking implications of his work. With one more suite of experiments, he would prove that he could destabilize one type of brain cancer cell in a matter of days. On his fingers he counted the months until he could start spending the grant money, when the paperwork would be finalized, processed, and the funds would hit the bank. He reached up to smooth his hair, a vestigial gesture from when thick hair used to spring from his scalp. These days, the mirror showed a receding hairline, but to his satisfaction, not one touch of gray. Ten fresh samples of glioma tissue from the hospital’s neurooncology department lay waiting in the lab to be processed.
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Halfway down the ninth-floor corridor, Provost Robert Stamford stood in front of a glass door etched with the hospital logo. As Paul neared, Stamford opened the door and gestured toward his office down the softly lit interior hallway. Stamford was a short, stocky man who wore round-rimmed glasses and a bow tie. He was known, and mocked, for speaking in paragraphs where others would use a sentence. He and Paul had been scientific colleagues years back but had diverged professionally, Stamford moving into administration while Paul wrestled with research in the lab. Stamford oversaw the hospital’s research portfolio; Paul refused to kowtow.


Thick carpet muted the sound of voices, a telephone, their footsteps as they made their way to Stamford’s office. They passed Stamford’s assistant and entered the room. At the far end, a wooden pedestal desk with a glass top glinted in the light from the windows. Behind the desk, framed photos on a credenza showed Stamford shaking hands with politicians and portly, white-haired men and women whom Paul understood to be donors. Three framed diplomas hung on the wall. Stamford sat in an armchair and beckoned Paul to the couch.


“I understand congratulations are in order.”


“How did you hear?”


“You played handball last night. Everyone in the locker room heard your conversation.”


“Nothing is official,” Paul said, sitting, “so I’m not prepared to discuss it.”


Stamford’s face remained neutral. He crossed his legs.


“Comes at an opportune time, doesn’t it?” He paused. “I’d like you to think about something. When you’re ready to staff up, I have a candidate for your new position.” He folded hands in lap and leaned back into the chair, a faint smirk on his face.


Paul felt annoyance rise. Stamford irritated him more quickly and more thoroughly than anyone else. He thought Stamford a parasite, a stuffed shirt who exploited other people’s creativity to elevate his own standing. Twenty years Paul had struggled to develop his lab while Stamford manipulated the wealthy. Stamford was just a landlord, but he acted like a lord.


“I’m pretty sure that you will need to hire someone to gather the data for your next experiment. Your team just gets by as it is.”


“We do good work, Robert.”


“But you do need my help. You know you need me to cover the overhead on staff. For every salary dollar you spend, my department kicks in a quarter.”


A siren sounded outside, growing louder as the ambulance pulled up to the emergency entrance in the courtyard below Stamford’s windows. Paul sometimes forgot that he worked in a clinical setting.


“I’d like to introduce you to someone. She’s a master’s candidate at NYU, cancer biology. She’s also the niece of two of our hospital’s good friends. Her aunt and uncle are in a position to make another donation.”


“Do you expect me to hire somebody’s niece to help you make your numbers?” He was proud of his team of compatible people whom he could trust. No interference welcome.


“Paul, you’re a fine researcher, but you need to take a broader view. We’ve been good to you here, through thick and thin.” Stamford waited a beat. “Just take a look at the girl. We can talk again after you meet her.” Stamford rose and went to his desk to push a button on his phone. “Eric, would you please give Dr. Adler Ms. Caldwell’s contact information? He’s on his way out.” Paul rose and they moved together to the door, Stamford cupping Paul’s elbow as he would a woman’s.


“I’m confident that you will appreciate Ms. Caldwell’s gifts and that you’ll be an excellent mentor.” They moved into the hallway. “She’s very bright and capable. She’s also very attractive, you know.” Stamford opened the glass door to the main corridor and its fluorescent glare. “Again, congratulations.”


Footsteps squeaked on the linoleum floor as a pair of orderlies pushed an empty stretcher and a couple of IV stands ahead of them. Chatting loudly in a foreign tongue, they moved aside as Paul passed. He strode down the antiseptic-tinged corridor and charged into his warren, past a startled Sandi. Nothing like five minutes with Robert Stamford to kill his joy. He punched his phone.


Irene, a nurse three floors below, his mistress for nearly a decade, answered. “What’s the matter?”


“Why do you say that?”


“Why are you calling me at work?”


“Want to meet for lunch?”


“You could have asked me this morning.”


She had a point. His voice softened. “How about it? I can’t get to your place again until Thursday night.”


“I’m on duty. See you Thursday.”


He replaced the phone in its cradle. He knew she didn’t like to be interrupted at work. So why had he phoned? Because she would understand his pique without his having to explain. She disliked Stamford nearly as much as he did.


He refocused on the manila folder on his desk. Inside, a neat stack of papers, courtesy of Sandi. Report from the tumor biology conference to which Alicia, his lead researcher, had gone to represent the team. Next: letter to Alicia’s former advisor. Next: request to a correspondent lab in Stockholm to send more tumor tissue. None of the issues grabbed his attention; he closed the folder.


He stepped into Sandi’s office and over to the vertical file jammed against the rear wall, where she kept paper copies of important documents. He opened the drawer labeled “Grant Proposals.” As he thumbed through the files, he heard someone behind him.


“What are you looking for?” Sandi said, coming toward him. She stood frowning, arms akimbo. “Before you make a mess, tell me what you need.”


“I want the foundation proposal.”


“I figured. Here.” She handed him a wedge of paper squeezed into a black metal clip.


“Atta girl.”


“I’ll bind it properly when you’re done.”


Paul opened the clip and spread the papers on his desk, looking for the budget. He found the salary items in year one, year two, and cumulative. He subtracted the dollars that his current team cost, rounding quickly. There was enough to pay a level-one research assistant. He could go up a level if Stamford kicked in the overhead. Paul added numbers in his head: if he rolled the three years together and didn’t give raises, he could add a few grand to the position. Still not enough. He didn’t want a level one; he needed more. Stamford had the advantage.


He picked up the phone to call his wife, his ultimate resource.





THREE


And there was Jenn, coming through the international-arrival doors, dark curls surrounding her head, layers of cloth flaring from her shoulders and obscuring her figure. She hobbled, a bandage around her ankle. She had phoned Maggie from Frankfurt close to midnight the night before, asking to be picked up at JFK at one in the afternoon. She was all right, she had assured her mother, but couldn’t talk because her flight was boarding.


“What happened?” Maggie took Jenn’s backpack with one arm, embracing her with the other.


“I twisted my ankle in the hotel lobby, day before yesterday.”


“Is that why you came home suddenly?”


Jenn laughed. “Sort of. We stayed at a deluxe hotel in Delhi, and I tripped going up the marble staircase. Up! My usual graceful self.” She adjusted the mirror-cloth bag over her shoulder.


Maggie ignored the reference to Jenn’s history of bumps and bruises. “Are you sure you’re all right?” She searched her daughter’s face, browned and smooth beneath a patina of fatigue. She scanned her body: Jenn had always carried more flesh than was fashionable, and she looked solid, normal; no foreign parasites had wasted her, thank goodness.


“I’m fine. But I’ll go for an X-ray tomorrow; not to worry.” They started down the long, concrete corridor, Jenn stepping carefully. “This airport is almost as ratty as Delhi, but without the smells. You can’t imagine how many smells there are.”


“Should we get a wheelchair? Where’s your friend?”


Jenn’s voice brightened, “Arun’s staying on until Thursday. He has the luggage. We decided it made sense for me to fly yesterday. Better than hanging around a dirty clinic in Delhi.”


They rode the elevator to the parking level. Maggie offered to bring the car around while Jenn waited on a bench, her foot elevated. It had been over a year since Jenn had left her job and apartment in Brooklyn. She used to say that she didn’t mind working at a halfway house because philosophy majors like her appreciated existential problems. But she wasn’t happy. Then one day she called to ask for her immunization records, saying she needed to get booster shots and renew her passport to go to India. Maggie had been taken aback and pressed her for details, to no avail. Now that Jenn was home, Maggie counseled herself not to bombard her daughter with questions.


Maggie pulled the Ford Focus to the curb. Jenn hefted her backpack onto the rear seat and sank into the front in a cloud of cloth. The woolen shawl encasing her shoulders fell open, exposing silver-threaded sari cloth bunched around her neck. She wore no makeup. Filigree earrings dangled against her cheeks; she smelled faintly of cloves.


“Gave up the Prius, Mom?”


“This is a rental. I had an accident a couple of days ago.” Sergeant Hernandez’s scowl loomed in her mind’s eye. Shame flashed through her. She didn’t want to discuss it.


“What happened?”


“Nothing serious. No one was hurt. The car only needs bodywork.”


“Are you okay?”


“I’m fine, I’m fine.” Maggie reached for the dashboard. “How about some heat?”


“No thanks. But make yourself comfortable. Still wearing the leather jacket with the ink stain I made in junior high, I see.”


Maggie’s left hand went to the stain.


“Now I know I’m home.” Jenn removed the shawl from her shoulders. “I’ve gotten hardy, Mom. You spend so much time outdoors at an ashram. We moved around a lot. Arun is in demand.”


“He’s coming on Thursday?”


“Uh-huh. Not to our house. He’s going to see some colleagues first. And he has family in New Jersey. He’ll spend time with us afterwards. I want you and Dad to get to know him.”


“Of course.” Maggie didn’t want to share Jenn with this man, but she would. And she’d figure out how he had managed to captivate her. Studying the road signs, she pulled out of the parking lot.


Jenn leaned her head onto the seat back and closed her eyes. “I need a nice, long, hot soak. Then I’ll be fit for company.”


“I think there’s some Epsom salts under the sink.”


They threaded their way along the web of highways that cross Long Island, heading for the bridge to Westchester County and home. When Jenn was little, she and Jenn used to love crossing the bridge for the view: Manhattan skyline in the distance, jagged shoreline beneath. From the top of the long arch, you could see for miles, Long Island Sound lapping into nooks and inlets, all kinds of boats making their way through the channel. Maggie would marvel at the great port city that had grown in this place, and Jenn would ask if they could stop to catch a fish. They had gone fishing once, trolling for flounder from a motorboat that bounced in the currents. Maggie had been miserably seasick. Paul and Jenn had had a fine time, and Jenn had reeled in the only catch of the day. For years afterward, she’d ask her father for another fishing trip. Paul had been too tied up at work to produce one.


“I’ve had a good year, Mom. Being with Arun in India was better than I expected. You would have approved.”


“Why do you say that?”


“Because you care about what’s important. You taught me to ask tough questions about character and conduct. I found answers in India. I couldn’t find them in Brooklyn.”


As Jenn adjusted the seat belt, a breath of clove wafted toward Maggie. She glanced toward the woman Jenn had become. She couldn’t help but recall every other Jenn she had transported in the passenger seat: curly-headed kid going to nursery school, chubby preteen going to the orthodontist, sullen-faced adolescent fleeing to a friend’s house. Every Jenn she had loved had telescoped into this unknown Jenn, sitting here now.


They traversed the long, high bridge. Approaching the toll plaza on the far side, Maggie steered around an eighteen-wheeler braking into the exact-change lane. The rental, so much lighter than her own car, seemed to float from one lane to the next. She gripped the wheel, aware that she was being unnecessarily cautious. Too much caution could be as dangerous as too little.


As the car slowed, Jenn sat up. “Tell me about your accident.”


“There’s not much to tell. It was on the parkway. A car cut in front of me and I couldn’t avoid it. No one was hurt.” She shuddered inside, hearing the sound of metal crunching, seeing the squad car’s flashing lights, seeing Brian Sayler’s lean frame crouched beside her car. How annoying that he came to mind. Much as she disliked it, he had made an impression.


Jenn reached a hand out to touch her mother. Bangles on her wrist tinkled.


Warmth spread from Jenn’s fingers into Maggie’s arm. She loosened her grip on the wheel. Jenn could always soothe. As a child, she used to bring home mangy dogs and cats, and they would turn sweet under her care. When she got older, she brought home mangy teenagers. Jenn would feed them grilled cheese sandwiches and play their favorite music. Unkempt, rude kids who never looked Maggie in the eye, gawky boys and dumpy girls, one after another. Jenn thought them beautiful, or talented, or misunderstood. She never seemed distressed when they stopped coming to the house, when they dropped out of her life without a word of thanks. Maggie would ask about the latest missing person, and Jenn would flick her hand in exuberance and say, “She’s fine. I’m so proud of her!”


And now Jenn had Arun. Or Arun had Jenn. She feared Arun might spirit Jenn away before her mother had time to find out how she had grown.


Ahead, brake lights glowed red. Rush hour had crept up on them. Maggie turned off the highway onto a boulevard to take back roads into Pelham. As the car stopped at an intersection, Jenn looked out her window at the single-family houses nestled in lawns sprinkled with dried leaves.


“It’s so tidy compared to India. You can’t imagine the view alongside the road from Delhi to Agra. People crowded together, living out in the open, unprotected, unloved.” Jenn paused. “Is Dad coming home tonight?”


“Yes, later. He wants to hear about your . . . adventure. He’s going to wonder why you’re injured and traveling alone.”


Jenn flicked her hand. “Actually, this was my best trip yet on an Indian airline. Arun knows the system. We had to change my flight, and he put me in a wheelchair and told me to cry in the airport office. So I cried while he talked. We got the flight we wanted and the service was super all the way to Frankfurt. Arun said they probably bumped some unlucky Indian woman who’d been waiting a month for a seat. But it made the airport manager feel important.”


“And that didn’t bother you?”


“India is many things, but fair isn’t one of them. I’ve learned to accept the world as it is, not as I wish it to be.”


Maggie looked at Jenn’s face: no sign of irony. That was change.


They pulled into the driveway, and Jenn limped upstairs to draw a bath. Maggie went to the kitchen to make tea. The All Saints’ account books lay on the kitchen table. They would have to wait. She gathered the ledgers and printouts into a pile and placed them on a shelf in the pantry. Then she sat, sipped, listened for Jenn’s footsteps overhead.


Yellow ceramic tile covered the walls and even the ceiling of the 1920s kitchen; a crooked web of crazing had accumulated in the glaze, a gentle reminder of its age. No cabinets attached to the tile walls; everything had to be kept in the pantry: onions, potatoes, bread in a bread box, dishes, pots, brooms, detergent, newspapers, napkins. When they bought this old house, they told themselves they would modernize the kitchen as soon as they could afford to. But they hadn’t. Paul worked all the time, and Maggie raised Jenn and a succession of dogs, and she grew herbs in the rickety mudroom with its tall glass windows. As time passed, Maggie had grown fond of the mudroom, the yellow tile, the simplicity of tucking everything into a pantry. It pleased her to live deliberately, like her great-grandmother but with a better icebox. She respected the integrity of the old house. She wondered what Arun would make of it.


The mudroom door banged open. Paul walked in carrying a briefcase.


“You’re home early.”


“Where’s Jenn?”


“Taking a bath. Washing away her flight. Can I get you something to drink?”


“No, I need to do some paperwork later. What’s up with her?”


“I’m not sure. She injured her ankle and wants to go for an X-ray.” Maggie rose and opened the fridge: Was there enough lettuce for three?


“Where’s the boyfriend?”


“Coming Thursday, but not to our house. He’s going to stay with us later.”


“I’m gonna make a few calls. Call me when she finishes her bath.” He disappeared down the hallway stairs to the basement.


They had finished half the basement, building an office that Paul used when he didn’t need to go into the lab and a guest room with a TV. They nicknamed the basement suite the Lion’s Lair because Paul roared when his favorite hitter got a run, or a pitcher threatened a perfect game. The only daylight entered from two clerestory windows; Maggie found the basement gloomy and worked at the kitchen table instead. She’d put Arun in the guest room, and she’d make it hospitable.


A moan, a wheeze, another moan, emanating from the living room, then a woman’s voice holding one long, clear note. When Paul and Maggie arrived, Jenn was fussing with the sound system.


“What’s all that groaning?” Paul asked.


“It’s a present for you guys,” Jenn said, turning down the volume on the CD player. “This style of singing grows on you. I’m really fond of it now.” She sat on the couch, long skirt trailing. “Hi, Dad. You look great.”


Paul kissed the top of her head. “You’re a sight for sore eyes! Are you home for good?”


“Of course not,” Jenn laughed. “But I’ll be here for a while.”


“You brought a sick cow with you?”


“It’s a hand organ. You pump it like an accordion. It takes a few pumps to get going and then it resonates behind the singer. Like the drone on a sitar. Street musicians carry them around.”


Paul sat beside his daughter. “Is that what you’ve been doing this year? Busking?”


“I wish. No one would pay to hear me sing.” She squeezed his knee. “But I’ve learned a lot about Indian music. There’s always singing and chanting at the kirtans we go to. Kirtans are like workshops.”


“What do you do at these workshops?”


“I help. Arun gives talks, and people want to meet with him, so I take care of them until he can.”


Paul frowned. “What does that mean?”


“I listen. I take notes. If they don’t know Arun’s work well, I give them an orientation. I’m not adept at his philosophy yet, but I do what I can.”


“Doesn’t sound like fun or profit.”


“You just wait. Arun bridges East and West better than anyone. We’ll be rich and famous one day.” She opened both arms with a flourish.


“Now that’s more like it.” He raised his hand for a high five, and she met it.


Maggie stood at the kitchen threshold, watching. Seeing them on the couch, bandage on Jenn’s ankle, took her back to the three months after Jenn broke her leg in ninth grade. Paul would come home from work, on the days when he came home early, and plunk down next to Jenn and make her laugh. It was Maggie who dragged Jenn to the doctor and physical therapy, all the things that caused Jenn pain. Sitting on the same couch a dozen years later, Paul and Jenn looked as comfortable as before. Jenn seemed ready to tell Paul whatever he wanted to hear. But he didn’t ask the questions that agitated her mother’s heart. Paul, out of tune with her heart, in so many ways. She turned into the kitchen to make dinner.
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They ate at the dining room table so that Jenn could prop her ankle on the fourth chair. Jenn asked about Paul’s work. He told her about the biochemical he was testing, something that works one way in normal cells and the opposite way inside a tumor. Maggie didn’t want to hear about cancer; she wanted to hear about the ashrams and Arun and what made Jenn happy so far from home. Twice she tried to interject a carefully worded question, but Paul was on a roll, explaining his new research grant, and apparently Jenn wanted the details.


They moved to the living room for baked bananas, one of Jenn’s favorites. Digging in, Jenn made happy “yummy” sounds. Maggie pampered her girl, cushioning her ankle, fetching tea, then honey. Paul asked about Delhi, and Bangalore, and Mumbai. Then he asked about Jenn’s plans but didn’t get an answer. Jenn stretched and yawned, arching her back extravagantly.


Maggie jumped in, “Should I make a doctor’s appointment for you tomorrow?”


“No thanks, Mom. I’ll take care of it. There’s a bunch of things I need to do.” She looked at her lap and smoothed a fold in her skirt. “I have to tell you guys. I wanted to wait for Arun, but I can’t. We’re going to get married. Here in the spring, and then we’ll go back to India and get married there.”


Maggie gasped.


Paul smacked his hand on his thigh. “You’re pregnant.”


“There are other reasons to marry, Daddy. I’d like you to get to know Arun. Then you’ll understand.”


“What if I don’t like him?”


Jenn flicked her hand. “I think you will. You both will. Give him a chance.”


“I’m surprised,” Paul said. “I thought you’d be more practical. What are you going to do for money? You can’t keep traipsing around India crashing at ashrams.” He rose, shaking his head no, and left the room.


Maggie felt a weight descend from her chest into her gut. There was no sense in protesting, and at least the picture was clearer. Or was it? She needed time to think. She picked up the dessert plates and forks. “I’m going to do the dishes. You must be exhausted. You need to sleep. We’ll talk tomorrow.”


Jenn gathered her skirt and limped to the foot of the stairs. Maggie watched her climb; yes, indeed, something was terribly wrong.
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She had almost finished loading the dishwasher when handorgan music blared again. It stopped abruptly, and Paul appeared in the doorway behind her.


“If that god-awful sound is a taste of things to come, watch out.”


“Jenn’s gone up to bed. Be careful she doesn’t hear you.” Maggie poured detergent into the cup in the dishwasher door.


“I don’t care if she does. She needs to know what I think.” Crossing the kitchen to the mudroom, he retrieved his briefcase, stopped. “I don’t get it. She’s got brains and guts. She could start anywhere and rise to the top. I don’t want her banging a tambourine for a huckster. Squandering her advantages.”


“Neither do I, but she wants what she wants.”


“Don’t tell me you approve.”


“We should hear her out.” She reached for the pots from the stove. “Maybe we can all talk about this tomorrow? Can you skip the Thursday seminar and come home for dinner?”


“I’m scheduled to make a presentation. It’s important.”


“So is your daughter’s future.”


Paul grunted and turned on his heel, heading for the basement. Over his shoulder, “I’ll make it work.”


Maggie lowered pans and a baking dish into the soapy water in the sink. She turned on the hot-water faucet. A mound of bubbles rose beneath the spigot, swelling and tipping toward the edge of the sink, threatening to fall to the floor.


This was what she’d feared: a man who might be twice Jenn’s age, a demanding man who spirited her away. Something must have happened in India. She turned off the hot water and dried her hands with a dish towel, leaving the pans for tomorrow. As she flicked the light switch, her eye caught on a photo on the refrigerator: Jenn, with short-cropped hair, wearing jeans and hugging the dog, just before graduation two years before. It seemed like much longer.
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