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			Prologue
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			Malti Patel crossed the parking lot on foot, head ducked against the punitive sun, though she also wore an oversized visor that her daughter would’ve lightly mocked. Summer heat glittered the pavement and she prayed that braving the sun for this quick errand wouldn’t trigger one of the nosebleeds to which she was prone.

			She didn’t see the unkempt man by the Walgreens entrance so much as hear him. He was moaning in a low manner that suggested emotional pain rather than physical. Despite the high temperature, he wore all of his clothing and surely suffered the heat’s discomfort. Empathy seared through her and she reached into her purse for the bills she kept in a small zippered pocket for just such occasions.

			Her daughter, Kavya, claimed it was better to give items rather than money, but Malti had once offered a snack bar to someone at a streetlight and they’d declined, citing they were gluten-free. Cash is king, she thought, which was one of her favored expressions. And even though her soon-to-be-ex-son-in-law, Nathan, never kept any on his person—how he walked around with that tiny card clip, she’d never understand—she retained a small amount of pride that Kavya tucked cash into all of her purses, as well as her glove compartment, for emergencies. It was gratifying to see traces of herself in her daughter, despite the fact she’d witnessed Kavya do her best to erase them.

			Was Kavya carrying cash on her now, while in India with her father? Temporarily relocating to India of all places had been, to Malti’s mind, unnecessarily cruel. It was fine to flee a divorce—Malti herself had done the same decades prior—but had Kavya had to flee her mother, too?

			Malti extended a ten-dollar bill to the homeless man. Unhoused, her daughter’s voice primly corrected in Malti’s head. Which was fine, it was. Though switching from homeless to unhoused was easy when you were young and only had to perfect one language. But Malti’d had to learn American when she came to California—a different, faster, impossible English compared to the lightweight variety she’d acquired in India—and now it seemed she was tasked with unlearning and relearning it, which, at seventy, felt about as accessible as Olympic bobsledding.

			Learning American at thirty-five hadn’t been easy either, but it had had to be done. That was the way of this world. Speak our language or GTFO—another initialism she’d had to ask Kavya to explain after habitually seeing it in online comment sections. It seemed to Malti that instead of leaping to the GTFO, if people could hear what she was saying rather than the words she was using, there’d be less outrage and more agreement. It was like speaking with an accent. Sometimes people got so tangled in that—in analyzing how foreign or humorous it was—they never reached the message underneath.

			In front of the drugstore’s automatic doors, the unhoused man moved forward to accept the bill. But his arms and body overreached and the money was crushed between them as he pushed her in a clumsy semihug that smelled of stale sweat and unwashed hair. He moaned with a titanic pain, and then spoke for the first time with clarity rather than confusion: “Why did you leave me? Why did you leave me?”

			And even as he moved on—had he even taken the money?; even as all five feet of Malti fell to the concrete, her head striking a bench corner; even as consciousness abandoned her, she would later remember thinking: I know exactly how you feel.

		

	
		
			Day 1

		

	
		
			One
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			When the call came, the notification banner interrupted the animated bug guts glowing in the dark of his office-cum-gaming room. He was certain he’d set his phone to do not disturb, but the alert waylaid his armored avatar’s mission. The gigantic bugs quickly prevailed, and their team failed their assignment of “spreading managed democracy.” He apologized to his two friends, removed his Sony XM5 headphones, and answered the call. He did not usually entertain unknown numbers, but his phone identified what he could not. The words Office of Dr. Edward Smolinski, MD scrolled across his screen even though said doctor was not a saved contact of his. The brief question of whether Dr. and MD together was tautological grazed him. Perhaps not, he reasoned, as there were various species of lettered doctorates, though not all ones you’d hope for as a plane passenger.

			“Hello.”

			“Hello, is this Nathan Whitlock?” a woman asked.

			“Speaking.” He leaned back in his chair, which swiveled with the weight distribution. The overhead lights were off, but not the hexagon LEDs he’d mounted on the charcoal walls he’d painted himself. When he and Kavya had vacated the house and he’d bought his new place, he took to nesting earnestly. He would bet decent money that Kavya had not. Before clearing out her rented apartment to leave for her graduate program in India three months ago, she’d probably still been watching media on a crate-propped laptop while eating from a compostable takeout container. The thought was filled with affection rather than rancor; he’d stopped trying to force the latter. The rhythmic LED lights melted from blue to purple as he waited for information from the woman who’d called. A frozen tableau of his Helldivers video game glowed across his curved computer monitor.

			“Mr. Whitlock, hello. I see you’re the emergency contact listed for your wife, Kavya Patel—”

			He didn’t bother correcting her, only straightened, his ergonomic chair popping to attention. “Is she okay? She’s supposed to be out of the country.”

			An odd statement, as though Kavya was some spy on the lam rather than a student in her forties, but the woman was a consummate professional. “No, this call is not about her. This is unorthodox, I know, but Ms. Malti Patel’s emergency contact is your wife, who is also a patient here, and her emergency contact is you.”

			“Okay,” he said slowly.

			“Ms. Patel was in our care and she’s ready to be released, but not alone, and since you say your wife is out of the country, we’re hoping you could pick her up.”

			“Isn’t this a HIPAA violation?” He was not being contrary, he was just curious. But Kavya often told him that his frank way with questions could be off-putting, leading people to take umbrage. The thing was, people were always jumping to read more into his questions than he intended. Like an accusation of material failure lurked behind it and they needed to protect themselves. Tone, Kavya explained, tone and, well, his face, which only smiled when he was sincerely amused. He rarely smiled to be polite, which was, to him, a cousin of dishonesty. He recognized the logic of attracting more flies with honey; his issue was producing honey. He’d’ve made a terrible bee.

			Sure enough, the woman’s tone soured from imploring to defensive. “It’s your mother-in-law.”

			“Did she say you could contact me?” Again, he was simply curious. Very curious, because if there was one thing Nathan knew Malti Patel didn’t want, it was him in her business. The only one she wouldn’t mind in her business was her daughter, who’d left them both for India. Meanwhile, he and his erstwhile mother-in-law shared a Mountain View zip code and little else.

			“Why don’t you come down and we’ll sort it out with her.” She waited a beat before stiffly adding, “We wouldn’t want to violate HIPAA.”

			Yup, definitely offended.
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			“So she’s agreed to be released in my care?” he asked the same woman twenty minutes later. Eight at night and the lobby of the doctor’s office was vacant. That this woman very much yearned to lock up and go home was as obvious as an odor. Also apparent was the fact that neither of them found the other any more charming in real life. “Shouldn’t she be admitted to the hospital?”

			The woman was weary enough to not be wary. “She spent last night at Stanford Medical Center. Coming here was a precaution due to her age and heart condition. She seemed confused about her meds, but the doctor ran more tests and she’s fine to go home now. But we cannot let her drive herself, and staying alone is not recommended for at least a week.”

			“And she’s agreed to be released in my care?” he repeated.

			“Yes.”

			“Did you give her drugs?”

			“Yes.”

			He nodded. “That explains it.”

			“What?”

			“Nothing. I’ll drive her.”

			The woman squinted at him. She had a beautiful jawline and eyes that were slightly too close together. “And stay with her,” she said, issued as more of a threat than an instruction.

			“And stay with her,” he parroted obediently. “What happened?”

			“I’ll let her fill you in,” the woman said tartly, and Nathan knew that in another life—one where he hadn’t antagonized this woman without even intending to (a dubious skill)—she would have answered him.

			“Aftercare instructions? Any medication?”

			“Just her usual ones, which she already has. I’ll go get her.”

			He vaguely knew his mother-in-law took various prescriptions to manage her cholesterol and blood pressure, but the specifics were beyond him. While he waited, he typed a WhatsApp message to Kavya, but hesitation stayed his hand from pressing send. They had not spoken much, and perhaps the news would be less worrisome coming directly from her mother. Proof of life and all. He pocketed his cellphone.

			Ms. Patel was wheeled out, purse in her lap, a slight woman with a robust glare. Nathan was unsure if he’d expected her to be diminished by whatever had befallen her, but if he had, he was clearly wrong. She was as hearty in her displeasure at being vulnerable as she was at the sight of him. The right side of her face was bruised, she hosted a black eye, and though her arms were covered as usual, her hands bore scratches.

			“Are you—” he began.

			“Let’s go,” she commanded, despite having no agency in the direction of her wheelchair.

			“I’ll bring the car out front,” he said.

			“I can walk,” she said scathingly, clutching her large black purse to her side. Nathan wondered if she slept with that thing; he’d rarely seen her without it. Even when she visited him and Kavya, she’d perch on their couch with the purse next to her like a service animal.

			At the office entrance, Ms. Patel stood slowly. She swayed, and then appeared fine on her feet, though her hands skimmed all available planters and surfaces for balance. Rather than him. He took care to mince his steps in order to not rush her. This lent him time to observe her wounds as well as the progress of her feet, which seemed to him an impossible size for a grown adult: size five, he knew because Kavya had said that in the nineties, both she and her mother shopped in the children’s section of Payless ShoeSource. Perhaps he just thought so because he wore a size twelve, which was rather large for his height. The juxtaposition of their feet together was almost comical, and his mind flittered to the “Footprints in the Sand” poem his grandmother had had framed in her home.

			“Let me,” he said, moving ahead to open the car door for her.

			She pressed the nested door handle and it presented for her. As she opened it for herself, she gave him a pointed look. “This is my daughter’s car,” she proclaimed. “I’ve opened this door before.”

			“It was our car.” He couldn’t help himself. “And I bought it from her.”

			Once they were both inside the vehicle, he said, “We can stop by your place and pick up what you need, then we’ll—”

			“Take me home, please.”

			“Yes,” he said with what he hoped was patience. “That’s correct. We’ll stop by your house, then—”

			“No, just drop me home. I’ll be fine. Sorry they called you. I told them I’d get an Uber, but would anyone listen? No.” She shook her head and groused, “Some people, I swear.”

			“It’s no trouble. I—”

			“Then I tried my friend Lydia, but she didn’t answer.”

			“They said you shouldn’t stay alone.”

			“They don’t know shit,” she grumbled.

			“Pretty sure that’s not true, but either way, you should stay with me.”

			“With you!” she said with a cocktail of disdain and scandalization, as though he’d suggested sharing a bed.

			“I have a spare room.”

			“I want to be in my own house.”

			That was unsurprising. Ms. Patel was adamant about being in her own space. When he and Kavya lived together, Kavya would drive to visit on her mother’s turf. It took three invitations, each increasingly tiresome, before Ms. Patel would drive the handful of miles to theirs, despite their central air and better television. She was comfortable at home, preferring to see the world through the television’s lens instead of her own, though she did enjoy excursions to the cinema. Convincing her to patronize a restaurant was herculean; she veered toward the ease of fast food chains.

			The woman was impossible. Not his words. Kavya’s.

			“Fine,” he sighed. He did not relish the idea of staying under her roof. The house in which Ms. Patel had raised Kavya was older and therefore oppressive. Erected long before open floor plans and larger windows, it reminded him of a cave. Kavya, however, felt its darkness was owed to the claustrophobia of her entire childhood greeting her whenever she entered. She would brace herself for her weekly visits, and then return depleted, her patience spent as well as her energy. Try as they might not to, they quibbled more often after Kavya saw her mother. They were helpless that way, knowing the future yet unable to prevent it. “Then we’ll stop at my place and I’ll pick up a few things.”

			“You’re not staying over.”

			Because this woman seemed fine and the opposite of delicate, Nathan stripped off the kid gloves. “How else do you propose to not be alone?” He sighed. “Look, later we can discuss a nurse or something, but tonight at least—”

			“No nurse!” She looked, for the first time, properly worried.

			“Okay, no nurse.”

			“You get a nurse and that’s the beginning of the end. Then they take away your license.”

			“No one is taking away your license.”

			“Sure,” she said, scowling at him as though he were the DMV.

			“Though I’ve seen you drive and they probably should.”

			“Asshole.”

			His laugh got snared in his shock and he coughed instead. “What was that?”

			“Nothing,” she said, sullen. “You can stay tonight. You’ll see. I’ll be fine tomorrow and you can go home or wherever you came from.” She wiggled her fingers at the windshield, denoting scuttling back to a hole.

			“I appreciate the hospitality.” He realized something he should have earlier. “Are you hungry?”

			She shook her head. “I have food at home, but what will you eat?”

			There it was, the assumption that he wouldn’t eat her food. He didn’t know why, but it always felt racial, like he wouldn’t deign to eat her cooking because he was white and she was not. Never mind that he had repeatedly eaten her offerings, too many times to count actually. To the point where his spice threshold increased by two and then ten orders of magnitude.

			Cooking was a strange turn for her mother, according to Kavya, since she hadn’t known how to cook well during Kavya’s childhood. They’d slogged through lackluster meals, often burned, until Kavya was old enough to politely decline, switching to a diet of frozen dinners while her mother shifted to cooking for one. She meal-prepped before it was trendy, Kavya said, cooking all Sunday in a flurry of dreaded, exhausted activity. Apparently, before she retired and found some enjoyment in experimenting, Ms. Patel loathed cooking, and the results reflected this.

			“I’m okay.” He executed a tidy right turn into his new building’s parking lot, rolling his eyes when she scrambled for the “oh-shit bar” overhead. This car had none, so her hand found air and then her lap. The woman was impossible and dramatic.

			“Are you going to be okay waiting here?”

			She nodded once, tightly. “Kidnappers, like everyone else, don’t want the elderly. Too much risk on the ransom not being paid.”

			“I’ll leave the air on.” He activated dog mode and a Jeff Koons–type animal filled the screen, along with the temperature reading.

			“Is that supposed to be me?” she asked, pointing at the puffy marshmallow limbs.

			An odd quality about his mother-in-law was that she was stern, but also quite funny. He’d seen her charm roomfuls of people during Kavya’s birthday parties. But you rarely knew where you stood with her, or when the mood would shift. So he—and Kavya—were often at a disadvantage, uncertain of which mercurial version they were contending with at a given moment. It made you cautious. And that was how Kavya grew up, with caution.

			Nathan jogged up the steps of his condo and packed his leather overnight bag. The bag of a grown-ass man, Kavya’d said while admiring his choice, decidedly hotter than a backpack. He left food for the cat he’d seen perhaps five times since bringing her home. After locking his front door, he immediately reentered. He slid the tin of edible gummies he stored in his nightstand into the duffel.

			Knowing his mother-in-law, he’d need one, or several.
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			She awoke in her own bed but, while inhabiting that minor moment before consciousness, assumed she was still on the concrete where she’d fallen. This was perhaps attributed to the fact that last night, immediately before she’d retired to her bedroom, leaving her nearly former son-in-law in her living room and lit by the glow of a television she knew he felt was beneath him, he’d asked quietly, “Do you want to talk about what happened?”

			No, she did not. But despite that, here was her mind working against her, right on time to fuck her over as usual. She remembered trying to give the unhoused man cash, and their disastrous embrace. She remembered falling; she remembered thinking desperately please not my hip. At her age, that was the beginning of the end: the hips.

			God listened and, like some wily genie obsessed with loopholes, opted for her head instead.

			She’d come to with the police and paramedics looming over her. “I don’t need an ambulance,” she said, immediately fretting over cost. She was on Medicare, which would help, but still. Yes, there was copious blood; however, head wounds bled profusely and deceptively, she knew that. In another life, she would still be retired, but from practicing medicine.

			But there was no room for her will, really, because she was concussed and thought it was the year 2015. Called Obama the president, though later she’d quip that that wasn’t the concussion so much as wishful thinking. With slurred speech she told them her daughter could pick her up—because in 2015, her daughter still lived nearby with Nathan, her then-boyfriend. In 2015, she hadn’t yet absconded to India to be a forty-year-old graduate student.

			Malti was asked if she wanted to press charges.

			“Charges?” she echoed with a bewilderment wholly removed from her head injury. “It was an accident.”

			“You were assaulted, ma’am. The cameras got it.”

			“But he’s—he’s not…right,” she said, her words failing. What she wanted to say was coming to her in Gujarati, not English. “He needs help.”

			Her options, as explained to her, were to either press charges or not. They’d take him in if the former and let him be if the latter. The man had not moved far—they pointed. He was still in the strip mall, tottering near the Smart & Final.

			“If you take him in, will he see a doctor?”

			No, they were not in a position to help.

			Then what is the point of you? she thought, but thankfully did not say aloud. Though maybe she had said it aloud. By that juncture, the thick curtain she normally maintained between her thoughts and her tongue had been yanked aside.

			Now, in her bed, her entire body aching, she wondered if the police themselves ever felt frustrated by the lack of options they were able to offer. Like the system bound their hands, too, but they faced a public that thought they were the system. Malti wasn’t ignorant; she watched the news. She knew plenty of them were fundamentally off, eager to wield a gun and play bully—the job often attracted selfish megalomaniacs obsessed with control, like those reels of violent ICE agents hunting like predators. But she also knew there simply had to be good police officers, ones who were drawn to the job by a calling to help. Or maybe she didn’t know it, but she had to believe it.

			Malti also had a soft spot for alleged villains lately. When you spent so much time painted as one, you began reaching for nuance.

			She should rise, but she did not wish to. She reached for her glasses, which had mercifully not broken in the fall, though she’d lost her beloved visor from Daiso. No matter. She had others, had given one or two to Kavya over the years to wear while driving, though she never did.

			Malti checked her phone. Eleven. She stared at the digits with a slack lack of comprehension. Eleven. Every morning—retirement be damned—she awoke sans alarm at 6:32 whether she wanted to or not. Eleven. It was so decadent, so uncharacteristic that she succumbed to a stretch and immediately regretted it. Her battered body screamed a long list of complaints.

			She gingerly moved into a seated position, her legs hanging, toes not quite meeting the decorative rug until she scooted forward. She planted her feet and stood, reaching for the support of the dresser and walls in case she lost her bearings. In this manner she trudged out of her room to the bathroom on the other side of the hallway.

			Kavya hadn’t lived here for nearly twenty years, but the master bedroom—primary bedroom, Kavya’s voice interrupted, because “slavery and shit”—with the en suite bathroom was still hers in Malti’s mind. Kavya had often implored in vain for her mother to shift.

			“It’s crazy that you let me have it in the first place,” she’d said, home from college in 2002, her voice not unkind. “You should get the best room. It was so nice of you, but I didn’t realize how bizarre it was until later.” Upon leaving Malti’s arms and joining the world, Kavya said this about many ways of their life. “I can help you move.”

			But Malti did not want to move. Not out of some deluded longing to preserve the room in case Kavya ever returned to this faded nest. She wouldn’t. Malti knew that. But she’d tried sleeping in the primary room a few times and it had just felt wrong, uncomfortable, like wearing shoes that did not fit. She preferred her room, with the familiar shadows she’d slept under for decades.

			So the primary room remained vacant yet bursting with possessions from an abandoned era—posters, framed photographs, outdated jewelry. The house was not a preservation of Malti’s daughter, but rather of things that had once served her and now no longer did, things left to molder while she made new memories, leaving behind the clothes, the books, and of course Malti herself, in the mausoleum that was this exhausted house.

			In the bathroom, Malti was reluctant to look at herself for more reasons than the usual. Sure there were all the typical markers of age: sun spots, loose skin, clouds of melasma (though surprisingly few wrinkles and no gray hair, which Kavya envied). But now there were the added decorations of her black eye, stitches across her temple from where her head had greeted the metal bench, and cuts on her cheekbone.

			Her ablutions, though minimal, exhausted her nonetheless and she leaned against the tiled counter next to the sink to catch her breath. She felt as though she were moving weighted limbs through molasses; the simplest of motions required concerted effort.

			When she exited, she saw Nathan filling the doorway that connected the hallway to the living room. She yelped and pushed a palm to her sternum. The reminder of him in her space flooded her with discomfort. She did not mind him sleeping here per se; it was more the idea of him poking around, finding flaws and criticisms, things that should have been done or tended to that were not. The house was not perfect, but it was her home, and Nathan was consistent in his hobby of ferreting out what he deemed neglect.

			“Sorry,” he said. “I thought you heard me.”

			She shook her head and regretted it, the reverberations painful.

			“Do you want to sleep some more, or maybe eat something? I know you said you weren’t hungry but I—”

			Alarmed, she said, “I didn’t say that. When did I say that?”

			He hesitated. “About an hour ago.”

			“I wasn’t awake an hour ago.” Because Nathan replied okay in a soothing way that enraged her, she asked, “Was I?”

			“Yes, to pee.” Which made sense, because while urinating was typically what drove her out of bed, it had not even occurred to her just now. “How are you feeling?”

			“I’m fine. You can go home,” she said with a wave of her hand.

			He ignored that. “Hungry?”

			Reluctantly, she admitted, “Yes.” She shuffled down the hallway toward the kitchen, a few feet from where Nathan stood. He followed her. Her kitchen smelled of heat and use. She made to open the refrigerator. The door felt terribly heavy. Her arm dropped.

			“Do you like omelets?” He gestured to a plate on the dining table.

			Yes, but she did not care for food that she had not prepared, with the exception of Madras Cafe dosa, pizza, falafel, and Burger King’s onion rings. Decades before, when Kavya was a child, Malti had also loved Taco Bell’s tostadas, but she hadn’t frequented there in ages. She mustered her strength and tugged the refrigerator open.

			“I have food in here,” she said, gesturing to the dark, cool shelves. The refrigerator light had died six months ago and she’d grown accustomed. “Jacuzzi fritters.” She paused. That wasn’t how to pronounce zucchini. She tried again. “Jacuzzi.” Frustration twisted her face, which aggravated her injuries. “Jacuzzi,” she said angrily.

			Nathan’s brow furrowed before he understood. “It’s okay. It’s the concussion. It’ll pass.”

			But she could not let it go, could not accept she was not the master of her mind. She tried twice more before Nathan said of the omelet, “If you try one bite, I won’t bug you about it anymore.”

			“Fine.” She accepted the fork he offered and sliced a corner. She remained standing over the dining table, fully prepared to choke down the obligatory bite and then heat her own food. She opened her mouth before pausing. “Is there meat in this?”

			Nathan rolled his eyes. “Damn, you caught me. I’ve secretly waited a decade for an opportunity to ruin your vegetarianism.”

			She ate. It was, unfortunately, quite good. Soft and fluffy and went down easily. Kavya said he was the better cook between them. “Why are they…” Her hand made a grasping motion while her brain raked itself for the word. “Gooey?”

			“It’s a French omelet. I learned from a video online.”

			“It’s very good,” she said almost accusingly.

			“I made them for us every Sunday. There’s butter so they’re not exactly healthy, but they’re really good.”

			She sat at the dining table to eat, which she only ever did with company. Left to her own devices, she ate in front of the television. When Kavya had lived here, they both did. Malti wondered if others did as well, or if it was yet another habit Kavya later labeled bizarre.

			“Does she make them, too?” Malti asked.

			Nathan shook his head. “It takes a bit more time than she’s willing to spend.”

			“She’s not lazy,” she said, her voice sharp. Was it normal to defend your daughter from an accusation that you yourself had launched at her? Yes, she figured. Because of guilt.

			He took no umbrage. “No, she’s not. It was actually the waiting that frustrated her. She wanted to do things in the kitchen instead of waiting for it to be ready for her.” He looked down at the plate she’d cleared. “More?”

			Malti declined, pleasantly full. A thought occurred to her. “Have you told Kavya? About me?”

			“Yes,” Nathan said calmly. “She knows you’re fine, I told her not to worry. She offered to fly out—” Malti’s mouth opened in protest, but he continued. “I told her not to, that you’re resting and healing. She wants updates from me because she thinks you’ll downplay your symptoms. You can call her whenever you feel up to it, but she wants you to stay away from screens right now so ‘no texting, no random memes without context, and no screenshots of alarmist headlines.’ ”

			“My memes are the context,” she said, sullen. “They’re funny.”

			“They’re corny at best, and some are mildly racist.”

			She blinked. “What? Which ones?” She thought of the many people she dispatched them to and inwardly cringed.

			“You should rest.”

			“I have been resting,” she said. “I slept for thirteen hours.”

			“Do you want to be in your bedroom or the living room?”

			She stood, flapping away his help. Small steps to her usual seat on the sofa. His fully prepared, patient answer about Kavya irked Malti. Her brain itched with suspicion. “Have I asked you that before? About Kavya?”

			“Yes.”

			“How many times?”

			“Each time you’ve been awake. So I’d say…four?”

			“What!”

			“It’s okay,” he said. “It’s totally common with concussions. It’ll get better.”

			“Have you had a concussion?”

			“Yep, I fell off my bike once.”

			“How long did you take to get better?”

			He shrugged. “A week or so.”

			“That’s not so bad,” she said, relieved. It meant him getting out of her house faster.

			“Well, you’ll probably need more time because I was seventeen and you’re…”

			“Old?” she said, glaring from behind her glasses, her chin a pointed challenge.

			“Elderly,” he said with unusual diplomacy. Which was worse. He left her in the living room and she heard him cleaning her dishes in her kitchen. It made her deeply uneasy, a guest doing such work.

			“I’m going to my room,” she said, loud enough to be heard over the mild clang of a pan meeting her drying rack.

			“Okay,” he called back. “Do you want help?”

			“No,” she said automatically, and then frowned. Because she was pretty certain, even with her admittedly weaker ears, that over the crash of the water faucet, he’d answered in mimicked unison with her.

		

	
		
			Three
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			Nathan stared at the dry, dead backyard through the hard-water stains on the window above the kitchen sink. He shut the faucet lever but it continued to dribble. He shut it again, this time from a different angle. Still dripping. He added it to his growing list, along with replacing the refrigerator lightbulb and taking a look at the primary bathroom’s toilet, which groaned protests when flushed. After Ms. Patel disappeared into her room for another nap, he left for Lowe’s, or as Kavya used to quip, his Mecca.

			The house had been untouched since its birth and the repairs—though needed—were poor masks for the renovations required. Ms. Patel refused to consider moving, even temporarily, and rejected the suggestion of giving the place a facelift. She’d viewed Nathan with suspicion each time Kavya had approached the subject of the house being too big and too much of a burden, as though Nathan had his hand shoved up his wife’s skirt, his words on her lips.

			While it was true he and Kavya worried about her mother living alone, they’d never conspired to shunt her to an old age home and promptly forget about her. On paper, what happened to Ms. Patel was no longer his concern. While he had never been close with his mother-in-law, he had, however, regarded her as part of his life and family. Years ago, when examining their finances and Ms. Patel’s age, Kavya said, “I think I’ll be able to afford a smaller place for her by the time she really can’t handle the house anymore.”

			“We’ll be able to afford it,” he corrected, and was confused when she began crying. Kavya was always finding quotidian things he said profoundly touching.

			Meanwhile, when he actually tried to express his care, she was blasé, often even irritated. “I don’t need a car emergency survival kit, Nathan.” Or: “I’ll change all my weak passwords on 1Password later, Nathan.” Or: “Why would I want pepper spray, Nathan?”

			So while he was currently Ms. Patel’s steward, he was also aware of new limits and boundaries. There was now a countdown to his aegis, which he’d previously assumed would be perpetual. What had once been duty and responsibility would now be overstepping.

			Pre-divorce finalization—the purgatory of separation—was a lonely epoch filled with in-betweens. Neither here nor there, it made even polite conversation (which he already could barely abide) difficult to negotiate. He abhorred dishonesty, but neither did he wish to roam TMI fields with acquaintances, nor incur their sympathetic clucking or, god forbid, their hugs. Even closer friends prodded the what happened dissection with a hunger that, while not strictly cruel, was nonetheless greedy. They studied your grief as if it were a blueprint to avoid their own.

			He wondered if Kavya had the same conversations, pinned like an insect on a board, if she felt lonely or liberated out in India, studying history among strangers, with no chance of driving by their favorite brunch spot, or wine bar, or all the other haunts that housed their happy ghosts like palimpsests.

			The assumption, based upon stats, was that he would date again first because, according to their mutual friend Laura (who was “not taking sides, but happy to go drinking whenever”), “Men are shit.”

			Nathan hadn’t yet considered “getting back out there.” After six months of separation, he was still at the stage where the idea felt like cheating. Even imagining the setting was daunting: Where would they go where he didn’t have some association with Kavya? The prospect of sitting across from a faceless woman while ordering chicken ’n’ waffles at NOLA filled him with an oily guilt. Moving forward was necessary and inevitable, and yet it felt like a wanton, flagrant destruction of the nest they’d built, each twig an inside joke, a ritual, a shorthand that created an us, distinguishable from the them.

			In his work as an engineer, there was little room for attachment. If a product design wasn’t working, he scrapped it ruthlessly—trashing months of work—in order to create a better solution. But this wasn’t a CAD model rotating on his screen, this was his nest.

			“I don’t even want to date,” he’d told Laura. “It sounds exhausting. Besides, who would date someone who’s still technically married?”

			“Plenty of people,” Laura said, waving a forkful of chilaquiles. “Because they tell you, ‘Oh, it’s been emotionally over for a while, it’s just paperwork now,’ to get you to believe they’re ready.” Her eyes held his hostage over the sweating bottle of prosecco between them and she clapped three times to punctuate her next point: “They’re. Never. Ready.”

			“It was not emotionally over for a while,” he said.

			“Exactly. See? Releasing you into the wild would be a massacre, like those nature videos where the hyena pounces on the frail lion.”

			“Am I the hyena or the lion in this scenario?”

			That gave her pause. “I don’t know. But the point is I’m sparing you as much as I’m sparing any poor woman—still woman?” At his nod, she continued. “Woman you’d match with.”

			“Thanks?”

			“None necessary. Now if you just want to hook up, there are ways to go by that honestly.” She examined him and cocked her head. “Unless you think you’d cry after. Do you think you’d cry after? ’Cause ain’t nobody wanna deal with that postcoitus.”

			No, he was definitely still inhabiting the strange, liminal in-between. Which was why he had deflected Kavya’s profuse appreciation over the phone last night; it had never occurred to him to not help her mother. In truth, he’d do the same for anyone who needed care, but his mother-in-law was a special pill because she was a terrible patient. Demurring help, dodging ministrations, white-knuckling an independence that could kill her.

			“Thank you,” Kavya had said repeatedly on the phone last night. Hearing her voice had been very strange, uncomfortable even. They were millennials; they rarely called each other. Even while married, they’d simply texted throughout the day, sharing memes and reels in between quotidian logistics such as whether they had enough yogurt at home. “I know she’s not easy.”

			“We’ll be fine.” This was an appropriate exit ramp off the call, so he didn’t know why he asked, “How’s India?”

			“Good. The driving is utter chaos, you just have to give in to it. You’d die.”

			While they’d often teased each other about their foibles—Nathan being exceedingly particular about tidiness and Kavya blind to disorder—outside the shelter of the nest, it was reduced to an insult, a justification for their separation. This was why, Nathan thought, texts were better than phone calls.

			She must have felt similarly because she coughed and there was silence. “Hey, are you staying in my room?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Sleep on the left side. I always slept on the right so the left will probably be better for your back.”

			He regarded the queen bed. “You didn’t just sleep in the middle?”

			“No. Is that weird?”

			Sleeping in Kavya’s childhood room would have been odd even if they’d still been together. But without her present, Nathan’s intrusions after he and Kavya hung up—making the bed with her pastel sheets, looking at teen pictures tucked into the vanity’s mirror, seeing the ribbons and baubles of her youth—felt voyeuristic and wrong. One wall still bore posters of Shah Rukh Khan, her childhood star crush, and (her words) the only Indian man she’d ever loved like that.

			Throughout Nathan’s marriage, Ms. Patel had been gracious and overly generous in her gifts to him, but he knew she fostered reservations about him. When Nathan had proposed and they’d driven over to tell Ms. Patel and show her the ring, she’d plastered a fake smile on her face and asked zero follow-up questions.

			“Did you want her to marry an Indian man?” Nathan had once asked while he trimmed her trees over her protests. A storm was forecasted and he feared a branch would hit her car.

			“Are you kidding me? The best thing about you is that you’re white,” she said, bringing him a can of sparkling water, orange flavored.

			He startled, wondering if it was perhaps a language thing, though Ms. Patel’s fluency was unquestionable. “Okay, and while that’s both deeply insulting and deeply disturbing in a neo-Nazi way, I feel like there might be more at play here?”

			“Indian men are the worst,” she said plainly. “I’ve always told Kavya that.”

			It wasn’t racist, right? If the person saying it was Indian? Whatever the objective answer, Nathan knew it certainly shouldn’t come from him of all people. His emotional literacy might need refining, but his intelligence was intact. Nathan kept quiet and let her continue. “They’re controlling, they don’t care about equality, their expectations are chauvinistic, and they can’t take care of themselves. Plus Indian families are always in each other’s businesses. You goras like your space and that’s good for Kavya.”

			“Er—but those are just stereotypes.”

			“Stereotypes and clichés come from somewhere—experience.” She shook her head. “Indian men are raised to think they can treat women a certain way. Thank god I never had a son.”

			“That’s more of a generational thing, no?” He lowered his clippers and wiped his forehead. “Lots of cultures are rethinking gender roles. You’d be surprised by how much Kavya’s Indian guy friends do. Like around the house, I mean.”

			Ms. Patel’s brows had risen. “So what’s your point? You want to set Kavya up with an Indian guy?”

			He’d known early on, while dating Kavya, that her parents were acidly divorced, and even thirteen and a half time zones and three oceans were not far enough to temper Ms. Patel’s fury. But now he wondered, while scavenging a Lowe’s aisle for a refrigerator light, if time curdled pain into anger. He didn’t feel angry about his imminent divorce so much as detached; there were swaths of time when he forgot that this was his new life. Moments when he went to send Kavya a meme only she’d appreciate, before memory stayed his hand.

			As for Kavya’s parents’ split, Nathan knew only the little she did, cutting her hands on shards of fragmented stories, each clamoring for control of a narrative that first created, then splintered her life. He wondered if she was with her father now to learn not only the nuances of world history but also her own. The salient facts: her parents divorced when she was five years old, then she and her mother left India and moved to California. Her father had remarried.

			Yet another example, Nathan thought as he placed a lightbulb into his cart, of the stats Laura had mentioned.
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			When Nathan returned, the house was still; Ms. Patel slept on. The faucet and refrigerator light were easy enough, but he’d have to tackle the toilet when Ms. Patel was awake or the noise might frighten her.

			Deep into the afternoon, she hobbled toward the living room, her steps so very tiny, nearly heel to toe, her hand never leaving the wall. Her black eye had deepened to aubergine; he felt a jolt each time he saw it. Frail. While Kavya’s mother was petite, Nathan had never regarded her as frail. Not with that sharp tongue and her penchant for cursing. But the woman before him looked reduced, not like a woman at all, but rather a little girl. Disorientation was etched on her abused face, and Nathan found that this vulnerability left him very uneasy. He wished she would curse. He experienced a wide gladness that Kavya was not here to witness her mother in this state.

			Worry had him reaching for levity. “There she is,” he greeted with forced cheer. “I was starting to worry. I was gonna come in to check if you were still breathing, but I figured that’d freak you out so much that if you weren’t already dead, it might kill you.”

			“It might have,” she said, surly. “Wouldn’t you just love that? Then you’d take the house.”

			“What?” He wondered if this was another symptom of the concussion, like her forgetting each time she awoke this morning.

			Lips pinched, she shook her head. He dropped the matter.

			“How’re you feeling?”

			She gingerly lowered herself to her preferred seat on the couch, grimacing. “Fine. You can go.”

			“So you’ve said. But you can’t be alone right now.” At her annoyance, he added, “And if I leave, Kavya will fly out and stay here instead.”

			“No,” she said emphatically. “I don’t want her to.”

			“Agreed. So I’ll stay.”

			“No. You can pretend you’re staying here. She doesn’t have to know.”

			He looked her in her good eye. “I won’t lie to her.”

			Ms. Patel snorted and muttered something he did not catch.

			“What was that?”

			“Nothing.” It was sullen, like a teenager.

			“Okay, it’s settled then.” He placed his hands on his thighs and stood. “I need to get some more of my stuff. And my cat. You’re okay here for a bit?”

			“You have a cat?” Her face lit up with an enthusiasm unfamiliar to him. It was alarming, seeing her so keen.

			“No. Well, sort of. Shadow was my grandmother’s. When she passed away, I took her.”

			“I love cats.”

			“Well, you won’t love this one. She’s an asshole.”

			Ms. Patel’s gaze turned faraway and glossy. After today’s memory lapses, Nathan was beginning to recognize this look. He sat back down. “Kavya wanted one so much but she was allergic, so I said no.”

			“She mentioned that. I thought it was because you didn’t like animals.”

			“No. I like them. I’m afraid of dogs though.” Nathan saw her look through him to a memory. “When I was a child, our neighbor was bit by a street dog. He got rabies. They tied him to a tree and he died.” Her face furrowed, distorting her wounds.

			Nathan swallowed. “That sounds awful.”

			Her eyes closed. “It was.” Then, they opened. “I used to have a bird,” she said suddenly. “I’d like another bird.”

			He abstained from comment. This was the most she’d opted to share with him and he did not wish to risk saying anything that might stymie her forthrightness. But as Kavya had always said, even when he wasn’t speaking, he was communicating. It was, apparently, in his eyebrows, which did as they pleased without consulting him.

			“And what’s that face mean?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Oh, just spit it out.”

			“It’s just, a bird is objectively the worst pet. They’re more robot than animal.”

			She was affronted. “They are not!”

			“They are. What do they even do? They can’t do tricks, they can’t cuddle. You can’t take them outside. They just eat, make noises, and shit.”

			“How is that different from what you do?”

			A gurgle of laughter left him. “Fair.” He stood again. “Do you want anything while I’m out? Something to eat?”

			“I’m okay.” She added, “Thank you, Nathan.”

			The sincerity put a surprised hiccup in his step as he left through the door leading to the garage, though he said nothing.
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			He returned with the cat (who remained in her felt hut, which Nathan placed in Kavya’s bedroom) and a plan to make pizza. With Malti’s permission, he set up the litter box in an unused spare room that Malti said had once been Kavya’s study room.

			“An entire study room?” Nathan whistled. “And she got the main bedroom?”

			“It was just the two of us in the house so…” She shrugged. “And when we got AOL, this room was the closest to the old landline.” She squinted and Nathan could see her reviving a bygone time. “Remember how big everything was back then? The computer was huge so the desk had to be.” They regarded the now nearly empty space, dotted only with a few large bags of clothes and items Malti had been organizing for donation. “Too bad it’s gone now. You could have used it for work while you’re here.”

			Nathan arranged the Ooni oven Kavya had bought him three Christmases ago. Most of her gifts had been either experiences or high-end kitchen equipment. He joked her presents for him were really presents for her, designed to keep her sated with pizza, pasta, and pastries.

			“It’s because you’re impossible to shop for,” she said. He had to agree. Most of his hobbies were highly specific and technical. Once he mentioned he was heading out to buy Raspberry Pis and she was crestfallen upon his return, his hands devoid of any baked goods. Her face crumpled in dejection; no one felt the full spectrum of human emotion over minor affairs quite like Kavya Patel did. His amplitude for despair and ecstasy, by contrast, was significantly shorter. “Why is it called that then?” she’d lamented.

			Ms. Patel, on the other hand, was less eager to sample his culinary wares. “Don’t go to any trouble. We can just order pizza if you want it.”

			“This tastes so much better. Trust me. It’s the double-zero flour.”

			“I don’t really like eating other people’s food. You can make it for yourself, though. And I’ll just have my food.” Her head turned toward the kitchen. “Thanks for changing the bulb. You didn’t have to.”

			“It was no trouble. And didn’t I earn any credit with my omelet?” At her expression, he asked quietly, “Do you remember the omelet?”

			Fire flashed in her face and he was surprised at the relief he felt. This woman he knew. “Yes, I remember your fancy omelet. It was this morning. I’m not a fucking idiot.”

			He hid his smile. He pulled out a cutting board and mixing bowls and, with floured hands, set to work making the dough. The yeast, he hoped, was still active. It was an adjustment, not just working in another’s kitchen, but in one that operated under rules as seemingly nonsensical as Ms. Patel’s. It wasn’t only that she had a hand crank egg beater that looked older than him and Kavya combined, or that her knives were so dull they couldn’t break the skin of a tomato unless violence was exerted. Items weren’t where one would expect to find them. Looking for a hand towel, he opened a drawer under the drying rack and was greeted with a series of manuals for appliances that couldn’t possibly still exist in the house. An answering machine. A treadmill. A pager?

			“What do you need?” she asked behind him.

			It turned out the hand towels were stored near the kitchen desk nook where, decades ago, people housed their landlines and paid their bills. Neatly folded behind the towels stood a stack of pocket handkerchiefs, different colors in the same flowered pattern. Handkerchiefs. It was like occupying a quasi time capsule.

			“You need to sharpen your knives,” he said.

			She shrugged. “They work fine for me.”

			“Did you know dull knives are actually more dangerous than sharp ones?”

			“That’s just something door-to-door salesmen made up to trick people.”

			He hadn’t thought of door-to-door sales in eons. “Ha, the original MLM.”

			Nathan separated the dough into mounds and let them rest under a cloth while he shredded mozzarella cheese with an antique grater that had him calculating his last tetanus shot. Two years ago; he was fine.

			In his mind, just because something technically worked as-is did not preclude another, superior alternative. He’d bought Ms. Patel an electric juicer a few years back. Her clapped delight as the citrus-colored contraption spun and ground, filtering pulp to her liking, was incredibly gratifying. But other gifts intended to ease her days were met with adamant refusal. Like the new television they’d brought over, the one she’d insisted they return. It was impossible to know the line, know her mind.

			He was not dense; his privilege was built on the back of dearth. So was Kavya’s. They were avid upcyclers, but it didn’t make sense to him to hold on to things that made life harder. When his clothes were unfit for donation, he sent them for textile recycling. When Ms. Patel’s clothes were unfit for donation, she tore them into highly unabsorbent rags.

			He’d observed the shared trait among the elderly and the immigrated: save, refashion, repurpose. The language of scarcity. His grandmother had been the same way. They accumulated because they remembered the days of lack, feared their return. It was less a hoarding and more of an ominous preparation.

			When he’d flown to Arizona to help his mother clear out his grandmother’s home, the sheer volume of stuff had been daunting. They spent days organizing, separating, sorting, room by room. A few items he took with him, driven by function more than nostalgia. A ceramic garlic grater. A metal steamer basket. The tissues she tucked into every single pocket she owned, however, they were comfortable tossing.

			The process had felt interminable, but still he’d been glad for the work, for the chance to be of use to both his grandmother and his mother, the two women who’d raised him. It was the same reason he was here now, making pizza his mother-in-law might not deign to eat. His hands, capable and quiet, rarely failed the way his words did.

			“I’m going to the bathroom,” Ms. Patel announced from the living room.

			“Do you need help?”

			“Yes,” she said sweetly. “And will you wipe my ass for me, too?”

			“Jesus,” he muttered. “And I thought your daughter was sassy.”

			“She learned from the best.”

			Nathan snuck a few cheese strands into his mouth while scouting for tasks that might benefit from his attention. It didn’t take long to discover some hinges that required oil, others that needed tightening. They were in the belly of summer and the house had no air-conditioning; even as he’d browsed some units while at Lowe’s, he’d heard Ms. Patel’s refusals. He was glad for the Ooni. Without it, he’d have had to crank up the oven, turning the air insufferable.

			The kitchen in his new condo wasn’t as large or as open as the one he’d shared with Kavya. In the Great Dividing of the Things, he’d received the bulk of the appliances, even ones that hadn’t been gifts. She’d taken minor furniture and the custom shelves he’d designed and built to house her beloved vinyl collection. He told her they should share; she wouldn’t be gone forever and she’d be glad for some things when she returned from India with her MA in history. She flapped a hand, begging off in the same accommodating way she did when she gave the last dumpling to someone else even when he knew she really wanted it. She was a proficient people pleaser, Kavya, trained since birth.

			He just didn’t know when along the line he’d become people.

		

	
		
			Four
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			“Toppings?”

			“Jalapeños, please.”

			He smiled. “Kavya, too.” He dressed Malti’s uncooked pizza with jagged green disks he’d wrestled out of her favored, go-to knife. She noticed he kept the seeds in. Bold.

			In the nineties, Malti had ordered a televised knife set that could cut through a can, and had immediately sliced her pinky. It was a significant cut, and in the following days, it healed and opened, healed and opened. She knew it probably needed stitches, but where was the time? Eventually the cut mended, but unevenly, her pinky cleaved. The right side of the small scar was higher than its counterpart, like a mountain overlooking a hill. As her eyesight weakened, she couldn’t locate the scar as readily, but she knew it was still there. As was the knife set, tucked in some garage cupboard, never risked again. She entertained excavating it for Nathan, but he’d likely find something deficient with those knives, too.

			“You don’t want meat on yours?” she asked him. “I don’t mind.”

			He shook his head. “Cheese pizza is the best pizza,” he declared, and Malti believed him because he was not the sort to lie to pacify others. He said what he meant and felt, and if others didn’t care for it, fuck them. Oh, to be a man.

			“Oh shit,” he said with mild alarm.

			“What?” she asked, matching his tone. He was rarely caught off guard and she found his wide-eyed countenance unsettling.

			“My hand is on fire. I usually wear gloves.” She watched sweat flourish on his brow. He gingerly pulled his cellphone from his pocket to beseech Google for a remedy for “jalapeño hand.” The device dutifully reported in a vaguely British accent, “The Red Hot Chili Peppers were formed in Los Angeles in—”

			“Stop. Stop. Son of a bitch,” he swore, and opened his mouth to try again, waving his hand as though air would alleviate the burning.

			She was already rummaging in a cabinet. “Coconut oil.” She placed a large open tub and a spoon in front of him. His doubtful look ignited her temper.

			“You don’t think Indian people have handled spices with bare hands? You don’t think I—after seventy years—might know something Google doesn’t?”

			He scooped a bit of oil and greased his hand. His sigh filled the kitchen. “Thanks.”

			“Vinegar also helps. But I’m trying to get rid of this coconut oil anyway.”

			“I wish I’d known this years ago,” he said, more to himself than to her.

			“Why?”

			He faltered. “It’s nothing. Just once during the pandemic, we were cooking and Kavya got…”

			“Jalapeño hand?”

			“Sort of.” He avoided her gaze entirely and focused on relocating an uncooked pizza onto a flat sheet of metal attached to a long wooden handle. A pizza peel, he’d said when she asked earlier.

			His evasive answer had her eyes narrowing. “Is this an S-E-X thing?” she accused, more out of playing a part than actual affront.

			He burst out laughing. “I forgot that you spell it!”

			“So what?”

			“You curse like a sailor, but can’t say ‘sex’?”

			“It’s different.” She sniffed primly. “What was the story?”

			It was pathetic, how hungry you grew for details of your own child’s life. There had been a time when she knew her daughter better than her daughter knew herself. Knew all her preferences and dislikes, her crushes and her friends. There were no secrets, not even the ones Kavya scribbled in her first diary, the pink one from Big Lots with the dinky little decorative key. Not that Malti ever read that diary. The whole point was that she hadn’t needed to; she could just read her daughter.

			“I don’t want to make you uncomfortable,” Nathan said.

			“Just tell me. I know you two have had the S-E-X. You were married. Not that you waited until then. And I didn’t care about that either.”

			It was true. She’d rather they continued living together than marrying. But it was what it was. Mother and daughter, both married and then divorced. She’d taught Kavya how to be a good student, but not how to be in a relationship. Had she been meant to? How could she have, when she herself didn’t know, hadn’t been taught?

			“Okay, well, I was cutting peppers—Carolina Reapers. Actually you might remember, it was back when we were making hot sauce? We gave you a couple bottles, but you thought it was salsa and just ate it all in one go with chips, which was…something. Anyway, I don’t know why my hand didn’t burn, but later we’re…fooling around, and Kavya says, ‘It’s very hot.’ ”

			“Che.” Malti held up a hand. “Only necessary details, please.”

			“No, like her…sensitive parts were burning. Because of the peppers on my hand.”

			“Oh!” She winced. “What’d she do?”

			“She sat in like four inches of cold water in the bathtub.”

			“Why didn’t you google it?”

			“That was the thing, the Wi-Fi was out and we had no reception up there. This was back when we lived in that in-law unit.”

			She shook her head. “Your generation. Too reliant on the internet.”

			He rolled his eyes. “You just asked why didn’t we google it.”

			Malti didn’t care to admit it, but the pizza smelled fantastic. He weaved from the kitchen to the backyard, wielding the pizza peel.

			“When did you learn to make pizza?”

			“Oh, back in my twenties. My mom always made pizza on Sunday nights. Even now, every Sunday, I think: I want pizza.”

			She admired his mother for that. The idea that you could make decisions that turned into traditions that turned into memories. Instead of decisions that sent your child running, keen to shed childhood shibboleths like snakeskin. For Malti, that was one of the hardest parts of parenting. You think you’re doing an okay job, you think you’re having a good time together, but the minute they don’t have to come home is the test you didn’t know you’d one day be desperate to pass. Will they come back? you wondered with bated breath. At first, Kavya flew home for the obligatory holidays, but this forced migration petered out, quashed by vacations, traveling with boyfriends, working. Then Malti realized that perhaps her girl hadn’t been having fun after all, just biding time until she was released from the slammer, her real life beginning upon her freedom.

			“I used to only let Kavya have soda on Fridays and Saturdays, and she’d get so excited for the weekend. Like it was what was keeping her alive. The idea of a Coke on Friday night.” The simplicity of it. She could still see her daughter’s face, rapt over the sweating red can with white script. It had been a treasure, seeing that joy. Because it was a mild tragedy, growing up and having fewer and fewer things in this world capable of eliciting such undiluted bliss. But despite Malti’s own age and stacked disappointments, she had been able to relive joy through her kid. It is a gift, she wanted to explain to Kavya when Malti’d realized there would be no grandchildren, don’t deny yourself it.

			Nathan said, “Pepsi all the way.”

			Poignant memory shunted by this news, Malti replied, “That’s disgusting.” Her face contorted in a mixture of pure revulsion and umbrage, and Nathan’s laugh cut short when she winced at the strain on her wounds. She sighed. “People call marriages between races ‘mixed.’ But it should be between Coke people and Pepsi people.”

			“Pepsi tastes better,” he said. “Or it used to. I can’t remember the last time I had pop.”

			“You’re just wrong. Pepsi is liquid garbage and it’s soda, not ‘pop.’ ”

			“It is to people from Pennsylvania.”

			“Che. Why do we let you foreigners in?”

			He smiled at that. And she did, too. “You two used to go to the movies every Saturday, right?”

			They watched the pizzas cool, heat pluming and evaporating. “Yeah, I worked most Saturdays, and she’d have to wake up early to go with me.”

			“You were an electronic tech?”

			She nodded. “I tested boards for devices like ultrasounds. Kavya read her little books at my station and then, in the afternoon, we went through the paper—the paper, remember that? Anyway, we’d find a movie. I’d let her pick. Unless it was animated. Nothing animated. Can’t stand that nonsense. Of course, when she got old enough to stay home alone, it kind of stopped.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, if you’re old enough for that, you’re old enough to want to go to the cinema with your friends.”

			“Ah,” he said. “When my mom would take me to the mall for clothes, I wouldn’t walk with her. I was just too cool.” He shook his head in self-deprecation. “Kids are idiots.”

			She knew he was trying to make her feel better, but instead it just reminded her that she’d never be a grandmother, never have to grapple with an idiot teen again.

			“It’s fine. By then, the movies and the television had done their job.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Malti didn’t think she owned a pizza cutter, but he found a small, flimsy one that matched a bottle opener she never used. It must have been part of a set, but she couldn’t recall its origins. She wondered if that was a product of time or her damn concussion.

			“When we got to America, she didn’t know any English.” Malti paused. “Well, she knew the word ‘cow.’ ” A grin tore across her face. “In India, she’d point to every single cow on the street—there are a lot—and say, ‘Mama, cow,’ ‘Mama, cow,’ over and over again. And people would think she was very hungry.”

			“Why?”

			“I knew Kavya was saying ‘cow,’ but they all heard kao, which means eat.” Bittersweet. Memories she hadn’t realized would be her most precious possessions. Mama, cow. And Malti had patted her daughter’s soft, warm back, her patience an inexhaustible resource as she answered each and every “Mama, cow” with “yes, baby” “yes, baby.” At some point, she’d never be able to pinpoint when, she’d stopped being “Mama” and had become “Mom.” The transition had stung but, like with all the others, she’d adjusted.

			Malti cleared her thick throat. “Where was I?”

			“You’d just come to California and were learning English.”

			“Right. Kavya only knew cow. My English wasn’t great, but I’d at least been to America before, with Kavya’s father. Anyway, I put her in a Christian Montessori school because the classes were small and that way she’d get extra attention.” At his nod, she continued. “The teachers recommended I only speak to her in English. Let her absorb as much as possible.”

			“Oh right. She said that was why she lost all her Gujarati.”

			Malti sat with that bland hearsay blame while he served them two pizza slices each on plates she’d pulled from the cupboard.

			“Do you want chili flakes?”

			“On top of the jalapeños?” she asked. Then she nodded. “Yes, please.”

			“Mother’s daughter,” he said lightly. He couldn’t know how it hurt. So she made herself not be hurt. “Kids are sponges, she could’ve learned both, no question.”

			Malti sighed. Everything was so easy, so clear, well after the fact. But she’d been thirty-eight, struggling with the language at work herself. She’d been completely alone in this country, freshly divorced, desperate to clutch onto any advice from the alleged experts. You get enough calls from teachers, enough meetings, enough fear instilled in you that your child might be flailing, might be left behind, and you defer, you obey. You do anything to give them a leg up, and everyone knew that education was the most paramount of legs.

			And here was this child—no, Nathan was an adult even if she couldn’t help thinking of him and Kavya as kids. Fine. Here was this grown man, sworn off having children of his own, preaching to her about what kids were like. But she found her indignance to be theoretical and academic; she couldn’t quite summon any proper anger. She wasn’t exhausted, other than the baseline level of depletion that had defined her waking hours since her fall, but she still couldn’t rustle up her usual defensive barbs.

			“The teachers told me that she had to learn the language fast. Poor thing didn’t even know how to ask for the toilet and she…pooped herself. There she was, squatting in a corner, her underwear full of it—can you imagine? Bechari—I mean, poor thing. I wet the bed a lot as a child, but I’ve never shit in my pants. That, too, in front of people.”

			“Obviously you’ve never had gas station sushi.”

			“What?”

			“Nothing, just a joke. Go on.”

			But Malti was chewing. “Do you mind talking about this stuff while you’re eating?”

			“Doesn’t bother me.”

			“Good pizza, by the way. The crust is—” The words she wanted evaded her. She settled for “Really good.”

			“It’s the flour. Game changer.”

			“So every day I carried extra underwear in my purse to work, in case I got the call from the school: it happened again. One day I got there and a white lady—one of the other mothers—had already cleaned her up.”

			“Was Kavya okay?” he asked.

			“Oh, she was fine! Sitting in the bathroom, dress on, no underwear, legs swinging. Happy.” Nostalgia tugged up the corners of her mouth into a smile. “Such an innocent age. No shame.”

			“That was nice of that woman,” Nathan said. He took a huge bite, nearly half his slice, and wiped his mouth with a napkin.

			“At that school they would say things like ‘just being Christian,’ or ‘not very Christian of him.’ Like Christian means being a good person. But I don’t think any one religion gets the monopoly on that.” She regarded him. “You didn’t go to a religious school, right?”

			“No, I got that at home. My grandmother was religious. My mother a bit less so. And me not at all.”

			“Christian?”

			“Catholic.”

			“What’s the difference?”

			He sighed. “The cause of many a war.”

			“People do love pretending to fight over religion.” She sighed too, hers weary.

			“Pretending?”

			“It’s always a cover, isn’t it? It’s really about land or power or money, but they use religion because it’s…prettier. So they can feel good or—or noble about being cruel and violent because it’s not for themselves, it’s for a ‘higher power.’ ”

			She watched him think about that. Part of her bristled, preparing for a negation that would provoke her defense. The thing about her son-in-law, other than his berserk eyebrows, was that he was a bit of a know-it-all.

			“Kavya helped a friend with a research project about Partition a few years ago.” He said it as if she might not know about the project and that was fine, because she didn’t. She didn’t know why her daughter had suddenly decided to up and study history at her age. She didn’t know much about her daughter’s work—even before she’d quit her lucrative job at a giant pharmaceutical company to freelance, bouncing between various nonprofits—other than the elevator pitch bits Malti repeated, over and over, to third parties when asked. Did all parents have that? A well-rehearsed sound bite to conceal their ignorance? “And it seemed like a lot of that was about religion.”

			Malti’s eyes closed. “That was—that was about a lot of things. But I’d still say power and land.”

			“What was it like?”

			Outrage sprung open her eyes. “Excuse me? How fucking old do you think I am?” she yowled. “I was born in 1954!”

			“Oh. Right.” He had the grace to look sheepish. “My bad.”

			After another harrumpf, she continued. “The men wanted things their way, and when they couldn’t, they threw tantrums. Jinnah wanted power, Nehru didn’t want to share it. Jinnah resented that Nehru was the golden boy. Dr. Ambedkar wanted Harijans to have separate protections, but Gandhi wanted their numbers to be with the Hindus, so he fasted until Ambedkar had to give in—”

			“Why did he have to give in?”

			Malti made a small noise in the back of her throat, but she was patient when she said, “If the most beloved man in India dies, who do you think would be blamed? The caste Hindu man who starved himself, or the Harijan who ‘drove him to it’? That’s how it worked then, it’s how it works now. You burn your Muslim neighbor’s house because of what some other Muslims five hundred kilometers away did to a family who hurt another family and so on. If Dr. Ambedkar hadn’t agreed, India would have massacred the Harijans.”

			Despite himself, Nathan corrected her. “Dalits.” When Malti looked at him, he continued, his skin flushing in that way white people’s sometimes did. It used to fascinate Malti when she’d witness her white coworkers wear their embarrassment. Wasn’t it a weakness? Having your emotions telegraphed against your will? Well, evidently not; as a whole, they seemed to have done just fine for themselves.

			“Sorry,” Nathan was saying, still pink. It was unusual to see him uncomfortable; he was typically so assured, so at ease. “I know you’re—and I’m—I just know because Kavya would say…Well, the name they’ve chosen is Dalit.”

			“Dalit,” she said, correcting his pronunciation.

			“Yeah, that.”

			“Oh,” she said. She felt too tired to continue chewing her pizza. She set it onto her plate. “I’m not against people naming themselves how they want. It’s just hard to keep up, is all.”
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			After eating, Malti rested on the couch while Nathan arranged his work equipment on the dining table. Once his monitor and wireless keyboard and mouse were connected, he began playing a video game.

			“What is that?”

			He pulled his headphones to free one ear. Malti was behind him, engrossed or just grossed out by his screen saturated in hi-res green bile. “Hm?”

			“What is this? Why is it so disgusting?” Her hands flapped. “What happened to the nice colors, with the candies and the cupcakes? They won’t scramble your brains like this nonsense.”

			“Candy Crush absolutely rots your brain.”

			“What’s the point of killing the bugs? Che, che. What did they ever do to you?” Her nose wrinkled. “Besides being disgusting.”

			“The bugs hate democracy.”

			She looked down at him. “And I have the concussion?”

			He laughed. “They hate democracy so, to protect the federation, we have to kill them. They call it ‘spreading managed democracy.’ ”

			“What is ‘managed democracy’?” She employed the same air quotes as he had.

			“Something made up by the game, ’cause technically there’s ‘democracy,’ but not really choices.”

			“Doesn’t sound so made up,” she said before mentioning she needed her tablet, which Nathan had moved from the dining table, to buy a few outfits for her niece’s children.

			“Grandnieces and grandnephews. You’re a grandaunt,” Nathan said, passing her the tablet.

			She regarded him with an ice to which he was growing accustomed and said, “Shut. Up.”

			Nathan wondered if the hostility was not due to the reminder of her age, but to the reminder that grandaunt was the closest she’d be to a grandmother, which was not close at all. He knew Ms. Patel had mourned the perceived loss longer and far more strongly than his own mother, who’d accepted his decision with her usual equanimity, a shared trait of theirs.

			Ms. Patel opened a shopping application on the tablet Kavya had bought her (one of the rare gifts she’d accepted without objection).

			“Do you want help?” Nathan asked. “You shouldn’t be looking at screens.”

			“I’ll be fast,” she said, punching buttons in her usual hunt-and-peck manner. She adjusted her glasses. “I’d be faster if they’d only show me green or yellow clothes in the size I want. Look at this! Seventy-six pages of results!”

			“Use the filter,” Nathan said without looking up from his game. Onscreen his avatar launched a grenade into a bug nest.

			“Huh?”

			“Here.” Standing over her, he showed her how to cull the results. He was about to do it for her, but she batted him away.

			“I want to learn,” she said, and Nathan smiled. When the update revealed only five pages, her eyes lit up. “Wow!” she said with sincere awe, like together they’d discovered the first odd perfect number. “Amazing!” She twisted in her chair to look up at him. “Does it work on son-in-laws?”

			“Sons-in-law.”

			She waved a hand. “Whatever.”

			It was dark when Nathan cleaned the Ooni and the kitchen, loading the ancient dishwasher over Ms. Patel’s protests.

			“It saves water,” he said.

			“I always hand wash.”

			He declined to retort: And that’s why you miss half the spots. Instead, he exercised restraint by only saying, “There’s enough with two people to make it worth it.”

			“I’m not sure it even works.”

			“We’ll find out. I can fix it if it doesn’t.”

			She sighed with annoyance, the shared victory of the shopping filter apparently dead. “You don’t always have to fix things.” She moved her hands erratically, as though to emulate him with fingers in many pies. “You can just let them be.”

			She was precisely this sulky, he remembered, when he’d come over to blow decades’ worth of lint out of her dryer vent. Outside, where Kavya was stationed, she exclaimed that it looked like it was snowing. Meanwhile, Ms. Patel stood with her arms crossed, as though she was emotionally attached to the lint they were evicting, as well as the fire hazard it presented.

			“If things can be better, why not make them?” he asked now.

			“Because,” she said, grasping for the words yet empty-handed. Her shoulders fell a fraction with the defeat. “Because when you do it, you’re criticizing people. Like the way they live or are isn’t good enough.”

			Nathan would’ve dismissed this opinion a few years ago; he was self-aware enough to admit that. But a marriage ending—one he wasn’t particularly too keen on ending—cracked the door open for a tinny voice that whispered, what if you’re wrong? Kavya said her entire life—and most of the women’s she knew—was governed by that voice. Only for them it was not tinny. It did not whisper. It was booming, snarling, and loomed over every email, interaction, and decision.

			So he told Ms. Patel, carefully, “That’s never my intention.”

			Kavya often felt criticized. They talked about it at first like the emotionally advanced beings they knew how to emulate, peppering conversations with “I” statements and acknowledgments and pledges to do better. But their adjustments were always temporary. Her attempts to be less defensive, his attempts to take more care with his words. So easily they fell back into who they were rather than who they wanted to be. And then it felt like they were having the same conversation over and over again, their thinning patience whittled down further with each iteration. Rather than being more willing to see the other’s point of view, they grew less so.

			As she interpreted it, one of Kavya’s favorite songs—miserable to his own ears—was about a marriage slogging through middle-aged growing pains. The quotidian domestic patterns that eroded you, the shitty thoughts too hurtful to voice swallowed, the ill-fitting skin you wore of someone who wanted to be there. This repetition eliding the days until you could recite which argument this was by number. Their Conversation No. 16, then:

			Why can’t you appreciate all the changes I’ve made for you? Why is it always more with you? Why haven’t you gotten by now that this is the way I just am?

			Kavya’d dragged him to see this band perform, the tall lead singer drinking from a bottle of red wine throughout the concert, the hedonism somehow dissolute but also tame.

			Ms. Patel said, “How you want to come across and how you actually come across are different things.”

			Nathan bit his tongue. He tried for patience. Early in his relationship with Kavya, he’d wondered why she couldn’t or wouldn’t be more patient with her mother. He’d watched them interact and was shocked at how quickly Kavya would take the bait, lash out over things that seemed entirely benign to Nathan’s interloping ears. They were not their best selves around each other, her and her mother. Afterward, Kavya would review her actions in a self-flagellating replay, but she’d still be helpless against repeating the cycle the next time.

			Growing up, Kavya had not spent much time with her father or her stepmother, but Kavya did recall one lesson her stepmother imparted from her own experience: you cannot run from your childhood. As a teenager, Kavya had been outraged at the audacity of this stranger presuming to know anything about her. She dismissed the advice as self-important, but her resentment ensured the woman’s words stuck. Much later, when recounting the story to Nathan, she realized that sometimes adults share what they’ve learned to save you time.

			Her stepmother said, “Look, if you’re reading every night and your parent comes in and turns off the light without a word, you’ll probably go to bed. That’s their instruction and you’re meant to obey. But that resentment will pile if you don’t address it. And one night, if your husband comes in while you’re reading and he turns off the light without a word, you may explode.”

			Those chickens came to roost later, when Kavya was in tears over his comments while instructing her on Zelda, a game she begrudgingly agreed to play even though her hand-eye coordination rivaled a baby panda’s. “Why are you picking on me?” He’d been flabbergasted.

			“I was just trying to help.”

			In looking at Ms. Patel now, the matriarch whose decisions grandfathered in so many things that made his wife strong and resilient and tender, but also a cauldron of pain and insecurity, Nathan found his tongue freed from his teeth. Even as he knew he could not blame the wreck of his marriage on this woman, he found a way to. This was why Kavya flinched at anything remotely resembling criticism, slinking to lick her wounds in private rather than endure the anxiety of a confrontation. You are the reason, he thought of his mother-in-law, I have paid for your choices.

			But that was true in every person, in every relationship. You did not get to tare. You could not choose to go to zero and leave all the baggage behind. You dragged it into your lover’s kitchen, even if you weren’t willing to address or admit it. It was with you, always, a faithful albatross. And unless you accounted for its weighted, constant presence, it would fuck up your measurements each time you attempted to create something good and new and nourishing.

			“Fair point,” Nathan finally said. “I’m sure you don’t want to come across as cold and distant, but you do.” He was about to feel awful. Picking on a seventy-year-old concussed woman with bruises and a sewn head was hardly an honorable win. But then she said:

			“I’d say, ‘I’m sure you don’t want to come across as arrogant and rude,’ but perhaps you actually do.”

			“I am not arrogant or rude.” A memory struck him. They’d been leaving a party and Kavya asked why he was being rude. He was in a foul mood and said, “I’m not being rude, I’m being curt.” She said nothing, tapping on her phone before shoving her screen in his face. The definition of curt, apparently, was “rudely brief in speech.” It was so on the nose that they couldn’t hold on to either anger or triumph. They chose laughter instead.

			“When does it ever work out as perfectly as that?” she asked, cradling her phone.

			“Never,” he’d said.

			That must have been around the five-year mark. Back then, laughter and love sliced through whatever ego or insistence hindered affection. It had once been so easy to prioritize shared happiness over solitary vindication.

			Nathan sighed noisily. “Okay, fine. I know that I can come across like that. Kavya told me all the time. But it’s not how I mean to sound. I—I’m not great with tone, I know that. So I show people I care by doing stuff for them, by fixing things and being helpful.” He paused. “And you’re the same way, to be honest.”

			She frowned. “You and I are not the same.”

			He ignored that. “And that’s probably why we both have, I dunno, disconnects with Kavya. Because our love languages are different.”

			“Love languages?” she asked, as though he’d said unicorn feces—something both impossible and vulgar.

			He explained the five types, omitting the caveat that the theory could very well be hogwash. “She says she’s physical touch and words of affirmation.” He gave his mother-in-law a pointed look. “And you’re not exactly the praising, cuddly type.” A beat. “Neither am I, I know. I tried to change, but it’s hard.”

			She exhaled. “It only gets harder, by the way.” She cocked her head. “What are you?”

			“What am I what?”

			“If she’s touch and words, what are you?”

			“Acts of service, I think. Definitely not gifts.”

			She scoffed. “Tell me about it.”

			His eyes narrowed. “Excuse me. When have I ever not thanked you for those cash envelopes you’d give us?”

			“It’s not that. Whenever I dropped off food or snacks, you’d text ‘thanks, but we don’t need more.’ That,” she explained with a glare, “is rude. It’s polite to just accept the thing.”

			Nathan was actually quite glad for the opportunity to speak about this frankly. Most of his communications with Ms. Patel had been via their triangular text group. He assumed she texted Kavya actual details, whereas he exclusively received emoji or meme replies to their questions of how she was faring.

			“When I was in college, my grandmother mailed me oatmeal cookies. They weren’t great, but why would I say that? I told her I loved them because I loved her. And every two weeks, what do you think I got?”

			“Oatmeal cookies.”

			He nodded. “If I pretended I liked everything you brought, you’d keep buying it or making it. And even the things I really did like, do like, you’d bring enough to feed five people. I like to eat your food some of the time, but I can’t eat it three times a day. So why would I let you waste your time and money like that? You and I—we don’t have much in common, I know, but we both had women in our lives doing it all with not much. I never want you to waste your money. And I wasn’t going to let you just for the sake of American manners.”

			Ms. Patel was quiet for a long while. Nathan felt awkward; he was unaccustomed to speaking so much, even before he lived alone.

			“I just think you could have been nicer about it.”

			He compressed his lips as he turned this over. “You’re probably right. I could stand to be nicer about a lot of things. But you’ve rejected plenty from me, from us. You refused the television, the air conditioner. A car that wasn’t around during the Clinton administration. And you apparently also think acts of service are criticisms. It’s impossible to please you.”

			“I don’t think all acts are. I think your acts are. Because of your attitude.”

			“Well, I’ve been working on my attitude over the years. Maybe you could work on your reception.” He blinked at the familiar cadence of his words. He tasted the acid of the lingering pizza sauce. It was as though he was talking to Kavya. “Not everything is meant to attack you.”

			“I told you it gets harder to change,” she said, but with no venom. Their conversation had tired her, he could tell. Behind her glasses, her eyes drooped.

			“Would you like to sleep?”

			“No,” she said. “Not yet.” Her gaze sharpened. “Have you noticed you and I both say ‘you and I’? Not ‘me and you’?”

			He smiled through his puzzlement. “Yeah. That’s correct though.”

			“I know, just an observation.”

			“You try living with Kavya and not learning the difference. Nonconsensually.”

			“I did live with Kavya. Every television show.” Ms. Patel’s eyes rolled hard. Nathan laughed. She mimicked her daughter like a parrot would. “ ‘It’s “you and I, it’s you and I.” ’ ”

			“Oh, and it’s worse if they use it, but they use it incorrectly.” He pitched his voice higher. “ ‘It’s “you and me, it’s you and me.” ’ ”

			“Sometimes, I’d think: well, the character wouldn’t speak like that, all perfect. They’d use it the wrong way, thinking they were right, that’s the whole point of—”

			“—of realistic dialogue! I know! I told her the same thing!” Nathan looked at his socked feet. “You know I once corrected her grammar?”

			Ms. Patel’s head swiveled. “Get out.”

			“Yup. Fewer versus less.”

			She nodded. “Ah, because fewer can be counted.”

			“She never gets it right and it drives her bonkers. When she comes back, you have to correct her on it. She’ll flip.”

			“If she comes back,” Ms. Patel murmured.

			Though her tone intimated that she’d been musing to herself, curiosity had him pressing. In case Ms. Patel knew something he did not. Kavya’s tuition and expenses were covered by her father while she was studying history in India—a generosity he’d insisted upon—but eventually she’d need to return to fund her life here. “The master’s program is only two years. Why wouldn’t she come back?”

			But Ms. Patel’s mouth clamped shut and she gave a slight shake of her head, both familiar signs of her stubbornness, and he knew the matter was closed. He watched her air her face with a paper fan. He himself hadn’t stopped sweating since his jalapeño hand fiasco.

			“It’s so hot,” he said. “I won’t even bother with my AC pitch again, but I can get you shorts or something.”

			She shook her head again. “I have shorts.”

			“You just don’t want to wear them.”

			Another shake; she would not look at him.

			“Because I’m here.”

			The answer was her lack of answer.

			“You don’t want me to see your legs.” He sighed; he wasn’t a lecher but when had denying lecher status ever reassured a woman of anything other than said lecher status? He simply wanted her to be comfortable in her own home. But instead of saying this, he said, “I know you have legs.”

			She shrugged.

			Nathan was flabbergasted. How was this a grown woman, one who’d been married, who’d had a child? The woman was a child.

			He tried again. “I’m sure your legs are not that bad.”

			The bait worked. She emitted a squawk of outrage, sounding much like the birds she was so fond of. “I have great legs.”

			“Then what’s the problem?”

			She graced him with yet another withering lour. At this rate, he’d be desiccated by tomorrow. “They’re not for you to see.”
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			Malti woke up desperate for a bath. It hadn’t occurred to her yesterday, not that she could have spared the energy for one. But she smelled herself as she cautiously turned onto her other side, the bedsheets rustling, emitting a mild, stale scent of body and unwashed hair. She remembered her great-aunt, whose housekeeping and hygiene left much to be desired. Malti had dreaded the forced visits; the vim of her youth had no tolerance for the old or slow or lonely. Behind her back, Malti’d dubbed her gandi masi—dirty aunty—and now she couldn’t even recall the poor woman’s actual name.

			In bed, Malti wondered if gandi masi had been able to smell herself decaying as the years passed. Which birthed another, alarming question: Did others smell Malti in a way she could not?

			Her pillow grazed the stitches at her temple; they felt tight and the urge to touch them was strong. She resisted.

			At the hospital, the doctor tasked with her sutures had been harried with assignments; she hadn’t waited long enough for the numbing agent to be effective. Malti had been too depleted and battered to voice a protest. When they admitted her for the night, they handed her a tablet to sign digital forms. Her finger moved over the DNR form. Another doctor had explained, overly kindly, that CPR was not a drastic measure. It was not the violence of a defibrillator. Malti declined, her “no” adamant with an energy her body lacked.

			If her heart stopped and they pounded it back into bleating submission, she might live, but there was little chance of her going home and returning to the life she knew. Better she die at the hospital than be a burden on Kavya, who would come home immediately because guilt, with its wider net, proved more broad than love.

			After Malti ran the bathwater, she coiled her black hair, pinning it. It, too, could use a wash, but she shouldn’t wet her wound. She’d once possessed so much hair, a beautiful annoyance she refused to comb or tend to. Her sisters took turns on hair duty. They’d tame the tangles patiently, then oil, braid, or style according to their whims—which could be generous or punitive, depending on their mood.

			This was why, every so often at school, her classmates would take one look at Malti and say knowingly, “Fighting with your sisters again, huh?”

			“How’d you know?”

			“ ’Cause your hair looks like shit.”

			Malti smiled at the memory. Her thoughts and dreams veered haphazardly between English and Gujarati like the wheels of a wonky shopping cart.

			She undressed slowly, avoiding her nude reflection in the mirror that ran along the wall above the sink and counter. She’d always been a small woman; Dr. Nash, who’d performed her C-section, joked that her pregnancy had doubled her weight, thereby enfolding her within regular American demographics. But after menopause, her abdomen and breasts expanded, while her arms and legs did not. She had little use for vanity anymore (though she was proud her hair was still black; people assumed she dyed it—she did not), but her body could still disappoint her. Especially when it fell down and banged itself against drugstore benches.

			She’d brought her change of clothes with her into the bathroom, her bra and panties folded neatly between her pants and shirt, like she did in exam rooms. This modesty had nothing to do with Nathan, who was somewhere in the house, likely tinkering with things that weren’t his business. No, it was a habit leftover from her childhood in India, dressing in the bathroom. Kavya had once done the same after her baths. Then she went to college, where girls roamed from the showers back to their rooms in towels and slippers. And, like so many of the things Malti taught her, she jettisoned it easily, finding a better way. A way that was not her mother’s.

			Back when it was time for Kavya to tie her own shoes, every morning Malti showed her the two-loop method she herself had been raised on. Yet when Kavya eventually succeeded, it was via the other way: one loop and something about a rabbit hole. This, for whatever reason, took Malti aback. That this child, so much hers, was of her own mind, had proclivities and tendencies that Malti wouldn’t know of, let alone be able to control.

			Kavya had flown home her first collegiate holidays with entirely different underwear to launder, something Malti didn’t wish to reflect on too much. After an adolescence of sanitary pads, Kavya suddenly preferred tampons. And instead of folding her bras and panties as they had their entire life together, Kavya merely dumped the clean undergarments into the drawer and shut it. “That’s how Alison does it,” Kavya said of her roommate. “She says it’s the best part of laundry ’cause you don’t have to fold or hang it.”

			All minor things, this Malti knew. Yet still, they dazed her. How habits accumulated over years could be dismissed in less than three months.

			There were other matters, too. Apparently, “You put the flat sheet between the comforter and the fitted sheet.” Malti’s whole life, she’d placed the comforter directly onto her body. She’d emulated her daughter’s bedding after her own in India. But seventeen years later, she learned it was done differently here—how was she to know?

			Kavya’d explained, “It makes sense because then you don’t have to clean the duvet as often.”

			Acclimation was what Malti had wished for her daughter. Anything to avoid the isolating ache of not belonging to a place. Her daughter would slide right into her birthright as an American. Which was why she hadn’t pushed Gujarati onto Kavya. A decision she was still punished for to date, resulting in Kavya’s “rootlessness.” Her ex-husband blamed her for it as well. He and his new wife (thirty years and Malti still thought of the woman as just that) tried to pull Kavya to India any chance they got. Stealing her. “You made a choice to ostracize yourself,” he told her, as though by divorcing her, leaving her, he hadn’t sealed her fate in that regard. Choice. All his, none hers. That was how it went with husbands and wives. Ex-wives. “It doesn’t mean you also get to cut off Kavya. And I’m not just talking about me, I’m talking about giving her a chance to get to know your family, too, Malti.”

			And what irked her was the germ of truth in his arrogant mouth. Malti was the youngest of ten children, two sons, eight daughters. How her mother had done it, she had no idea. Both in the bearing and rearing stages. They hadn’t had much money, not like Kavya’s father’s family, but while they ate lean, they still ate. Age differences meant that her eldest sisters were more like mothers than her actual mother who, gentle and patient, was chronically exhausted and no match for Malti, a hellion whose manic mischief could not be contained by the walls of their family home.

			She had been a menace, she thought with fondness as she sank into the tub’s welcoming warmth. Moreover, she’d been allowed to be one by her indulgent family. Such a crowded house meant the siblings shared beds. She was the only one who slept alone, though that was in part because everyone refused to bunk with her, given her nocturnal incontinence. “In Malti’s bed,” her brother complained, “frogs could leap.”

			She’d hit him because she could with impunity, then cry to her oldest sister, Urmila, claiming he’d hit her, and Urmila would give him two tight ones, and he wouldn’t even be sore with her. They’d simply resume playing. Malti hadn’t realized until much later that it was odd she was the golden child, the last in a line of eight girls. Her brother was the only surviving son, their eldest brother having passed away young from cancer, leaving his new bride bereft. He should have been the jewel, a prince, but their parents never considered daughters as the scourge the neighbors did.

			When you grow up happy, Malti thought, raising her hands out of the water to examine them, you assume it’s a natural state rather than a gift. She’d taken things for granted that she never would again. They should have resented her, her dear siblings, both for being a brat in the early days and for abandoning them in the later ones.

			With an alarming lack of control, Malti began to cry, tears sliding down her cheeks to tickle her wet neck. Upon birth was a person allotted a certain, fixed measure of happiness? If so, she’d used hers all up in the first two decades of her life, leaving little but work and fear for her remaining years.

			Or perhaps the women in her family were cursed. There was Urmila, who’d become a doctor—a feat at any time, but in those days, as a woman, it was mirific, and Malti had known she would strive to echo the achievement—but then Urmila had passed away so young.

			The cancer that had claimed Malti’s eldest brother left behind a stunning widow aged eighteen. Malti’s sister-in-law immediately removed her jewelry, wore pale saris, and shut her dreams of motherhood in the cupboard next to the mothballs. Malti and her siblings called her bhabhi—my brother’s wife—but without a husband or children to call her anything else, soon her given name was also hung, unused, in the cupboard. Everyone, even the subsequent generations, even Kavya, took to calling her Bhabhi, as though it was her identity.

			In the mid-nineties, Kavya’s father procured visitation rights in India, which meant their summers were to be spent in Gujarat going forward. For the first time since she was five, Kavya met Bhabhi. It was the same summer a hit film song was everywhere—the one where Salman Khan slingshotted a marigold flower at Madhuri Dixit’s butt amid a baby shower. Kavya and her cousins got a kick out of flirtily serenading the bhabhi lyric—who could remember it anymore?—to Bhabhi, who hushed them with faux sternness while distributing the Swad candies she kept tucked within her white sari.

			What had Bhabhi’s given name been? After the pyre of her husband of less than a year, did she wish to go home rather than continue living with these strangers? All those years, and it hadn’t occurred to any of them to have a conversation about Bhabhi remarrying, dusting off her name and dreams, airing them to resume a life halted at eighteen. If she’d been a man, Malti doubted her family would’ve waited six months.

			Malti hoped Bhabhi had been happy with them; they’d certainly adored her. She’d been beautiful and kind and patient and remained so in Malti’s memories. Such fair skin, everyone squealed. She’d treated Malti like her own. A few years ago, when her health had eroded from bad to worse, Malti’d urged Bhabhi to live with her in California, but Bhabhi refused, balking at the idea of starting a new life with new routines and a new language in her eighties. “She won’t eat,” her other sister-in-law, Tejal, still in the ancestral home, reported to Malti.

			It had been an echo of when Manoramaben had passed, her body slipping from slender to gaunt.

			Mona, as she was called by all, had been the second eldest daughter, after Urmila. Yet another cursed woman, she died a spinster, stuck in her natal nest and, upon retirement, becoming an interloper in her brother’s house, never mind it had been their home long before his marriage.

			Mona, too, had been denied the motherhood she so earnestly craved. People surmised a match never came because she was too dark and their family, though educated, was too poor to compensate for such a concession.

			Mona, Malti now drowsily thought, you were beautiful.

			Perhaps the water was too hot, because her head spun. Her vision blurred, this time not from tears, and she was cognizant enough to be alarmed. People drowned in tubs. Whitney Houston. Sridevi. Though who knew if that had been foul play to get Sridevi’s hefty life insurance—men were dastardly after all. The idea of a man profiting from her demise galvanized Malti. It took considerable might and will, but she heaved herself forward to drain the tub. Then she rested against the porcelain, her breathing shallow, waiting for the dizziness to subside.

			She’d never regarded herself as one of the cursed women. She’d married, she’d managed a child after a few miscarriages. But then she’d been divorced. She thought of it that way, passive. She didn’t get a divorce, she’d been divorced by a man who hadn’t bothered to tell her to her face. A man who’d swooped in at the opportunity to deplete their joint accounts, stealing Malti’s money. A man whose love and approval her daughter then sought—splinters in Malti’s skin; whose roof her daughter was currently sleeping under—a dagger in her heart.

			The last thought to flutter through Malti’s mind before darkness descended was Bhabhi’s birth name, at last plucked from that neglected cupboard, unearthed, resurrected with the wispy hope that remembering the dead brought them peace:

			Saroj.

		

	
		
			Seven
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			Nathan usually went into the office twice a week, more if there was a crucial reason, like a prototype deadline or free lunch from Zareen’s. He woke and began working from Kavya’s bed, which—given its age and his age—failed all ergonomic criteria. During a short video conference, he blurred his background to avoid capturing Kavya’s Shah Rukh Khan (wet, shirtless) poster behind him.

			He knew he ought to migrate to the dining table, be properly seated before his monitor and keyboard, but it was always “one more quick thing” that kept him captive for another hour. Finally coming up for air, he shut the lid of his laptop.

			The cat was still in her hut. Shadow had been loyal to his grandmother and barely tolerated anyone else. Earlier, he wouldn’t have been able to take her in, due to Kavya’s allergies. But when his grandmother died two months prior, they were already separated and there was no reason not to, other than the fact he didn’t care for cats and this one didn’t care for him.

			These thoughts led him to text his mother, see how she was faring in Arizona with her long-term significant other, Peter. “Living in sin,” his grandmother had bemoaned of both her daughter and her grandson. He and Kavya had eventually made each other “honest”—fat lot of luck it’d done them.

			While on his phone, he saw a thumbs-up emoji from Ms. Patel. Time stamp 8:34 a.m. He’d suggested the system as a compromise. She didn’t want him barging into her space, but he had to know she was all right.

			“That I didn’t croak in the middle of the night?” she’d said to him as she did most things, with abundant snark.

			“Pretty much,” he’d answered.

			Of course the woman couldn’t be bothered to type a word, it had to be an emoji. He hoped Kavya was receiving more than that, though she hadn’t mentioned it last night when they’d texted about Ms. Patel’s status and Nathan reported that her memory was improving and the lapses were slowing. The messages were perfunctory, neither of them risking anything conversational like the night before, let alone a live phone call.

			At first, Nathan had assumed Ms. Patel’s exclusive language of emojis and memes and GIFs was novelty based, a child discovering a xylophone and banging the hell out of it, much to the annoyance of her parents. But it persisted. Kavya could offer no explanation. “She texts me outside our group. With actual words.”

			Their group chat with Nathan’s mother had been more active in that an alphabet was employed. But there, too, cropped disconnects. His mother’s use of periods, for example, had Kavya wondering if the sentiments shared were sarcastic or angry. “Who puts a period after thanks?” she asked. He explained, “That’s just the way Gen X texts. Like how boomers use ellipsis everywhere.”

			Years ago, his mother had flown to be with her brother, whose fight against Parkinson’s, his wife told the family, was nearing its end. Nathan didn’t tell Kavya right away so, unfortunately, when his mother texted the group an admittedly too concise word: “died,” Kavya thought it was in response to the last video she’d sent—a dog struggling in booties—and she replied “yeah, so funny!” When Nathan rushed to explain, she was mortified. Nathan’s mother thought it was hilarious. “Told the family. We all had a good laugh. Thanks.”

			“Your family is bizarre,” Kavya said without bite.

			“We are not a wallowing people,” he said.

			Which was also evidenced recently when his grandmother died. His mother called him, initially sounding more dazed than grief-stricken. He remained prosaic, said he was booking a flight to Arizona, but she—equally prosaic—advised he drive instead. “You have a cat to take back.”

			It would have been the kind of touching montage that dissolved Kavya into tears: a man digesting the death of his grandmother and his marriage, while on a road trip with an irascible Russian Blue that begrudgingly comes to love the man, thereby guiding him on a journey toward healing and discovery. But that montage, perhaps set to Nilsson’s song “Best Friend,” worked better with a dog or—god help him—even a bird, because forget cuddles or comfort, this cat’s chief talents were hiding and hissing.

			Helping his mother empty his grandmother’s house had reminded him of when he and Kavya had hollowed their own home, scooping out ten years and spalling it into piles: Nathan, Kavya, donate, sell, recycle, toss. The reduction of it hadn’t seemed tragic at the time; he was a practical individual raised by a sensible woman, and these tasks needed to be done. There hadn’t been room for indulgent misery.

			But mourning was patient, biding time until he was certain the worst was behind him. Loss approached everyone differently, and his manifested in that it was harder to leave bed in the morning, harder to achieve sleep, his bowels turned irregular, and his back ached. There were days he had energy enough to strip his bed and wash his sheets, but come bedtime, he fell onto the bare mattress, pushing the clean mass of linen to the side like a makeshift companion. He worked longer hours, threw himself into projects in his new condo, like painting and decorating his office to transform it into a gaming oasis.

			He hadn’t lived alone since his twenties and he tried to find some contentment in it. It was tidier, that was for sure; Kavya was not dirty, but she had a knack for spilling, breaking, splattering and dropping, and then being utterly blind to missed spots while cleaning (after seeing Ms. Patel’s ways, patient zero of this trait was clear).

			His minimal emotional amplitude was sparing him the nadir of divorce, but he suspected it had contributed to it in the first place. It was not as though he had changed; Kavya had known who he was all along. But evidently what had once been understood and accepted had grown untenable.

			“I just—I just don’t feel loved by you,” she finally said. “I’m not saying you don’t love me, but I don’t feel loved and I don’t know how to describe it. It feels like I’m starving, all the time.”

			An unhappy truth Nathan had come to realize was that you could have your tap on full blast, maximum, to fill someone’s bucket, and to them it could feel like the dribbling from Ms. Patel’s kitchen faucet. Perhaps his love would have been different but sufficient, if not for whatever transpired before him. But Kavya’s stepmother had been correct on this point: you cannot outrun your childhood.

			Nathan’s friend in the legal department once mentioned in passing the eggshell plaintiff theory. Basically, just because a plaintiff is particularly or surprisingly vulnerable to harm does not change a defendant’s culpability for the resulting injuries. A mild accident might leave one person unscathed and another, frailer one hospitalized. You didn’t get to pick whom you rear-ended. Nathan couldn’t help but think: eggshell wife.

			Fixed incidents, events, moments had transpired in the thirty years before their paths collided, and this meant that their appetites and hungers for love proved at first different, and later incompatible. By the time he and Kavya met, they were who they were, and while love certainly compelled change, everything and everyone bore limits.

			He by no means judged Kavya as a pit of need. But one thing was clear: you didn’t get to choose the bucket size of the person you loved. Online dating didn’t offer a filter for that.

			“Right now, we’re just sad,” Kavya said when the therapy only seemed to worsen them. They had moments of false breakthroughs, patterns changed, hackles avoided. Triumphs and celebrations and kudos. But temporary, all of it. Because Nathan suspected that people didn’t—couldn’t—really change all that much. Or they grew so frustrated, so misunderstood, that they changed for the worse. He might’ve proven that during their last argument, the one he didn’t like to dwell on. “But we have to stop before we’re angry. I don’t ever want to hate you. ‘This trick we have, of turning love to pain, and peace to war.’ ”

			He couldn’t imagine ever hating Kavya, but nor did he desire to be hated.

			Would they have tried harder if children had been involved? This, he knew, was a fallacy most of their friends left unspoken, filtered by decency. What even was “tried harder”? It was not as though because there were no dependents they’d stopped running to home plate, walking instead because, meh, the stakes weren’t all that high. He believed when people said “tried harder” they meant “stayed longer,” and that might have been true, but it would’ve led to the very resentment Kavya mentioned. So for all the good intentions of their whispered promises (“I’ll wait for you and, should I fall behind, wait for me”) after their city hall marriage, waiting eroded into an exercise of masochism.

			The concept of remarrying was entirely alien. He’d have just as hard a time imagining waking up in the body of an octopus. He understood why his mother was committed to Peter, but hadn’t remarried. Unlike Ms. Patel’s, his own mother’s divorce had been amicable and she and her ex still kept in sporadic touch. Each time she visited Pennsylvania, they arranged to meet for coffee. Would he and Kavya manage that? Assuming she returned from India. Nathan frowned, thinking of Ms. Patel’s ominous words last night.

			His bladder announced itself and he threw aside the sheet to stand, his back protesting. His laptop collected heat in the already warm house and his shorts were humid. He jiggled the elastic waistband to promote air flow.

			The bathroom attached to this room was square and small, with a cubicle shower that looked like it hadn’t been used since Kavya moved out, which was likely true. His first shower there, while reading the labels of discontinued products (what the hell was in-shower lotion?), the water submerged his feet. During one of Ms. Patel’s naps, he’d freed the drain of teen Kavya’s prolific hair and found some CLR in the attached garage for the old showerhead.

			Given that Ms. Patel evidently didn’t come in here often, there was a strong chance she wouldn’t discover what he’d done, so she couldn’t chide him for fixing it, like she had with the leaky faucet. The way that woman caterwauled, one would think he was destroying her house rather than repairing it.

			As if on cue, the toilet groaned at him, louder than before. Plus there was no water in the bowl. Nathan pivoted, exiting the bedroom and moving down the hall to the other bathroom. He was sure Ms. Patel wouldn’t mind since it was regularly used by guests. The door was closed, which gave him pause, but when no one answered his knock and he found it unlocked, he walked in.
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			Malti’s eyes sprung open when Nathan barged in like he owned the place, which she knew he wished he did. Something primordial stirred her back to her senses, likely the innate preservation instincts of a naked and thereby vulnerable woman. Or it could’ve just been that the tremendous cold jarred her awake.

			Nathan took one look at her sprawled in the bathtub and screwed his eyes shut, stumbling as he turned and ran blindly into the closed door. “Oh god!” he kept repeating. “Oh god! My eyes!”

			“Why the fuck are you here?” Her heavy limbs lumbered to strategically drape and curl over herself.

			“Why the fuck are you naked?”

			“How else do you bathe? Get the hell out!”

			“I’m trying!” he said, groping for the doorknob. She had forgotten to turn on the bathroom fan and humidity caused the already swollen door to stubbornly stick.

			“Pull harder,” she demanded, then grew exasperated as his usually confident hands flailed and failed. “Open your eyes!”

			“Can’t,” he gasped. “They’re seared. Why did Oedipus even need pins?”

			“That was his own mother.”

			“This is somehow worse!”

			“Che!”

			“No, sorry, not in that way. You’re lovely, Jesus Christ, not like that, not that I’d ever in a million years—shit, not that you’re, like, revolting or anything—you’re not—but obviously I’m—and you’re—and Kavya is—and, okay, I’m gonna just stop.”

			A series of shivers ran through Malti like chronic lightning. The last thing she needed was to catch a cold in her state. She tried to compel her feet to plant, so she could slowly rise, but they refused. Aging, she thought not for the first time, could be so damn cruel. Golden years, her ass. A mind entirely capable yet curtailed by a body that had once served as a proficient peer. Though loath to ask Nathan for anything, she recognized her lack of alternative. So she drew a breath and asked, resigned, “Can you hand me a towel before you go?”

			His demeanor shifted immediately. Still turned away from her, he faced the now-open door. Steam fled, unfortunately admitting cold air in its wake. “Wait. Are you okay? How long have you been in here?”

			“Now the hero asks,” she said, her voice dry. “After gouging his eyes out. Some people,” she muttered.

			“I didn’t mean it like that. I was just surprised—never mind. Do you need help getting out?”

			“No! Just hand me a towel. But don’t look!”

			“I’m not going to just leave you here. You’ll get sick. I’m pretty sure that’s elder abuse.”

			She did not appreciate the constant reminders of her impending dotage. “I’m going to rest for a while and then I’ll be able to get up.”

			“That’s why you drained the water,” he said, like a character in an Agatha Christie novel. She rolled her eyes. These were apparently the keen insights afforded by a Stanford education. “I can help you up.”

			“No, just give me the goddamn towel.”

			He turned toward the tub, where a green towel was draped over the bar on the glass door.

			At the shift in his body, sudden alarm buzzed through her. Nathan wasn’t an overly tall man—not in this country—about six feet, but that was a foot he had over her when she was ambulatory. Supine, naked, she felt more vulnerable now than she had in the ambulance or hospital. Perhaps it was because now, unlike then, her mind and memory functioned and they were doing what they did best: producing fear. Without deciding to, she shouted, “Don’t look!”

			“I’m not!” His voice matched her urgency. Clapping a hand over his eyes so she had extra insurance, his fingers found the cloth. He dangled it through the open portion of the tub. “Can you reach?”

			The towel hovered above her knees. She strained her arms, wishing she had her glasses. “A bit to the left. Yes, okay, I got it.”

			He let go, his other hand still over his eyes. “How long have you been in here?”

			“What time is it?”

			“Ten-ish.”

			“Then I think about an hour.”

			She arranged the towel over her slight frame like a blanket, covering her chest to her knees. It was a minor improvement as it provided little warmth or security, but she was still grateful. No one had seen her fully naked since she’d been married. Doctors saw sections of her of course, but through discreet sheets and piecemeal. A disembodied breast here, a cervix in a queue of that day’s cervices there. No one had laid eyes on the entirety of the puzzle that was evidence of her body enduring over seventy years.

			Well, he hadn’t seen her backside; she supposed that was something.

			When Malti shifted, the porcelain lost the heat it’d stolen from her and she felt its cold kiss on her back. “Why are you still here?”

			“I can carry you. Spread the towel over you and I won’t see anything.”

			“No.”

			He released a groan. “Why do you have to be so stubborn about everything? I can hear your teeth chattering. I won’t peek, if that’s what you’re worried about, I swear.” To her surprise, his fingers pinched his throat in the Indian semiotic for a promise. Kavya.

			“I know you won’t,” she said, oddly comforted by that familiar gesture. It brought her back from fear’s brink; she found her defenses again. “Because my hideousness already blinded you.”

			He winced behind his hand. “I said I was sorry about that—I was just taken off guard, and I didn’t even really see anything. Can I open my eyes?”

			“I guess.”

			“Okay, here I go.”

			He looked down at her, and his face folded from frustration into a sympathy she could not tolerate. “Oh, Malti.” He swallowed. “Okay, let’s get you out of there.”

			He did not use her given name much—there was little need to—but she’d vehemently insisted on not Mrs. Patel, enough that he knew better. Still, the tenderness in him was far too close to pity. She looked away to the ceiling, which she noticed hosted a bit of water damage. The bathroom fan’s efficacy was, like hers, diminishing.

			He leaned toward her, his face growing larger, and she shrank back. But there was nowhere to go; the tub was unyielding. “Wait!” she said, gulping air. He immediately obliged, standing straight and creating space. Her breathing steadied. “What’s the plan here?”

			“I’m going to lift you up and carry you to your bed. Then you can rest and get warm. You stay like this, you’re gonna ruin your neck.”

			Her head moved impatiently. It was annoying, but he was correct. Her neck was already stiff. “That’s not what I mean. I mean…what are you going to…touch?”

			He looked taken aback. His large white hands stirred the air as though wielding an invisible, awkward object. “Well, um, the fireman carry won’t work here, so it’ll have to be the bridal one.”

			She whispered, shame flushing down her cold spine, “Don’t touch the dirty bits. Even on accident.”

			Nathan looked sad. “They’re not dirty bits, Malti. But yes, I hear you: no erogenous areas. Here we go, okay?”

			“Wait!”

			He pulled back again, this time with a peeved sigh. “Okay, what about me screams ‘predator’ to you? Even if you weren’t my mother-in-law, even if you weren’t injured, I still wouldn’t use this opportunity to cop a feel. And if you don’t believe me, believe your daughter. She wouldn’t have stayed with a molesting creep all this time, right?”

			Malti nodded. “That makes sense. You don’t seem the…tharki type.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Pervert.”

			“I’m going to take that as a win. Look, we can talk it out if that helps. What do you think the safe zones are?”

			She thought about it for a moment, her little fists clutching the towel to her breasts. She decided and said firmly, “Hands and feet.”

			“Hog-tie you? Hard pass. How about neck and knees?” he compromised.

			She glared up at him. “If you think neck and knees are not erogenous, my daughter was not a very lucky woman during the S-E-X.”

			He glared right back down at her, his blue eyes bright chips. “You do realize the irony of you criticizing my sexual prowess while being unable to say it? And I’ll have you know, I am a very considerate partner and Kavya never had any complaints.” He blinked. “Did she?” He shook his head before Malti could even try to pretend she knew something in order to wrangle the upper hand. “Never mind, not the time.” He huffed. “Okay, I concede that neck and knees can be sexy, but context is key. So at this particular juncture, for the purposes of this rescue mission, they are deemed not sexy. For and by all parties involved. Agreed?”

			“Agreed,” she said. Her fear dissipated when Nathan stamped his fist in his palm like a ridiculous notary to seal their negotiations. She was still dreading this, but now solely for the discomfort. “How about back and knees? That will be better, correct?”

			He nodded. “Sounds good.” He narrated his movements, which helped even as she told herself he was being annoying by talking so much. She let his one arm—warm and a comfort—move across her back, the other scoop her at the knees. Airborne, she did not put her arms around his neck, could not budge her hands from where they desperately appealed the towel to stay in place. Her ass hung low, his abdomen near her hip, but remained thankfully unwitnessed. His body heat was a welcome balm, but he was right, nothing about this was vaguely sexual—it was clinical but still kind.

			Like those of an experienced nurse, Nathan’s hands were neither rough nor tender; they were hands that performed a required service. She did not feel like Whitney Houston in The Bodyguard (though her mind flitted to just how handsome Kevin Costner had been). Nor did she feel like a flower cradled or plucked from the ground. She felt more like a weed uprooted with minimal fuss from a place it shouldn’t have found itself to begin with. Nathan moved them toward the door. She felt tense, but oddly secure.

			No need to get carried away, she chided herself sourly. It was not as though she was ready to die in these white arms with oddly little hair. She still couldn’t wait for the thirteen steps from the bathroom to her bedroom to be over and done with, so she could nestle under her covers and find relief in solitude. But it wasn’t as harrowing as she thought it’d be. It wasn’t nearly as humiliating either.

			Then it was done and she reached for her comforter with one hand (the other still guarding the towel) so she could yank it over her as soon as her naked butt hit her sheets. She hated that he was in her room, but what was done was done, and what was necessary was necessary. No one knew that more than Malti.

			“Thank you,” she said stiffly, the words extracted from her.

			“Thank you. If Kavya thought I let you stay in a cold tub for hours, she’d skin me alive,” he said lightly. “I’m going to get you water. Need anything else?”

			She shook her head. It was difficult, but she resisted telling him she didn’t want water. In truth, she didn’t want anyone in this room—her private space that even Kavya rarely breached. But it was clear he’d do it anyway. And she was a bit thirsty. So she saved her strength and breath, and once again accepted the help.

			“Hey, guess I saw your legs after all,” he said, firing goofy finger guns with a silliness meant to make her feel safe.

			She scowled at him, but it had little vinegar. She was playing her grumpy part, a response to the joke he’d extended as an invitation. This olive branch was intended to give her power and she grasped it. “Too soon.”

			“You know,” he mused thoughtfully. “Kavya has your—”

			“Get out.”
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			It was not remarkable that Malti’s eyes were different from Kavya’s—Nathan had his mother’s eyes, but genetics splayed far—no, what was odd was that Nathan was thinking about it. He’d never had much of a chance to see his mother-in-law’s eyes properly; she always wore glasses, which magnified them. But just now he’d seen them unfiltered and was surprised. Before he’d likened them to an owl’s (due to the glasses), but they were more cowlike: big and soft and denoting no harm. Which was bizarre, because Ms. Patel was a lot of things—bullheaded, resourceful, generous, sarcastic—but no one could charge her with being soft or docile.

			Kavya’s eyes were a different shape and shade of brown, lighter, sharp. Fringed by a double layer of thick lashes, which he’d remarked on during their second date. Their second that had really been a series of dates, seeing as how it began one Friday evening and lasted until Sunday, when he invited her to stay for his Game of Thrones viewing party and she’d declined, having never seen the show. (It would take a global pandemic, but she’d eventually capitulate to bingeing the series with him.)

			“Put your face closer to my face,” she’d requested until they were both lying on their sides, fully clothed atop his bedcovers while music played from his phone. Their faces had been so novel to each other; looking was an exercise in greedy consumption and memorization.

			“You have two rows of lashes; wow.” He drew closer. The weekend had been chockablock full of making out with a cringingly adolescent desperation that would have been embarrassing had they mustered the ability to care. As it was, they reached for the other’s mouth as though it were the only air supply for miles. His lips hadn’t been so happily bruised since high school.

			“It bodes well that hair impresses you,” she joked. “Indians have a lot of it.”

			“I’ve never really noticed brown eyes before.”

			“Racist!” she whisper-accused, the eyes in question enlarging in huge faux censure.

			“No, I mean, I’ve dated girls with brown eyes, but I’ve always noticed the different colors of blue and green. I’ve never noticed the differences in brown until yours.”

			“I suppose there’s a compliment in there somewhere.”

			He flushed. “I meant it as one, I’m just not great with compliments.”

			“Giving or receiving?”

			“Either.”

			“Well, me and my garbage eyes are flattered.”

			“I didn’t say that!”

			“No, no. I’m sure you—” A new song began, “All Star,” and Kavya burst out laughing. She grabbed his phone to scrutinize his playlist. “Wow, you are really freakin’ white.”

			He poked her arm. “Now who’s racist?”

			She rolled her eyes. “You can’t be racist toward white people, man. Where have you been?”

			Right, he knew that of course. Unlike aerospace engineering and differential equations, he didn’t know precisely how, but he knew it to be a truth. California had taught him. Along with his appreciation for avocado, sushi, hiking, and composting, he’d also realized, with deep regret, just how homophobic his upbringing in nineties Pittsburgh had been. It hadn’t been violent, but you didn’t need to commit a hate crime to acknowledge the slurs that insidiously crept into “dude” argot.

			She continued, “I mean, you can be prejudiced or biased against white people, for sure. ‘White people can’t dance; all white people eat white bread and mayonnaise.’ ” Oh god, he had eaten white bread and mayo. “But you can’t be racist. That’s not how the system works. White people have power across all institutions, which is what makes racism possible.”

			“So prejudice plus power equals racism.” He saw a brief equation in his head: Prej + Pwr = Racism.

			“Right. It’s basically math.”

			“So if you have a person of color believing something about white people, you minus power on both sides of the equation…” he said, his words quicker as his brain clicked. “And racism minus power equals prejudice.”

			“True.”

			“Then there’s no such thing as ‘reverse racism.’ It’s mathematically impossible.”

			“Winner, winner, chicken dinner.”

			He pursed his lips in thought. “If I went to India, could they be racist toward me? Since I don’t look like the people there?”

			“It’s not necessarily about majority, though, it’s about power. And so many countries still have colonial hangovers; they worship light skin and demonize dark skin.”

			He remembered his last job, a start-up for a self-driving car that went belly-up. “When we went to China for work, people were fine with me, but they’d stare at Franklin—he’s Black—everywhere he went. I think some even asked to touch his hair.”

			She nodded. “Parts of India are pretty comparable to that.”

			“Compare-able?”

			She shook her head. “It’s pronounced comparable.”

			He kissed her. “Who knew I’d be learning so much?”

			“Stick with me, kid. You’ll go places.”
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			Malti’s particularity with food rendered it difficult to plan meals. The pizza was a hit, but he’d eaten the leftovers for breakfast after BathGate, and then more leftovers the longer Malti hunkered in her room. He texted Kavya that her mother ate his pizza, which shocked her. She’s NEVER eaten anything I’ve made, she replied, coupled with a few clapping emojis.

			Encouraged and a bit bored, he asked how things were going with her father. She didn’t reply.

			The freezer housed a variety of samosas and other Indian foods he didn’t recognize, but he decided to pick up fresh dosa from Malti’s favorite spot. He knew it was her favorite because whenever she brought him and Kavya dosa, the bag read Madras Cafe. After ordering, he drove to pick up two masala dosas with sambar and chutneys. While he waited in the queue, he was surprised to receive a voice note from Kavya.

			He listened. Things were odd with her father, because they’d never lived together and their rhythms were polite but reserved. He had been kind enough to surprise her with a business class upgrade and meet her at the airport, even though her flight landed at three in the morning and she’d planned to take an Uber. It had been so lovely, she said, to see a familiar face waiting for hers as she entered the warm foreign night. But there had also been odd hiccups, such as when she’d come down for breakfast in a V-neck tee and her father had commented on it as though it was indecent. Or when her bra strap had peeked out and he’d asked her to cover it. She’d complied, too surprised to say anything.

			He sent the Homer Simpson in the bushes GIF. But this felt disproportionate to all she’d shared. So he recorded a reply note, agreeing this was odd, attributing it to Kavya’s father being a product of a different time and culture. He joked about what would happen if they were to go swimming. Then again, he himself had successfully avoided bathing suit events with his mother for twenty years, lest she see the tattoo on his side.

			By the time Malti emerged from her cave, swathed in pants and a long-sleeved shirt despite the summer, he’d reheated the food in the microwave, making a note to clean the filter, a chore Malti likely didn’t know was required maintenance. She diligently avoided eye contact and part of him thought she’d take the food and eat in her room like a brooding teenager. But they ate at the mahogany dining table, which was hidden by a tablecloth. The chair cushions still bore their protective plastic, releasing sounds when they lowered themselves to sit.

			He’d also purchased dark beer and opened one now. Malti, a teetotaler, eyed it when he offered one. “I am not a bevda,” she declined with no small amount of judgment.

			“You don’t see china cabinets much anymore,” he said after minutes of quiet chewing.

			“I got it for my mother,” she said. When his brow furrowed, she continued, “I’m not crazy, I know she’s dead. She just always, always wanted one. She thought they were so elegant, so pretty.”

			Nathan nodded. “You got it to honor her.”

			Malti seemed pleased. “Yes.” She stopped eating, her hand still pinched around a bite of dosa and potatoes. “When I was a kid, my mumma would drink six glasses of water while the rest of us ate.” Malti’s eyes grew bovine and moist. He’d never seen his mother-in-law cry and he froze, also no longer eating, afraid to disturb this intimate confession, afraid she was only speaking because she’d forgotten his presence and if he so much as breathed wrong, she’d not only stop, but be further embarrassed. “It took me so long to realize she was going hungry so we all had more to eat. It drives me crazy to think about her being hungry.” Malti’s eyes shut. No tear escaped.

			“That’s really hard,” he murmured, because what else was there to say? He’d heard a different version of this story from Kavya. All the sacrifices her mother made when they first arrived in this country—going hungry, doing without—it was a flavor of guilt that every generation tasted. It was dangerous, voracious. It warped minor indulgences and modern conveniences into prodigal selfishness. Every enjoyment had a guilt-soaked reprimand behind it: You shouldn’t be able to have this. Not when they didn’t.

			It was inherited, this penchant for self-flagellation, and little Nathan could say—even if he somehow found the words—would cure it.

			Malti’s eyes, partially obscured by a glare clouding her glasses, floated to the china cabinet, unused plates staring back at them like blank faces. Her gaze remained there. Nathan did not push conversation, he wasn’t one for small talk anyway, but then Malti spoke, as though no lull had occurred. “I’ve been having these daydreams where I go back to India and she’s there and I give her all these…things that will make her life easier. Better. I give her a blender, and a microwave and a dishwasher and a washing machine.” Her lips twisted in self-deprecation. “Maybe I am crazy? Did the concussion make me crazy?”

			“I don’t think you’re crazy,” he said carefully. “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with fantasies. They can be healthy.”

			“I don’t want to live this life, though. I want to live in the fantasy, where I didn’t leave my mother to die while I went off and got married.”

			Nathan looked down at his plate. That did sound worrisome, but who didn’t feel that way when things got difficult? He regularly returned to memories with Kavya that were cozy, like a beloved show viewed for the umpteenth time. Lately minor moments he’d forgotten suddenly returned, vivid. Not so much what was said or done, but Kavya’s face and how he’d felt looking at it. So he said the only honest words that occurred to him.

			“You’re not alone.”

			“Yeah?” The electric fence his mother-in-law ensconced herself within was, fleetingly, powered down. “I’m worried there’s something wrong with my brain.”

			“It’s healing,” Nathan said. “There is no wrong or right in healing.”

			“Do white kids ever feel this?”

			“Everyone feels it from time to time,” he answered. “I think. I mean, even if you take the personal out of it, and just look at the world, see the differences and disparities between communities and countries and feel nothing, zilch…” He trailed off and shook his head. “Then something is broken in you.”

			“But we have more control over the personal than we do over other countries. So it’s like those failures, I don’t know, are up here…” She made a clawing motion overhead, like an aggressive physical presence.

			He nodded. “Haunting you?”

			She snapped her fingers. “That’s it.”

			“Everyone has things they regret, memories they beat themselves up over. My family grew up with more than your mother did—I know that. But I still think about things—times I was so ungrateful. Selfish.” His eyes flitted toward Malti, assessing whether she found it disrespectful that he’d compare what was not compare-able.

			Comparable, Kavya’s voice interjected, and he did not swat it away.

			But Malti was regarding him with patient interest.

			“I tell myself that I still have time to make it up to my mom. And I will. I’m going to take care of her.” Emotion rose in him, taking him by surprise. Nothing he’d shared was a revelation to him, but the ferocity with which he now renewed his long-standing promise was unexpected.

			Malti nodded. “I believe you. You’re a good son to your mother.”

			If his own sentiments surprised him, Malti’s words shocked him. They did not customarily speak to each other like this. And a compliment of this magnitude took him aback. He’d never done well with compliments and now was no different.

			“No,” he said, suddenly upset with himself. “Not really. When I was a teenager, I was so fucking selfish. I wanted this one stupid fucking car. It was expensive but I was desperate for it plus all these stupid fucking custom add-ons. She had to sell stuff, move things around, but she got it for me. And then I left for college and just stuck her with this car that no one else wanted. She had to drive forever to find someone to buy it, at nowhere near what it cost her. I think her credit tanked, too. And I didn’t think twice about it. I just fucked off and dumped her with this giant problem.”

			“You were a kid.”

			“So were you.” He inhaled, decided to attempt something that could backfire spectacularly. “You know, the way you feel about your mother, that’s the way Kavya feels about you. She wants you—we both want you—to have things that make your life better, easier. That was the point of the air-conditioning, the new television, the car. You say you’d give anything for your mother to be alive and enjoy this china cabinet, but you won’t let your daughter have that same feeling while you’re still with her.”

			Malti looked confused. “I don’t want you to spend money on me. I don’t want her to feel guilty.”

			He could laugh, but he found he was too pissed. So many of Kavya’s tears shed over this very matter. He pulled a sip of beer to buy himself time to settle. He shouldn’t be angered so easily; he was not normally prone to temper, but this topic rankled his tongue loose. “Don’t you?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Remember the birthday card you mailed her a few years ago? The year we went to Hawaii for her birthday? It said ‘Happy Birthday, Love, Mom’ and had a McDonald’s ketchup packet taped to it.”

			“Yes?”

			“She cried all day when we got back!”

			“She did?” Malti blinked, then sized him up. “You know the ketchup story?”

			Nathan nodded. It had taken Kavya hours to coherently release it. When they first came to the States, Kavya was five years old and their funds were dwindling and Malti hadn’t yet found a job. They had no food because Malti needed to preserve money for bus fare to attend interviews. No cows in sight, Kavya cried in Gujarati, “Mama, kao.” Mama, hunger. Malti walked them to a McDonald’s and cadged a few ketchup packets. She said she felt ashamed, a thief; the packets were for paying customers. Once home, she mixed them with hot water and fed Kavya the soup.

			“Why did you send it?” Nathan asked Malti. “I mean, what was the message you wanted to share? Because your note gave no context.”

			Malti appeared flustered. She tore her napkin into smaller pieces. “I wanted her to remember where she—we—came from. I thought it would be a ‘look how far we’ve come’ moment.”

			“But you can see why she felt awful, right? That as she’s successful, as she can splurge on a trip to Hawaii, as she has the money and comfort you wanted for her—you’re pulling her back. You sacrificed so she could have more, and now that she has it, it’s like you resent her for it.”

			Her small shoulders sagged. Though she’d rested for much of the day, fatigue pouched the skin under her eyes. “I don’t. I thought it would make her appreciate it more, being reminded of when it seemed so impossible.”

			Nathan shook his head. “But Kavya doesn’t remember the soup, Malti. She remembers you talking about the soup. She remembers that while she ate the soup, you went hungry. Just like your mother did. I know you’d do it again, go hungry so she wouldn’t have to. And I bet your mother would’ve done it again for you, too. So what’s the point then, of all the guilt? Your parents wanted you to have more, you do, and now you carry all this guilt. You wanted Kavya to have more and she does, and now she carries all this guilt. To what end?”

			It was a long while before Malti swallowed and said, her voice thick, “I speak fluent English. But—but I’m not really…me in it, even after all this time. I’m not the same person I am in Gujarati. That’s a me she hasn’t heard since she was five.” Sounding incredibly shattered, Malti said: “Nathan, I think she loves me because I’m her mother…but she doesn’t like me.”

			Nathan felt perhaps he should deny it in order to provide comfort, but he could not speak for Kavya. He was certain he’d already gravely overstepped even in embarking on such discussions; he had no idea how Kavya would feel about any of this. But Malti’s vulnerability begged for some hope. And that, he found, he could share.

			“We have time still. That’s the good news. I can’t change all the shit I put my mother through. But I’m not going to wallow in the past. When she decides to stop working, I’m going to do everything I can to make sure she has a comfortable life. She already does, with Peter, but I’ll give her anything she needs or doesn’t need.” He tried to smile at Malti. “I have a fantasy, too, you know. Where I give her an orange EV. I know. Hideous, right? But she loves the color.”

			“That’s a good fantasy,” Malti said. “I approve.” She cocked her head. “Your mother would probably hate you spending that kind of money on her.”

			“Hmm, sounds uncannily familiar.”

			Malti smiled, revealing the gap between her two front teeth. “I guess all mothers are like that.”

			“Maybe they should just think of the joy it brings their kids and accept it, instead of fighting.”

			Malti looked down at her plate. “Thank you for the dosa, Nathan. And fixing the sink.”

			“It was my pleasure, Malti.”

		

	
		
			Ten
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			“Who’s Peter?” Malti asked later that night over her playing cards, which she used both hands to hold, while Nathan needed only one. She couldn’t be horizontal in the dark of her room any longer. Ideally, she’d watch television and ignore Nathan for a while, let time diffuse all the nudity and confessions like released gas. But since Nathan put an embargo on screens like the tyrant he was, they’d each suggested and vetoed various card games until they were left with gin rummy and poker. They distributed peri peri fox nuts as chips, but Nathan was prone to eating his and then digging in the bag for replacements. It was, Malti chided, a recipe for cheating, either by mistake or by design.

			“Just eat from the bag. Or get a bowl.”

			“I can keep track,” was his reply. “These are good.”

			That pleased her. “I’ll get you some from the Indian store,” she offered out of habit. “When I can drive again.” She did not pause to think whether that was permissible; was it aboveboard to give your ex-son-in-law food? Only if Kavya said she didn’t mind and meant it. But how to ask when they rarely talked about anything of substance? She wanted to know how Kavya was faring, living with her father, but Malti didn’t think she could bear the answer. Whenever they’d briefly spoken over the past two days, all of Kavya’s questions had been targeted toward Malti’s health and recovery.

			Nathan nodded, shifting in his seat. As Malti’d dealt the first hand, he’d asked permission to tear the plastic from the six seat cushions. She’d been reluctant.

			“How long have you had the chairs?”

			She calculated. “Since 1996.”

			Even she couldn’t help but laugh at his slack expression. “Malti!”

			“I didn’t want them to get dirty!”

			He nodded his understanding. “Kavya can be a little grubby.”

			“Grubby?”

			“Dirty.”

			“That’s my baby!” She glared at him.

			“Well, your baby is a bit of a slob.”

			Malti rolled her eyes. “You just have the OCD. You drove her crazy with all your ‘do this, wash that, clean this, scrub that.’ ”

			She couldn’t tell if her barb had driven under his fingernails as she’d intended. He remained unruffled, contained. “I still think it’s time to christen these chairs. May I?”

			She wanted to say no, but he had asked for permission—which contradicted the usual entitlement with which he swanned around her home, doing and touching and adjusting things as he pleased—and there was something gleeful about peeling the plastic to reveal pristine white cushions underneath. She nodded her assent and they ripped into three chairs each.

			So Malti’s ass was now, for the very first time, directly on the cushions she’d paid for thirty years prior. It didn’t really feel all that different, but it was a lot quieter when she moved.

			“Hmm?” Nathan murmured after her question, bizarre brows knitted over his hand. He ate another fox nut.

			“Peter. You mentioned him when you were talking about your mother.”

			“Oh, that’s her boyfriend slash sort of fiancé. They’re together, but my mom doesn’t want to get remarried.”

			Malti squinted. She wondered if her concussed mind was failing her again. She worried about coming across as weak or incompetent, lest he report her to Kavya and begin machinations to remove her from her home. Still, her curiosity drove her to ask: “Remarried? I thought you never knew your father.”

			“I didn’t. But when I was a kid, my mom married this guy Hank. Apparently, when she asked me if it was okay, my only question was if he had a computer. She said yes. So I said yes.”

			“Priorities,” Malti said dryly.

			“Right?”

			“Did you both—did you get along?” she asked, her appetite for information growing. She didn’t recall him being this forthcoming previously—he’d seemed recalcitrant, to the point of rudeness at times—but then, she couldn’t recall asking such specific questions of him before. Prying had seemed equally rude, so she’d waited for him to volunteer, and he hadn’t. “Was he nice to you?”

			“Yeah. I mean, I don’t recall anything bad, but my memory isn’t great. Once when my mom stayed with me and Kavya, she told us a story about this vacation in Maryland when I was little. The three of us went out to eat hot dogs or something and I was really full, but Hank made me finish my plate. And when we left, I puked everywhere. My mom said she was royally pissed at him, but I don’t remember any of it.”

			As a parent, you never knew which of your stray decisions, instincts, tempers, indulgences would imprint. What would forever be associated with you despite all the other things you said and did. You had absolutely no control over any of it. You could do your level best to provide and nurture and teach, and yet they could walk away bundled by only your faults. Building up this memory monster of you, while leaving all your successes on the cutting room floor.

			But no—that wasn’t right. Because it wasn’t a choice; the child had as little control as the parent in what the brain selected and retained. So perhaps what really dismayed Malti was that there was no one to blame. No supervisor or deity with whom to lodge a complaint: Excuse me, ma’am, I loved really hard and tried really hard and yet my daughter doesn’t remember any of it. What hardware can be recalled so that she’ll want to come home, want to visit me?

			Then again, she’d never taken Kavya on vacations, so nothing unusual or special interrupted their routine so as to create a distinct memory. Holidays seemed like a waste of money. And time, which was really just another word for money, since she’d lose it by not working weekends for the time and a half. She had Kavya’s future to think of, so she worked. Her life in service of Kavya’s, Malti turned herself into a wind-up toy, fear a cocaine that kept her cranked and bustling.

			Which was likely why Kavya, in her early twenties, when invited to go to New Zealand with her father and that new family, had accepted—without telling Malti. A betrayal that landed like a sucker punch when it eventually came to light through the Gujarat gossip grapevine. Malti’d never actively tried to deny her daughter new experiences. She had happily paid for summer camps, that class trip to DC, those Christian house-building missions in Tijuana, even to tag along on vacations with other families, white ones that didn’t mind driving long distances to see a special rock or tree or hole. But, despite spending her life with Kavya in this house, she’d denied her daughter time.

			“I’d be pissed, too,” Malti told Nathan, looking at her hand, willing it to change. When it did not, she begrudgingly folded. He swept his salty earnings closer and shuffled the deck. “I never remarried,” she said, though of course he knew that already. “I had offers though.”

			“Oh?” He dealt fresh cards.

			“Yeah, some guy from work asked me. Over the phone.”

			“For real? And they say romance is dead.”

			“Yeah, Kavya picked up actually. Right over there.” From the dining table, Malti pointed through the kitchen to the small nook that had once hosted their landline. She could imagine all four feet of Kavya, implicitly tasked with answering the phone because she had no accent to betray her, her American English more effortless than Malti’s. It had been such a minor chore and Kavya had never complained, but did she remember it differently? Did she think she’d been called to serve at too young an age? By the time she was in her tweens, Kavya turned painfully shy, hiding behind her ample hair. She couldn’t order at Taco Bell, she couldn’t speak to the telephone operator. Malti wondered if 411 was still in existence.

			While assessing her new hand, Malti dropped a card and it fluttered onto her foot. She automatically touched her forehead and then the card before sliding it with the rest.

			“What was that?”

			“What was what?”

			“That thing you just did.” He mimicked her motion.

			“Oh, it’s a desi thing. Written paper is knowledge, which is sacred, so when your foot touches it, you touch your forehead to, I don’t know how to describe it, give back respect. Like an undo.”

			“Why is your foot bad but not other parts?”

			“Feet are regarded as dirty so they’re the lowest. And the head is highest. That’s why we also touch elders’ feet. It’s respectful. You’re saying that touching the ‘lowest’ thing about them is still an honor.”

			“That’s silly. My feet are clean.”

			She experienced a familiar pulse of annoyance. “Just because you don’t understand something doesn’t make it silly. The fucking ego on you, Nathan.”

			“No, I just meant—”

			“You’re not better just because you’re white. Did you ever think that maybe a people who came up with math and chess and the fucking buttons on your shirt might be onto something? That their culture and tradition and values shouldn’t be dismissed by you and your stupid clean feet?”

			“Christ, I’m sorry, okay?”

			She stewed silently, displeased with his anemic apology. They played the hand exchanging only scant, essential words, and Malti assumed they were finished for the night when Nathan stood, but he only got a beer from the refrigerator and returned to play another round. After he took a long draught, she shook her head and said, “Bevda.”

			“This coming from the reason I need a drink,” Nathan joked. Then: “Did you want to marry him? The guy?”

			It took her a moment to remember what they’d been discussing. “He was Indian,” Malti said, which to her was answer enough. “He wanted a mother for his two kids. See? I told you they can’t take care of anything themselves. Me? I did it all alone.”

			“But wouldn’t it have been nice to not have to have done it alone? To have a partner to help?”

			Malti scoffed with a plosive sound. “Help? More like one more person to take care of. But it doesn’t matter. You can’t trust stepfathers, everyone knows that.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“They’re always molesting the kids.”

			Nathan did a beer spit take over the river between them. Malti, unperturbed by the mess, dabbed the wet cards with a napkin from the nearby holder.

			“What?”

			“You see it on the news all the time!”

			“What news?”

			“Special Victims Unit.”

			“Law and Order? Malti, that’s not news.”

			“Excuse me, it’s ‘ripped from the headlines.’ ”

			Nathan sputtered before gathering his thoughts. “That’s a contaminated pool! And a false equivalency. What episode of SVU is going to show the stepfather throwing a wholesome unicorn birthday party for his kid, who then finally calls him Dad, which makes him tear up? Exactly none, that’s how many.”

			“Men—you can’t trust men. They’re a menace. Menace. It’s right there in the word.” She felt proud of that one; it’d just occurred to her. Her mind could still be depended upon.

			“Confirmation bias aside, I get you.” Nathan sighed, fanning his new cards before stacking them closed. “There was this viral trend—you know what ‘viral’ means, yeah?” At her baleful glare, he continued, “Okay, then. Basically women were asked if they had to be stuck in a forest with either a man or a bear, which would they pick?”

			“Bear,” Malti said immediately.

			Nathan nodded. “And so many agreed with you. And some dudes got all annoyed and loud online, because of course they did. But then, women asked a bunch of fathers which one they’d pick for their daughters and suddenly…”

			Malti nodded. “Bears everywhere?”

			Nathan snapped his fingers. He tossed two fox nuts as ante. “Bingo.”

			“You said you don’t remember much about your time with your stepfather. Did you repress anything?” She leaned forward, suddenly concerned. “Because girls are vulnerable, yes, but boys are, too.”

			Nathan held up a palm to ward off her suspicion. “Okay, Mariska Hargitay, slow your roll. I’m absolutely fine. Hank is a nice guy. It just didn’t work out. Him and my mom are still in touch though.” He won and collected the meager pot of fox nuts. He popped a few into his mouth.

			“No,” Malti said when he tried to replace them from the bag. “No, you ate your winnings. This isn’t your personal trust fund.” He removed his hand, empty, and she said, “You’re not bad. Do you play online or something?”

			He shook his head. “You?”

			“Sometimes. Keeps the brain sharp.”

			“Kavya’s terrible at poker.”

			Malti nodded, unbothered as she shuffled and riffled the worn cards. “Of course she is, it’s a game based on math.”

			“Math is not her strong suit,” Nathan agreed.

			Malti clucked her tongue in stale regret. “Girl needs to take off her shoes to count to twenty.” She sighed. “I don’t know what I did wrong. Her father and I are excellent at math.” Nathan seemed surprised at the praise. “What? I hate him, but I’m still honest. He is quite good at math.”

			“That’s mature of—”

			“And an asshole.”

			“Okay, there she is. I was worried for a sec.” Nathan laughed. “But maybe it wasn’t anything you did or didn’t do. People have different interests and talents. I’m good at math, but Kavya’s good at history. She’s good with people. I hate people.”

			“I know. You’re impossible to talk to.” Malti paused. “Usually.”

			“That’s why I love numbers, they speak for themselves. No people skills required.”

			Malti’s mouth moved as she considered this. “Yes and no. See, to present the numbers in a way they’ll respect and actually hear means speaking the way they do, looking the way they do.” She reorganized her cards as she spoke. “One of my first jobs here, I was told Indians should do the numbers, but be kept out of meetings. How are you supposed to be promoted if you can’t get in the room?”

			“But your English is fine. More than fine. And cursing is where you really shine.”

			She shrugged. “I still have an accent. It’s all they hear and see.”

			“Look at all the Indian CEOs now. Especially in the Bay Area.”

			“Yes, and they all speak and write like you. They either learned or they were born—what is happening with your face?”

			Nathan held her gaze and said in a low voice, “Don’t look, but the cat came out of my—Kavya’s room.”

			Malti’s body tensed with excitement. She felt her butt cheeks clench but, due to the lack of plastic wrap, this was a silent development. “Where?” she whispered, keeping her eyes trained ahead.

			“Near where your romantic phone proposal came. If we ignore her, she might come and explore.”

			“Do we keep talking?”

			“Yeah, she likes our voices.” He raked his mind for something benign to share. “Speaking of SVU, when Kavya and I first started dating, I drove us to Lodi to go wine tasting. It was an overnight trip and we’d only known each other for a little while, so I figured she shared her location with friends. But during the drive, I also noticed she was, I dunno, playing with her hair a bunch. And it turned out—I mean, she told me later—that she’d been dropping strands of hair all over my car ‘just in case.’ ”

			Malti stared at him. “…for evidence?”

			Nathan nodded, grinning despite his macabre words: “Yeah, in case I pulled a Bundy.”

			Malti felt a surge of pride that her daughter had inherited a healthy paranoia, but also a grim heaviness that such paranoia was required to the point of normalcy.

			“Shadow’s coming closer. Your turn.”

			“Okay,” Malti said, but could think of nothing to say. “Um.” A memory occurred to her and she told him about the time the neighbor’s cat snuck first into her garage and then the house without her knowledge. That night, she was watching television and a cat suddenly leapt onto her lap.

			“Terrifying.” Nathan chuckled. “Some devil cat flying at you.”

			“I screamed. And I did some su-su.” Malti tilted her head. “Do you know what that means?”

			“Pee.” At her approving glance, he said, “See, I know things!”

			Nathan’s cat was well versed in stealth, and Malti felt soft fur tickle and weave around her ankles. Despite every cell in her screaming to, she made no move to pet the creature. She and Nathan continued playing. Her hand itched to stroke, maybe elicit a purr.

			“Hey, Malti,” Nathan said.

			“Yeah,” she said absently, rearranging her cards again and frowning at them. A risk, but she could attempt for a flush. But Nathan probably had an ace, the sly fucker.

			“Is that why you never answer my texts with words? Just GIFs and emojis? Because of your English?”

			“I don’t do emojis that much,” she prevaricated.

			He scoffed. “Please. You’ve served more thumbs-ups than any restaurant in India.”

			Malti’s jaw dangled. “How does a white boy from Philadelphia know about Thums Up?”

			“Pittsburgh. And he marries an Indian girl.” Nathan looked smug, which Malti ordinarily would have found irritating, but she smiled when he said, “Did you know Coca-Cola had to buy them just to compete with Pepsi? ’Cause Pepsi’s better.” Malti rolled her eyes with good nature, her smile sinking when Nathan pressed: “Now answer the question.”

			She reluctantly peeled her gaze from her hand. “I know I speak English just fine. But my writing and spelling are…weak. I didn’t want to embarrass Kavya. Or have you think I was dumb.”

			“Wait. So you thought because you speak three languages and I speak one, that I would think you were dumb? How dumb do you think I am?”

			It was rhetorical, but Malti opted to answer anyway. “I think you’re very intelligent. But I also think you’re emotionally stunted and a bit stupid for ruining things with my daughter.” He opened his mouth to argue, which she had no intention of entertaining, so she added, “That, and I didn’t message because I know you didn’t like me, you just put up with me because I’m Kavya’s mother.”

			“Oh.” He blinked. “I never thought about whether you liked me or not.”

			She nodded, unsurprised. “Of course you didn’t.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“People who look like you never have to think about people like me, much less whether we like you or not.” She watched him swallow.

			“I don’t dislike you. At all. It was just hard watching Kavya in pain after you’d pull certain stunts, like the ketchup packet.” He fiddled with his fox nuts. She saw him move to eat some and then catch himself. “I raise you three.”

			“Yes, it is difficult watching someone hurt the person you love the most,” Malti said smoothly, giving no indication that his stunt comment smarted. When Nathan nodded, she pounced with vicious delight. “So you can imagine how I feel about you, after you’ve hurt the person I love the most.” With a deliberate thunk, she set a few fox nuts near his. “Call.”
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			“I didn’t think Kavya talked to you about what happened.”

			“She didn’t,” Malti said after a long moment of hesitation that confirmed Nathan’s suspicions.

			Voice steady, Nathan said, “Then respectfully, Malti, you don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

			Her chin lifted stubbornly. “I have hunches.”

			“You have assumptions. And you know what they say about people who assume.”

			“Fine, then what happened?”

			Nathan couldn’t tell Malti because it was not any one thing—it rarely was in relationships, outside of infidelity and murder. You’d have to work backward, cataloguing all the Conversation No. 16s, most of which each person recalled differently. It was an exhausting, unproductive exercise and he was not inclined to parade his mistakes before Malti for her consumption and judgment.

			The short answer, he supposed, was the final event—the last argument that wasn’t even a roar but a bland bleat—before they began living apart. But he did not wish to summarize that. There was the possibility that he was embarrassed, not just because of what he’d done—a stupid, selfish mistake—but because framing any narrative now, in the aftermath, would falsely cause the implosion of his marriage to ring so obvious as to be pedestrian.

			In truth, every person is constantly making any number of mistakes. Some lead nowhere. Some blow up your fucking life. And when you shared the story, suddenly everyone (and their literal mothers) clucked like prescient soothsayers: “Ah, well, you shouldn’t have been speeding” (like they never speed) or “You really shouldn’t have said that” (like their tongues never slip). Hindsight undergoing LASIK to be 20/15. Knowing the ending suddenly made every mistake loaded, pregnant with meaning when, in the actual moment, it was just a tiny germ of a decision, not yet a full-fledged mistake.

			Nathan said, “It’s not your business.”

			“My daughter is my business.”

			“Our marriage is not. Not if Kavya didn’t tell you.” They’d abandoned all pretense of playing poker. The cards were now mere props in their hands, something to look at, fiddle with while navigating this minefield.

			Malti’s lips vibrated as she blew out her breath in frustration. “White people,” she muttered.

			Nathan prepared himself. He wanted to be patient. That was by far the only thing about childlessness he felt he was missing out on. Parenting forced you to frack for new depths of patience you didn’t know existed. He was sure it violently tested patience, too, of course, but you found it, time and again. It was part of the gig. And without being compelled to practice patience, he often found himself impatient and then regretting it. “What does that even mean?”

			“It means that your people invented this concept of ‘boundaries’ that’s really just an excuse to push away people who care about you. It’s why white parents don’t feel the same way about their kids.”

			Nathan counted to five. “I’m pretty sure white people love their kids, Malti. That’s biology across the board.”

			Malti remained unconvinced. “I don’t know. My neighbor is a rich lady, right? I mean you’ve seen her house. Her son was in Vietnam, teaching, but he had to leave for a bit. Something about his visa. So he had nowhere to go but home. Now Jake and his mother don’t see eye to eye—they never have—but it got worse after Jake’s father passed away. So you have to realize how desperate he was to even consider coming back. And it’s been bad.” Malti made claws with her hands. “She’s just on him. All the time.”

			Nathan’s brows floated in surprise. “How do you know this?”

			“Jake and I,” she said pointedly, and Nathan smiled at the callback, evidence of their fragile détente, “are friends. We sent emails when he was in Vietnam.” Emails, Nathan thought. So Malti had no qualms about written communication with white Jake, just with white Nathan. “It was selfish, but I was glad he was back. We’d go on walks to talk. So he could vent.”

			Nathan digested this. He wondered whether Kavya knew. She’d be happy that her mother had friends, community. She fretted over her mother’s loneliness; it was why she felt obligated to increase her visits, though they depleted her.

			“Anyway, this woman…” Malti closed her eyes, collating her thoughts. “She charges him for food. Says he has to replace what he’s eaten. That’s your son! Visiting! He’s broke because he’s doing some good out there teaching and you—in your five-million-dollar house—are going to charge him for groceries? Like he’s some roommate you found online?” She looked at him archly. “That’s some white-people shit.”

			“That might be a Jake’s mother thing,” Nathan said, keeping his voice light. “My mother would never. When we go out, we have to fight each other for the check.”

			“Oh, and she criticizes him for not having a house yet.” Malti’s tone pitched higher with her vehemence. “Who the fuck can afford a house these days! This one was less than two hundred thousand dollars when we bought it.”

			“The Bay Area’s crazy,” Nathan agreed. “Now it’d be millions.”

			She narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t get any ideas,” she said, suddenly frosty.

			“Huh?” Nathan blinked at her, jarred. “What are you talking about?”

			“Never mind. But this woman, how clueless can you be? Some people, I swear.”

			Nathan was laughing, but impressed. “You know, Malti, you’d be surprised how many boomers either don’t realize that, or aren’t willing to.”

			“Boomers?”

			“The baby boomer generation in the States. There’s this whole, I dunno, view or theory about them ruining everything and now telling subsequent generations they don’t work hard enough. Like your neighbor.”

			“That sounds like a stereotype,” Malti said carefully, each word a delicately placed bead on a string.

			Nathan nodded. “Oh, that’s because it is.”

			“Kavya’s always telling me stereotypes are bad.”

			“Like yours about white people?” he said tartly.

			Malti groaned her exasperation. “Oh, come on. You have to admit, it seems they just don’t care after a certain point, or they feel their job is done after a certain age.” She searched the ceiling for words. “Asian parents don’t ever feel done.”

			“Hmm. I think you’re confusing love with control. You don’t have kids to own them, Malti, you have them to raise and love and comfort, and let them be. Let them make their own decisions and mistakes. And you know you’ve done a good job when you see them out there in the world making decisions and being okay. Because you gave them the tools to do that.”

			“What do you know about parenting?” Malti asked, testy.

			“Nothing, but I have a really good mom.”

			“And I’m terrible, is it?”

			“Don’t get defensive. I didn’t say that. And I won’t pretend to know one damn thing about what it was like being a single parent and an immigrant.” Nathan exhaled. “And I married the daughter you raised. I think that’s a stamp of approval on the person she turned out to be. Not that you need the approval of a gora.” His aim was to coax back the lighter, teasing banter, but Malti chewed her lip, her thoughts and eyes distant.

			Finally she said, “I worry I went overboard. Like I gave her the tools or whatever you call it, but I got her so good at being independent she doesn’t want to share anything with me.”

			“You know how Kavya and I learned to prevent, like, seventy-eight percent of our squabbling?” At her cue, he continued, “Before one of us vented, we’d figure out whether they wanted solutions or support. That way we knew when to just shut up and listen and say ‘that sucks’ and mean it, and when to ask ‘what if this?’ or ‘what about that?’ So maybe Kavya doesn’t share because she knows you’ll try to fix things for her instead of just listening and saying ‘that sucks.’ ”

			She considered this. “Set expectations beforehand. Clever.”

			He was never adept at accepting compliments. Just say thank you, Kavya would insist, exasperated by his self-effacement. It’s not that complicated. “Well, it’s not a cure-all. It didn’t fix everything for us. Obviously.”

			He was grateful Malti didn’t parlay his deflection into another ambush to sniff out how things deteriorated. Instead, she asked, “How do you know this?”

			His brow scrunched. “Instagram? But it’s, like, a known woman thing, too.”

			“I’m a woman!” Malti exclaimed, affronted and haughty. She paused and looked directly at him, her self-righteous posture sinking. She released a lengthy sigh, capitulating to a truth she’d been denying for the past three days. “All this time, worried about marrying her father and she ended up marrying her mother.”

			“I thought you said, ‘We’re not the same, Nathan, we’re not the same.’ ”

			“Well, we’re not. But we are…similar.” Malti glared at him. “And that is not how I sound.”

			“Would you like me to try an Indian accent?”

			“No!”

			“Didn’t think so.”
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			The next morning, even after drinking the potent coffee he brewed in his Chemex, there was still no luck on the constipation front. Seated at the dining table, he shifted in discomfort. Across from him, Malti looked equally wrung.

			“You okay?”

			“My head is killing me.”

			“Tylenol?”

			“I can’t mix it with my blood pressure medicine.”

			“I can look up a topical cream or something.”

			Malti shook her head and Nathan, irritated and slogging through his own discomfort, ceased offering solutions. He was reminded of a humorous video he watched awhile back, a woman complaining of a pounding, relentless headache and a man suggesting it might be the nail prominently lodged in her head, only to be shot down by the woman (now indignant) and resigned to listen sympathetically, though he itched with the obvious solution on the tip of his bitten tongue.

			Kavya always called Nathan a terrible patient, but Malti elevated it to a fine art. She flat-out refused every suggestion, systematically smacking them away from her like balls over a net, even benign ones such as drinking more water. After staying here for three days, he was absolutely certain Malti drank nowhere near enough water. Which, he thought grumpily as he prepared eggs on the ancient stovetop, likely exacerbated her headache to the point that she was a headache.

			They ate in silence, him grimacing. “What?” Malti asked repeatedly. When he finally confessed his bowel woes, she nodded. “Drink a cup of hot water.”

			He gestured to his mug. “Coffee has hot water.”

			She rolled her eyes. “It’s also dehydrating.”

			“This from the woman whose main water source is osmosis.”

			Their mutual pique fizzled to silence as she sat with a Sudoku booklet and he worked at the dining table before his dual monitors. Though the plastic wrap was gone, neither the cushion nor the chair was intended for this type of endurance. His back ached. The cat performed her own brand of sulking, refusing to leave her hut. He refilled her food bowl and then cradled his hips, stretching.

			“You okay?” Malti asked.

			“It’s my back. I need my desk chair.”

			She stood, setting down her pen. She disappeared into a room and returned, rolling a chair in front of her down the hallway. It was stout and the wheels were disobedient, causing her to shove more forcefully. The seat was an old burgundy leather, and the backrest was too short, ending under his scapulae. He accepted it and then began a series of meetings that should have been emails. The leather collected heat, and slurped at his sweaty skin. When he tried to raise the chair to make typing easier, it lowered instead.

			In the afternoon, he stood to make a quick lunch. The chair thunked loudly with the relief of his absent weight, and rolled. He nearly tripped over a leg. “Goddamn chair,” he swore under his breath, ignoring Malti’s hostile glare from above her Sudoku puzzle.

			“It’s better than the dining chair.”

			“It’s just not ergonomic.”

			“Sorry it’s not good enough,” she said, tetchy.

			“Did you design this chair? Did you birth it?” he asked. “Then why are you so attached to it? I’m not insulting you, just whoever made this chair. You don’t need to be so defensive all the time.”

			“I am the chair,” she announced with loud dignity. It made such little sense he dropped the matter, hungry.

			He unwrapped a Trader Joe’s burrito, but the exhausted microwave had called it quits, no lights responding to his touch.

			“What the—” He looked around, confused. The house had power; his monitors worked, his computer hadn’t switched to battery.

			“It does that sometimes,” Malti said. “Just use the toaster oven.”

			“Why don’t you get it fixed?”

			She shrugged, unbothered. “It’ll come back on its own.”

			“Nothing works in this house!” he groaned in frustration.

			“Then leave!” Malti snapped.

			“I’d love to!”

			With an imperious finger she pointed toward the door. “Go!”

			“I can’t!” He had a sudden urge to yank at his hair, which was dramatic and therefore very unlike him. He was so hungry he saw spots when he blinked. Kavya’d hated when this happened, when he became too absorbed in a task to eat and then emerged, in her words, “snarling and feral.”

			“Because what if you get dizzy or fall? What if this time you die?”

			“You’d love that!” she sneered. “Then you’d finally get to steal my house!”

			He gestured wildly around the outdated kitchen, his furious, windmilling arms encompassing the leaking faucet, decaying tiles, dusty window, old stovetop, and original cabinets, wooden but in disrepair. “Oh, yeah. You got me. I’m just dying to give up my renovated condo for a house that sounds haunted each time the toilet flushes. For windows that don’t fully shut, and hot and cold taps that are switched on every other sink. Seriously. Who would want to steal this?”

			Her face pinched. “You know the land is worth a lot.”

			“What does that have to do with me?”

			“Nothing! And still you wiggle your way in, like a worm. Trying to get Kavya to kick me out so you can sell the house and take our money.”

			There were too many points to negate. Nathan only gaped in disbelief. His and Kavya’s first place together came with an ancient hot tub. The jets would intermittently spit water before calming down, and they’d used their hands to block their faces from the spray, bromine stinging like piss and vinegar. That, Nathan thought, was a conversation with Malti Patel.

			“You’re as paranoid as you are stubborn, you know that?” he said. “We’re getting a divorce; what the fuck do I care what you do with this place? And we signed a prenup.”

			But she was still looking at him like he was the hair he’d extracted from Kavya’s shower drain. “You’re a gold digger.”

			“I’m a gold digger?” he spluttered, half laughing. “Then I’m a terrible one. Because I told Kavya to quit when she got so unhappy at work. And I supported her when she moved to nonprofit.”

			Malti blinked. “She said she had savings. I offered her money.”

			He felt the minor victory of a jab making contact, a point earned. “She didn’t want to take your money; neither of us did. Besides, we were fine on my paycheck. And this may shock you, Malti, but not everyone is obsessed with money.”

			She snorted. “Only someone with money could say something so stupid. Name one time it’s better to be poor.”

			“During a revolution.”

			She thought about that. “Name two times.” But she didn’t wait for an answer. She barreled ahead, her words mining for wrongdoing. “You poisoned Kavya’s head. All of a sudden, she kept suggesting I move out. Sell this place. Well, let me tell you something, I’m going to die in this house and you’re not going to see one red cent of my money.”

			He took a step back as though physically shoved. “Jesus, where is all this coming from? No one is out to get your money, Malti.”

			But she was riding the back of a bucking harangue that seemed to have less and less to do with him. “That’s what men do. They trick their wives and steal from them and leave them and then use the money to get younger women.”

			“Who does that?”

			“It’s all over the news.”

			“Where the fuck are you getting your news? National Enquirer for Paranoid Divorcées, brought to you by Fox News? Listen, I don’t know why in your head I’m some evil villain who likes to evict senior citizens while I swim in my pool of gold coins, but I’m getting pretty sick of it. I agreed to take care of you, not get verbally abused every five minutes.”

			“No one needs you here to take care of me. Just go!”

			He tapped his temple multiple times. “Is this your concussion acting up again? Because we’re having the same conversation over and over. I cannot leave you alone,” he enunciated with severe condescension. “Should I write it on sticky notes and put them all over the house? Not that you’d find them, with all the crap you have in here. Who needs five broken clocks? Why your generation can’t throw anything out is beyond me.”

			He watched her nostrils flare and steeled himself for an onslaught. For them to continue snarling at each other with pointed fingers from their separate corners. But she only said, her voice frigid, “Why don’t you leave, and I’ll text you every hour so you know I’m fine.”

			Lunch forgotten, he stalked down the hallway to collect his laptop bag. “Fantastic,” he said snidely as he gave her his back. “I look forward to the rolling cascade of thumbs-ups.”

			His mind methodically moved seven steps ahead as he packed essential items. He’d come back for the rest of his belongings when he wasn’t so angry. Removing himself from the situation was his first priority. He didn’t have much of a temper, but when upset, he preferred solitude until he calmed down.

			When he and Kavya argued, he would often call a break and they’d adjourn to different rooms. Before long, one of them would peek in on the other, timid and quiet, and do what they called a meow, proffering a nose boop, or a hug, or a kiss. They rarely rebuffed each other; a meow and its acceptance were tacit confirmations that while they still disagreed, and perhaps were not yet ready to speak, the ire had not eclipsed the love. It was their shorthand that the big picture still stretched over them both; they hadn’t lost the forest for the quibbling trees. They were safe.

			Nathan did not have to turn to see Malti seethe. He heard it in her voice when she called out, “And leave the cat!”
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			As though she would waste perfectly nice thumbs-up emojis on that greedy, conniving ghadheda. True to her word, every hour, Malti sent him an emoji to evidence her continued existence: a middle finger. Brown, like Kavya taught her.

			No one could hold a grudge better than Malti Patel. In fact, she didn’t just hold them, she exalted them above her head, on full display like the baby lion in that animated movie young Kavya’d played on repeat, the tape permanently in their VCR. It was beyond Malti how anyone could derive pleasure from repeatedly watching the same thing, but Kavya had been faithfully obsessed. Malti still had the VHS somewhere.

			Given her preternatural talent for neither forgiving nor forgetting, it was not all that surprising that Malti had been a bit of a mean girl in her salad days. She hadn’t known to classify herself as such until she witnessed Kavya bear the brunt of the other end. Malti didn’t think of herself as a bully, but she twirled playground politics like a baton, and yes, there were times when she directed which girl would be receiving the silent treatment, what was in and what was not, who could sit with them, and who had to slink elsewhere until redeemed.

			She had no idea why the other girls deferred to her. She was cute but not the prettiest in school; she loved fashion but didn’t have the means to indulge in it. And yet Malti was very smart, very funny, and very loud. Perhaps it was this boldness that clinched her as a natural leader. Regardless, once Malti had power, she did not relinquish it.

			Sure, she’d been afflicted with frizzy hair and acne and wonky teeth, but so had everyone else. There was no expectation or demand to “fix” anything because these weren’t deemed deficiencies, just natural states. In California, though, Kavya begged for braces, for Accutane, for products that promised glossy and obedient hair. Not for attention or ascension, but simply to be invisible and therefore safe, the siren call of the mainstream promising different, normal, monster-of-the-week problems like those blonde twins’ in the books Kavya was always buried in.

			Because throughout her daughter’s education, no one else looked like her. The school uniforms somehow highlighted rather than diminished these differences. While such a regiment removed the burden of trends, accessories were still a loophole by which to communicate status. Cool was a currency neither of them possessed in this country. And it wasn’t just material things, it was Kavya’s confidence, which seemed to shrink with each passing year. Acne and hormones certainly didn’t help, but it seemed to Malti that being a teenager was just harder here than it had been for her in India. Which, in tandem, meant parenting a teenager was harder here than it had been in India.

			For one thing, there was no village. It was just Malti working long hours to pay for Kavya’s education while simultaneously staving off all the drugs, S-E-X, and mall loitering that she heard white teenagers had a penchant for. It was a relief that Kavya knew enough of her mother’s frugality that she never even bothered asking for a car. It wasn’t that a used car was a monetary impossibility—especially by the time Kavya was a teenager—it was the independence a car represented. There was no way she could protect Kavya if she was driving herself to and from school and god knew where in between.

			Once they’d been financially stable, Malti had obliged on the points she could: braces, Accutane, hair care and chokers and clothes—none of which was paid for by Kavya’s father. And now—years after all the actual work was done—he got to swoop in as a hero, graciously insisting on covering her university admissions and supporting her while she studied in India.

			When Kavya had quit her six-figure job without consulting Malti, she had panicked. Clawing your way into security only to toss it aside like a used Kleenex was decadent and foolhardy. Kavya was a high achiever, she always had been. Her double majoring in sociology and communications (what even was that?) had worried Malti, especially when it led to an advanced degree in public health. If it contained “public,” it contained no money, even Malti knew that. But money found Kavya via a job in the private sector with a large pharmaceutical company, a job she then one day woke up and decided she hated.

			“I wanted to help people and instead I feel evil,” she’d explained to her mother well after the fact. She must’ve had multiple conversations about it with Nathan, but Malti had received only a delayed notification that her daughter would now be working with nonprofits, barely scratching a salary.

			Then four months ago, postseparation, another bomb: her daughter was relocating to India for two years.

			“I didn’t want to fight about it with you before I’d even been accepted,” Kavya rationalized.

			“How will studying history help you make more money?” Nathan was out of the picture; her daughter was on her own again. Malti had thought—hoped—that perhaps Kavya might move back home temporarily. But instead she was running the opposite direction.

			“It probably won’t.” She shrugged. “But this isn’t about money, it’s about fulfillment.”

			“Indians there dream of coming here to study—why leave? Apply here. Anywhere.”

			Her daughter sighed. “The whole point is that history here is too Eurocentric, even when they’re trying not to be.”

			Malti did not ask what that meant; she knew it’d all been decided, she was simply being informed. It was not that Malti didn’t want Kavya going to India—they’d been plenty of times—it was the living with him that drove her to madness. That felt like a pointed, petty rebellion; a tongue stuck out, a pinch of the soft tissue in her inner arm. Revenge for a very specific wrong Malti could not recall committing against her daughter.

			Sometimes she could actually feel her blood growing hotter. I can’t live on my own there. It’s too hard without knowing the language, was how Kavya presented it to Malti. No, Malti said, a reflex. I’m not asking for permission, Kavya had answered.

			What boggled Malti’s mind was this fascination with a man who hadn’t been interested in her as a child. She still remembered running out of their house in India with Kavya in her arms—her small leg alarmingly swollen—right as he pulled into their driveway. Early from work, unusual but propitious. She’d approached the opened window, air-conditioning cooling her panicked face, and explained they needed a doctor immediately. She’d been set to take an auto, but now they could drive together.

			And that man had the audacity to say, “I came home early to watch the tennis match, not to take your daughter to the hospital.”

			She was floored, her mind reeling with twin injustices. She cradled Kavya in her lap during the bumpy rickshaw ride, hot air fanning their cheeks as the city swept by. Yes, his parents were colder than hers had been, but she didn’t think such an upbringing would staunch his own capacity for paternal love. (And apparently it hadn’t, at least until his daughter didn’t quite need so much. Convenient.)

			Malti left India shortly after—having been divorced sans notice—and he eventually appeared in California, demanding visitation rights, demanding trips to India. She was what, expected to believe he’d suddenly changed his mind and cared? No. He couldn’t hurt her any further—the humiliating divorce, stealing her money, the swift remarriage had all battered her heart and pride. But he could still punish her through her daughter and at this, he set to methodical work.

			During custody proceedings, she’d broached the topic of money, and he’d presented statements he surely somehow doctored to devalue their shared assets in India. She’d been given half of a paltry sum and title to the house in California, and the judge had the cheek to suggest that she pay that man alimony, as he wasn’t currently employed. Bullshit, all of it. He divorced her, no doubt bribing a judge, and then took her money, no doubt bribing some toadies.

			She’d told Kavya all of this of course, repeatedly throughout her adolescence, but she’d memorized Malti’s borne sacrifices and slights and had still chosen the thieving rat bastard over her own mother.

			Men, Malti seethed while punching yet another timely middle finger for Nathan’s benefit. It was four o’clock and she was hungry. She felt like treating herself, so she opted for toaster oven samosas, despite the elevated sodium content. She hoped Nathan had been smart enough to leave food for the cat, who, no longer brave, was hiding somewhere. This disappointed Malti; she wanted Shadow to take to her immediately, leaving Nathan out in the cold.

			Ultimately, Malti wished to spare Kavya the shock of being deceived by someone you trusted. Betrayal was painful, feeling like a fool was hard, but being destitute was a hell of a lot harder. Relationships were fine, as long as you kept an eye out for what might come, lest it blindside you and break your fucking nose. To this end, she’d always cautioned Kavya against men, marriage, and money. Namely: don’t get married to a man or he’ll take all your money.

			Well, she’d failed on the first two points, but at least Kavya had a prenup and a mother to ensure Nathan couldn’t pull a fast one. He made good money (Malti had known this) and he’d apparently supported Kavya when she was not earning (Malti had not known this), but real estate was a hot commodity.

			Malti had to protect it—not the house whose craquelure was a slow guarantee, but the land. When she’d finally paid off the mortgage, awash with pride, the title bore Malti and Kavya’s names alone.

			Even her goddamn name was something her ex had tried to snatch. It enraged her. That he could even think she wanted his stupid fucking name, as if it was such an amazing gift, rather than a serviceable convenience.

			First they made you take your husband’s name—first and last, mind you—made you shed yours as though the person you were for decades was only a placeholder until some man took you under his aegis, and your life actually began.

			But then, when her ex unilaterally opted to retract this aegis, discarding her like moldering produce, he resented her keeping her name. Did he not realize the work it took the first fucking time—passports, birth certificates, visas? Just thinking about it exhausted Malti. Not to mention then she’d have a different surname from her own child. Not to mention it wasn’t fair that he should request that she lift from his life like a pesky stain, as though she’d never existed, as though they hadn’t married, hadn’t conceived, hadn’t anticipated an entire life together.

			Why should her failures be displayed as though in a museum, and his swept under the rug by virtue of a new marriage, a new wife, and new children, all tucked under the relocated aegis of his precious bloody name?

			You do not get to make me disappear, Malti had thought with quiet venom, no matter how convenient that’d be for you.

			So absorbed in her musings was she that she forgot hers wasn’t the only heartbeat in the house. She didn’t see Shadow sniff the kitchen cabinets or silently creep into the living room. Malti turned the corner, keen to park her butt on her usual spot—like an enzyme finding its substrate—and eat the plate of mini samosas and her homemade chutney.

			She was also going to indulge in a bit of verboten television while Nathan was, gloriously, absent. The idea filled her with the naughty glee of a teenager sneaking out of the house. She told herself if her head ached, she’d immediately turn it off.

			She never got the chance, however, because as she moved to take her seat, she startled Shadow, who let out a cry, which triggered Malti’s own cry as she slipped, hot samosas raining down like confetti, the chutney dish flipping onto her. She fell on her side and had the faculties to be grateful that it wasn’t her injured head. As she accepted her fate on the floor, her memory flitted to the summer she’d ripped up the carpet because she suspected it was the source of Kavya’s allergies. Years later, Malti would’ve been glad for the extra cushioning.
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			The woman was a master class in crazy. He knew—and appreciated—that you weren’t meant to call women crazy. But most women were not Malti.

			An exercise he performed after a heated argument with Kavya: running through dialogue, trying to discern when things had turned rancid. He knew he could be crabby, openly airing grouses and complaints with inefficient websites, bad drivers, unresponsive technology, but none of it was intended as personal. Why Malti made everything an attack on her was beyond him. Well, perhaps he’d made it a little personal by judging her for not fixing things, but a microwave was worth repairing, for fuck’s sake.

			Speaking of, he hadn’t received a fuck you emoji in nearly two hours, which was an unsettling break of their pact. He’d reached out with you ok? followed by all good? fifteen minutes later. It was likely she’d just fallen asleep, but if there was one (read: a hundred) annoying trait of hers, it was that—in direct contrast to him, Kavya, and most millennials—Malti kept her phone ringer on perpetually. Even at 3 a.m., meaning when her WhatsApp groups in India were hollering, so was her phone. In case of emergency, she’d said, though it never was. He’d taken to playing brown noise at night on his own phone to combat the dinging alerts on hers.

			As he drove from the office, Nathan instructed himself to let it go. To check in again after another fifteen minutes and avoid the drama of returning unwelcomed and unannounced. He was not a glutton for punishment. He had gone above and beyond, he told himself. No one could fault him for not trying, just as they couldn’t fault him for fleeing Malti’s Little Shop of Accusations. Kavya of all people would understand.

			At a red light, Nathan observed two pedestrians, women of the same age—about sixty—one East Asian, the other white. The crosswalk admitted them with blinking lights and he watched the Asian woman hoof it across, her stride short but harried, one hand up in appreciation of stopped traffic though she clearly had the right of way. Take your time, he wanted to say, there’s no need to rush when it’s your turn. The white woman was on her phone, her steps slowing until she simply stopped in the crosswalk, typing furiously, completely oblivious to the timer blipping to zero, the cars waiting for her.

			“Jesus Christ,” Nathan muttered aloud. “Some people.” He considered honking.

			Malti’s voice returned to him. People who look like you never have to think about people like me, much less whether we like you or not.

			He knew there was truth to her words. It was right there on the crosswalk, walking foils of each other: entitlement and apology. He witnessed it daily, and he benefited from it more than daily. His office employed many white and Indian engineers, one Black engineer, and one woman. While studying for his master’s in engineering, Nathan had been the only white student. His peers had all been of Asian descent, most of them men.

			Correlation did not equal causation. The issue was certain minorities were either not encouraged or entirely steered clear from STEM by man-made hurdles, like money or educator bias. His own high school counselor (who was now in jail for deeply shady shit) had told Nathan that he simply wasn’t very smart; Nathan could only imagine what that man had told other students.

			Bizarrely, his achievements seemed to impress people more than his Asian counterparts’. He received “wows” instead of “of courses.” He and Kavya had discussed this more than once, ways to move out of the guilt and into tangible acts. It was complicated. But it could also be simple, he learned, like that meeting where, after a guy repeated their female coworker’s words, Nathan said, “Okay, so we’re going with Rachel’s idea then.” The look she’d given him—grateful surprise—had made him feel good for one split second before he realized just how fucked up this all was.

			“It’s not even that we’re not hiring diversely, it’s that the applications aren’t diverse,” he told Kavya. “No women. No one Black. No one Latinx. I’m talking more white dudes than on Hinge in West Virginia.”

			She bumped his fist in appreciation before saying, “But that tracks because by now it’s too late. Engineering opens its arms for Indian dudes but not for Black people and women. But regardless of the field, everyone defers to people who look like you,” she said as they unloaded the dishwasher. “Before I quit pharma, I spent every day in rooms with old white dudes who’d say ‘oh, we don’t see color’ then turn around and admire ‘my people’s’ work ethic.”

			Nathan rolled his eyes. “Today when Rachel needed help, Dirk told her to ‘just ask one of the Indians.’ Oh, I moved the plates to this cabinet.”

			“Ah, racist love. Turds in chocolate wrappers. You did? Why?”

			“It’s closer to the dishwasher. More efficient.”

			“Okay. You know, I’m glad I suck at math. Look at me,” she exclaimed, exuberantly flapping her hand back and forth at the air before her. “Bitch-slapping that model minority myth.”

			He looked at her dubiously. “You’re highly educated and used to rake in six figures. What exactly have you bitch-slapped?”

			“Stereotypes, my dude. Look, there are plenty of Asians across the board who live hand to mouth. And they’re told: just work as hard as those other guys who look like you, you’re naturally built for it.”

			“Absolutely, but is the stereotype of ‘you’re smart and a hard worker’ as harmful as ‘you’re lazy criminals’? And I’m pretty sure you didn’t fear for your life when that cop pulled you over for speeding.”

			She put a hand on her hip. “The fact that you’re pitting minorities against each other is proof that the minority myth did what it was intended to do.”

			He’d blinked, wineglasses dangling from his fingers. “Oh fuck.”

			The crosswalk was now finally clear, and the cars surged ahead. Still no digital flipped birds from Malti. She was fine, he told himself, sleeping peacefully after the hard work of tearing him a new one and reducing his marriage to the world’s slowest—not to mention least profitable—grift. Nathan repeated all this and more, even as he swore aloud “Goddammit” and executed a U-turn toward Malti’s Little Shop of Accusations.
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			The house was so still everything was either perfectly fine or quite wrong. After ducking into the empty kitchen, he entered the living room and found Shadow licking blood from Malti’s scalp.

			“Shit!” Nathan rushed to where Malti was splayed, slumped against the wall that divided the kitchen and living room, her legs akimbo. Shadow was enragingly sanguine, delicately lapping green blood—wait.

			There had been a myriad of occasions where it felt as though he and his mother-in-law were different species, but Nathan was fairly certain that for all that divided them, Malti, like him, bled red. Realizing it was chutney, he shooed Shadow away—her next shits would be something to behold—and searched for Malti’s pulse. The touch roused her and her eyelids fluttered behind askew glasses. She said something in Gujarati before closing her eyes again.

			“Malti?”

			“I know you won’t believe me, but it’s the cat’s fault.”

			“Of course I believe you,” Nathan said with an exhale of relief. “I told you that cat was an asshole. Do you think you can stand?”

			“Yes.”

			Together, they slowly brought her to her bare feet, her back sliding up the wall for support. She didn’t resist his help when he guided her to the sofa, or searched her person for further injuries.

			“I’m going to call your doctor.”

			“No!” she said, energized with alarm. “Don’t! I told you, it was the cat’s fault.”

			His lips compressed into a thin seam. “But you got dizzy in the tub and now this. Your doctor should know.”

			“No. They’ll make me wait there and charge me money just to tell me dizziness is common after concussions.”

			Those were admittedly valid points, but he perseverated. “Is there any other reason you don’t want to go?”

			Her sparse brows knitted and her eyes reverted to bovine vulnerability. Her mouth wobbled. “What if they take away my driver’s license?”

			“Malti,” he sighed. “You shouldn’t be driving for a while, it’s true. But I don’t think anyone is going to take your license for at least another…hmm, two years.”

			“Ghadheda.”

			“I know that one! Donkey, right?”

			She glared. “I prefer ass.”

			“Well, six of one,” he said cheerfully. “I’m going to get you some water.”

			“Why is that your answer for everything?”

			“It helps a lot of problems. You would know if you ever drank any.”

			“I hate water.”

			“Hot take.”

			“What?”

			“Nothing.” He handed her a glass. “Drink this.”

			“You can tell me what it means. I’m able to learn, you know. Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I can’t learn new words. I’ve been doing it my whole life.”

			Nathan obliged. “It means, like, a dramatic, unpopular opinion.”

			“Hot take,” Malti said slowly. “Is ‘you’re an ageist fucker’ a hot take?”

			“Sure, but quit stalling,” he chided. “Drink the water.”

			She scowled, but drained the glass, her face crimped in an expression of revolted pain that most people reserved for moonshine. She thunked the glass on an end table with a gasp of accomplishment. “What other desi words do you know?”

			He did not have to rake his memory. “Chutiya,” he said immediately.

			Malti’s hands flew up to her ears and she squealed in horror. “Che, che!”

			Nathan could not stifle his laughter. “You literally just called me fucker and you can’t handle chutiya?”

			“I could never use that word—it would shame my mother’s memory. In English it’s different. What else?”

			He listed what he recalled, his pronunciation stumbling. Malti sighed in defeat. “Hey Bhagwan, did Kavya only teach you the bad words?”

			He said, “I know kunjus. And chaddis.”

			She remained unimpressed. “Cheap panties? So useful.” She put her small hands on her thighs as though they’d had an appointment and now it was over. “I’m going to take a bath.”

			“Now? That’s not a good idea.”

			Her eyes rolled instead of throwing daggers at him. He couldn’t put a pin in why, but it felt like an improvement. “You don’t think it’s a good idea. Your opinions are not God-given truths.”

			Which he’d heard before, numerous times. His tendency to present conjecture as established, proven fact was an occupational hazard that bled into his daily life. It brought some people comfort and others, like his wife, aggravation.

			“If you don’t know, you don’t know,” Kavya had once told him testily when he denied her claim that nails grew faster in hot climates. “There’s no shame in knowledge gaps, but it’s such a dude thing to just reject a fact like it’s a hypothesis. They grow faster. Look it up.”

			He typed in his phone and conceded. “But I thought I was right!”

			“You always think you’re right! I never insist I’m right and I’m right at least as often as you.” She cut him a look. “If not more.”

			“Then be more confident?”

			“It’s not about confidence! It’s about transparency. If I think something is accurate, but I don’t know, then I’m going to qualify it. Women do that. They’re honest, they say ‘I think’ or ‘I believe.’ And then we get told we talk about ourselves too much.”

			“That sucks,” he said. “But with my job, I have to fake it till I make it. It’s hard to turn off.”

			“I think about doing that, just saying it instead of ‘I think.’ But then I think what if that’s the one time I’m wrong, and then everyone knows?”

			Nathan shrugged. “So you’re wrong. You just said there’s no shame in knowledge gaps. So it’s no big deal.”

			She’d sighed. “See, that just shows how different the stakes are for you.”

			Nathan now looked at Malti’s belligerent posture. “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” he reframed. “But I can’t stop you. Can we have a system so I know you’re okay?”

			“I like to sing in the bath,” Malti said after a moment. “I do it without even realizing it, actually.”

			“That’ll work. If you go quiet, I’ll know something’s up.”

			“But,” Malti cautioned. “I’m not a good singer. Kavya says tone deaf would be an improvement.”

			“I’ll be fine.”

			Sixteen minutes later, Nathan was not fine. Malti had somehow undersold her lack of talent. And Kavya’s assessment was overly generous. His mother-in-law sounded like newlywed cats stuck in a washing machine, vacillating between lovemaking and ferocious fighting. Ensconced in the bathroom as though it was soundproof, she sang with utter abandon, the most uninhibited and bold he’d ever heard her. Most of her selected tracks were in Indian languages, but of the English ones he recognized, the verses and the choruses were from entirely different songs. Her true talent lay in inventing lyrics, such as love lift us up where we were wrong and my goat knows the bowling score to the tune of “Michael, Row Your Boat Ashore.”

			Though he could sing and play the piano, Nathan knew he was little better on the lyric front. For the longest time he thought Post Malone was singing about a sex boat until Kavya turned down the radio and said, “Excuse me?”

			Striving for elusive patience, Nathan tried to focus on something else but, unlike Malti’s head and weakened heart, her lungs were evincingly in their prime. Between her caterwauling, the acoustics, and the thin walls, Nathan felt like it was all a very pointed, very malicious test. He could do this, he could let a little old lady enjoy singing in her tub after a few rough days. He wasn’t so selfish, was he, that he’d deny her that?

			Sometime during “American Pie” set inexplicably to the semi-tune of “Take Me Home, Country Roads,” his feet carried him to the closed bathroom door without his directing them. Splashing sounds penetrated through the singing. There was something so childish about it he smiled. Wouldn’t it be something if she had a rubber ducky? “Hey, Malti,” he called casually.

			The singing abruptly stopped. His ears knew a singular relief. “Yeah? I’m fine.”

			“Yeah, I was just wondering what you wanted for dinner.”

			She sounded confused. “I don’t know. I’ll figure it out when I’m done.”

			But by then he’d have sawed off his ears.

			“I was just randomly thinking,” he lied, “of this story Kavya told me about you.”

			It was a shitty trick, but of course it worked. She’d snatch any opportunity to hear about herself through the lens of the person she loved most in the world—who wouldn’t? He heard the minor crash of displaced water as Malti sat to attention in the tub. “Is it…mean?” she asked in such a timid, anxious voice that Nathan’s empathy ballooned in a way that was not foreign, but not familiar either.

			“No, no,” he reassured her. “It’s a good one. I think it’s one of her favorite memories of you. That’s why I was wondering if you remember it the same way or not.”

			“Okay,” she said, still wary.

			“Kavya got in trouble at school. You’d just seen Jurassic Park, so Kavya was about—”

			“Eight,” Malti said immediately. “Monarch Christian Elementary School.”

			“So you remember?”

			“Of course. She said that line by Jeff Goldbloom—”

			“Goldblum.”

			“Whatever. The one where he says—”

			“ ‘Now that’s a big pile of shit,’ ” they said in unison, and Nathan heard Malti’s smile. He soundlessly lowered himself to the floor, his back against the closed door.

			“And the school called me, told me she was being sent home for inappropriate language. I had to take the day off work to hear a bunch of women my age tell me that ‘shit’ is an ungodly word. Here I am, driving to her school, thinking she called another kid nasty names, when all she did was talk about a movie! But I should’ve known Kavya didn’t have it in her to be a bully. She’s too soft.”

			The water must have warped his hearing, because Nathan thought Malti sounded wistful, like that wasn’t a preferred quality. He’d changed schools when he was sixteen and had been bullied. He and Kavya had had very different high school experiences—he’d dated, had a car, and gotten close (very close) with the girls on his swim team—but they’d both known the trepidation of walking locker-lined halls, apprehensive of what words would find their marks that day.

			“Kavya said you listened to the teachers, and then you two went back to the car. You didn’t say anything and she was so scared. She was worried that you were mad at her for making you miss work.”

			Malti said, “Of course not. She didn’t do anything wrong.”

			“That’s why it’s such a good memory for her. You were on her side. Do you remember what you said when you got into the car?”

			“No.”

			Nathan grinned. “ ‘That’s bullshit.’ ”

			Malti’s bolt of laughter pierced through the door. She gave a happy exhale. “It was my fault she learned those words. I took her to R-rated movies.”

			“Not to mention you curse like a sailor.” Nathan looked up at the hallway wall facing him. It was decorated with Kavya’s school portraits. An image of tween her with bangs and braces grinned down at him. Unwanted tenderness suffused him. The frames were tilted. He did not stand to adjust them. “You can’t say ‘sex’ but you drop three f-bombs a minute.”

			“I don’t understand the big deal about cursing. So what? It’s words. It was the S-E-X in movies you had to watch out for. That’s inappropriate. So I covered her eyes during those parts.”

			“I’m sure she figured it out.”

			“It’s hard to keep it under wraps in this country. Even back then, it was hard. Now it’s impossible, with the internet and the videos and everything so…there. Did you know I didn’t know about S-E-X until I got my MBBS?” Nathan did not interrupt to ask for clarification. “When I was a schoolgirl, all the biology textbooks had the reproduction chapters torn out.”

			“Sounds like here,” Nathan said darkly. “But with climate change and race theory.”

			“Teachers said if you want to learn, go home and ask your parents. But how could I ask my mother? So I asked my oldest sister, Urmila; she was a doctor. And you know what my doctor sister told me? You get pregnant after you get married and hug your husband.”

			“Oof.”

			“I think learning about it young is maybe okay, so you have information. Information can keep you safe.” Malti sounded like she was speaking to herself. Nathan remained quiet. Then she said, “I’m going to tell you something, but we’re not going to talk about it after and no questions.” She must have taken his silence as the acceptance it was because she continued, “My brother and I had a maths tutor teach us at home after school. He looked over our work and then let my brother out of the room to go play. He went over what problems I missed, and then he said it was time for my…punishment.”

			Nathan’s eyes involuntarily closed. He felt nauseated. And he knew. He knew, in the brief, crashing moment before she said it and everything would be different, and because he knew, he wanted to request that she stop. That they hit pause right now, suspending him in a safe, frozen amber where he knew but also didn’t. But none of this was about him or his comfort. So his lips did not move, even when she confirmed, her voice lowering with shame, “The punishment hurt…down there. I was nine. It went on for a year. Not once did anyone ever come inside the room or…

			“In India, they say: ‘Matha, Pitha, Guru, Daivam.’ Means ‘Mother, Father, Teacher, God.’ So teachers are put before God even.

			“But I—why my mumma didn’t wonder how come is Malti always in there, but Harshal gets to leave, when Malti’s maths marks are so much higher? Why my mumma didn’t wonder why she had to clean my pee on the floor, because sometimes I was so scared I su-su’d?” Her words wobbled, like she’d been tasked with carrying many unwieldy oranges for an impossible stretch of time, her body straining to maintain its balance, her arms perpetually, dangerously, on the cusp of spilling their contents.

			It was atypical, the lapse in Malti’s grammar, and it splintered the bone of Nathan’s sternum into his heavy heart. The accidental but honest way she shared herself, temporarily dismantling the voice she’d painstakingly built in this country, brick by brick, and thereby revealing the unsteady woman underneath. He imagined her as a child, dread dribbling down her spine, praying for time to stretch itself, to delay the moment when her brother would leap toward safe, ignorant freedom, and leave her behind.

			It was quiet long enough that he knew she was finished speaking.

			“I’m so—” Nathan’s voice cracked. He tried again, blinking. He didn’t know how they’d arrived here. He didn’t know how to go back. Then he realized there was no back. She’d said no questions; he had a million. Even if he were good with words, none existed to repair this. “I’m so, so sorry, Malti.”

			Her sigh was heavy, air released along with the memory. “It was a different time.”

			“No, Malti. It shouldn’t have happened. I’m sorry no one protected you.”

			“Everyone said I was too overprotective with Kavya. I wouldn’t let her out of my sight, because I knew. I knew. My in-laws kept saying, ‘let so-and-so take Baby to play,’ ‘let so-and-so watch Baby while you go.’ But I had to keep her with me so she’d be safe. And then my in-laws told Kavya’s father that I was paranoid, they called me crazy. Said I was obsessed with my baby and it wasn’t normal. They poisoned his mind against me.”

			They sat, mute, on opposite sides of the closed door. Nathan couldn’t stop wondering whether Kavya knew. After a short while that felt like a long while, Malti tore a small rip in their shrouded silence. “I’m going to get out now.”

			The request was tacit and Nathan heeded it, standing. “I’m here if you need me.”
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			Leaving the bathtub was like emerging from a confessional; Malti didn’t dwell on her disclosures upon her exit. Instead, her mind was occupied with what she’d seen while on the living room floor before Nathan’s arrival. She didn’t lose consciousness after slipping; she knew that because she recalled the unyielding wood beneath her pained bones and thin skin. She recalled looking under the couch and making a mental note to sweep there more regularly because there were forgotten crumbs that Shadow—the sneaky devil—was happy to Roomba with her tongue.

			Kavya had bought her a robot vacuum cleaner. She’d scheduled its cleanings and shown Malti how to empty the tray. But one of the sweepers broke off and then the battery wouldn’t charge and Malti didn’t want to trouble her daughter with such small grievances (ones Malti felt stupid even inquiring about, because she had the feeling she should know these things, the way younger people inherently did). All the gadgets designed to make her life easier just made it more difficult. (“I’m from the old school,” she told Kavya when she’d learned the expression. Kavya’d laughed, but not unkindly.) So Malti carried on sweeping and vacuuming, while reporting to her daughter that the robot was holding up just fine; no need for a replacement yet.

			And so Malti could account for her time on the floor all too well to have passed out. She’d gathered her energy to gingerly begin the climb up the sofa. Breathe in and out, she instructed herself, the cool drip of chutney sliding across her temple. She was awake—alarmingly so—when her mother casually strode in, wearing one of the white saris she’d switched to after Malti’s father passed away. She stopped at the other end of the couch, standing, watching.

			Her mother didn’t say anything, but she looked so much like herself it was jarring. Malti’s memory had thinned with time—her mother had died when she was twenty-two—and could serve only meager portions of her mother’s folded face. A crinkled eye here, a smile there, they had the same nose, the same sunspots dotted their cheeks. Malti possessed only a single photograph of her mother. It stood framed in her room, providing one angle, one fixed facet. Her mother’s tangible presence, all of her dimensions, contoured and mobile, was too much. It was like gazing at the sun: an unbearable benediction.

			“Mumma,” she gasped as her eyes closed of their own accord. But no. This was not to be squandered. Yet what mere, distilled words could encapsulate all the love she felt? “Thank you” and “I’m sorry” were what came to mind to convey that Malti knew her mother had been too tender for this world. She wanted to ask, “Did I shame you?” but couldn’t guarantee she’d survive the answer.

			She suddenly realized these words were all in English. Her mind typically bounced between Gujarati and English without her control. “Thank you” was the most American thought she could’ve had, one her mother wouldn’t understand. In this country it was volleyed about in passing, tossed this way and that, for the slimmest of favors, utilized even when someone was being paid to perform the task.

			But in India, between family, a thank-you was so foreign it could cross over artificial and enter the realm of sheer sarcasm. Love was expressed by action, by sacrifice. Words were air and air was free; it was necessary but insufficient for life.

			Malti then knew what she wanted to do. She wanted to touch her mother’s feet one last time. She hadn’t been in India when her mother died; she hadn’t mourned with her siblings. Her mother still stood in Malti’s house, unspeaking, her face as gentle as it’d always been. Unlike her father—the most educated man in town—her mother’s studies had stopped after the fifth standard. Together they’d ensured the education of all their children, many with advanced degrees. Yet it was her mother who’d possessed all the emotional intelligence her children lacked. Her mother who, yes, hadn’t been able to shield Malti from this daggered world, but had willingly given every scrap of herself for others.

			Before Malti could begin to crawl toward her mother’s feet, her mother turned to leave.

			“Wait!” Malti called out in a panic. She still needed to show her the china cabinet. Her call went unheeded. English again, damn it. Her mother departed, skirts swirling, releasing the scent of saffron. The abandonment left Malti bereft, reeling from a pain so dull it sawed but wouldn’t slice. And to escape this pain, to escape the torture of what it was to be alive for no good reason, Malti closed her eyes and fell asleep.

			Not that she’d tell Kavya or—god forbid—Nathan any of this. They’d never believe her, and their patronizing doubt would be the best-case scenario. Worst case, they would pivot from a nursing home to a psychiatric facility. Though Malti was still warm from her bath, she shuddered as she sat on her bed.

			She’d released something—spoken a memory into the world that she’d assumed, this many decades in, she’d take with her upon death. She’d never told anyone when it finally dawned on her what that man had done. It would have helped no one and hurt everyone. It was pointless, compounding all the existing suffering. But seeing her mother, being in the safety of the bath, the increasingly thin veil between her thoughts and her tongue since her accident—they all conspired to loosen something within her, like the Vicks steam she used to prepare to clear Kavya’s chest colds.

			She did not want to lie down, but there was little else to do in her bedroom. Nor did she wish to face Nathan just yet. She could savor the memory of her mother a bit longer, her anachronistic face fresh in Malti’s mind for the first time in fifty years. Lately Malti was besieged by the past, which returned of its own volition, trampling over her carefully erected gates at the most minor sound or smell or word.

			She heard Nathan’s voice call, “Malti?”

			Malti’s eyes fluttered open. She was still seated; she hadn’t fallen asleep, had she? She’d been visiting her mother, presenting her with a robot vacuum cleaner so she didn’t have to sweep on her haunches, which strained her aged hips.

			“Yeah?”

			“Are you up for going out?”

			She did not wish to. But a look at her phone revealed she’d lost fifteen minutes when she could have sworn she’d been here for under three. Better to thrust herself into reality than lose it again.

			“Sure.”
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			“You said we were going out,” Malti said as they awaited admittance. They’d walked through the front door into a vestibule facing another door. The sign instructed them to knock, which Nathan did. They were ushered in by a woman speaking into a cordless phone. She gave them a welcoming smile and raised a finger to request patience. They waited, making sure to quickly shut the door behind them, as another sign instructed.

			“We are out.”

			“This is someone’s home,” Malti whispered as she absorbed her surroundings. She clutched her purse tighter to her side. “We didn’t bring a gift.”

			“It is not. It’s a public—Malti, do not take off your shoes.”

			“It’s somebody’s house.”

			“It’s a café. See the sign?”

			“Café? One couch, one dining table,” Malti said as she looked around. “And cats.” She frowned. Cats dozed and lounged on various surfaces. Each time her eyes grazed the room, she spotted cats she’d missed before. Any space free of actual cats was filled with cat décor. “Too many cats. Is your friend a cat hoarder? Can you hoard cats?”

			“I’m sure that’s a thing, but this is not my friend’s home. It’s a rescue organization.” He swept his arms in a ta-da arc. “A cat café. Get it?”

			She frowned. “A what?”

			“A cat café. You can bring snacks, drink coffee, play with cats, adopt them.”

			“This cannot be a thing.”

			“Of course it’s a thing.”

			“Who would approve such a business plan?” She waved her hands about before holding her purse again. “People eat and drink around all these cats?”

			“They don’t filter the coffee with cat hair, Malti; it’s not a health code violation.” Nathan smiled. “And we eat and drink around Shadow, you know this, yes?”

			A man with long hair approached them with a greeting. Nathan’s wallet, really a thin clip of cards, seemed miniature in his large hand. Malti frowned as he presented a blue credit card, which the man swiped on a tablet.

			Malti possessed manners, which she gathered. “You have a lovely home,” she lied politely to the man. He looked puzzled but nodded, smiling with very straight, very white, very American teeth. He’d probably had braces, like Kavya.

			“They charge fifteen dollars for cat-hair coffee?” Malti whispered after the man encouraged them to sit wherever they’d like, to see him if they wanted to use the Keurig, and to please read the printed rules on a sideboard. He pointed to two walls, each bearing a grid of cat photographs with names: one showed the recently adopted, the other displayed felines currently available for rescue.

			“It’s a donation,” Nathan said. “This is a nonprofit.”

			“You should carry cash.”

			“It has yet to be a problem. Now where would you like to sit?”

			“In the car.”

			The thought of sitting on someone’s furniture in someone’s home without either knowing them or bringing a box of chocolates was highly distressing. Her mother would thrash her for this appalling lack of etiquette. Seeing her frozen stance, Nathan decided for her, leading her stiff body to the L-shaped couch.

			To distract herself from the fact that she was in a stranger’s house, she beckoned a cat arched on an overhead shelf, poised to drop. Instead, the cat pivoted, seeking another patron. Nathan handed Malti a few treats and coaxed her to try again. After repeated failures, she asked Nathan, despondent, “Why don’t they like me? Am I doing something wrong?”

			Nathan was dangling a wand with a little bird at the end. A cat stood on its hind legs to grasp it. “Malti, you have zero chill right now. You need to breathe and let them smell you and not the anxiety you’re marinated in.”

			“Of course I have the anxiety. You kidnapped me and brought me to a cat brothel.”

			He laughed. “New places can be tough. But different doesn’t have to mean bad. Have you ever thought to choose to assume everything will be okay?”

			She gaped at him, blinking. “No. How do you assume it will be okay? It’s almost never okay.”

			But they’d paid for the hour, and Malti couldn’t abide wasting money, so she focused on inhaling and exhaling like during her Surya Namaskar exercises. Two patrons left and two women entered. Malti felt comfortable enough to close her eyes; her shoulders released. Sure enough, a red-dappled cat missing part of an ear approached her, mewling for attention. Malti was happy to oblige.

			“Look,” Malti said to Nathan. “They should name this one Mike Tyson.”

			Nathan chuckled. “Nice.”

			“See? I know things.”

			Two more cats crept closer from their resting corners.

			“You’re the belle of the ball,” Nathan said. He was clearly pleased. She tried to comb his face for signs that he pitied her, after what she’d told him. But he seemed exactly as he always was: unbothered and comfortable, navigating the world with the easy assumption that he had the right to. A tabby crossed his lap. He lifted a hand to administer a pet, but the cat merely used him as a bridge to Malti. She laughed at Nathan’s hyperbolic umbrage, stretched, she knew, for her own amusement.

			With only two hands, she was limited in her affection distribution, and the demanding cats began licking her.

			“Too many tongues!”

			“No such thing, Malti.”

			“Don’t be a tharki boy with me,” she said, shaking a finger at him. “Show some respect.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Did you have braces?”

			If he was startled by the topic shift, he did not show it. He stroked one of the cats that, having learned there was no pushing to the front to get to the main attraction that was Malti, settled for Nathan’s second-tier affection. “I’m the B-league,” he joked. “And no, I never had braces.”

			Malti leaned forward to inspect. “They’re straight.”

			“Just lucky, I guess.”

			“Some people are.” Malti cooed at a new visitor. “This one only has three legs! Such a sweet girl. Girl? Oh, no. Definitely not girl.” She petted his black fur and received a nuzzle in exchange. “Such a sweet boy.” She observed the long room, everyone murmuring out of respect for the cats. “Kavya would die sneezing here.”

			“Hundred percent. Not enough Claritin in the world.”

			“Charlie Brown was the name of a cat she met at a friend’s sleepover and wanted to take home. Isn’t it funny what details stay with you? Charlie Brown. But I couldn’t tell you the name of the friend. Kavya’s face was so swollen her eyes were shut, her nose was so red she looked like an Irish drunk. Though I guess that’s tautology.” At his wince, she whispered, “Was that racist?”

			“It—I wouldn’t repeat it.”

			“Oh no, I’m sorry. Are you Irish?”

			“Half, yeah.”

			“My bad.”

			Nathan grinned. “My bad?”

			Malti felt quite satisfied with herself. “Kavya taught me that when she was in high school.”

			“And tautology?”

			Malti smiled. “That was the first new English word I learned in this country. I love it.”

			“Me too. I hate when people say PIN number or ATM machine.”

			“Or 3 a.m. in the morning.” Malti assessed her blanket of cats with contentment. “If no one lives here, who do they belong to?”

			“They’re hoping customers will adopt them.”

			“I wish I could take them all.”

			“Why not start with one?”

			“I can’t,” Malti said. “Kavya’s allergic.”

			“But,” Nathan said gently, “Kavya doesn’t live with you anymore. And when she visits, we can figure something out.”

			“We?” She hadn’t been trying to be mean, but he blinked and she wished she could retract.

			“You,” he amended. “She visits friends with cats all the time. It’s purrfectly manageable.”

			“A bird would be more purrfect.”

			His laughter was light but characteristically patronizing. “That’s not a thing. You can’t have something be more than a hundred percent.”

			She fixed him with a look. “We the people.”

			“What?”

			“We the people.”

			He seemed lost. “What’s happening—is this another concussion thing?”

			“Just finish it,” she said, impatient now.

			“Of the United States, in order to form a more perfect union—ah, okay. Touché, Malti Patel, touché.”

			“It was part of my citizenship test. I was eight months pregnant and out to here.” She gestured with her hands.

			“The three of you moved back to India right after Kavya was born, right?”

			Nodding, Malti submerged herself in more cuddles. After some time, she mused aloud, “Animals love you like little babies do. So completely, with such trust. You don’t deserve it, but it’s there.”

			“Mm,” he said, and Malti didn’t want to, but she felt a bolt of resentment. He was the reason she’d never be a grandmother. He was the reason Kavya had demurred on having children and now—well, it wasn’t too late, but it was late. And getting divorced, healing, finding someone else to start anew with—it all took time, a resource she and her daughter were running out of. “I wouldn’t know.”

			She worked to smother her pique and failed. So it was with too much bitterness that she said, “But you still can. Not like women.”

			He gave her a curious look, his eyebrows shifting closer together, but he did not speak.

			Malti lowered her attention back to the cats, willing the anger of biological injustices to drain from her body. “Animals liking you feels like a confirmation of something. Like how bad am I, how wrong can I really, actually be—despite all my mistakes—if these little guys smell the good in me?”

			Nathan nodded. “I agree. But Malti…” He waited until she looked at him through her glasses, then dropped his voice as though sharing a secret. “They’re cats. They’re basically tiny demon spawns wrapped in fur.”

			Malti’s eyes rolled. She’d noticed something in the past few days. This boy said plenty of nonsense for saying’s sake, but his actions revealed a different person. “Then why do you have one?”

			“Shadow lost my grandmother. She’s family. She’s evil in a skin suit, but she’s family.”
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			Malti wanted onion rings, but Nathan protested, concerned about her diet. So they settled for Chipotle. Malti insisted on paying, but Nathan was quicker, tapping his card before she could even unzip her bag to reach for her bloated brown travel wallet. It had been with her since the nineties, an heirloom passed down to each of her subsequent purses. Like her, it was perhaps not much to look at, but durable and dependable.

			“We could also go out sometime,” Nathan said as they left with a brown takeout bag. “To a restaurant. Once you’re up to it.”

			“No, that’s okay.”

			“There’s plenty of vegetarian options. We could go to an Indian restaurant if that’s better.”

			“I don’t like being waited on.” Malti clipped her seatbelt. “It makes me uncomfortable.”

			He made a noncommittal sound to show he heard her even if he didn’t understand. “Eating out is so expensive these days anyway.”

			Once home, they used long peels of packing tape to suck the lint from their clothes. Then they ate in front of the television, Malti on the sofa, Nathan on the perpendicular love seat. Malti had—according to her son-in-law, the dictator—earned half an hour of television time, or one show.

			“I’m not a child,” she grumbled. “Or a prisoner.”

			He waggled the remote as he would an enticing treat for a cat. “Does that mean you don’t want to watch?”

			She snatched it from him. “I’ll watch because I do what I want. Not because I have your permission.”

			She selected a relaxing thriller about an escaped serial killer while Nathan scrolled and read on his phone with great concentration. She assumed that like most of his generation, devices hijacked all his attention, but when he offhandedly predicted a character’s actions, she realized he could follow both screens, which was unnerving and impressive. When another character mentioned tucking in, a phrase she’d heard many times but never followed up on, she surprised herself by asking Nathan what it meant.

			“It’s that thing you do for kids at bedtime,” he answered absently.

			“I know that,” she said, impatient. “I understand context. I meant what is it physically?”

			He looked up at her from his phone, jaw agape. “You’ve never been tucked in?”

			“No.”

			“Malti!”

			“What?”

			“Nothing.” He paused. “I just realized that means Kavya’s never been tucked in either.”

			Malti considered this. She gathered his intention was not to accuse, so rather than take offense she decided to be merely curious. Was this tucking in so wonderful, so miraculous, that it could cure the tribulations of childhood?

			When the show and Malti’s nocturnal ablutions were finished, Nathan waited by her bedroom door. He swept his arm lavishly and she entered first. It wasn’t comfortable, exactly, having him in her room again, but she could admit that it was less loathsome than it had been before. He waited until she was settled.

			“Tuck?” he asked, still keeping his distance.

			Malti hesitated, then nodded quickly, twice. She might change her mind if she didn’t act fast. He stood over her, as he had in the bathroom two days ago.

			Nathan’s hands moved with their typical clinical, deft zeal, scooping the comforter under her shoulders, waist, knees. She remained on her back, feeling like a mummy. “This is…” she began, and then paused, summoning the most apt word in her English lexicon. “Bogus. Who can sleep like this?”

			Nathan laughed. “It’s meant to be comforting.”

			“I’d rather have onion rings.”

		

	
		
			Fifteen
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			Nathan spent much of the night trying to dislodge the anvil of rage squatting on his chest. He was a person prone to neither temper nor tantrum, but now he felt possessed by a singular, driving compulsion to find the math tutor and kill him.

			It was impracticable and futile. Even if Nathan could somehow locate him, the man was likely long dead. Yet the urge for revenge persisted—an almighty, drumming beat—unhindered by rationality.

			Was it male or human, this leap toward violent retribution, to seek to make one suffer, like one of “theirs” had suffered? Malti’s words floated back to him as he twisted in Kavya’s bed, unable to sleep.

			That’s how it worked then, it’s how it works now. You burn your Muslim neighbor’s house because of what some other Muslims five hundred kilometers away did to someone else.

			And goddamnit, he did, he did want to burn someone’s house down. Because it was preferable to sitting with the impotence of not being able to shuttle back in time and save a nine-year-old girl. He’d even alter his behavior yesterday had he been able. Malti’s stiff fear as he’d pressured her to let him lift her out of the bathtub was now reframed by new knowledge. He cringed at his pushiness and impatience, suffering from the social hangovers that afflicted Kavya.

			Days ago he’d mentioned to Malti that Kavya had helped a friend with their PhD dissertation on Partition. That had been in the year after she’d quit her job and set to finding a purpose that fed rather than bled her. She’d been keen to explore her heritage, but nothing clicked. Kathak dance lessons (three weeks); Hindi lessons (six months); writing a memoir (eight days). Nathan suggested what felt obvious to him: her passion for music.

			She’d scoffed. “I’m too old to learn an instrument.”

			“You don’t have to be the next Norah Jones. You can do it just for fun.”

			So she’d tried the tabla…but it had been the opposite of fun. Music was essentially math, anathema to her. “I think I love music because I don’t understand it. It’s like magic to me. I don’t want to ruin it by studying it.” She tossed herself onto their bed, facedown. “I’m useless,” she told their duvet. “I might as well just wait here for death to come for me.”

			“Is this a midlife crisis?”

			Kavya raised her head to say, “What? No. How? We’re not even—” Realization dawned, stretching her features. “Oh my god.”

			Nathan grimaced his regret. “Yeah…”

			She wailed, “Well, now it is!”

			But that summer, a friend moved from Los Angeles to the Bay Area and they needed help conducting and compiling interviews among the elderly South Asian population. Kavya enthusiastically agreed, but it had proved grim research for her. Though many of the nuances and players were lost on Nathan when she talked, some details stuck. A nation birthed by ripping itself apart under the neglect of colonial indifference. The horrific sexual violence, the mutilations, the burnings, the babies ripped from wombs, the collective loss of sanity and humanity that terrible year. Back and forth, back and forth. Men raping others’ daughters, sisters, wives, mothers, grandmothers to avenge their own raped daughters, sisters, wives, mothers, grandmothers. Each man self-vindicated, justified by one counterfeit thought: I didn’t start this, you did.

			“ ‘All is forgiven for patriotism,’ ” Kavya half sang. “ ‘A lazy word I have hidden behind before.’ ”

			It was so much easier to weaponize that anger and destroy, rather than do the long, slow work of nurturing it into goodness. But none of it was actually for the women, whom the men abandoned, discarded as sullied. It was instead a primitive, pointless indulgence, a decision to go past navel-gazing, to focus on one’s own penis and seek to punish with it.

			That summer of research, Kavya had quoted another song lyric: “ ‘Underneath it all, we’re just savages, hidden behind shirts, ties, and marriages.’ ”

			In Kavya’s bed, Nathan’s anger depleted him but not itself. He told himself it’d be better in the morning; things always were. He wondered yet again if Kavya knew. He could not tell her. Malti had confided in him, a decision or whim she might’ve already regretted. Before today, he’d have categorized himself as one of the last people Malti Patel would regard as a confidant. Perhaps it was a slip of her mental state, or perhaps she’d decided it was safe since he’d soon be out of her life. Nonetheless, it was her story to tell, not his. But should Kavya know? The fire of her own fury would incinerate her. She, like him, would be imagining it while trying not to imagine it. She’d be wondering what, exactly, that man had done and with what. It was sickening, the thoughts churning in him, stoking a wild need to smash something with his fists.

			Men made this world unsafe and then called women crazy for feeling unsafe.

			No wonder they chose the bear.

			With this new, dark knowledge, he felt farther away from Kavya than ever. As though they no longer inhabited the same planet. She lived in a dimension bathed in golden, ignorant sunlight, whereas he was hemmed in her childhood bed as a weak moon sought egress through bent blinds.

			He nibbled a gummy, hoping the cannabis would artificially quiet his thoughts, thereby allowing sleep. Forty-five minutes passed, the night an interminable sea to swim through. His hot fury set into a cold, aimless anger. He reached for the distraction of his phone.

			The time difference between India and California meant that he and Kavya could message either mornings or evenings. They’d spoken more in the last four days than in the last few months combined. Conversations were initiated by the prosaic matter of Malti’s health and progress, but once the door was opened, they fed harmless tidbits through to the other side. He’d mentioned it was sweltering in the house sans air-conditioning. She’d said she understood; it was 104 degrees there. He’d replied with a favored GIF of theirs: Elmo’s arms overhead in the fiery depths of hell.

			Nathan stared at his phone, but the keypad failed to offer anything remotely sufficient. In the end he sent a picture of Malti at the café beneath a passel of cats. The replies came in a chain, each a separate bubble: OMG I love this! Need a Claritin just to look at it, but love it. I know you said to stop, but thank you again for all of this. You’re up late, you ok?

			No, he thought, but didn’t type it. He hated secrets and lying—which this felt like—but saw no alternative. So instead of answering, he asked how things were faring with classes and her father.

			The cat café had been as much for him as it’d been for Malti. Each time he walked down the hallway, he looked at where he’d sat while she spoke from her bath and thought: that’s where I was when it all changed. The need to get out of one space and into another left him restless and jittery. He would have preferred a restorative hike or the beach, but Malti’s abilities were limited, so the cat café had been a burst of inspired desperation, or desperate inspiration. Fortunately, she’d enjoyed it. When their hour had expired, he’d gone to the restroom and discreetly paid for another.

			On the drive there and back, Malti had worn a sun visor that protruded so far out she might as well have been an extra in The Handmaid’s Tale. He knew that even pre-concussion Malti possessed an aversion to the sun that she’d bequeathed to her daughter in the form of fear. The sun would strip her beauty and youth. It would age her, it would keep her from being fair, it would give her dark spots. While in the car, Nathan recalled Kavya once mentioning that teachers had kept her inside during recesses per her mother’s instructions; she’d told the teachers that Kavya was allergic to the sun.

			He was admittedly an interloper, but it seemed to him that Kavya had been raised on a diet of Malti’s fears. He was no parent, and in any case in no position to judge, but he found himself proud of Kavya for shedding so many of these anxieties. She was in India, studying and navigating the unfamiliar, despite her mother’s ingrained and vocalized objections. There was bravery in that, even if, now that he thought about it, it seemed a bit mean to run to where Malti had run from.

			When Kavya had told Nathan she was leaving the country, he’d been baffled at first. It had seemed like an extreme overreaction to a separation, though now he was not certain there was such a thing. “When there is nothing left to burn,” she’d said, trying to smile, “you have to set yourself on fire.” It had to be a lyric from one of those sad songs she was always playing. He hadn’t looked it up. By then her habit of relying on lyrics to communicate had become incredibly grating.

			Postseparation, Kavya hadn’t thought to turn off her shared location. He could’ve told her, but then it would have prompted him to have to stop sharing his, and he wasn’t ready to sever this false connection. On his phone, he zoomed the map out, the scale very, very small, and their dots didn’t seem all that far apart.

			But it was better, for him, for now, that she was in India. There was a difference in not seeing someone when they were eight thousand miles away versus eight. It wasn’t as though he considered it a pause on the divorce, which was well under way. (Much like their prenup, it was a series of steps and emails with lawyers. Unlike their prenup, it was an ending rather than a beginning.) No, it wasn’t a pause so much as it was a reprieve. Being pre-divorced and having no chance of breathing the same air as your spouse was a painful relief. It made sliding back into the choreography of being together impossible. Self-control was unnecessary because distance performed all the work. They couldn’t run into each other, couldn’t easily access each other. As it stood, the worst trouble they could manage was falling back on inside jokes and reliable memes.

			It would be, he knew, much harder after she returned. And despite what Malti had bleakly suggested, he believed Kavya would return after her program ended. This country was not full of people who looked like her, but it was full of people who understood her. It was, for better or worse, her home.

			What would it be like, running into her? They’d have to witness each other having completely foreign conversations with other people, aware that there was a world in which they were seated at the same table, sharing the same life and kitchen sink. Without his permission, his brain gripped a lyric she liked: “Please don’t ever become a stranger whose laugh I could recognize anywhere.” (Kavya often shared music, made playlists he did not bother to listen to. Not out of express indifference, but simply because Kavya’s taste ran from depressing to depressing as all get out. “Sad songs make me happy!” she said, pointing to the script on her tote bag. But for him the purpose of music was levity, not to be gutted by words such as “please, remember me, my misery, and how it lost me all I wanted.”)

			It was difficult to reframe divorce outside the specter of failure. He did not know if this was the case for everyone, but it felt like a defeat because he still loved Kavya, and he knew she still loved him. That had never been their problem; the translation of that love had. They were standing, bewildered, on opposite sides of a closed door, clutching mismatched bags of love like a motley collection of donation items. What to do with all this accumulated love? You couldn’t just abandon it, could you? And yet that was precisely what moving on was. Letting go of something you spent so much energy cultivating, because it apparently no longer served you.

			But it seemed like such a waste. And he wasn’t simply referring to sunk cost, that fallacy that kept folks clinging at the expense of their happiness. It felt like a waste because he had been happy, until he realized he wasn’t making her happy anymore. One of the last things she’d said to him before the separation, when it became clear his tap wasn’t enough for her bucket, was: “This is going to sound so stupid, but I feel like I still have a crush on you, and you don’t have a crush on me. But I’m not in high school anymore, and I can’t live on crumbs.”

			It was deeply unfair. To both of them. How could you love someone and yet have them feel unloved? It shouldn’t be possible, mathematically speaking. Things were or weren’t. It was binary. Would it have been easier with a monumental rift rather than a gradual shift? Some divisive issue or betrayal that left them unable to recognize each other over a widening abyss, with no choice but to walk in separate directions. His last mistake with her had been bad, yes, but Nathan knew that in the absence of all the other mistakes, it would not have fractured them. Or so he told himself, because in truth his mind avoided that last mistake like the dank basement of a haunted house.

			He did not know whether it was better or worse to be able to trace his fingertip along the trajectory of their marriage, tap a moment with certainty and say: Here. This, this is when we realized blame is as bottomless as we wish love were.

			Used to be that when they brushed their teeth at night, they’d often get silly. They’d bump butts, or nudge hips, or lock feet and hop around on their standing legs, his foam neatly contained, hers marking her feral and rabid as she guffawed without reservation. It was the push and pull, the mutual play that let them know that together they were a seesaw, a yin and yang, a duet.

			“Will it always be like this?” Kavya’d asked, six years in, after he’d pantsed her in the kitchen while her hands were soapy. “People stop, right? They get older and they stop goofing around.”

			“They don’t have to.”

			“Mm. But they do. Things change. Like you used to make me breakfast in bed all the time, but that petered out.”

			“Listen, duchess, you still get your French omelets. People stop because they get tired. But we’re not having kids, so we won’t be tired.”

			“Yeah,” she’d said, seemingly satisfied. “Okay. Now pull my shorts up.”

			One night, their rhythms had been off and she propelled her bum back into him, but he’d moved to his sink, preoccupied, and with nothing to stop her, she kept going, the backs of her knees clipping the freestanding tub before she fell into it. He rushed over to see her, sprawled, electric toothbrush vibrating against the porcelain as she gathered her bearings. He helped her out. They’d hugged, they’d laughed, of course.

			With time, however, it felt like they were pushing their butts out at all the wrong moments, when the other was distracted, oblivious. Tiny rejections, each insignificant alone, until they conglomerated into a mound that took up residence between their sleeping bodies. At some point, they’d stopped pushing their butts out altogether. The invitation not rescinded, but forgotten.

			It turned out that even without children, plenty could tire you. Homeownership, for instance. It was always something. And Kavya, for all her strengths (wit, warmth, multitasking), was incredibly desultory and reluctant about house chores. Not the quotidian cycle of cooking and cleaning, dishwasher and laundry duties, but the larger projects that home maintenance required. Things she didn’t know because Malti didn’t, so it was an unwelcome surprise to her that adulting came with additional obligations.

			At times, he felt less like a teammate and more like a parent, prodding a sullen teenager into a necessary activity. Did she think he’d rather flush the hot water tanks and clean the gutters than, say, have brunch and mimosas before indulging in a tipsy nap? Of course not. But that didn’t mean these things didn’t need to get done. And her dragging her heels, groaning to the sky when they had to tend to the yard or power wash the outside walls, made him feel like the bad guy. Especially when he did as much as he could solo to spare her, only asking for her help when he either needed it or simply wanted her company. In this manner, resentment crept in and accreted.

			“If you don’t take care of a house, it ends up looking like your mother’s,” he said, to which she said nothing, focusing on holding the ladder while he inspected their roof.

			Yet it was true that he also absorbed himself in challenging projects that were not strictly necessary but more for his enjoyment. The summer he spent sweltering in a crawl space to thread and mount wireless access points throughout their house. Or when he knocked down a wall to build a bar area and a custom game table for their house. A labor of love and learning, he wired the electrical and purchased wood to make the cabinets himself. It occupied most of his nights and weekends, but he knew, on the other end, that they would enjoy the room, with each other and while hosting friends. That it would bring Kavya delight, and this made him eager to create.

			She complained of feeling bereft on these weekends. She helped when she could, but most of her assignments were tedious, like collecting and vacuuming drywall debris while he researched YouTube videos.

			“But I’m doing it for you, for us.”

			“I get that, but I’d rather you hold me sometimes.”

			“For the whole day?”

			“No,” she said, frustration mounting. “But, like, do you even remember the last time we kissed? Or hung out?” She saw his mouth open and added, “Not in here, and I don’t mean parallel play either.”

			“We will. We’re going to play games in here. Do puzzles together.”

			“We never play anymore, and we haven’t done a puzzle since the pandemic.”

			“Because I need to finish this first. I can’t just leave it like this—it’s a disaster.”

			“I’d rather the game room take longer and us spend time together.”

			“But I like working on projects, I like finishing them, they interest me.”

			“And holding me doesn’t.”

			“You know that’s not what I meant.” He sighed. “Maybe you should get more hobbies?”

			Her sigh matched his. “I can occupy my time just fine, Nathan. I’m very good at being alone. I was single a lot more than you were, remember? I just thought that with you, it wasn’t the point anymore.” Then she’d donned that look that augured she was about to quote yet another esoteric lyric to finalize her point. “ ‘Perfectly able to hold my own hand, but I still can’t kiss my own neck.’ ”

			“Wow,” he’d said, frustration making him caustic. “You’re so deep.”

			And she shot back, “ ‘So you found a girl who thinks really deep thoughts, what’s so amazing about really deep thoughts?’ ”

			Now, in Kavya’s bed, Nathan’s phone vibrated next to his pillow. Kavya with another voice note.

			“It’s complicated,” she said. She was learning all sorts of things about her parents’ marriage, or at least, her father’s version of it. He’d taken her out to dinner, just them, and they’d talked, which had been nice. But now she didn’t know what to do with pieces that failed to fit into the mold her mother had created. For instance, a judge had determined he was owed alimony, but he’d declined, paying child support instead. Not a lot, he admitted, but what he could manage back then.

			He’d been focused on being a success, and he allowed his work to consume him, leaving little attention for his wife and child. I’m…limited with babies, he’d said ruefully. I’m a lot better when they’re a bit bigger. So, Kavya deduced, he’d figured out how to father the second time around, when he was older and already settled into success. It made sense, but where did this leave them now? Did discovering about the child support, or the very surprising fact that he’d relinquished title and right in her mother’s house as a gesture of goodwill, decrease the distance between them? You didn’t know? he asked Kavya in dismay. I signed it over to you around the same time I asked for visitation rights. At her confusion, he added that of course he’d wanted custody, but Malti had been Kavya’s entire support system. He was never going to tear her away when so many abrupt changes had already upended her life.

			Which sounded well and nice, Kavya concluded, but such a tidy approach was also convenient, as it paved a way for him to move on with a new family without a stepdaughter and half sister underfoot. “Right?” she asked Nathan at the end of the recording. “Or am I being too cynical? Also! He’s kinda selfish with food, which isn’t a big deal, I guess, but it felt…weird to me since—well, you know my mom, we were always complaining about her shoveling food at us.” A static-packed sigh. “ ‘All the great frustrations, a treasure to me now.’ Anyway, sorry for rambling and I hope you guys are doing—”

			Shadow jumped onto the bed, startling Nathan. Paws kneading his neck, she stared him down in the dark, as though insisting on something. He’d seen Shadow do this only with his grandmother; making biscuits, she’d called it. Then the cat headbutted him before nestling against his side. The generosity of such rare, ripe affection humbled him. He stroked her ear. “Thank you,” he said as he thought about Kavya’s surprising discoveries.

			He eventually formulated a response. “You know how our friends would talk about fathers being glorified for doing the bare minimum? This kind of sounds like that. Okay, he sent you child support when he didn’t have to even though he didn’t have much—I get that. But what about later, when he was successful? I know he’s supporting you now, but what about the in-between years? And the house stuff strikes me funny. Like, your mom paid nearly all of the mortgage, right? Why wouldn’t it be her house?” The weed was making him uncharacteristically verbose, and of course he felt protective of Malti tonight, given the day’s discoveries.

			Nathan acknowledged that he’d likely feel differently if he were privy to the other side, like Kavya was. Someone hearing about his divorce from him would feel differently from someone listening to Kavya’s version. Such was the nature of storytelling. People leaned toward their narrators with trust until given reasons not to.

			Ultimately he believed they’d made good use of that game room. They played games, completed puzzles of colorful desserts and cities, mixed cocktails, threw parties, hosted friends and family. But the house was theirs only in title now; they’d agreed it made no sense to sell presently, Bay Area real estate being what it was. After all, they were separated, not stupid. Eventually they would sell it, however, and that would clip the final thread between them. He wondered if their successors would preserve the game room or turn it into something else, demoing each element he’d built, bit by bit, believing he was constructing a home instead of a house of cards.
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			The next morning, they fell into a peace that was not comfortable, but neither did it grate as Malti would’ve expected. While Nathan worked, she solved puzzles in another of the Sudoku booklets she stockpiled from Dollar Tree to keep her mind sharp. In pen. Because she was a badass like that.

			Nathan offered to buy her crossword puzzles as well, but she declined. Her brain didn’t work like that. Her fluency was fine and most people understood her accent, but she’d never be a native speaker. It had taken so long to be funny in this language, in this country (cursing helped), but there were written references and rules that would always elude her.

			She heard him murmuring from the back of the house, in Kavya’s room—on the phone, but it didn’t sound like a work call, because he laughed frequently. Was it another woman? Already? The suspicion was confirmed even before it had fully formed in Malti’s fuming mind. Of course. Kavya had been tight-lipped about the split, vaguely owing it to a myriad of reasons, unable to be summarized in a single sentence.

			Then take all the sentences, Malti wanted to beg. But talk to me.

			Malti suspected that Nathan had changed his mind on the children front—as men sometimes did with age—and wished to fertilize younger pastures. That Malti wouldn’t ever forgive, even if she temporarily lapsed into forgetting while Nathan stayed here (concussions were fickle beasts). But if he’d been cheating with a younger woman, and that’s what drove Kavya to India, the humiliation of it all…then Malti had no choice but to kill him. Kavya would just have to understand.

			Though…would she? She’d been decidedly unbitter about the whole affair, more resigned and tired than seething.

			Obviously Malti didn’t relish her daughter suffering through the agony of a divorce, but of all people, Malti understood. Her own disgracing divorce had sent her fleeing to America for cover. Her daughter’s had her absconding back to India of all places, a large nettle for Malti. And to study history of all things. What value lay in that? By definition it was done, irrevocable. Turning your neck to examine it was more punitive than constructive.

			But as to the larger picture of pain, at least, they could finally talk, no? Yet Kavya remained as closeted as she had about her social life in college, back when she wasn’t permitted to date but did anyway and kept it from Malti, who knew but said nothing because what control could she exert from a plane ride away? Instead she silently abided. Perhaps that was how the pattern began, their mute planets orbiting each other, maintaining a distance that made Kavya’s surface incapable of even brushing Malti’s.

			By the time Nathan emerged, Malti had already mentally disposed of his body. She’d fomented herself into such a stupendous tizzy that Nathan needed several moments to catch up.

			“What?” he said twice to her interrogation. “Slow down.”

			“Are you seeing someone?”

			“Like…a professional?”

			She blinked. “She’s a hooker?”

			“What?”

			“You left my daughter for a whore?”

			“Sex work is work, Malti. But I meant therapy.”

			“You’re in therapy?”

			“No. Well, not anymore.”

			“So if you weren’t talking to your shrink, who were you giggling with?” Malti demanded. “A woman, correct?”

			“Yes,” he said slowly.

			“The hooker?” she snapped, eyes bright with renewed verve.

			“I wouldn’t call my mother a hooker, but I’ll let her know you send your regards.”

			“Oh.” Malti’s hands flew to her face in horror. “Don’t tell her!”

			Nathan smiled despite himself. “I wasn’t going to.”

			Mortification and the defeat of being so abjectly wrong slumped her shoulders. “Does she—does she know about me? My accident, I mean?”

			“Yep, she knows that’s why I’m here.”

			“She must be proud of you, doing a nice thing.”

			He laughed. “I hope it’s not so rare that it’s something to be proud of, but she’s glad you’re not on your own. She says to tell you she hopes you feel better soon and not to rush. Head injury healing isn’t always linear.”

			But Malti was still examining her faux pax, apologizing by justification: “You talked for so long…and the laughing. I didn’t think…”

			“That I could have a nice time talking to my mother?”

			“Kavya doesn’t,” Malti said sadly before she could stop herself. This laundry wasn’t his to see. Still, she continued, “It’s always so quick. Nothing’s ever really said. ‘How are you?’ ‘Good, how are you?’ ‘Good, did you eat?’ ‘Yes.’ It’s like glass. You can see, but you can’t reach.” Her eyes took in Nathan. “You sound like you’re very close with your mother.”

			“I like to think we are. We don’t talk all the time, but when we catch up, it’s a good talk.”

			Teach me, she wanted to say. But it was impossible. All the natal tending that had propagated that relationship was long done. The fruits were what awaited.

			To distract herself, she asked him: “So you’re not dating?”

			“No.”

			“Are you…‘hooking up’?”

			He choked on his pamplemousse La Croix and gathered his bearings. “Yes,” he said grandly. “I’ve actually invited a Tinder date and a ‘hooker’ over so we can romp on your daughter’s childhood bed. I didn’t run it by you because I’m assuming you’re cool with that?”

			Malti glared at him. If looks could flatten, Nathan would’ve lost a dimension. “A simple no is sufficient.”

			“Disagree. Because you, Malti, are very committed to not believing me about anything.”

			She saw a chance and grabbed it. “You can tell me what happened. I’ll believe you.”

			“Wouldn’t be appropriate. You can talk to Kavya about it.”

			Foiled again. Malti sighed in renewed defeat. How had it ended? She felt consumed by this question, not out of salacious greed, but because how was she to fix it if she didn’t know what “it” was?

			Sipping from his can, Nathan walked toward the mantel above the fireplace that may or may not have worked; Malti had never tried. Her ex-husband had, a few times, but that had been another life. The mantel housed Kavya’s senior portrait as well as the birthday and Mother’s Day cards Kavya had given her over the years. Malti’s favorite was one that said on the outside, “I thought about getting you the sun and the stars…” And inside was a cartoon man’s jeans yanked down, benign yellow rump on display, reading “…but I’m giving you the moon instead!”

			It still made her giggle. She directed Nathan to it and he smiled, though his face wore puzzlement.

			“I can’t work your head out,” he said. “What you find funny and what you find offensive.”

			“Butts are funny. S-E-X is not.”

			“Butts are part of sex.”

			“Che che!” Her palms sandwiched her ears.

			“Okay, good to know.” He continued browsing the museum of Kavya’s abridged, selective history. “My mom used to keep all my cards, artwork, pictures, everything in boxes. There were so many boxes that she eventually digitized everything so she could throw the boxes out. But even after she went through all that work, she still had a hard time physically throwing it away.”

			“Of course she did, she’s your mother.”

			“She asked if I wanted them.”

			“You said no.” He turned to look at her and she shrugged. “You don’t like…things. You think of memories as clutter.”

			He bobbed his head as he digested that. “True, I don’t like clutter. But I keep certain things. I just don’t need macaroni artwork from 1990.”

			“Sometimes you keep things because you think maybe your kid’s kids will want to see their parent’s childhood.”

			He nodded. “I can see the value of that, for sure. But it doesn’t really apply to me.”

			Malti scoffed quietly. “Sure.”

			“Pardon?”

			“Nothing.”

			Nathan selected another card, faded by time and touch. “It’s a Father’s Day card!” he said, actual excitement rearranging his features. It was unique and Malti stared. “I’d give my mother a card every Mother’s Day and Father’s Day, too!”

			“It was just that year,” Malti said dully. She’d bought both cards for Kavya to sign, in the hopes it would spark a tradition. It had not. Every year, she received a Mother’s Day card and gift, and the following month, they let that counterpart holiday pass unobserved. It had hurt. “I wanted Kavya to, but…”

			Nathan returned the singular blue card, propping it up as it had been. “Well, she had a father. I didn’t.”

			“I was both.”

			He was stubborn and pressed. “She knew someone out there was her father and that she didn’t get to see him much. That’s different from a man who has no interest in ever meeting you.”

			Malti stilled her rising hackles to indulge her curiosity. “He didn’t want to see you? How do you know?”

			“After I turned eighteen, my mom gave me his email address. She said it was up to me what I wanted to do with it.”

			Malti could not imagine willingly opening the door like that. She’d slammed it and spent years with her full weight pressed against it, tirelessly protecting her daughter—herself?—from it ever barging open. “And you emailed him? Why?”

			“To know? I dunno, it was so long ago.” Nathan shrugged. “Anyway, he never replied.”

			“Asshole. But I bet your mother was relieved.”

			He was sanguine. “I don’t know how she felt; she made it about me, not her. And I was fine about it. I still am.”

			“Because she was your mother and your father.”

			Nathan nodded. “Because I had my mother, and my grandparents, and I was loved plenty.”

			Malti stared down at her hands, her knuckles knotted with age. “I would’ve felt so betrayed if she’d done that. Gone looking for a man who didn’t even want her, who made my life a living hell. That’s how she repays me?” She let out a laugh. “Though I guess, in the end, she did it anyway.”

			Nathan’s voice was gentle. “It’s not about you, Malti, or ‘repayment,’ whatever that is. I don’t think she did it to hurt you.”

			“Didn’t she? Of all the places. Of all the people.”

			He fell quiet. “When I was in high school, my mom wasn’t very strict.”

			Malti was in no mood to have her parenting further criticized. She was about to tell him so, but he continued to speak. “She gave me a lot of freedom, but she was adamant about two things: no football and no motorcycles. She would say it was because ‘my son has brains—present teenage idiocy notwithstanding—and should live long enough to do something with them.’ ”

			They smiled at each other. “So naturally,” Nathan said, “what did I want to do?”

			“Football and motorcycles?”

			“Yeah. I mean, I didn’t, thank god. But it’s pretty human to be curious about what’s off-limits.”

			“So I pushed her toward him? Just by telling her the truth, that he’s terrible?”

			Nathan sighed. “Look. I’m not saying that what you remember didn’t happen—”

			“It did!” It passed through Malti’s mind then that Kavya had probably told Nathan things, separate things about her memories of her father, memories that had nothing to do with Malti or her experience of her ex-husband.

			“Right, but every story has sides, right? Anyway, the real point is that Kavya should get to make the decision for herself.” His hands rose at her protesting mouth. “Okay, try to keep an open mind with me for a sec. Devil’s advocate, let’s say he’s as bad as you say.”

			“More like God’s advocate because he one hundred percent is.”

			“Open mind,” he admonished lightly. She grunted her acquiescence. “And let’s say he hasn’t changed at all, despite nearly four decades—”

			“He hasn’t!”

			“Open mind. Let’s take all that as true. Then Kavya would have found that out on her own, without you deciding for her. And maybe she’d’ve decided that she didn’t want him in her life. A decision she got to make, not one made for her by you.”

			His earlier words found her, though she did not wish to be found. You don’t have kids to own them, Malti, you have them to raise and love and comfort, and let them be.

			By shielding Kavya from India and her father, Malti hadn’t actively intended to be the gatekeeper of their language or culture; that had been more of a by-product. There was an iron gate, this she felt deeply, but she and Kavya were on one side of it together. She was all Malti had. Malti knew academically that she could have let her little girl pass through the gate, and she would have been loved by Malti’s large, rambunctious family, and probably fine and perhaps sometimes not fine, though, god willing, no more or less so than was average, necessary, even, to live a rounded life. But to permit such visits, even for a few weeks out of the year, would have meant relinquishing the only thing that felt like hers anymore.

			Which were all, she realized with a terrible, plunging feeling in her ribs, fancy words for an apt, tidy singular one: selfish.
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			Nathan thought, without any callous glibness, that he’d never met a person more in need of therapy than Malti Patel. Her demons and regrets loomed, curling over her like a perpetual, bespoke Charlie Brown rain cloud. If her sharing with him alleviated these feelings, he was fine to lend his ear; he could bear it. Not all happily, but he could. He was, however, aware that he lacked the right tools to adequately guide Malti as she revisited not only her childhood, but her daughter’s.

			Malti could hardly be deemed weak. She’d scratched and clawed to keep Kavya clothed and fed, to keep Kavya finely educated, to keep Kavya polite and kind. But she was so focused on surviving and stability, being perceived as impenetrable, balancing on the blade-thin cusp between fight or flight while assimilating that there was no time or energy or space for pain and the inconveniences—were they actually luxuries?—of being a hurt human who sought arms and solace. Maybe he no longer needed these things with exigency because he’d received plenty growing up. Maybe Kavya felt like she was a needy pit now because there hadn’t been enough back then. He wanted to tell her he understood her differently now and if, in his more exasperated moments, he’d ever made her feel alone, he regretted it.

			She’d told him about her senior year of high school, when her two closest friends didn’t stop talking to her altogether, but they spoke in a pointed, slicing way, with carefully measured words to convey that she was on the outs, that there was plenty she wasn’t privy or invited to. Kavya endured it because where else was there to sit and eat lunch? She didn’t tell her mother. “If things got better,” she explained, “I didn’t want my mom to hold a grudge against them.” (Nathan now wondered if this was why Kavya hadn’t told Malti about their last argument, because she was accustomed to protecting him.) And because in her heart, she felt that her friend was still the same ninth-grader who’d shared her toothbrush at camp when Kavya had forgotten hers, soaking it in Listerine between their uses and hoarding their secret because they knew they’d be ridiculed. It was that fragile memory of sororal love that she white-knuckled as she trudged through school, cried in her bathroom, passed another day toward a lonely but sheltered weekend of homework and SAT prep (wallowing didn’t exempt productivity).

			Then came a college boyfriend her mother didn’t know of (she wasn’t meant to be dating and he was brown and he was Muslim, none of which she thought her mother would abide) who love bombed her for two months before ghosting her. She discovered through the grapevine that he’d returned to his ex. Kavya was a blip in someone else’s love story, and didn’t warrant a conversation. She didn’t date again for four years. “I didn’t have the vocabulary for it back then,” she said. “But it felt like being shown all these different rainbows and then going color blind.” She sighed. “It was pathetic. I would have taken him back happily. Settled for whatever scraps. ‘Long as you can dance me around the room while you lie to me.’ ”

			She sat for finals three seats down from him (again, wallowing didn’t exempt productivity) and went home for winter break, where she sold her devastation as student fatigue. Back to the bathroom, the tiny cubicle where the mask fell with a heavy thud. She cried, washed her face, readjusted the mask, and told her mother it was allergies. Her mother got it in her head that Kavya was allergic to the carpet, which hadn’t ever been replaced. (She felt a minor guilt, of course, when her mother ripped out the carpet, but it was, aesthetically, an undeniable improvement.)

			Sharing stories about heartaches so ancient that they might as well have happened to another person made it possible to smile with rue. When Kavya had revisited these episodes of young agony with Nathan, she hadn’t been tender to her former self, her telling peppered with wry amusement for the dramatic girl she’d once been. “ ‘And I never was smart with love, I let the bad ones in and the good ones go,’ ” she’d quipped.

			But now, in this house, in the bathroom where his wife had cried quietly while the water ran, it didn’t seem ancient or silly or even dramatic. Each story was a tile in the mosaic that explained her needs, but with enough time spent together, their gazes grew myopic, fixed on one corner rather than the whole fragile bricolage.

			Nathan felt the sudden urge to speak to her, though it was nearly 4 a.m. (in the morning, he tacked on only to hear Malti’s voice squawk tautology! in his head) in India. He felt ill-equipped to communicate any of his musings as of late. Swept by a compulsion, he recorded an audio note before reason stayed him.

			This is random, but I’ve been thinking a lot about back when we joined that softball league even though you’d never played before and didn’t really want to. You thought you were out since they had the ball, so you stopped running, but it turned out you weren’t out, and if you’d just kept running a few feet, you would’ve been safe.

			Nathan frowned. This was unintentionally sounding like an accusing metaphor. Like they—she—shouldn’t have given up so easily on the game, on them.

			When you came back to the dugout, you were so crushed. I mean, we all were since it was the third out, but you thought you let everyone down and you walked into Laura’s arms and she said, ‘listen to me, it’s okay, it’s okay.’ And it should’ve been me. I don’t mean that in a ‘why didn’t you come to me, it should have been me’ way. I mean I should have made you feel safe enough to come to me so I could say, ‘it’s okay, it’s okay.’ I’ve been thinking about it a lot, and I just want to say I’m sorry if I didn’t make you feel safe, especially during mistakes.

			Because he hated how heavy this had all gotten, he decided to end with one of their running jokes. Instead of signing off with a “bye,” he employed the clunky, old-timey telephone protocol of That is all! (For a while, they’d even announced it after sex.)

			Nathan stared at the length of his voice note. Had any of that made sense? He could simply press the red X and the rambling apology would disappear. He hit send. This apology was hers to do with what she pleased, including ignore it. But he felt a pinch better having exorcised it. These days he felt disoriented and in flux, a flag whipped by whims that were not his. A far departure from his usually staid routine and sense of equanimity. And to boot, there was no improvement—or movement—on the constipation front.
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			Malti requested Ensure High Protein from the store. Even though he agreed, she quickly added, as though ashamed, and keen to justify her needing a favor: “If you can’t ’cause of work, it’s no problem. I can walk there later. But I can’t go now, because of the sun. I get nosebleeds.”

			“You do?” At her nod, he paused. “Did Kavya have that, too?”

			Malti nodded again. “But she grew out of it, thank god.”

			“She thought that was just something you told the school so she wouldn’t play outside, because you didn’t want her getting darker.”

			“What?” Malti looked stunned. “No!” She blinked. “She doesn’t remember the nosebleeds?” she asked more of herself than Nathan. She sat down at the dining table, across from Nathan’s dual monitors. He scooted the blasted chair to see her around them and it stubbornly went the opposite direction, the useless piece of shit.

			“I think probably I did want her out of the sun. But that’s—that’s how we were raised. ‘Don’t stay in the sun.’ ‘Chai makes your skin darker.’ ” Malti exhaled slowly. “They said my eldest sister didn’t get married because she was dark and no one wanted her.”

			He grimaced. “That’s terrible. Did your sister want to get married?”

			Malti nodded, sadness swift across her face. “So much. She wanted children. She would have been a great mother. She was to me.” Malti’s eyes glossed as she entered a memory. Nathan waited, silent. “Her whole life, she worked at a textile mill—Calico—and she used her overtime money to buy me and my brother the ‘defective’ clothes, the discounted ones. And she took us to the movies, too. She spent all her money on us and never thought twice about it.” Malti looked down at her hands while speaking, a habit of hers. “It didn’t occur to me until so much later that she shouldn’t have been taking care of us, she should’ve had her own family.”

			“She probably loved taking care of you.”

			Malti considered this. “Maybe. Not the same, though.” A laugh bubbled out of her. “When we’d go to the movies, she’d sit in the middle because my brother and I would always be fighting and slapping each other. I remember once, during Laurel and Hardy—or was it Samson and Delilah—”

			“Samson and Delilah,” he echoed, incredulous. At her confirming nod, he asked, “But that movie—isn’t it…racy?”

			She waved a hand. “They edited out all the kissing and S-E-X.”

			Nathan allowed her room to continue, but Malti seemed done with her story. She was elsewhere, a forlorn expression pleating her forehead. “You know, you tell yourself you’re going to repay them, you’re going to make something of yourself, then go home and take care of them like they took care of you. But time passes, and they die alone. I—I worry she wasn’t eating properly…in the end, I mean. And I wasn’t there to help.” Guilt and uncertainty clogged Malti’s face. Her voice thickened. “All that…life, a life spent giving giving giving, and—what a way to go.”

			Nathan spoke quietly so as not to burst this moment. “My uncle had Parkinson’s. His wife took care of him for a long while, but toward the end, our family suspected she was neglecting him so she could just…be done, move on. I don’t pretend to understand the…effects that going from a partner to a caretaker has on a person or a marriage. It sounds impossible. But she refused to pay for help or care. Anyway. During my mom’s last visits he’d say, ‘Don’t be mad, but I didn’t get dinner last night,’ and stuff like that when he was lucid.” He gave her a look that he hoped conveyed their shared helplessness. “It’s so shitty, Malti. I’m sorry.”

			“Me too. That’s terrible.”

			He exhaled. “I’m okay.”

			She looked at him as though he’d begun flossing his teeth with his hair. “Not you,” she said with incredulous disdain. “Your poor mother, seeing her brother suffering and unable to help.” She exhaled. “Sister-in-laws can be real bitches.”

			He didn’t correct her. “Mothers-in-law are a real treat.”

			She squinted at his goad. “Some people, I swear,” she muttered. “What’s this world coming to?” But it carried no bite so he shook his head in faux vexed agreement.

			“I tell you.”
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			When he returned from the store, he extracted items from his reusable bag and presented them with the flourish of a sommelier. “Ensure, vanilla flavor for the madam.”

			She bowed with exaggerated grace. “Thank you, kind sir.”

			“I got you something else, too. For your headaches.”

			“Onion rings?” Hope elevated her voice.

			“Yes, Malti. Walgreens was having a two-for-one on headache-relief onion rings. They’re time release.”

			She grumbled.

			“CBD oil!”

			Her bovine eyes widened in shock. “Is that…” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “Drugs?”

			“Yes, from a drugstore.”

			“You know what I mean! Is it the dope?”

			Nathan laugh-choked. “The dope?”

			She sniffed haughtily. “I know things.”

			“No, Malti,” he said, still guffawing. “This is not ‘the dope.’ There’s no THC so you’re not going to get high. If you want to get high, that’s another matter, but not until we look up whether it’s safe after concussions, you little pothead.”

			Affronted, she spluttered.

			He turned somber. “Look, I know you’re worried about taking stuff that will interact with your meds, so we can just put this on your temples and neck and see if it helps.”

			“No.”

			“Come on,” he cajoled. “Just try it.”

			“No.”

			He released an annoyed grunt. “You refuse to try anything new.”

			“Look who’s talking.” She scoffed with a series of plosive sounds.

			Frustration had him setting the bottle down with more force than necessary. “Meaning?”

			“You’re so stubborn, you can’t even acknowledge that there might be more behind a story or a person or a custom. Things your puny white brain might not know. You’re so closed off and—and…” Her lexicon failed her and she seized her body tight, her fists and elbows locked in a rigid posture to express a lack of flexibility.

			“First off,” he replied, tapping his temple. “It’s a big brain. And it’s pink. And uh, hello? Pot, kettle. I have to beg you to try any food I make.”

			“That’s not the same.” She wagged her finger at him, and he normally would have been amused but she said, blazing, “You’re not just closing yourself off to new things, you’re closing yourself off to people. Because Kavya hated it when you wouldn’t listen. She said it was exhausting, how you made everything a battle. About medicine, about music, about reapplying fucking sunscreen—”

			Nathan’s arms flew to the ceiling. “It’s a scam to make you buy more sunscreen! Who says it needs to be every two hours?”

			Malti gaped at him. “Science, you flat-earthing fool. And it’s not just that. You don’t listen about hot water helping you poop, or about the trick about rubbing a wet finger on your belly button when you have to poop and don’t want to. My mother taught me that and let me tell you, gora, it worked every single time. For me and Kavya.

			“I think you’re scared. I think you’re scared because if you try new things, and it works, then you’ll be wrong. And you can’t stand the idea of being wrong. It’s like you’ve made being correct your entire identity. Is that a white man thing or what?”

			His hands floated by his head in irritation, punctuating his next words. “Tell me, Malti, how can it possibly be a white man thing when you’re the exact. Same. Way!”

			“I’m old,” she hollered, arms gesticulating with equal fervor. A tic beneath her left eye jumped like a flea keeping a beat. It lent her an imposing, ferocious air, despite her short stature. “I’m allowed to be set in my ways. But you? You’re young and arrogant and convinced you know everything under the sun. The world is going to bitch-slap you into loneliness!”

			“News flash! The world has bitch-slapped me into loneliness! I’m over forty, about to be divorced, I have no siblings, no kids, one parent, and zero grandparents.” The truth of his own words sizzled on his skin like oil splatter. He hadn’t spent much time dwelling on it, expecting it’d pass on its own, but he was lonely. Kavya had been his wife, but also his best friend. Since living alone, he’d played video games with friends, but had seen few people in person, the mere idea exhausting. But the alternative had left him isolated.

			There was a long pause while he and Malti appraised each other like prize fighters, their breathing loud and labored as they took a break from pounding their fists futilely.

			Then Malti said icily, “You have a cat.”

			His eyes rolled. “Yes, my asshole cat. My cup truly runneth over.”

			“It’s your own damn fault. You can still have kids.”

			“I don’t want children, and anyway—”

			She swallowed with difficulty, her face puckering in contained anger. “I know. And you made Kavya the same way,” she muttered with quiet hostility.

			“—having kids to stop being lonely is a fucking terrible reason. Right up there with ‘guaranteed care in old age’ and—hold up, what? I ‘made Kavya the same way’? Is that what you just said?”

			Malti sucked in a shuddering breath and launched. “She didn’t not want kids before you. She didn’t like them, but who likes other people’s kids anyway? The point is, she was open to it, and then she met you and you poisoned her head, and suddenly the door was slammed shut. It was ‘nope, never.’ Just off the table entirely for me to ever have grandchildren. And it’s unfair and fucked up, because you can change your mind, but she can’t.”

			Nathan’s laugh lacked humor. The injustice, the gall boiled in him, scrambling his thoughts. He was not near perfect, he knew that, but nor was he some diabolical demon. When Kavya had begun therapy in her thirties, he’d supported her of course, but the back of his mind selfishly snagged on whether she would heal the trauma that left her so vehemently against motherhood. If she did, patching herself up to be the mother she’d never had, they’d have to part ways; there’d be no reconciling their counter desires. But during the journey, she shared that, for her, healing wasn’t undoing her past, it was understanding it. What had shaped her was immutable, what remained was trying to live within that shape sans resentment, and some days were easier than others.

			He squared himself against Malti. “Let’s set aside that you think I groomed or brainwashed Kavya and the fact that you think any daughter of yours could even be brainwashed—woman’s as stubborn as—as—as…”

			“You?” Malti finished, voice droll.

			He glared. “I was actually going to say you, but no one is as stubborn as you, you old goat. You make Steve Jobs seem easygoing.”

			“Thank you.”

			“It was not a compliment,” he gritted out. “Putting all that aside, remember when you asked if they have filters for sons-in-law? Well, they do. They’re called dating apps. And when you are incompatible on key points, the app knows not to match you. They’re just removed from your options. What do you think I put on my ‘want kids’ question?”

			“No?”

			“No and undecided. And guess what? Your daughter—the one I ‘poisoned’—hit the exact same buttons. Otherwise we never would’ve met.”

			That revelation sat between them on the table like the turd Nathan wished he could pass. Malti regarded the bottle of oil with a vacant face, digesting the information. She did not appear sad, but contemplative. Nathan could not manage one shred of regret. He felt lighter, vindicated.

			She finally sighed in weary, wary capitulation. “I’ll do the CBD if you drink hot water.”

			He considered this. “Deal.” They pumped their joined hands once, formally. “But we have to be honest.”

			“Oh, I’ll know if it worked or not. Because you won’t be such a bastard.”

			He scowled, unable to allow the final word to be clenched in her small, smug fist. “I am a bastard, remember? But if the CBD works, maybe you won’t be such a bitch.”
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			In the aftermath of their fight, the house sank into quiet. Malti stood to boil water, and Nathan gave her a rueful smile, an olive branch. “Well, that was…something. Jeez, you’re terrifying when you’re angry.”

			Malti understood he was joking for the sake of peace, which she could appreciate (Kavya’d said she loved that he didn’t stay mad; Malti’d wondered much later if that had been a dig at her), but she didn’t want to be seen as terrifying. Any luster of being formidable had long lost its sheen. Malti’s authority had kept Kavya safe and obedient, a “good girl” who followed rules she found nonsensical; but that autocracy had also driven her away the moment she could stake her own self-government.

			Malti turned on her stove. She did not own a kettle. She used either a pot or the temperamental microwave Nathan judged so harshly. She waited for his imperious commentary on how she should have a kettle, but none came. The line of her shoulders relaxed some.

			Nathan waggled the CBD oil bottle. “Did you want to do this now or…”

			“Sure.” She accepted the bottle and read its teeny label. Or tried to. She gave up and rooted out her magnifying glass from the hollow armrest of the love seat.

			“I never knew those were cubbies!” Nathan exclaimed, genuinely delighted. “What an efficient design.” She tried to summon the same enthusiasm, but only shrugged; they held no novelty for her. “Holy shit, Malti, what is that?” His chin gestured to the thick disc in her hand.

			The magnifying glass had arrived in her life in 1991, to help her examine the motherboard components she tested at work. Sans any handle, it was a giant, icy-blue convex eye. She wiped it of fingerprints with her shirttail and read the CBD label while Nathan chortled himself into near tears.

			“Can I see?” he gasped when she was done. She offered it without her customary protective hesitation because, unlike many of Nathan’s “helpful” purchases and comments, he carried no criticism now. Though he was laughing outright, there was awe in his features as he rotated the lens like a revered artifact. “I’ve never seen anything like this. Ever.” And Malti felt pride that she—with her exhausted house and appliances—possessed something that elicited such admiration.

			“It’s from the old school,” she said with happy satisfaction.

			Nathan smiled. “It definitely is. What did you use this for?”

			“I was testing ultrasound boards at work. Then the actual ultrasounds. I had a coworker who was pregnant come over to try it out, just as a joke, right? See what we could see. And then I saw it—she was having twins and she didn’t know yet.”

			“What did she say?”

			Malti was taken aback. “I didn’t tell her! That wasn’t my place.”

			“How could you not tell her? Most people would be bursting.”

			“What if I got sued? Everyone sues everyone in this country.”

			Nathan waved a hand. “Wait, I have a bigger question. How did you even know about the twins?”

			Surprise tipped her features. “Because I’m a doctor.”

			“What?” he screeched.

			“Did Kavya not tell you? I got my MBBS in India.”

			“I think she might have said that, but I didn’t know what it was? Never mind that. Why don’t you practice?”

			The answers were so overwhelming she did not know how to begin. “Do you know how expensive it is to turn an MBBS into an MD? How much time it takes? Who would take care of Kavya? Where would we get the money even?” She shook her head. “It was impossible.”

			“But—but it’s an investment,” he spluttered. His outrage on her behalf nearly made her smile. She felt warmed by it, his vicarious indignance. “You would have made so much more down the line.”

			Gratitude gentled her voice. “Oh, Nathan. You don’t get to think about ‘investment’ and ‘down the line’ when your kid is hungry today.”

			He pressed his lips together. “I get it. It’s just—it’s really not fair, is it? Don’t take this the wrong way, but you know how you’re bitter about, like, basically everything? Well, I’d be the bitterest about this, and I’ve never heard you mention it.”

			“That’s the game.”

			“But you didn’t get to play.”

			Malti was quiet a moment. “You know, a while ago I read about a woman, a mother. She needed to go to her job at Amazon, but didn’t have childcare. She put her kid in the car with the AC on and worked her shift, but the poor little baby got cold and turned it off and just…died in the heat. And everyone is crucifying the mother—the police, Amazon, the internet—I mean, the worst thing imaginable happened to this woman, she’s in living hell, and they’re calling her a murderer. But she was just a mother doing her best, trying to play the game by the rules the company created. They could pay her more, they could provide childcare, no? Everyone spits on the player and not on the rigged game.” Saliva collected in her mouth. A crush of empathy for that poor woman squeezed Malti’s chest. She swallowed before continuing.

			“I read about this woman and I knew it could have been me. So easily it could have been me. I just happened to work alone on weekends so no one was around to care that Kavya was reading under my station. What if I had to leave her in the car?” Malti shook her head. “Sometimes, there are just no choices.”

			Nathan was somber, his eyes on the floor. Within this discussion, Malti found her grouses from their earlier spat dissolving. She didn’t have the will to stoke the fire by reminding herself, over and over, of his harsh words. They’d both said things they meant entirely, and that was fine because who was this man to her anyway? Soon he’d be her ex-son-in-law and that, plus time, equaled nobody. There was no point in expending her limited energy mustering resentment toward this kid. And once she made the decision to let it go because it didn’t matter, she felt relieved, like now she could do something else.

			She removed her glasses and let Nathan drop oil onto her fingertips. She raised them tentatively to her temples. “Here?” she asked the blurry air.

			“Yeah, just massage it in. Some on your neck, too. Maybe forehead?”

			She closed her eyes and rubbed in circles, minding her stitches. She asked with abrupt, earnest curiosity, “What’s the maddest you ever made your mom?”

			After a low hum and some thought, he said, “I can’t decide between two.”

			Malti was greedy for it all. Greedy for corroborating evidence that it was damn hard, there was no instruction manual, and surely she was not the only one who’d made mistakes, who’d succumbed to temper and regretted it.

			“Once I was on the internet at home—I know you remember dial-up—and my mom was working late. She called to check on me, but I didn’t get off even though we’d agreed on the time when she’d call. When she came home, it was late and I was asleep. But she cut the cable into tiny pieces and left them in a pile outside my door.”

			Malti balked at the pittance she’d been given. “That’s it?”

			“Yeah.”

			She sighed. “What’s the second one?”

			“I snuck out in high school for some party or whatnot. When I snuck back in, it was dark; I thought I got away with it. I’m tiptoeing toward my room and I hear my mom, from the couch, singing: ‘Dead man walking.’ And I was in so much trouble.”

			Despite his words, Nathan was smiling at the memory. Malti experienced increasing pressure as a ball of distress accreted behind her sternum. It was like when she swallowed food before having properly chewed. This had been a bad idea.

			“What’s the maddest you got?” Nathan asked distractedly, still playing with the magnifying lens.

			And she was so grateful Kavya had never said anything. It was awful, selfish, but at least the shame of her transgressions were theirs alone.

			“I can’t tell you after that. Mine are worse, so much more worse. You’ll hate me.” She couldn’t see him, even if her eyes weren’t closed.

			“I won’t hate you and it doesn’t matter anyway. It’s weird to think about, but pretty soon we’ll never see each other again.”

			This reasoning soundly matched hers. She’d speak into the void and without her glasses she wouldn’t see the moment when he turned from surprised to dismayed to disgusted. She swallowed and began. “Once when she was eleven, I found her in her room, changing her grade on a test. She was trying to make the F an A. Later she told me she’d seen it on an episode of Full House.”

			They chuckled. Malti began to cry, suddenly, vehemently. Her eyes were still closed, her fingers still working her temples, but tears sluiced down her cheeks, tickling her chin, her neck.

			“Why couldn’t I have laughed then?” she said, choking. Her chest ached with such ferocity she feared it might crack. “Disobeying. Sneaking around. It’s funny! It’s stupid! Kids being kids. She was eleven. Why did I have to be so…angry?”

			Nathan asked softly, “What did you do?”

			Malti’s head swished side to side as though to deny her own memories. “I shook her. Hard. I slapped her. I said…things. She cried herself to sleep, all day at school. The teachers said it was because of a bullying incident, a boy picking on her. That poor boy swore up and down that he didn’t do anything. He said, ‘I poked her arm, I did, but I just wanted the blue crayon, I didn’t do anything!’ And I believed him. She cried all day because of me.” Malti’s arms ached. She dropped them. “I was the bully.”

			She donned her glasses, ready to face judgment she’d escaped for decades, save her own. Before her, his face swam. The air was precarious. Bless him, he tried:

			“My mom joked about the ‘Nathan paddle.’ For when I got spanked.”

			“It’s not the same thing, though, is it?” she asked, her voice miserable.

			Nathan shook his head, never breaking eye contact. “No, Malti. It’s not.”

			From the stove, the forgotten water roiled. Malti moved to stand, but Nathan was quicker and switched off the burner. He lingered in the kitchen, nomadic and restless, clearly seeking a purpose for his hands. Malti knew the feeling. But it was time to sit with this feeling, to acknowledge even if she couldn’t absolve.

			“Did you—have you ever talked about it with her?”

			Malti shook her head. With the backs of her hands, she patted her cheeks dry. “If I’m being honest, I think I’d hoped she’d forget. They forget so much, you know? Especially Kavya. Like with her nosebleeds.”

			“She didn’t forget, Malti. But she might forgive?” He decanted steaming water into a mug and let it rest on the counter, plumes evaporating. “I think you’ll feel better if you talk to her.”

			“I don’t deserve to feel better.”

			“Of course you do. And she’ll feel better if you talk to her.”

			“It’s hard,” she said meekly. “It sounds like an excuse, but it’s so fucking hard being a mother. Every day, you wake up afraid. I was too hard on her, I know, but I didn’t know any other way. I know how unfair it is. I was allowed to be a total rascal, got away with everything. And I—I didn’t love her how I’d been loved.”

			He braced his palms on the tiled kitchen counter. “You grew up in an entire community you lost when you came here. You were learning, too. And it is fucking hard. Kavya agrees. It’s a big part of why she doesn’t want kids. She’s afraid her mistakes will hurt someone helpless.”

			Malti pulled in a deep breath to calm herself. Her hands shook. Her tears were not completely dry but they had stopped. “It’s not that I just want her to go and have babies. If she doesn’t want them, then she definitely shouldn’t. It’s too big, too much if you don’t really want it. It’s just…”

			“You want her to want them.”

			Her nod was emphatic. “Yes.”

			“Why? Is it that you want grandchildren?”

			“I love babies,” Malti said. And she always had; it was when they grew up and away that the trouble started. “They’re perfect. But I—it’s also a chance to do things differently. I’d let go this time, I’d laugh instead of being angry. I know I would.”

			“I think you would, too, for what it’s worth. But again, Malti, it’s not about you.” He cocked his head. “Right?”

			A heavy weariness swallowed her; she felt as though she could fall asleep at the table. “I can’t help but think it is. If she wanted kids, that would mean I didn’t fuck it all up, that I didn’t break something in her, that her childhood wasn’t so bad.” She slumped. “That I wasn’t a total fucking failure.”

			“Malti, you single-handedly raised and educated a kind, good person. Is she shockingly bad at math? Absolutely. Are you a failure? Fuck no.”

			“But I—”

			“You made mistakes. It’s maybe time to talk about them with your daughter.” He walked over to cover her hand with his own. His large warm palm made hers disappear entirely. “But you are not just your mistakes. None of us is—are? Is? Kavya would know—whatever, you get what I mean.”

			Malti removed her undeserving hand from under his comfort, but she looked at him and nodded. “Thanks.” She gave a loud sniff. “Some things I am right about, you know. Speaking of, time to drink your water.”
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			Nathan had few qualms about drinking harmless—if unappetizing—plain hot water. Especially since it baited Malti into trying the CBD oil and thereby being forced to admit he was correct. But he remained confident in his reasoning. He habitually drank hot water in forms that did not taste like mildly used socks, and it budged nothing. So after finishing his mug, he announced his intention to run a few more errands as planned.

			Malti frowned at him as he collected his things (phone, wallet, keys, he’d chant to Kavya at the front door because she consistently forgot one—or multiple—items). “Are you sure you want to leave now?”

			“Yeah, I won’t be gone long. Text if you want me to get you something.”

			She opened her mouth and he held up a prohibitive hand. “Not onion rings.”

			“Then why offer?” she grumbled, arms crossing her chest in huffy petulance.

			As he entered the post office to drop off some graphics cards he’d sold on eBay, he thought about Malti’s latest confession.

			Though he and Kavya had arrived at the same destination on the kid front, their routes were fundamentally different. Nathan had little doubt that he could father well if he were so inclined; he’d had a great parent and that went a long way in being a good one. But he lacked the primordial drive to sacrifice his time, energy, money, and sleep in order to do so. That linear logic made choosing the road simple, though he still enjoyed other people’s children (except that one kid who always, always sneezed on him), playing at their level with a confidence Kavya found bizarre given he eschewed fatherhood.

			Kavya’s path, on the other hand, was paved by bare fear. She avoided children with plague-like terror—only she felt she was the carrier, not the kids. She wouldn’t hold babies, petrified of dropping them. She kept any conversations brief, afraid of saying or doing something that would irreparably scar them. Roughhousing was out of the question; they could break or bleed. The only tolerable situations were puzzles, games, or animated movies—so long as they didn’t evoke monumental questions about sex, death, and other minefields.

			Many advised her that her fear of repeating a cycle would be the reason she overcame it.

			“Bullshit,” she said. “Those are lies people tell you to reassure you about a bad decision you’ve already made.” Kavya agreed that motherhood was impossible—you failed in a myriad of ways no matter what choice you made. You worked with the scant information you had one day, and thirty years later, your kid sat on a couch, bleeding hurt. Mothering did not make you sacrosanct; it was thankless, crushing work. And of course there were joys, she wasn’t clueless, she witnessed them in her friends’ besotted faces. Even her mother spoke with wistful happiness of Kavya as a baby (Mama, cow). But at some point, that elation had soured into obligation. During therapy, Kavya doubled down, said she would not be responsible for making anyone feel like that.

			For his part, Nathan had no idea why his mother had kept him. He understood the biology of love, but he also understood practical limits. His mother had been young and unwed, and his father had clipped himself from their lives like a coupon. Abortion would have been an understandable choice. But she hadn’t, even quietly refusing her distressed parents when they suggested adoption.

			In his late thirties, he’d tried to probe, enough time having passed to abandon preciousness and accept honesty. “Did you ever regret it?” he asked his mother. “How could you not? It’s a whole other life you could have had.”

			“No,” she said. “Never. Best decision I ever made.”

			“Not once? In passing even? When I did something stupid or said something stupid or wore something stupid? You were never, like, ‘What have I done?’ I won’t get offended, I promise.”

			“Not once.”

			His sigh was impatient. “You just think you have to say that because of what society expects from mothers.”

			He turned to Kavya because he felt, given her views, she’d agree with him. But Kavya said, “I believe her.”

			He borrowed a phrase: “Bullshit,” he said. “Those are lies people tell you to reassure you about a bad decision you’ve already made.”

			Kavya shook her head. “I think my mom walks around thinking it was a favor, having me, and I think your mom walks around thinking it was a gift.”

			He hadn’t known enough to be able to disagree with Kavya back then. But now…well, now he felt he did, but he’d lost the standing to share it with her. He’d already dropped that voice note on her, which—he checked his phone for the time—she’d hear soon enough. He couldn’t also disclose these new musings.

			Both their mothers were single parents, a feat, but Nathan also lived with his grandparents, and he had his aunts and uncles around, too (though the way his mother told it, he was a precocious child and when his cousins visited, he often hid for peace; children, he’d announced at seven with heavy disdain, are so very loud).

			Malti, on the other hand, had been completely alone and isolated. During the tenure of his marriage, he’d often been frustrated with his mother-in-law and the effect she had on his wife. But since staying at Malti’s house, he’d stumbled ass-backward into compassion instead of judgment or recrimination. She’d done the best she could with what she had, raising Kavya while also hurting, suffocated by various traumas and shame she couldn’t voice, as well as bereft of any resources to heal. It was a different time, Malti had said, and Nathan reckoned that applied here as well—mental health still cast a stigma, never mind for an immigrant in 1990.

			Seized by an urge to perform a kindness for her, he pulled into a Burger King and parked when he saw that the drive-through queue was quite serpentine. As he stood to wait for the touch screen kiosk, his stomach gurgled, at any other time a happy harbinger. But while he was not a shy poo-er, per se, he typically only crapped in public places when robbed of alternatives, such as on vacation in new relationships, the hotel lobby being the lesser of two evils. But a Burger King franchise was not happening. It couldn’t be part of his day, it just couldn’t.

			Malti’s surprise onion rings would have to wait. He shuffle-danced back to his car, butt tight and running out of time. Goddamn, the hot water worked fast. It would take at least ten minutes to get back to Malti’s. Desperate, he licked his index finger and pulled up his shirt to rub his belly button. Though it was his own body, it felt oddly obscene. The Hail Mary—or, as he looked at his exposed abdomen dusted with brown hair, maybe the Male Hairy—must’ve worked, because while driving he forgot about his distress. He sat at a light and was upset by distracted drivers on their phones rather than the riot in his colon. By the time he parked in Malti’s driveway, he was drained of all urgency. He felt silly; he could’ve carried on with his errands.

			But then he stood and everything returned with bleating exigency. He scrambled through the door connected to the garage and raced past a startled Malti, who was on the couch, caught red-handed scrolling on her tablet.

			“Don’t come back here!” he pled, too alarmed to chide her as he sprinted down the hallway. When he lived with Kavya, she dutifully played music if she was near the primary bathroom when he needed it. Ideally, she’d abscond to another room entirely, but sometimes it was not feasible.

			“Okay,” Malti called happily. “I’ll just be here working on my I-told-you-so speech.” As he shut Kavya’s bedroom door, he heard: “Or do you think it should be a dance instead?”

			When he emerged, Malti was waiting, as smug as he’d ever seen her, and he’d seen her plenty smug. “How do you feel?” she asked innocently.

			“Empty. How’s your head?”

			“Not empty.”

			But the proof was already there, in her hand. She’d been listening to music and looking at her screen, which they both knew she couldn’t tolerate while in the throes of a headache.

			“You’re welcome,” they said in unison before glaring at the other’s impudence. Then they laughed. To him, it seemed the space between them had reduced. No longer foes, he felt able to see Malti’s skin instead of her armor.

			“I’m going to watch a movie,” Malti said, chin out as though daring him to challenge her screen time.

			“Okay.”

			“But I can’t log in to my account.” She turned on the television and showed him the hurdle she faced.

			“Oh, just scan the code on your phone and it’ll let you back in.” When she shoved her phone in his direction, he did not accept it. “Go to your camera.” She obliged. “Now focus it—press the—yes, there you go. Now click on that.”

			With a deliberate, slow finger, she did, and beyond her phone screen, the television screen changed, allowing her access to titles. “Amazing!” she cried, in awe of her prowess.

			He patted her shoulder for a job well done and took a seat. He was about to wear his earbuds and watch a YouTube channel where VFX artists reacted to good and bad CGI in films, but Malti asked him to watch a little bit of the movie with her. It was a Hindi film about a grouchy, seventy-year-old feminist suffering from hypochondria and constipation—at this, Nathan glared at a guileless Malti—and his grouchy-for-different-reasons daughter as they embarked on a road trip with a man tasked with driving them. The man, Nathan found, was the only sane one of the curmudgeonly lot. He took a nibble of a leftover edible and found himself more invested than he’d anticipated. It was a nice distraction from checking his phone for the two blue checks that would indicate Kavya had received his voice note.

			In the first half, he crowed when his ears heard a familiar word over subtitles that read miserly. “Kunjus!” His head whipped to Malti. “Did you hear? He said kunjus! I know that word!”

			She bit back a smile. “I heard.”

			“How long is the movie?” he asked when it seemed they were barreling through the story at a clip.

			“Two hours.”

			“That’s pretty short. No dance numbers then?”

			She looked at him. “You’ve seen Hindi films?”

			“One or two,” he said without turning his head from the screen, lest he miss the dialogue he had to read. He fell into gaps that the English subtitles could not entirely bridge. For instance, given the father’s chronic constipation, there was much dinner party dialogue centering not only on BMs, but on their consistency and temperature. It’d taken him a moment to realize “motions” was a euphemism, so “loose motions” meant diarrhea.

			“Are you trying to tell me something?” he asked Malti dryly when the driver suggested the father squat instead of sitting on the commode. Indian-style, the reasoning went, had worked for centuries before the advent of Western lavatories. “Is the grumpy old dude supposed to be me? Because I think you’ve got the market cornered there, Walter Matthau. Besides, I’m not constipated anymore.”

			She graced him with a withering stare. “You’re still emotionally constipated.” He rolled his eyes.

			At some point, he realized Malti was laughing at the same time as him, which was before the characters finished their punch lines, given he read faster than they spoke.

			“Are you reading or listening?” he asked.

			“Reading,” she said. “I can’t help it anymore. Even when I see Hindi films in the theaters.”

			“Isn’t it better in Hindi though?”

			She shrugged. “Probably.”

			When the headstrong daughter went through the motions of touching elders’ feet, Nathan recalled his earlier argument with Malti about custom and culture. He hadn’t meant to turn his ignorance into dismissal, but perhaps that was exactly what he’d done.

			“Does Kavya touch your feet?” he asked.

			Malti shook her head. “I didn’t raise her like that. But she touches others’ sometimes.”

			“You said feet are considered dirty, so to touch someone else’s is to, like, show your humility, right? That you regard them up here.” He stacked a flat hand high above his head.

			She nodded. “Yes, but it’s also to seek their blessing. Because when you touch their feet, they touch your head and say ‘live long’ and things like that. And it shows that you respect your elders.”

			He looked at the screen. The daughter had touched the feet of an elder, but the words exchanged were snide. “But respect is earned, I think, no matter what the age. I don’t think anyone is entitled to it simply for not dying.”

			“That’s some more of your white-people stuff. In our culture, you have to respect your elders.”

			He tossed that around in his mind. “I don’t think you do. Actually, I don’t think you can. Because respect can’t be faked. It’s like love. It is or it isn’t. So unless respect is actually earned and felt, it’s just pretending. Fear, obedience, and respect are all different.”

			“I respected my parents.”

			He nodded. “And I respect my mother. But your parents earned it and my mom did, too.”

			She thought about that for a moment. “I guess all elders think they earned it, so they feel they’re due.”

			“But not all of them have, so not all of them are.”

			“Your father doesn’t deserve yours,” Malti told him.

			“No,” Nathan agreed. “And Kavya should decide for herself whether she respects her father.”

			Malti sighed. “And me, you’re saying.”

			He was quiet and Malti’s phone—on ear-blasting volume—erupted. Nathan’s body dove into emergency mode, searching for the air raid. His fingers plugged his ears. But Malti was unbothered by the decibel until she looked at the screen.

			“It’s Kavya!” Malti all but screamed in excitement.

			“Answer it!” Nathan pleaded, to put an end to the noise.

			“Hi,” Malti said with performative nonchalance. Hearing her reminded Nathan of a teenager posturing before a crush: Sup?

			He wandered to give them privacy as Malti brushed off all concern, repeating to Kavya that everything was fine and she was in perfect health and Nathan, she caviled, did not need to be here anymore, she could take care of herself.

			He himself had been wondering how long he’d stay. The tentative timeline he’d considered, but needed to run by Kavya, was when Malti’s stitches came out. She still should not drive, and he’d be available for errands, but Malti was recuperating nicely. He checked his phone; Kavya had messaged. She must have done so before calling Malti. She’d written: I can’t believe you remember that. I barely do. Thank you for saying it, but also you don’t need to, it was really okay. I hate disappointing people, but everyone was so nice about it. Oh! And I found actual live footage of that game. She’d followed this message with a Seinfeld baseball GIF of George crashing into Bette Midler over home plate.

			He smiled. It was the same methodology he’d employed: advance into the deep, then retreat with levity to save face.

			He suddenly abandoned their chat when he heard Malti say from the other room, “Maybe you should—”

			Arms flailing overhead like a drowning victim, he caught her attention. She compressed her lips. “Sorry, go on.” She listened for a long while, pacing the length of the living room rug, passing the mantel upon which Kavya’s photos and cards perched like birds on a line. Then, when it was time to say something, Malti opened her mouth and Nathan heard: “That sucks.”

			He gave her two enthusiastic thumbs-ups.

			Malti’s eyes widened as she waited. Nathan could hear Kavya’s laugh as she agreed. She continued talking, though Nathan could not distinguish any words. Malti walked back and forth, her delight at being confided in visible. It was like watching a thirsty animal drink greedily. As she pivoted, she caught his eye and pointed to her phone with unmitigated joy. Nathan’s pleasure was vicarious. In an indulgence of whimsy that could be attributed to the edible, he flung his arms up and skated them overhead, a facsimile of the dance the Eleventh Doctor dubbed “the drunken giraffe.” She echoed the jig with her one free arm.

			“Nathan’s here,” Malti said suddenly. “Did you want to talk to him?”

			Nathan’s arms dropped. He shook his head. But Malti continued, turning sly, “He had a very productive day. You know how he suffers from the constipation, yes?”

			Nathan strode deeper into the room to commandeer the phone or, at least, the conversation. “Nope. Give—”

			“Guess what worked?” Malti said, her words flying faster as she twisted away from Nathan’s reach. Well, he wasn’t going to manhandle her for Chrissake. He sighed, fatalistic about the deep dive into the matters of his gastrointestinal tract.

			“Shut up!” Kavya screeched. Malti put her on speakerphone. “You tried it? I can’t believe you finally tried it.”

			This was a happy moment—Nathan knew and felt it—but a gray tinge of dismay threatened the corners of this glowing tableau. It had taken negligible time to heat and drink the water, compared to the years spent dismissing Kavya’s suggestion. Why had he been so adamantly against trying it? If it didn’t work, he’d’ve been the same, maybe a bit smug. If it did work, he’d’ve been wrong but physically more comfortable. Had it really been so beyond him to accept his wife’s attempts to help? To make her opinion seem valid, unlike how he felt each time Malti flat-out refused everything he suggested? Perhaps people liked to feel needed, but they also needed to feel heard.

			He wondered if Kavya resented that, after all this time, it was her mother who’d persuaded him, not her. But there was no room to ask and, in any case, it was moot. A cup of hot water and a BM did not a marriage fix.

			“He was running through here like he was on fire,” Malti chortled, practically drunk on glee.

			“That’s not all,” Nathan said, milking his self-deprecation to sustain the mood. “I didn’t have…enough time to get home. So I licked my finger and—”

			“Shut up!” This time it was mother and daughter in unison, voices crackling with triumph.

			“I told you!” Kavya said. “My mom said it must only work on ‘Indian stomachs’ and I was like, that cannot be a thing.”

			“Well,” Malti said, surveying him across the phone they both stood over, Kavya’s voice between them. “Maybe he has an Indian stomach.”

			When Kavya signed off and Malti said her goodbyes, she reported happily to Nathan, “She talked! About real things. She talked about school, classes, about India, about her father. We didn’t talk about whether we were eating at all!”

			He extended his fist and she met it with her own.
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			As she prepared for sleep, Malti was swept in the thralls of a rush, as though the steady stream of volunteered information from her daughter was a drug she’d mainlined. The high did not entirely banish the worrying shadows about Kavya being in India, but Malti—shocking even herself—had been the one to suggest she stay.

			Malti did not claim to understand her daughter’s decision to return to academia, and much of Kavya’s venting went over her head, but the gist seemed to be that language was proving a crucial chasm in her studies, despite the university being English medium. After lectures, classmates defaulted to their mother tongue and professors instinctively responded in kind. If she were white, her ignorance of the language would be telegraphed immediately; they’d beckon her to their circles with deliberate English. But people saw her—her skin, her features—and set their expectations accordingly. As it was, she suspected they thought her snobby, choosing to distance herself rather than being genuinely alienated. It was off-putting for them, Kavya could tell, and she felt like an embodied hoax.

			“I’m a total fraud,” she said. “Maybe I should just quit.”

			Which meant leaving Malti’s ex-country and ex-husband, two victories she desperately wanted. But she surprised them both by shelving her ready defenses as to why she had let Kavya lose her Gujarati and saying, “That sucks.”

			“Thanks,” she sighed. “It really does. So you think I should quit?”

			Malti blinked at being asked. Consulting her was something Kavya had long ago abandoned, now she merely informed. Malti fumbled, then said, “Well, it’s only your first semester. It could get better?”

			“Really?” Kavya was awed by either Malti’s words or her optimism, and she hoped it wasn’t the latter. Was she really so doom and gloom? It did not escape Malti that when she’d left India permanently for the States she had been the exact age Kavya was now. “You think?”

			“You’ve already traveled all that way, worked so hard to apply and prepare,” she said in prosaic English. She could not articulate it, but she wanted to reassure Kavya that if she, Malti, could emigrate from India and learn to be here, then she knew with certainty that Kavya—who possessed so many qualities her mother did not—could do anything, including assimilating to India. “Maybe set a time. If by then you’re still not happy, you leave. With no regrets.”

			When Kavya said that hers was a good idea, Malti beamed. Buoyed, she ventured, “How’s your father?”

			That nipped the mood. “Fine,” was all Kavya said. But Malti had the impression this was because Kavya thought the question perfunctory rather than genuine.

			“You guys are getting along?” Malti asked, surprising them both.

			“Yeah, we are. Mostly. It’s weird, living with him. Like, I can’t wear shorts, even in the house. I mean, he didn’t expressly say it, but—it’s just known. His son can, but his daughter doesn’t. It’s, like, unspoken.”

			Kavya rushed on, “But he’s also really, really supportive, and generous. He wants to know so much about me, it’s sweet. I know he’s disappointed about the no-kids thing, like you, but he says he just wants me to be happy. And the other day he bought a bunch of firecrackers and we went up to the terrace and lit them and it was so random, so I asked why and he got this look and said because I’d never been able to be here with him during Diwali.”

			Malti closed her eyes and listened. Was it painful? Yes. Would she put a stop to it? No.

			“And he took me around to meet a bunch of family I didn’t know about. Get this: some of them are so old they remember pre-independence India! I got to talk to them about what they remembered. He had to translate a lot, which couldn’t have been easy. He was really patient about it, said he enjoyed it, too.”

			A bit deeper into the conversation, Kavya added quietly, “I know he’s the bad guy in your story, Mom, but he’s not the bad guy in mine. I think he’s just a guy. And that makes him limited. But aren’t we all?”

			It took everything Malti had not to launch into the differences of their limitations, to compare her massive sacrifices to his piddly ones. Instead she said, “I guess we just do the best we can.” She thought of Nathan and added, “We’re not just our mistakes.” Nathan’s grace after her confessions, his clemency toward her blunders, his hope for her forgiveness. Would she ever be able to extend that same branch to her ex-husband’s transgressions? And before the question had even fully formed in her mind, she knew its answer. No. Whether it was a matter of too much time or too much pain, it remained that forty years of cold, hard rage had metastasized throughout her organs. Excising might remove the cancer, but it would also disembowel her. And she needed to spend her remaining time on her daughter. So no, she would never let go, but maybe she could just pretend, for Kavya’s sake. Perhaps she did not have to make her daughter choose one side, one parent, one narrative.

			“Exactly!” Kavya said, her voice relieved. “That’s so well put, Mom. Like, we’re all limited, sure, but it’s still love. And even though it’s not the exact way of love that you might want…”

			“It’s still love.”

			“Yeah. So I guess I just wanted to say thanks. For loving me.” She laughed. “And letting me wear shorts.”

			Malti revisited her daughter’s words in bed that night, warming herself with them despite the already hot house. Nathan had recently installed an air-conditioning unit in the living room window over Malti’s protests, which were growing less ferocious and more performative.

			“Don’t drop it to sixty-eight! You just want to give me pneumonia so I’ll die,” she accused, even as she relished the cool air kissing her skin.

			He must have understood the change in her tone because he quipped back, “Yep, then I get the house, remember?” He shook his head with exasperation. “You’re like the philosophy Wiki page: give you any topic and you’ll eventually get back to my stealing your house.”

			“Huh?”

			He explained the loop. Clicking on the first link of a Wikipedia article will, in most cases, eventually lead to the philosophy page.

			“Any page?”

			“In English, yeah.”

			“No.” She pulled out her phone to hunt and peck. “Fuck,” she typed. Thirteen links later, she’d reached the Wikipedia philosophy page. “Well, I’ll be damned.” Then she’d closed her eyes at the pleasure of the air flow, so much more substantial than her puny fan.

			The source of her recent capitulations was a lassitude that stretched beyond her injuries; her immediate instinct to combat, to refute, to defend was tempered by another voice asking to what end? Perhaps age didn’t mellow you out so much as it just wore you down.

			It used to sting more, for instance, when people treated her like she was dense because the birthright of her accent lingered despite the decades spent away. Always felt, but never avenged, that sting provoked no action on her part; folks of her generation accepted that this land of opportunity came at a price. Eyes glued on the prize, never straying to dwell on the unlevel, hostile terrain toward it. Life wasn’t necessarily kind. So long as you weren’t physically assaulted, it wasn’t the dangerous sort of prejudice, and that was something for which to be grateful.

			When Kavya spoke of microaggressions—a man asking her how they said “cheers” where she was from, no, really from; praising her English; wondering whether she was a “dot or feather” Indian; assuming she was excellent with computer troubleshooting—Malti listened but felt a giant disconnect, as though Kavya were speaking underwater. She knew better than to voice this and risk Kavya’s pique, but it felt indulgent, really, to be so royally pissed off about clumsy curiosity and compliments, minor inconveniences that didn’t break skin and bone.

			That was not to say Malti’s acknowledgment of the status quo precluded her from anger. It did not. But it fueled her within, kept her chugging toward that American ideal: stability and success. Because karma was always coming down the pike and, once in a while, she got to witness as it barreled into someone. Like that time a white woman, frustrated that Malti was driving twenty in a school zone, loudly overtook her in a red BMW while giving her the finger and shouting something Malti couldn’t make out. One block later, Malti passed the red BMW, which was pulled over on the side of the road as a cop scribbled a ticket.

			It was true those moments were few and far between. Still, they offered sustenance and buoyed Malti’s head. But lately, when people were snide—

			(The clerk in the Namastay in Bed shirt saying, “Well, maybe that’s how they do it where you’re from,” when Malti asked if someone could check for unopened sponge packets [the back of the girl’s shirt read The Divine in Me Honors the Divine in You]; the dirty looks when she spoke Hindi to the Sikh gentleman who manned the Shell station near her home.)

			—she found herself resigned, too tired to conjure the old outrage, too tired to keep her head up. Instead, she ducked and moved on to another, less tiresome part of her day.

			Constantly proving you had a right to be there, occupying a space they deemed theirs, was exhausting enough as an older woman, and Malti suspected Kavya was right: it was more exhausting as an older Asian woman. Too exhausting to also manage anger on top of it all.

			So the next day, when the insurance company’s customer service representative drawled in her ear as dull clangs emitted from the back of the house, where Nathan tinkered with the toilet, Malti closed her eyes and tried to decipher the woman’s thick southern accent.

			“I’m sorry,” Malti said yet again. “Could you repeat that?”

			The woman’s exasperation traveled through the line in a static sigh. “Do you understand English, ma’am?”

			“Yes,” Malti said, flustered. “I explained my Medicare—”

			“And I’ve been telling you…” And the rest was lost on Malti. She was reminded of the first time she’d seen Gone with the Wind, as a fresh immigrant. The second time had been with subtitles and it’d felt like a different movie. She knew the accent to be charming but, when parsing how much of the ambulance ride she’d be paying out of pocket, it was not plain.

			“Could I—could I perhaps speak with someone else? Ma’am?” Malti asked, ashamed and timid. She should have hung up and called again, fingers crossed for another representative.

			“Why on earth would you want to ask for my manager?” The woman was even more peeved now.

			Nathan walked into the kitchen to refill his water glass, sweat studding his forehead. He swiped at it with the back of his hand. Malti waved him over.

			“Can you understand her?” she whispered, pointing to her cellphone, which was flat on the dining table. When Nathan rotated his wrist to prompt conversation, Malti risked the woman’s deeper ire, wincing as she said, “You were saying about my Medicare?”

			She launched into the same explanation, peppered with the caustic ma’ams that she and Malti had been firing back and forth, weapons of feigned respect. While Malti could easily sympathize with the frustrations of not being understood, she was still lost. She looked to Nathan to translate, but he was just as baffled, which was, admittedly, vindicating.

			He scratched his sweaty head. “We’re having trouble understanding you.”

			“Who are you?”

			“I’m Malti’s…son-i—”

			“Well,” the woman said loudly, “as I’ve been telling your mother—”

			“Your accent is a bit difficult for her to understand.”

			“She’s talking to me about accents? God love her.”

			Nathan frowned, hovering over the phone. “Well, it sounds like you can understand her just fine. So she’s trying. You sound like a Tennessee Williams revival.”

			The woman gasped in umbrage. Malti’s battered head fell into her palm. This was not bearing it and moving on. This was not turning the other cheek. This was not the immigrant way. But then, Nathan wasn’t an immigrant.

			“I can’t help the way I talk, sir,” she said frostily.

			“But you expect her to?” Nathan said. “Listen, I’m sure plenty of people can understand you, but I’m from Pittsburgh and yins don hear me talkin’ like dis all day, do you’unz?” Malti gaped up at him. He flipped back to the voice to which she was accustomed. “Because people in California wouldn’t understand me. You’re in customer service—you need to make an effort to have people understand you. And patience when they don’t.”

			“Instead of telling me how to do my job, sir,” the woman snapped, her words remarkably clear now, “why don’t you scamper off to your yoga class?”

			“Is that an Indian joke?” Nathan demanded.

			“No, it’s a California joke, you Yankee.”

			Malti’s jaw went slack. Nathan looked like he was having fun. “Isn’t this being recorded for quality assurance purposes?”

			The call beeped its death, the phone reverting to Malti’s home screen. Nathan stared at it. “Some people, I swear.”

			“Thank you,” Malti said caustically. “Thank you so much.” She stabbed her cards back into her swollen leather wallet.

			“What? She had it coming. You’ll call back and get someone not from the cast of Steel Magnolias.”

			Malti shook her head. Sure, his appalling lack of manners was upsetting, but more so the jealousy that flushed through her. That he could say such things, make such jokes. What a skin to wear.

			Nathan must have sensed her resentment. “Oh, come on, why are you mad at me?”

			“You have power. Every day, just by looking the way you look. Even on the phone, when they can’t see you, your voice is your credibility. You don’t even think about it. Me, it’s a fight in every interaction just to be believed. I have to…calculate it in—I can’t just run my mouth off like you.”

			He sat down at the table. “Who doesn’t listen to you?”

			She let out a low growl of frustration. “Plenty of people! That woman just now, the cops who found me, the doctors—”

			“Which doctors?”

			Her hands flapped. “All the doctors! I told him the new blood pressure medicine was too high and he still raised it. And now I have to cut my pills in half if I don’t want to faint.”

			Nathan bit his lip. “That’s shitty.” He couldn’t help but suggest, “Let’s call him. Or we can make an appointment. I’ll go with you. We’ll make him listen.”

			Malti sighed. “Yes, my gora ‘son’ will go in and make sure my gora doctor listens to me about my own body.” She rubbed her uninjured temple. “It was just an example. Not a request. And I want to cancel my cable, but every time I call, I get roped back in.”

			“Malti, I have a hard time believing you can’t say no to someone. It’s your favorite word.”

			She leveled a look at him. “My favorite word is ‘fuck.’ ”

			“See? That’s the energy we need. Next time, just pretend the guy is me.”

			“Support. Not solutions.” She stood. “I’m hungry,” she said, effectively ending the conversation. She opened her refrigerator. Days later, it was still a surprise to see bright light greet her rather than shadowed shelves. Rummaging (made easier by the illumination), she encountered an unfamiliar bright yellow bottle. “What’s this?”

			He looked up briefly. “Mustard. I brought mine since you didn’t have any.”

			“It looks expired.” In faded black Sharpie, Share was scribbled across the front. She frowned. Distracted from her appetite, she closed the door while still holding the bottle. Using her magnifying lens, she read the bottom of the plastic bottle, and nearly swooned. “You have to throw this out,” she said, shaking it for emphasis. “It’s from before you and Kavya even knew each other! It’s from before people had iPhones! You put this in your body?”

			He shrugged, unperturbed. “It’s vinegar, it doesn’t go bad.”

			Malti was still reeling. “You spent six thousand dollars on patio furniture and you eat mustard from the Obama administration?”

			“Second term! And it’s vinegar, it doesn’t go bad,” he repeated patiently.

			“Then why does it have an expiration date?”

			“So you’ll buy more.”

			She rolled her eyes. With one hand, she cradled her poor head. “My god, this is like the sunscreen all over again.”

			“Chill, Malti. You’re acting like the mustard’s as old as you.”

			She lasered him with a glare.
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			Before this week spent in Kavya’s old room, Nathan had been using his shower time as an opportunity to masturbate before bed. There was something more ablutionary and less lusty about the recent exercise, which he found aided his sleep postseparation, when his insomnia had leapt back, gleefully waving, remember me?

			But Kavya’s cubicle shower and residual products (many of which he’d thrown out; by now, Malti wouldn’t miss them and even if she did, she could just toss out his mustard as revenge) provided neither the space nor the drive to perpetuate his routine, so he’d been opting for sleep gummies instead. It was difficult to reconcile the Kavya he knew with the girl who’d inhabited this space for so long. The girl with the sticker earrings and glitter-glued friendship picture frames had grown into the same cheeky woman who’d once straddled him, complaining that he’d been too occupied with house projects to have sex.

			“Sometimes you have to neglect the home to tend to the heath, you get what I’m saying?”

			“Loud and clear.”

			“The heath is my vagina in this scenario,” she said, pointing down to their joined laps.

			“Yes, I got that.”

			“Okay, I wasn’t sure if I was too subtle.”

			“Baboons are less subtle.” He kissed her quickly and pulled out his phone to read: “ ‘Heaths are areas of open, uncultivated land—’ ” He began laughing.

			“Hardy har.”

			He continued, chortling as he recited, “ ‘—with characteristic vegetation of coarse grasses.’ ” He tried to nod somberly. “That tracks, since you decided to stop your laser appointments.”

			She flicked his ear. “Rude. If you torture this metaphor anymore, the UN is gonna come crashing through the door to sanction your ass.”

			“Why? Is the metaphor white?”

			She guffawed and kissed him. “I knew I liked you.”

			He could not recall if they had sex after they’d finished laughing, but it had been a reoccurring source of exasperation, their drives on conflicting schedules, each initiating when the other simply wasn’t interested or awake. And he debunked the myth she carried that all men were ready whenever.

			“I’m not eighteen, or twentysomething anymore. You want me to be all horned up for you, and I am—why do you think I just happen to wander in to talk to you while you’re showering?—but I’m thirty-nine now, it’s different. I’m different from when I was a teenager. I don’t want to leave any room you’re in, and that’s how I know I love you.”

			She scoffed. “That’s the lowest possible standard, Nathan.”

			He’d shaken his head, saddened that she didn’t understand. “For me, it’s the highest.”

			On the heels of the successful phone call between Kavya and Malti, Nathan had received four gloating fecal emojis from Kavya. He replied with an Alexis Rose “Ew, David!” GIF. New meaning to shit-eating grin, he typed. After he and Malti exchanged their good nights, his conversation with Kavya continued, and it felt nicer than he cared to admit to untangle a long day with someone who knew him.

			She sent another voice note:

			I’m not telling my mom, but I poked around a bit more, about my parents’ marriage. My father says he has no idea what money my mom’s talking about, but also that he can’t remember four years ago much less nearly forty. Meanwhile my mother never forgets a damn thing. Anyway, he says that this was precisely the problem with their marriage, these slights she imagined or were actually real—who’s ever gonna know what really happened?—she’d hold tight to them, never communicating, but always so, so resentful. He says, “It was like walking on eggshells in my own home, her anger this burning thing. I would dread coming home, sleeping next to her when she’d be giving me the silent treatment for days after I did something or another. I couldn’t live like that anymore.” And, Nathan, that part I believe, I remember her being like that. Of being so careful around her temper. But still. His happiness shouldn’t have come at the price of hers. That wasn’t fair. I think they were both shit communicators—but to be fair, communicating wasn’t a thing in those days.

			He was a coward, he admits that at least. He knows he should have talked to her instead of just leaving. He says he was young and arrogant and tired of being so unhappy all the time. But I’m like, you weren’t the only person in the relationship, you know? It’s not just about you. And especially not after a baby is born, for fuck’s sake.

			Anyway, he says one day after a fight, she just left with me without telling anyone. She just went away for days. And that was it. It was the last straw for him. He was so tired and angry and he took the easy way out. Got a divorce without telling her. Which is a shit thing to do to the mother of your child. But it’s also a shit thing to do to a father, just running off with his kid, right?

			Nathan frowned. Had something happened that Malti felt the need to run, or had it been a tantrum, an overreaction? He continued listening.

			He also told me she was really possessive of me, which makes sense. I mean, hello, I was her baby. But he says she wouldn’t let me near him or his family unless she was right there watching. She would call me “my daughter” instead of “our daughter” when talking to him. He felt pushed out and I think he just got fed up. It’s easy to examine their mistakes now with all of the “you should have done X” or “why not try Y?” But they were our age, Nathan, and we don’t have shit figured out and they were working with less than we have. “All our mistakes are merely grist for the mill.”

			She laughed, but Nathan knew it to be a facsimile.

			I didn’t know this, but apparently he tried to apologize to her. After, I mean, when they were going through custody stuff. I believe he believes that, but hearing him talk sometimes…I dunno how apologetic any apology of his was back then, if that makes sense. That’s the thing about both of them—they each have such main-character energy.

			But he says he’s changed a lot since then, and that I do believe.

			Kavya sighed and ended the note.

			Nathan took some time organizing himself. He knew exactly why Malti had been so protective of Kavya. But that was not for him to disclose. He nearly dropped his phone when it buzzed with an incoming call. Kavya’s appointed image was one she hated: head tipped back as she downed a mimosa sans hands. Unbecoming, was how she described it.

			Kavya was calling him. She didn’t fear the phone the way he did, amenable to calling restaurants for wait times, whereas the mere prospect of having to interact with a human like that rerouted him to an eatery with online wait time algorithms.

			“Hi,” she said after he did. He’d recently heard her voice when she spoke with her mother. This was beneficial because hearing it was like stepping into a hot shower after being in the ocean, and had he not been prepared, the comfort might have proved painful.

			“Just wanted to say sorry for rambling. I’m trying to, like, jam this information to make a whole and it’s not working. I wish this were a show, or a movie, and I’d get some, I dunno, objective, omniscient screen version of it all. All I have are pieces that contradict each other and it’s all hearsay anyway, and I don’t think I’m ever going to know what happened. They don’t even have the full story, how will I ever get it?” She paused. “What do you think? Support and/or solutions welcome.”

			He cleared his throat. “No, you probably never will know what happened, and maybe that’s better, so you don’t have to pick a hero or a villain. I’ve been with your mom a lot, obviously, and I gotta say, I have a ton of questions, too. But all of these stories we’re getting are filtered. I don’t mean intentionally, though that’s probably a big part of it, too—people want to make themselves look good. I just mean your dad told you his story through his lens, and now you’re telling it to me, but it’s through your lens, so I’m getting a different version than you got. Same with your mom. It’s like that game of telephone where things get distorted, but this was never objective to begin with. Who did what to who—I mean, whom—and when. It’s all…muddy.”

			“Damn. When did you get so philosophical?”

			“Full disclosure: I’ve been with your mom for six days. Edibles have been ingested.”

			“That’s the coping technique? I wish I’d known; I never smoked weed in high school.”

			“Goody-goody.”

			“Please. I wasn’t cool enough to be offered any. I’d run around saying, ‘Peer pressure me, peer pressure me!’ and couldn’t get arrested.”

			“Arrested?”

			“It’s an expression, it means no one would notice. Seriously, are you even American? But keep going. Lay it on me, Dalai Lama.”

			“Wait, I lost it.” Nathan grasped backward. “Okay, so we have your dad’s story, and your mother has hers, and there’s the objective, impartial truth that we’ll never have access to. And that’s all we get; they are their stories and very little will change that or them.” He was saying “we” a lot, he realized belatedly. Because it did feel like he and Kavya were in on this mystery together, on separate sides of the Earth, sleuthing with the only witnesses available. “Because even if, say, God, like, actual, proper God came down with the movie version you want, by now the way they’ve seen the story has already formed them.”

			“Perception is reality.”

			“Exactly. The only thing you can control is what you do with what you know.”

			“I know they both love me. It’s not always a love that’s easy to wear, but they do. I know it.”

			“Then you move forward with that. See if it’s enough to carry you over the things you’ll never know about their marriage.”

			Nathan thought about how Malti remembered nosebleeds and Kavya didn’t. Kavya’s father remembered being rebuffed as a parent, and Malti recalled only his neglect.

			“Even us, how many arguments did we have about ‘I didn’t say that’ or ‘that’s not how I said it’? Your version of our story, my version of our story, they don’t line up perfectly. I remember that stupid softball game when you barely do. You remember all sorts of things I’ve forgotten. And each memory—selective memory—is creating different impressions of the same relationship. I think your parents will always have a drastically different record of their marriage.”

			She began to cackle. “Oh my god. I don’t know why, but I just thought of that Arrested Development thing where they all have different chicken impressions and none of them are right.”

			He laughed. “ ‘Has anyone in this family ever even seen a chicken?’ ” After they quieted, he said, “Isn’t it wild? Two people can live the same events, and yet they’re in different relationships in their heads. And we all will keep on doing that for the rest of our lives. There’s no way around it. Unless you, I dunno, rigged cameras everywhere and played back arguments. That sounds healthy.”

			The weed was hitting. He felt thrown by his own realizations, and hoped this would not curdle into a paranoid high.

			“Because we are our stories,” Kavya said. “But we’re also limited.”

			“Right. But recognizing our limitations, admitting that our memory is not the only story out there, that can at least leave room for other people.”

			“Which is maybe why main-character energy got so fucking annoying. Argh, I have to get to class. Thank you for all of this, really. By the way, I’m sending you this article I found. Isn’t this the design you did for that bioengineering company?” They hung up. He received a link. He clicked and immediately kicked himself for falling for it; he was out of practice. On his screen was the screaming goat they volleyed back and forth while couching it as the transmission of serious information.

			He’d have to retaliate at some point. He closed his eyes, but adrenaline from their talk kept him restless. Since staying at Malti’s, Nathan’s sleep had worsened; he had his own pillow from home, but the mattress was old. Edibles helped, but if he didn’t fall asleep quickly enough, he got snacky.

			Which was why, the conversation with Kavya still effervescing in his mind, he was now creeping to the kitchen (avoiding the boards that creaked, which was about a third of them) for chips. He wondered if his feet matched the pattern Kavya’s had when she’d tiptoed to and from her room as a kid. He wondered if he only had that thought because he was high. He wondered if he only wondered if he was high because he was high.

			“Couldn’t sleep?”

			Nathan jolted. “Jesus Christ, Malti.”

			“What?” she said from the sofa. “I live here.”

			“Why are you up?”

			“I usually stay up late. I’m not a good sleeper.”

			“Me either. But you need your rest.”

			She shrugged. “If it doesn’t come, it doesn’t come.” She nodded at his hands. “Are you hungry?”

			“No but also yes.”

			“Boredom snacking,” she said sagely.

			“Yeah.”

			“Well, be careful. You’re going to be dating again and your metabolism will only get slower.”

			“Jesus.” He set down the plastic bin of bagel chips.

			She pondered further, her eyes floating to the ceiling in thought. “Though you’re a man with money so I’m sure plenty of women will sleep with you no matter how fat you get.”

			Fucking hell, Malti’s stray musings could rival a middle school girl’s brutality.

			“Women, though,” Malti said. “Women have it rougher. But then, women don’t need to remarry like men do because they can take care of themselves.”

			He was affronted. He’d kept a tidy home despite Kavya tornadoing around like the Tasmanian Devil on steroids. And here he was again, creating a new home for himself. Did it sometimes suck not having someone to turn to and ask what do you think, teak or maple? Yes. But it was fine because Kavya possessed none of the décor aesthetic required to pull a room together, so that had been his purview. “I can take care of myself.”

			“But you’re a man, so you have…dirty animal needs.”

			“Jesus.” He regretted leaving the safety of Kavya’s room. Was it too late to scamper back? “When are you going to stop assuming the worst about dudes?”

			She remained unperturbed. “When they stop racing to make the headlines of Dateline, then I’ll think about trusting them. Maybe.”

			“Fair enough. But for what it’s worth, I haven’t thought about dating, or remarrying, or any of it yet.”

			Malti nodded, apparently taking him, for once, at face value. “You will.” She sighed. “I worry about Kavya. I don’t want her to end up alone. Anyone who dates her will be older, and they’ll probably have children from a first marriage.”

			“She won’t be alone. Even if she doesn’t remarry, she has tons of friends.”

			“But they’re your friends, too.”

			“We can share,” he said unconvincingly.

			“That’s not how it goes. There’s always some party, some event. They won’t want you both there because it’ll be awkward, and that’s how they pick sides without meaning to.”

			“Well then, it’ll be her. She likes going out to dinner, concerts.” Nathan sat on the love seat adjacent to the sofa. Malti wore her sleep attire, shorts and a long shirt, but hid her legs under a light blanket. Three floor lamps were on, each throwing shallow pools of light onto the hardwood. “She likes parties and people. I’m better at home, playing video games and fixing things.”

			Malti assessed him. “It is true you lack charm.” Nathan snorted and she continued, “But you are other, more important things. You’re dependable, honest, kind. Loyal.”

			“So…I’m a dog?”

			But Malti was not joking. “No, you’re a cat. So am I. But that’s not the point. Why don’t you like going out?”

			“It’s exhausting. Putting on pants, driving, parking, conversation, people. Food can be delivered to you! Concerts are so loud and crowded, and music sounds better recorded anyway.”

			She shook her head at him. “You sound so old, Nathan.”

			“I am old,” he laughed.

			But she was unamused. “You’re really not, honey.” She folded her hands in her lap. “Kavya loves going to concerts. Loved?”

			“I think she still does. When she was single she said she went alone all the time. But she didn’t really go much while we were together.”

			“Well, she wasn’t single anymore. The expectation is different.”

			“I went a few times with her,” he said, wondering why he felt defensive. “And it’s not like she played video games with me. We had our own things.”

			“It’s good when people are different. Pushes them into new things.” She smiled at Nathan. It was novel, her as soothing instead of accusing.

			But regret still pinched along his side. “That’s why we made such a good team,” Nathan said. He looked at his bare feet. Kavya’d frequently said he had nice toes; like most matters, he was fastidious about trimming his nails. “Until we didn’t.”

			“I’m glad your divorce is not…” She made her hands pouncing claws until the word found her. “Bitter. I like that for you two. Maybe there’s a chance that you could share, if you don’t care about parties.”

			“I don’t. Some gross child always sneezes in my mouth and I end up sick for a week.”

			Malti laughed, then exhaled. “I’ve been thinking, even if you’re right and my ex wasn’t a demon—which he was, by the way, make no mistake. Maybe in his mind he thought it was fair to take our India bank account because he signed this house over to me. Bullshit, but whatever. None of that changes that when the divorce happened, the fallout was all on me. I was a bad wife, I was a bad mother. No one said anything about his wrongs, how he fucked our marriage up. I got all the blame and he got all our friends. They all hang out with his new wife like I never existed. Nothing changed for him, for any of them. Tell me, how is that fair?

			“Maybe it’s an Indian thing to assume the woman failed, wasn’t good enough. But why shouldn’t I be pissed about that? When he had no consequences and I took them all?”

			“No one is saying you can’t be pissed,” Nathan said. He wanted to mention his conversation with Kavya, perhaps ask for her side of why she’d left with Kavya, but could not without revealing his source. “Of course you can. It’s your story. Marriage isn’t a perfect record with one set of facts. It’s a story—stories.” He rubbed his face. He wondered; if he and Kavya were to compare their impressions of that last argument, what would they notice and circle, like those spot-the-differences games in bars? “But what do I know?”

			Malti smiled. “Ah, the Sultan of Right has some doubt. Finally.”

			He rolled his eyes. “I have doubts. I just have less doubts than most people, so they think I’m arrogant.”

			“Fewer.”

			He bowed, his hand cartwheeling in a doffing manner. “The student has become the master.”

			“Are you allowed to say master?”

			“You’re killing me, Malti.”

			They disagreed on what to watch and settled on a nineties sitcom. Malti shook her head. “Your generation. Why do you always watch the same things over and over?”

			“It’s comforting. Like how you always have that blanket, even when it’s a million degrees.”

			Malti fingered the pink blanket with satin borders. “It used to be Kavya’s.”

			“I think we had blue ones just like that.”

			“You don’t still have them?”

			Nathan shrugged. “Maybe my mom does? I haven’t seen them in a while.”

			“So perfectly good, nonperishable items you toss, but radioactive mustard, you keep. Very sensible.”

			He groaned, his head tipping back to hit the sofa. “It’s vinegar.” When she flipped the couch’s armrest to take a white bottle from the cubby, he asked, “What’s that?”

			“Centrum Silver.” She took a slug of water with the pill and grimaced.

			Something occurred to him and he guffawed so hard it was difficult to breathe. Malti looked puzzled but it was a long while before he could gather himself to explain. “It’s your Malti-vitamin. Get it?”

			She stared. “Are you high?”

			He let his index finger hover fractionally above his thumb. “Little bit.”

			“Fantastic,” Malti muttered. “My daughter married a bevda and a stoner.”

			After watching for a few minutes in companionable silence, Malti looked over her shoulder and then back at the screen, shaking her head as though to clear it.

			“Everything okay?”

			“Yeah, I just thought I saw something move. Wasn’t sure if it was your cat coming to watch, too.” Her mouth slid into a private smile.

			“What?”

			“Nothing, a silly memory.”

			“Kavya?” Malti nodded, and because she was beaming, which meant it had to be good, and he could use a good story, Nathan said, “Now you have to tell me.”

			“When she was a kid, we’d watch Melrose Place on Mondays.”

			“Melrose Place! But that had tons of S-E-X.” He blinked. “Oh, god. It’s contagious.”

			“Shut up. But her bedtime was nine thirty—eight thirty? I forget. Anyway she could only watch half the show, so the next week, she’d have no idea what was going on. So she started sneaking back out and watching through that door crack.”

			“But that means you knew?”

			Malti began laughing. “She wasn’t quiet. She had terrible allergies. Breathed like Darth Vader. I had to force myself to not look the entire time. Then when the credits came, she snuck back to her room and I pretended not to hear.”

			Nathan smiled. He looked to where Malti had pointed, trying to imagine Kavya in footed pajamas, kneeling, one eye trained over the door hinge. “That’s pretty cute.”

			On the screen now, furious parents discovered an aunt had pierced their baby’s ears.

			“I never understood Americans and ear piercings,” Malti mused. “We pierce our babies right away. But I always told Kavya she couldn’t get a belly button ring because the umbilical cord is what connected us and she couldn’t defile it.”

			“You,” Nathan said, tipping his water glass toward her in acknowledgment, “are a very dramatic lady. Skin heals, you know. When I pierced my tongue—”

			Malti’s own tongue clicked in disgust. “Che, you what? Why?”

			He shrugged. “I dunno, I thought it was cool? Anyway, I took it out to go home for Thanksgiving and it just closed up. Same with my earring.”

			“How many extra holes have you put in your body?” Malti squawked. “But yes, you’re correct, holes can disappear. But tattoos can’t.”

			A pleasant relaxation spread its fingers at the base of his neck, near his hairline. He felt like he could fall asleep here, with the characters and their reliable punch lines and the air conditioner humming. Later, he’d attribute this drowsy comfort to why he boneheadedly said, “Teens experiment, they’re impulsive. At least Kavya was mature when she got hers.”

			Leaning forward, Malti screeched, “What?”

			“Fuck, fuck.” He sat up straighter, alert and muttering, “That was the one rule: our mothers cannot know about our tattoos.”

			“You have one, too?” When he nodded, Malti’s eyes closed. “Hey Bhagwan. Do they match? Nathan. Do they match?” she demanded, her voice pitching higher in desperate interrogation.

			“No. We got them at different times.”

			“Oh thank Christ.” She flattened a hand over her heart as though to reassure it that it was all right to stay put.

			He could not help but take a little offense. He said, “Jeez, it’s not like she has ‘Nathan’s wife’ written on her.”

			Malti said, “They’re tacky. And divorced with matching tattoos? Tacky and sad.”

			“Tell me how you really feel.”

			“What’s hers? Where’s hers?”

			Nathan held up a hand. “I don’t think I can tell you. She didn’t want you to know, so I should respect—”

			Malti expelled the loudest, fakest, most morose sigh he’d ever heard. “Haanhh.”

			Nathan burst out laughing. “You sound like that video of the turtle mating with the Croc.”

			Malti frowned. “Crock? Crock of what?” Her nose wrinkled. “Crock of shit?”

			“No, Croc. It’s a type of shoe.”

			Malti was appalled. “Someone filmed pornography of a turtle having S-E-X with a shoe? My god, some people. What’s this world coming to?” All her feigned malaise disappeared and she pulled out her phone. “I’m going to tell Kavya that you told me.”

			“No!” Then Nathan groaned. “Goddammit. You don’t play fair. It’s 11:11, small, on her inner arm here.” He gestured.

			Malti’s shoulders relaxed. “Oh, that—that’s sweet actually. She made wishes at 11:11 all the time when she was a kid.” She appraised him. “What’s yours? Show, show.”

			He twisted, crossing his arms over his torso like a helpless maiden clinging to her virtue. “Stop hitting on me, Malti.”

			“Che che. Tharki boy. At least tell me what it is.”

			“It’s the ideal rocket equation. For how much fuel you need to get to orbit.” Despite himself, he lifted his shirt and angled his side to show Malti. “Initial mass equals final mass times e to—”

			She finished with him as she read his skin, “Delta v over sub e.”

			When he turned back to look at her, she said wryly, “People say they can never take education away from you, but this country sure can.”

			He nodded. “Pretty shitty.”

			She shrugged. “It’s okay. Hourly work was good to us. The overtime put Kavya through school. Why did you choose that?”

			He grinned. “Rockets are cool. Plus, it’s the most masochistic equation ever. Oh, you need fuel to launch? Well, you’re gonna need more fuel to carry that fuel. But now you’ve added more fuel mass, so you need to add even more fuel mass to fuel the mass that you’ve already amassed atop your fuel. The more fuel you have, the more fuel you need. It’s practically a Greek tragedy. It’s insane.”

			Malti regarded him. “You’re insane.”

			Nathan was zoning out of the candy-colored sitcom set, weighing the chances that Kavya wouldn’t discover that he’d broken their pact, when Malti asked, “Would you get another one?”

			“Another what?”

			“Tattoo.”

			“I’m open to it. I just haven’t found anything significant enough.”

			“My daughter is significant.” Malti sniffed importantly.

			He rolled his eyes at the fake test he’d fake failed. “You just said matching tattoos were tacky. What do you want me to do? Get ‘Kavya’s sloppy seconds’ stamped on my forehead? That’ll really get the ladies lining up.”

			“I want one.”

			“Want what?” he said, still sour. “A lady?”

			“A tattoo.”

			He spluttered. “Good one.”

			“I’m serious.” Excitement rounded her eyes behind her glasses. “We should go now!”

			“What? No. Absolutely not.”

			“Come on!”

			“Malti, this isn’t some movie. Even if this wasn’t a batshit crazy idea, it’s midnight in the burbs, nothing is open.”

			“Okay.” She nodded her concession, saying, “We go tomorrow then,” with all the headstrong conviction of we ride at dawn!

			“No,” he said. “I’m pretty sure a tattoo at your age is elder abuse. Just let it go.”
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			But she didn’t let it go. If he was counting on her doing so, the white boy was a fool who’d learned shockingly little in their time together. If there was one thing she was terrible at, it was letting go.

			“You owe me,” she wheedled over breakfast.

			He cough-laughed as he served her an omelet. “Disagree, but out of curiosity, why do I owe you?”

			She met his eye though it was uncomfortable for her. “You saw me naked. That was very traumatizing for me.”

			“What about me?”

			She glowered at him, suddenly ferocious. “What about you?”

			“Nothing,” he said, plating his own eggs.

			“I can just drive myself.”

			“I took your keys.”

			She blinked. “You did?”

			“Yup, first day. You’re definitely a flight risk.”

			She hadn’t even considered driving; she’d felt too terrible. But the dizziness was subsiding, and though she still sometimes walked into rooms not knowing what had brought her into them, that had been a part of her life even before the fall. Oh, to be fifty or even sixty again.

			“These could use a little kick,” he said aloud of his eggs.

			She narrowed her eyes. She knew his game. He never spoke unnecessarily just for the sake of chatter unless, as she’d learned last night, he was high. Nathan felt no need to fill the air; he was not a victim of social protocols such as small talk. No, this kid was trying to wait her out, veer her away from her mission. But she was not a ferret, easily distracted by shiny objects. She’d done far more impossible things than bending this gora to her will.

			He stood. “Where’s your Taco Bell drawer?”

			“Huh?”

			“Your Taco Bell drawer, with all the sauce packets.” He moved, opening drawers at random. “Is it here?”

			Despite her resolve, Malti found herself intrigued. “How do you know about that?”

			“I lived with your daughter for over ten years, and you don’t think I know about the Indian Drawer? There’s always that drawer stuffed with the extra takeout stuff: ketchup, hot sauce, straws, chopsticks.”

			“Next to the oven, bottom drawer,” Malti said.

			He rummaged. “Fire, fire, fire,” he muttered as he pawed through the contents.

			“They’re old,” she warned.

			In what was an emerging pattern, he dismissed this concern. “Oh please. There’s so much sodium I doubt they ever go bad.”

			She demanded, “Tattoo.”

			“No.” He tore a corner of a packet and squeezed its red contents onto his eggs.

			“I don’t need your permission.”

			“I’m aware. You can get a tattoo on your own time, when you’re well.”

			“I am well.”

			“Says the woman with Frankenstein stitches on her head.”

			She gritted her teeth and opted not to correct him by saying Frankenstein’s monster. It took much restraint to let the opportunity slide. This was Nathan, after all. But eyes on the prize. “They’re coming out soon.”

			“And after they do, after you can drive, you can take your little old lady self to the parlor, get your tattoo, and then drive your little old lady self home.” He swallowed a large bite. She took two eggs in the morning; he took five. “That way, I don’t have to explain to your daughter why I enabled her concussed, fragile mother to defile her body.”

			“Defile?” she echoed. “Now who’s being dramatic?”

			“Look, Malti. Your body, your choice. Absolutely. But can you appreciate my position here? How I don’t want to be a part of this impulse which, let’s be real, is just a symptom of your very recent, very serious—and I cannot stress this enough—traumatic head injury?”

			“But I want this,” she said.

			“Oh, very compelling. You want this. Why didn’t you say so? Let’s go.”

			“Really?”

			“No.” He sighed and rested his fork. “If this is the concussion talking, you will regret this. Then you will blame and resent me for the rest of your—”

			“Life?” Malti finished eagerly. “Well, I’m over seventy, so it won’t burden you too long.”

			“Meaning you won’t haunt me?”

			She lifted a thin brow at him. “If I haunt you, it’ll be for different reasons. Like tricking my daughter into not having a child, then fucking off to have a baby with another woman.”

			He took the abuse in stride. “I don’t know why they bothered naming you Malti. Salty, more like.” He speared a bite. “You know I got a vasectomy, right?”

			“I did not know that,” Malti said. But she found she wasn’t surprised. Kavya had had a hell of a time with birth control affecting her weight and moods, not to mention her face, which erupted with acne and melasma. Seeing her so despondent, Malti had been reminded of Kavya’s teen years, before the Accutane freed her. And Nathan, Malti knew, was stubborn, aggravating, pompous, and also…very considerate.

			“Did you freeze your sperm beforehand?” she asked. Suspicion was not an easy cloak to shed.

			“No! Jesus, what do you take me for?”

			Satisfied, she reverted to the matter at hand. “You don’t even know what I want to get tattooed. Once you see it, you’ll know why I could never, ever regret it.” She waited for him to nibble at the bait. He said nothing, chewing methodically while she begged. She scrunched her face at him. “Don’t you want to know?”

			“Nah,” he said with cheer. “I’m good.”

			She thumped a hand on the table. He barely noticed. “Why not!” she barked.

			“Because the less I know, the less likely I’ll cave, and the less likely Kavya will unalive me when she gets back.”

			“Why should you care what your ex-wife thinks?” Malti said, fingers curling in a lotus hand that was the Indian semiotic for inquiry. “And who says we have to tell her, even?”

			He turned curious. She knew she’d snagged him. “Are you going to hide it? Where do you—” He waved his hands in front of his face like the chalkboard dusters of her youth, eyebrows contorted into carets in that intense manner of his. “Never mind, I don’t want to know. I am not complicit,” he declared to an absent audience.

			“But Nathan,” she implored, her voice suddenly small and weary. She shrank herself in meek stature, tucking in her shoulders. “If I go alone, I don’t know what will happen. I could bleed a lot. I could faint. Anything could happen.” She trained giant, beseeching cow eyes at him while the rest of her worked to appear diminished and frail.

			“Malti,” he said pleasantly, leaning forward. “How dumb do I look?”

			“I’m serious,” she whined. “Look, I found this website. A Senior’s Guide to Getting Tattooed, and—”

			“What?”

			“And I really should have someone with me. Just in case.” She turned sly. “We wouldn’t want Kavya to get a call—”

			His jaw pulsed, his hand tightened around his fork. “You play real dirty, you know that?”
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			Nathan groaned in the lot behind the parlor. “This is a terrible idea. The people behind Fyre Festival would look at this and think ‘wow, that’s a bad idea.’ ” His hands remained curled around the steering wheel though they’d been in park for over a minute. “Let’s just go home. Or back to the cat brothel.”

			“No. We made an appointment. It’s rude to not show up.” Malti’s knees bounced in anticipation. Usually navigating unfamiliar public spaces—restaurants, bureaucratic buildings—filled her with dread and anxiety. She even avoided the Safeway in her neighborhood, preferring the coziness of Indian grocery stores, despite the longer drive.

			But she’d known since last night exactly what she wanted and, if anything, her certainty had only amplified with the new dawn. She shouldn’t have to convince a boy half her age that she knew her own mind. That he was quite literally in the driver’s seat here rankled. But it was clear his reservation was borne out of concern, so she did her best to pocket her temper. On her phone, she scrolled through the website she’d already read four times.

			“I need to pick a spot with lots of fat.” She considered this. Her belly had ample fat, but that was not where she envisioned this tribute going.

			Nathan spoke straight ahead to the windshield. “We really shouldn’t be here. We’re both in super-weird places right now. This is how people end up with tramp stamps.” He paused. “I guess that expression didn’t age—”

			“I am not in a weird place.” It was surprisingly true. She possessed a crisp clarity, and a peace, that had been missing throughout all her years as a mother. She wasn’t fretting and it felt wonderful, like a security blanket on you at all times. She was present, but also excited about the future. Was this how other people felt? To Malti, the prospect was wild. To be this happy to exist was a gift.

			He snorted. “Please. This is the definition of a weird place. I’m getting a divorce, you’re concussed; we’re like poster children for precisely when not to make the decision of a lifetime.”

			She cackled. “Of a lifetime? It’s a tattoo, Nathan, not a baby.” She rested a hand on his shoulder. “It’s going to be fine.” Her own words surprised her. She was typically an alarmist, terrified of the worst-case scenario happening because—though plenty of people dismissed her as dramatic, as paranoid—she knew it could happen. It often had. But in this moment, she latched on with gratitude to the calm that had finally found her.

			He sighed. “Fine.” Reaching for the door handle, he said, “Maybe they have an age limit.”

			She was baffled as she carefully stepped out of the car, her hand never leaving the doorframe. “I’m clearly over twenty-one.”

			He came around to offer a steadying arm. She took it. “I meant a geriatric limit. Like no one over seventy and in the middle of a late, late, late-life crisis.”

			She flipped him the finger.

			“Charming.”

			They entered the parlor, where dual counters were marooned on opposite sides, shelves of shirts and other decaled wares between them. Half of the place was a smoke shop, the other devoted to piercings and tattoos. As they waited near a glass counter displaying colorful jewels for various bodily holes, Nathan asked, “So what’re you getting?”

			Malti showed him her phone, where she’d pulled up the Devanagari script. She’d also found it in Gujarati, while deciding, but ultimately opted for Devanagari, which was used for several languages, including Hindi and Sanskrit.

			He peered. “Is that your name?”

			Deep offense transformed her features. “No! I’m not senile. I don’t need to remind myself of my own goddamn name. ‘If found, please call so-and-so.’ This isn’t Memento.” She smacked his arm in familiar jest. “Ghadheda.”

			He laughed at her irritation. “Great movie though.”

			“It’s Kavya’s name,” Malti said, looking at the screen again. She beamed when she met Nathan’s eyes. “Best thing I ever did with my life.”

			His throat moved as he swallowed. She waited for approval she hadn’t been aware of wanting.

			“Well, you’re right,” he said finally. “I don’t think you’ll live to regret it.” He waited a beat. “However many days that might be.”

			“Wow,” Malti said. “I may let myself die just to make you feel guilty for that.”

			He shook his head, but they were both smiling. “If anyone has the willpower to die from sheer spite, Malti, it’s you.”

			She preened briefly. “Thank you.”

			Someone rounded the corner from the back and Malti greeted her. “Hello, we have an appointment.”

			While they discussed Malti’s needs with the artist, a white woman around Nathan’s age, they also pinpointed which areas would be the least uncomfortable according to the presented pain chart.

			“How about here?” Malti pointed at a safe blue zone.

			“Oh, so you’re gonna show her your legs?” he ribbed her.

			Malti faltered, worrying her lower lip with her teeth. “Do you think—if I did it here, like Kavya, would that be bad? Do you think she’d be mad at me?” She didn’t want to be accused of stealing something her daughter had claimed as her own. A way to tether her when all Kavya wanted was to fly.

			Nathan’s face—usually sardonic, eyebrows skeptical, his mouth pulled slightly down in a manner that made him look perpetually impatient, though she was learning this was not the case—softened considerably. “I think she’d be honored. I think she’d think it was really cool, actually.”

			Hope left her giddy. “Yeah?”

			He nodded. “Yeah. And if she doesn’t, she’s an idiot and I’ll tell her that to her face.”

			Malti summoned faux outrage. “That’s my baby!” She turned to the young artist. “I’d like it here. This name in Sanskrit please.” She prepared to rotate her phone’s screen, but the woman’s voice stopped her.

			“In what?”

			“Sanskrit,” Malti said hesitantly. Her eyes flew to Nathan for reassurance.

			The woman nodded in wise comprehension. “Oh,” she said, drawing out the word. “Sanskrit.” She pronounced the first syllable as ‘san,’ whereas Malti used ‘sun.’

			“Uh, sure,” Malti said. Suddenly she was skeptical whether she wanted this child tasked with the accuracy of Kavya’s indelible name on Malti’s skin. Were there any Indian tattoo artists? Maybe not—what would their parents say?

			The woman smiled conspiratorially. “You’re not getting the aum, are you?”

			Malti looked at her phone, which by now had locked. She used her face to open it. “No.”

			“Oh good. I wasn’t going to say anything if you were, but it’s, like, hella basic, right?”

			Malti nodded, deadpan. “Totally,” she agreed.
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			Nathan was quagmired in intense negotiations with Malti, whose arm had been bandaged. She said the tattoo hadn’t hurt at all, and Nathan believed her. Because though it was the zenith of summer, ninety-something degrees out, Malti had not even noticed her seat warmer was turned up to max, which in this car was akin to being dipped in lava. Setting one was imperceptible, two was toasty, and three induced the same amount of sweat as the ninth sauce on Hot Ones.

			Something was definitely amiss with the woman’s nerve endings, and though the bleeding had been more than Nathan had expected, Malti reassured him and the artist that her medication thinned her blood and this was to be expected. They left with instructions to keep the area elevated above her heart in order to reduce blood flow and bruising. Malti was a diligent patient, sitting in the car with her right arm flung up like a poorly stored marionette.

			“Onion rings, onion rings,” she chanted for the fifth time as they drove.

			“I heard you,” he said, exasperated. It was like reasoning with a four-year-old. “And we’ll get them. But just try In-N-Out. It’s a travesty that you live here and haven’t gone once.”

			“I’m a vegetarian.”

			“What?” Nathan screeched with the dramatic surprise of a soap opera star. “You are? And you never said anything until now?” He kept his slack mouth open in feigned, frozen shock before clapping a hand over it in fake horror.

			Malti sniffed. “Hilarious.” She craned her neck. “Why are there so many people? It’s 3 p.m. on a Wednesday.”

			“Because it’s that good,” Nathan said, navigating the curved lane of the drive-through with one hand on the wheel. “I’ll get you a grilled cheese. That’s Kavya’s favorite.”

			“Hey!” Malti pointed at a family leaving the establishment’s doors. “They’re Indian!”

			Nathan looked. Two preteens exited with cartons of burgers and fries, their parents behind them carrying milkshakes.

			“Well, there are a few of you guys in the South Bay,” he teased. “But see? It’s Indian-approved. Feel better? Now, do you want a milkshake?”

			He watched her open her mouth to automatically say no, but then she paused. “Do they have vanilla?” she asked instead, and Nathan knew a win when he heard one.

			“Yep.”

			She nodded. “Okay, but let me pay.” It was not the first time this week that she’d tried to foist money on him; for all the food and takeout he’d bought, she explained. He demurred, saying he preferred not to keep cash on his person. Which was true, but every birthday, Diwali, anniversary, and Christmas, Malti had given him and Kavya envelopes stuffed with far too much cash.

			He now pretended to mull. “Nah, you nearly cried at how much the tattoo cost, so I got this.” Malti, he knew, was parsimonious when it came to spending money on herself. She’d happily go bankrupt buying things for others, or just handing out fistfuls of cash to those in need, but funding her own happiness was difficult for her to an almost physical degree.

			She shook her head, shoving several twenties at him. He made no move to accept the bills, but smiled as he mused, “You know, for someone who thinks I’m out to take her money, you sure give me a lot willingly.”

			The queue crawled forward, and a teenager in a red apron clipped in the back by an oversized safety pin took their order, his manners impeccable and automatic. “Cash or card, sir?”

			“Card,” Nathan said, and the teen looked pained.

			He clutched his tablet, and Nathan saw a glimpse of a tattoo on his lean bicep. “I’m sorry, our systems are super slow today for some reason. If you want to pay by card, it’ll be awhile, but if you have cash, you can go that way—” When he turned to gesture toward an empty lane where another worker stood framed by the drive-through window, Nathan noticed he had a yellow star acne patch near his temple. “—and they can help you.”

			“We have cash!” Malti crowed from the passenger seat. She pointed to her bandaged arm. “And I also have a tattoo!” she announced with the unabashed, frothy zeal of a kindergartner at show-and-tell.

			A surge of protectiveness coursed through Nathan. If this shithead played it too cool for school and dismissed Malti’s excitement by rolling his eyes or saying whatever, Nathan was going to—

			But the teenager grinned, offering a fist into the window for Malti to meet. “Nice! Go on ahead.”

			Nathan maneuvered the car forward, the heat from Malti’s fulgent smile burning his arm. She looked younger, so much younger, wearing this expression of unmitigated delight. He recognized a bit of Kavya in her then, showing him the definition of “curt” with barely leashed joy.

			“Go ahead,” he said with an exaggerated sigh, handing her twenties to the cashier in a red hat. “You earned it.”

			“Cash is king!” she sang.

			At the next window, Nathan accepted the paper bags of food, passing them to Malti while the store associate rattled off their order for confirmation. Malti dipped into quiet, her face pinching in concentration after Nathan thanked the teenager and they joined road traffic.

			“Did she—did you—say ‘animal style’?” Malti’s voice hushed on the last two words.

			“Yeah,” he said distractedly, signaling for a left turn.

			“Isn’t that…” Malti was aghast. She sounded queasy. “About S-E-X?”

			“What? No, it’s a type of sauce. Like you can have plain fries or you can make them animal—” He interrupted himself, laughing so ardently he was, for once, grateful for the ridiculously long lights dotting El Camino Real. “Wait,” he said three times, gasping for air. “Are you thinking of doggy style?”

			Malti said nothing.

			“Oh my god,” Nathan sputtered in mirth, gently pounding the steering wheel with happiness. He laughed because it was funny. He laughed because he could hear Kavya laughing with him in this gentle ribbing of a woman who was half her in a bind that was as suffocating as it was beautiful. He laughed because laughing felt so good after so long spent not laughing. He chose to keep laughing even after he could have gathered himself. He chose it, he chose to be happy, and it wasn’t as hard as he’d feared. “That is the best thing I’ve ever heard. Wait till Kavya hears. She will die.”

			“No,” Malti protested, embarrassed.

			“It’s incredible,” he said, wiping his damp eyes. “You are brilliant.”

			Random bouts of chuckles still overtook him as they carried the food inside Malti’s house, but he abruptly stopped walking. “Shit! We forgot to get your onion rings.”

			She waved a hand. “Next time.”

			“My bad. I can get them after we eat.”

			“No, no.”

			They ate while watching Breaking Bad, the only show Malti believed warranted repeated viewings. Nathan watched as Malti immediately spilled on her shirt. Kavya was prone to staining her clothes whenever they ate out; she often bought white clothes she was too afraid to actually wear. Malti draped a hand towel over her chest before continuing to eat. “It’s my bib,” she said, her hand presenting it with Vanna White flourish.

			“Very chic,” he said. He rummaged in one of the paper bags that read Since 1948. Malti pointed at it and said wryly, “According to you, I’m as old as In-N-Out.”

			Nathan shook his head. “Oh, ha-ha. Can’t you ever let one go? Aw, man. I should’ve said no ketchup packets. What a waste.”

			“I’ll save them,” Malti said.

			Of course she would. Nathan recalled the Indian Drawer in their house where Kavya banished free condiments to die. One Saturday morning, he’d pulled this graveyard from its rollers and set it on the counter with a resolute thunk. “We’ve got to organize this. It’s giving me anxiety just looking at it.”

			“Mismatched socks give you anxiety. It’s not a high bar.” With a groan, Kavya heaved herself off the couch where she was reading and listening to a vinyl with headphones he’d given her. “I’ll do it. I don’t want you throwing out anything good.”

			Anything good. Like secret treasure was buried in this trash island of disposable cutlery, soy sauce, rusted ketchup, congealed Parmesan, chili flakes, hot sauce, and rubber bands. They sorted the mass into discrete piles, laughing at the sad state of some of the packets.

			He held one up, so bloated it strained against its confines. “When it’s ballooned like this, it’s time to say goodbye.”

			“Fine, but leave my peri peri alone!” She clutched them to her chest, like he was a mustachioed villain hell-bent on ripping her babies from her. “Fast food in Asia is so much better than here.”

			“Because other countries actually have food quality standards,” he said, tidying a stack of flat crushed red pepper pouches.

			Kavya sorted the rubber bands, tossing the brittle ones that snapped. When Nathan scooped the remainder and dumped them into the trash as well, she gasped. “Those are the good ones!”

			“We don’t need them. We never use them.”

			“We might need them. We might use them.”

			His eyes went to the ceiling. “We can’t just accumulate garbage on the off chance that it’s useful one day. That’s hoarding.”

			She glared at him. “I don’t think one drawer constitutes hoarding. And better here than in a landfill.”

			He looked down at the colorful rubber rings. “We’re taking about the same thing, right?” She let the matter go with a sigh. “Now, how many of these chili flake packets do you want to keep?”

			She was appalled. “All of them.”

			“What!” An ant hill of packets stood between them. “Please show me the use case for all of these.”

			She bit her lip because she knew as well as he did that when she cooked, she used the chili flakes Malti bought her from a local Indian grocery store. “When you’re on the go—like a picnic—and you need stuff that’s disposable.”

			He nodded. “Like when we go wine tasting and bring snacks.”

			She clapped. “Yes!”

			“So walk me through this. We’re going wine tasting with our cheese and crackers. And suddenly people have a hankering for soy sauce and pepper flakes?”

			Her shoulders deflated. “You suck.” She drummed her fingers on the counter. “I could take them to work?” she said with uncertainty.

			“You work from home eighty percent of the time.”

			“Should I pour them all into the shaker?”

			He gaped at her and then the large pile. “No, you lunatic. How is that worth your time?”

			“I don’t want to waste them!”

			“Let’s keep some.”

			“Okay.” When she released two handfuls of packets above the mouth of the trash can, she closed her eyes, her face pained, as though she was parting with a relative’s ashes rather than New York Pizza, Mountain View location’s complimentary seasonings.

			He set to work nesting the compostable cutlery leftover from various parties. “Maybe I could 3-D print little trays for all the types of packets,” he mused aloud.

			“Oh my god,” Kavya moaned, her head tipping back in martyrdom. “This is like when you threw out all of our spice bottles and bought new ones to decant them in to. It’s already in a bottle. Why do you need to buy another bottle to label when you already have a labeled bottle? It’s insanity. It’s consumeristic insanity.”

			“It looks nice when they all match!”

			“It’s destroying the environment.”

			He scoffed. “I’m pretty sure the corporations are doing that. Us recycling bottles and throwing away rubber bands is not what is destroying Earth.”

			She berated him, wagging a fistful of chopsticks at him in censure. “It’s everyone thinking that way that leads to no change. You are part of the problem, Nathan Francis Whitlock.”

			“Shit,” he said, holding a bouquet of nested spoons with nowhere to put them.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I need a rubber band.”

			They’d laughed themselves stupid over that one, Nathan falling back on the hardwood floor where he’d sat cross-legged with his spoons, Kavya clutching the counter for balance as she brayed.

			Nathan now held the In-N-Out ketchup packet and tasted a bittersweet trickle down his throat. It wasn’t a fear necessarily, or a suspicion, but an educated guess that he wouldn’t laugh like that with anyone again. He didn’t deny that happiness awaited him, but it would be impossible to laugh the way he had with Kavya without Kavya. It was simple math. He wished he could go back to the moment in the car, just twenty minutes prior, when everything had felt hopeful. His mother was correct: healing was not linear.

			“Are you okay?” Malti asked.

			He looked up and found her waiting, concern having paused her eating.

			“Yeah,” he said, his voice thick. He cleared his throat. He’d laugh differently because he’d be different when the dust finished settling and he surveyed the shape of the ruins, wondering how to rebuild, but he’d still laugh. He wondered with an alarmed jolt who this new, uncoupled version of him would be.

			“Don’t worry,” Malti said, chin tilting toward the ketchup in his hand. “I’m not going to mail that to her.” When he took a moment to register the self-deprecating joke—coming from Malti of all people—she asked again, “Are you sure you’re okay?”

			“Yes.” He nodded.

			“You can tell me if you’re not. I won’t—I don’t have to say anything to Kavya.”

			His lips rolled in as he reorganized his shuffled thoughts. “Sometimes it’s hard to accept that I can’t fix what went wrong. I look at the feedback loop, I solve problems. Things work. It’s what engineers do. But—” He shrugged, his smile sad. “Sometimes you can try and try, but the person just isn’t getting what they need. And there’s no fix to that. Other than letting go.”

			This week with Malti, he’d been wondering whether it’d be easier if he could summon some of the rage she lugged around like her trusty black purse. In a way, Malti’s spite kept her marriage alive, or at least its ghost close. Would fury propel him in a way his current sadness did not? Was it better inhabiting that emotional terrain than this one? But even if he reached for anger, he would only graze its fingertips; he wasn’t built like that. He didn’t have the will to embalm himself in bitterness.

			Once after couples counseling, Kavya had said, “I want us both to feel like we’re enough, and if we keep doing this, that’s not going to happen. You’re going to keep thinking you’re letting me down, and I’m going to keep thinking I’m bad for wanting more.”

			Malti asked him, “What does she need that she wasn’t getting?”

			Nathan spoke, even as he knew he shouldn’t. This rehashing wasn’t helpful. They were circling, the spirals tightening too close to the story he did not want to divulge. “She didn’t feel loved in the way that she needed. I wasn’t showing up for her the way she needed.”

			Malti’s cheeks puffed in thought and then deflated. “But you’re here,” she said simply. “Taking care of me. Because you love her.”

			“It’s not—that’s not all she needs. She’s grateful to me, she’s said that over and over again. But it’s not…” He shook his head.

			Malti’s brows drew together. “Did you leave Kavya or did Kavya leave you?”

			His chest tightened but he tried to keep his voice light. “Ah, Malti, still trying to assign blame. No perfect record, remember? Just stories.”

			“So she left you,” Malti chirped. She did not appear smug, just confident and keen to march forward. “What happened?” She held up her free hand. “And before you go on about it not just being any one thing, I understand that there were stories before whatever happened, happened. But something happened.”

			Nathan’s fingerpad skated over the scalloped edges of a ketchup packet. “Something happened,” he confirmed. He looked at her, chary of censure and rebuke. “And I don’t come across…great.”

			But her nod was patient, encouraging. “It’s okay. I have some of those myself, in case you haven’t noticed.”

			“I felt so stupid afterward because I didn’t think it would be a big deal, she’s always been so…accommodating about my work schedule. Trips, late calls, all of it.”

			“I taught her that,” Malti said. “That work has to take priority.”

			Which was likely why, when Kavya had booked a trip to India during her sabbatical, she hadn’t asked Nathan to go, much to his relief. Rather than spending the whole time with various relatives, she was going to be a “tourist,” but it was fine, she told Nathan, she’d be okay on her own. Then, in the weeks leading up to the trip, she asked him to please come with her.

			He didn’t want to go. Even if the idea of a last-minute international trip didn’t stress him out (which it did), he also had no desire to go. He should have said no immediately, but in counseling they’d been working on her being clearer about what she wanted and his practicing “yes” more. So he agreed and her delight was so instantaneous and complete that he was already working out a plan where work would intervene and he wouldn’t have to be the bad guy. He said he would book his tickets and did not.

			When a production error necessitated a team fly to Vietnam, Nathan volunteered. Never mind that it was a yet another last-minute international trip, this one felt like the universe subsidizing his dishonesty. He was needed elsewhere and couldn’t play tourist with his wife. He anticipated Kavya’s understanding, as she had countless times before. It was a boon of not having to organize childcare; leaving put no unfair burden on the other party.

			But Kavya looked at him askance. “Bullshit.”

			“What?”

			“You’re the head of the department, Nathan. When we decided last minute to go to Hawaii for my birthday, you had no problem making it work.”

			“That was different.”

			“Yeah, because you actually wanted to go to Hawaii and you don’t want to go to India. Did you even book your tickets?” He did not have to calculate whether to bluff because she continued without pausing for an answer. “Don’t treat me like I’m an idiot. At least give me that much. I asked you to go too late, yeah, I admit that. I should have put on my big-girl pants and been up front about wanting you to go with me instead of dropping stupid hints. But then I straight-up asked you and you didn’t want to, so you invented a reason not to.”

			“I have to work. I can show you my Slack.” He lifted his phone and then lowered it. His gamble having failed, he blew out a breath and reached for defenses rather than an apology. “I mean, come on, I get one vacation. Is it so bad that I don’t want to spend it boiling in India?”

			“You get unlimited PTO!”

			He attempted to practice saying yes. “I’ll go with you in December, how about that?”

			She began to cry. Kavya cried at everything; her emotions were closer to the surface than her own skin. Yet it was not necessarily indicative of her emotional state. She wept at movies, shows, commercials, unlikely animal friendship reels. But at these she also laughed while crying, acknowledging her silliness, degrees removed from the tears leaking out of her. But now she was crying from anger, he could tell, because she was also mad at herself for crying, for having it diminish her authority. She dug fists into her traitorous eyes and muttered, “I’m so fucking stupid.”

			“I—we will go, okay?” He felt a bit manipulated, which in retrospect was rich given that he’d planned on manipulating her ingrained deference to work, but also alarmed. “We will go. I’ll cancel Vietnam.”

			The offer, he realized later, proved her point. She swiped at her cheeks and looked at him, eyes bright. “No. Go. And when we get back, we should discuss logistics.”

			“Logistics?”

			She was no longer looking at him, but past the kitchen to the garage door. When she spoke, it was calm, decisive. “I don’t mind moving out, you have a lot more stuff here anyway. We have the prenup, and I don’t want this to be…a whole thing, so we can either do it ourselves or get a lawyer, whatever’s easier. We can ask Laura for advice when we’re ready.”

			This felt punitive. “Jesus. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have lied, okay? I said I’ll fix it. You don’t have to be dramatic.”

			“I’m not trying to be dramatic,” she’d said, arms wrapped around her abdomen. “I’m trying to tell you I don’t want to do this anymore. I just can’t bring myself to say the D-word yet.”

			Malti heard this story without interrupting. She exhaled. “That was not very nice.”

			“I know.” He hated this. Combing through memories, mistakes, and unproud moments.

			“I don’t blame you for not wanting to go. I never wanted to go when Kavya’s father forced those trips. But—” A hand covered her mouth. “Oh my god, I just remembered something.”

			“What?”

			“When she was a kid, I’d tell her we’d go to Hearst Castle. Each year, this year was the year we’d go. I don’t think she even knew what it was—she’d call it Hertz, like the car place—but she was so excited by the idea of a vacation. But I never took her. I worked every weekend I could for the overtime, and when she’d ask, I’d say ‘next year.’ ” Malti looked at her bitten sandwich as though surprised to see it in her limp hand. “Then I ran out of years.”

			And Nathan recalled Kavya’s unbidden but undeniable parable from long ago, about someone turning off your reading light, the moral being: you cannot outrun your childhood.

			Malti seemed to read his mind because she asked, “Do you think it’s all my fault?”

			“Malti,” he said. “I think you need to let go of the idea that there’s always one villain, one person to blame. We’re all just people, trying. We’re all eggshells, walking around trying not to bump into shit that will break us.”

			She closed her eyes. Nathan braced himself without knowing why.

			She said, “I remembered something else during the tattoo. I know you think the ketchup packet in her birthday card was…wrong, but I wasn’t trying to make her feel bad. Honest. But.” She pulled in a shuddering breath before continuing. “But when she was in college, this house was empty, I was going through menopause and I—I just really wasn’t myself. I felt crazy—all the time. And I don’t know why I did it, but I—I read her diary. It was an old diary. I don’t know how old she was, but she wrote something like she wished she could go live with her father.” Malti’s voice dropped to a whisper. “And I was so mad. So fucking mad. I made a copy of the page and mailed it to her at college.”

			Nathan whistled. As confessions went, that was a rough one. “Damn, Malti, that’s brutal. What’s with you using USPS to mail emotional bombs?”

			Malti exhaled heavily. So quiet were they that in the distance, the Caltrain’s faint whine reached them. She rubbed the uninjured side of her forehead. “My god. I hear this and I think, ‘Was that really me? Why would I do that?’ It’s scary, Nathan, it’s like being accountable for some totally different person’s mistakes. But they’re mine.”

			“I know what you mean. But have you told her all this?” he asked, already aware of the answer.

			Malti shook her head.

			“Tell her.”

			Her eyes grew wide. “I couldn’t. I’m so ashamed, I just—just saying it aloud is…” Her head shook in denial.

			“You not talking about it doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. Do you want her forgiveness?”

			“Forgiveness?” She rolled the word around in her mouth. “It’s—elders don’t—how do I say this? Our culture doesn’t make elders need forgiveness.”

			“Isn’t that just pride talking? Everyone makes mistakes, so everyone needs forgiveness. And if you ask people my age, I think they respect elders more when they admit to their mistakes.”

			She was quiet. He tried again. “Let me put it this way. It sounds to me like you want to move on from the past and have a better relationship with Kavya now. Would you say that’s accurate?”

			Malti gave a small nod.

			“Then I think the first step is apologizing.”
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			Malti’s mother visited that night, as she had each night since Malti’s fall in the living room. The same white clothes, the same whiff of saffron. No words. Every night, Malti tried to move her body, to stand in order to touch her mother’s feet, but found she was pinned to the bed by a sudden apraxia. They would gaze at each other, until Malti’s lids tugged down, and it was enough.

			What was “enough love”? Malti thought that night while preparing for bed.

			Not the love for her daughter that she’d invented entirely on her own, one that bore little resemblance to her mother’s love for her. All the leniency she’d been extended, she’d turned around and reeled back in, keeping tight rein on Kavya. That hadn’t been her intention. She was strict because she’d had to be. They were alone here, and she was charged with seeing that her daughter didn’t just survive, but excelled to a point where no one, not ever, from India to California and in between, could question Malti’s choices.

			And perhaps they didn’t. Because Kavya was outwardly successful, respected, polite, gracious, settled. But if Malti removed the looming equation of what will people think? what was she left with? A kid who didn’t feel loved.

			Mistakes as a parent were so easily made, rarely life’s most devastating blows, and yet somehow beyond forgiveness.

			As she’d told Nathan, it hadn’t occurred to her to forgive her parents for anything because elders were sacrosanct. She didn’t know the word for what she felt toward her mother for not once checking on her in that room with the maths tutor. It brushed up against resentment but was more…sad. Yet it did nothing to dam the crash of love, the heart-bursting joy she felt at seeing her mother’s face again during these spectral visits. Would Kavya ever feel that way about her? Would it take death to lighten the stains of her mistakes? What a waste if so.

			Each time she tried to deploy Nathan’s advice and frame an apology to Kavya, it became buried by explanations. I was disciplined with slaps so I didn’t think to be different. I did the best I could, really. None of it was easy. I was lonely and scared. Could it really have been that bad, when you turned out so great?

			None of it was what Kavya needed. Even with Malti’s newfound knowledge, she was still not giving Kavya more than the corporal needs of food, shelter, and money. Maybe despite what she’d told Nathan, Malti was not capable of learning new things. No, she told herself sternly, that was just another excuse. Why was she clenching onto these defenses that were no longer serving her, that in truth probably had never served her?

			She could do this, she would do this. She would craft words that let Kavya know she was sorry. She was sorry for her mistakes, and also stuffed with pride for her daughter. Indian parents, like those of many other cultures, did not directly communicate their pride to their children; that would invite bure nazar—the evil eye. Instead they bragged about their children to anyone else who would listen. The fact of their children more triumphant to them than their actual children. Malti believed the pride was genuine, as was the love, but the entire damaging mess was also an extension of that fucking what will people think? banner that ruled parental decisions.

			If the result was functioning children bearing titanic emotional holes, what was the goddamn point? She texted Kavya impulsively: I am very proud of you.

			The response came within a few minutes: Is everything okay?

			Fantastic.

			Malti sighed and set her phone down. She looked at the bandage on her arm covering Kavya’s name. She’d keep going; she had to. The acknowledgment that she was running out of time to bridge a gap decades in the making panicked her. Why had it taken all this time and a knock on the head to realize this?

			For a while, she’d snidely thought wait till you have children and realize how hard it is, how ungrateful they are. Then, when Kavya forwent motherhood, she’d thought good, you won’t know the pain of their ingratitude. But now, with an earnestness she’d lacked before, she wondered if it truly was good, because Kavya wouldn’t ever know the acute regret of being a disappointing parent.

			Her wanting Kavya to have kids had been for her; Malti admitted Nathan’s accuracy on that point. Grandmotherhood was a gracious hand extended from above. An opportunity to convey, with fresh patience and tenderness, that she was aware she hadn’t possessed all the right answers or tools the first time around, but she could do better. She could show Kavya that she’d changed. That with this second chance, she now had time for games, money for non-Goodwill clothes, patience for mistakes, faith that things would work out without her controlling the path her grandchild explored.

			And, on another, more tactile level, Malti would give her legs and kidney and the rest of the hair on her head to hold a baby again and feel consumed by that rush of unconditional love, that joy at being chosen when a child’s trusting hand reached for you because you were their comfort, their port, their home.

			She and Nathan were more alike than she’d realized. They both loved Kavya (Malti more so, of course), but not in ways that nourished Kavya. Malti would have happily given her life over and over again for Kavya, but that, like certain language, did not translate. Distilled from her heart, blocked by her tongue: You are why I breathe. Everything I have ever done has been because I wanted you to have every comfort and happiness. I made mistakes, but you are the best thing I have ever done.

			Malti had learned English—American—in her thirties, as well as the subsequent languages required of her: culture, manners, traditions, and then came computers and smartphones and social media, each a bewildering but ineluctable advent. All her life, she’d had to adapt herself time and again. She wasn’t in an urn yet, so there was still time to learn more, such as how to communicate another sort of love to her daughter. If Kavya did not need food or money, perhaps Malti could learn a different language.

			She was so immersed in these thoughts, in strategizing a plan, that she plucked a whole pill from her rainbow Monday-through-Sunday tray. Instead of chopping it in half and dropping the excess in tomorrow’s slot, as was her usual habit, she popped it into her mouth and took a dreaded sip of water and grimaced, awful stuff.
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			Malti surfaced to noise and chaos. She was on her back. She blinked, but the ceiling above was not hers. It jounced as hands marauded over her body. Stop, she wanted to say. But there were already too many sounds. A siren wailed. Clipped voices recited numbers and words, seemingly about her.

			With difficulty, she moved her heavy head and saw Nathan. He took her hand. “It’s going to be okay, Malti,” he said.

			His eyes were very blue. He had a nice face, this white boy her daughter had—for a time—chosen. Despite the eyebrows. Which, thinking about it now, she could perhaps fix—

			She was dipped in darkness again.

			When she stirred next, she registered that she was in an ambulance. Again. Fuck. She really couldn’t afford to keep doing this. Each incident dug into what she planned on leaving Kavya.

			“You’re going to be okay, Malti. It’s okay. I have you.” She felt the warmth of his soft hand against her weathered one. It was very large, it engulfed hers. Their rings clinked; she felt rather than heard it. Was he wearing his wedding ring?

			Her last thought before the black reclaimed her: Worrying about money over her health; she really was an American.
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			When Malti’s father passed away after a brief but violent battle with pancreatic cancer, it had been an agonizing death. His abdomen was painfully distended by ascites, and he was unable to keep much down. For days, she stayed by his side in a vigil of the desperate, dozing in the chair next to his bed. Her siblings and mother were there, too, of course, but the name on her father’s lips had been hers.

			She was the favorite, the baby, and she held his hand and said, over and over: “I’m here, Papa. I’m here.” They’d never said the words to each other—who did?—but she gathered all the ways he loved her like precious stones. Bringing her chocolate on her birthday though they couldn’t afford it. Massaging her legs when she contracted malaria for the second time. His angry terror when she hid the fact that a dog bit her because she didn’t want to endure the seventeen shots, then cradling her after each one.

			In a moment of lucid delirium, he requested tea. She sprinted to the kitchen to make it, eager to be of some use. Then her sister’s voice rang out, carrying down the long hallway, past the open dining area where their indoor swing hung. Their father was calling for her. Malti dropped the chai with a clatter and ran, but was too late. Five days of constant vigilance and he’d died in the five minutes she’d been gone. His final words: “Where’s Malti?”
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			Nathan’s knees bounced in the waiting room chair, Malti’s gigantic purse in his lap. He adjusted the disposable face mask he’d been given while passing through security. He’d been told he would be alerted when Malti could receive visitors. His phone sat in his hand like an anchor as he tried to craft what the hell to tell Kavya. It was early afternoon her time; she’d see anything he wrote immediately. He should call, he knew this, but he dreaded giving her only terrible news. And, aside from that one call two nights ago, they’d been communicating via monologues: a chain of texts, voice notes. It allowed the other party time to prepare, to workshop replies. He prevaricated, mentally snipping and stitching the least alarming words.

			He’d found Malti in the hallway, crumpled like a rag doll outside her room. He checked her breathing and gathered her in his arms. Once on her bed, she stirred briefly, mumbling Mumma, Mumma, before losing consciousness again. When she fainted a third time, Nathan called 911.

			For all his joking and for all Malti’s frailty, Nathan felt foolish for never entertaining, not with any cold sobriety, that Malti could actually, properly die. It was more unthinkable to him now than it had been before her accident, which he recognized defied logical reasoning.

			Would it make more sense to hold off on calling Kavya until after he spoke to the doctor? Waiting would spare her a few hours of helpless, hand-wringing fear. Nathan suddenly understood that aggravating habit of the elderly: sustaining injuries or surgeries without telling anyone. I didn’t want to worry you.

			But then, this wasn’t about sparing worry. It was about preserving trust. Kavya was no longer his partner, but Nathan did not wish to become someone unworthy of trust. He rubbed his gritty eyes and pushed the telephone icon on WhatsApp.
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			It was past three in the morning when Nathan was led to Malti’s room, a privacy curtain draped around the bed. He sat on the stool, sliding on the wheels before gaining his balance and planting his sneakered feet.

			He greeted Malti quietly: “Hiya, little lady.”

			At his voice, she blinked her unfocused eyes. Alarm cramped his gut. She suddenly appeared twenty years older. This couldn’t be the same woman who’d been gloating over her fresh tattoo. “How did you find me?” she asked, drowsy.

			He told himself it was perfectly normal for disorientation to snatch her memories of the ambulance ride. “It was easy. I just asked if anyone had seen an old Indian woman with chaos in her eyes.”

			He didn’t know he’d been hinging his hopes on her smiling until she didn’t.

			“I want to go home. Please.”

			“I know,” he said softly. The skin under Malti’s eyes looked bruised and fragile. A thought occurred to him. He rummaged in her capacious bag, finding—among a litany of other things: a handkerchief, a blue highlighter, ancient gum, and more pennies than could have possibly been produced by the U.S. Mint—her glasses. He put them in her hands, guiding her fingers around the unbent arms.

			After she donned them, her eyes darted side to side, even though they were alone, before she whispered with scandalized urgency, “Nathan, they took my bra.”

			He tried very hard not to smile. “Some people, I swear.”

			“I tell you,” she said weakly.

			“When you’re released, we’ll get onion rings. But first we have to let the doctors figure out what happened.”

			“I know exactly what happened. I forgot to cut my pill in half.” Her eyes squeezed shut. “Stupid, stupid.”

			“Hey, it’s okay.” He lightly touched the paper skin of her elbow, which was exposed due to the hospital gown they’d put her in. “We’ll tell them that. And let’s ask if we can get you a lower dose so you don’t have to cut each one.”

			“No,” she sighed. “Let’s just get out of here.”

			“We can’t. If I take you home and you keep fainting, then what? I’m not telling Kavya I let her mother die.”

			He saw Malti’s resolve reshape her body like a balloon inflating. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.” She threw him a sideways look. “Just so you can get your big white mitts on my house.”

			“Malti,” Nathan said tenderly, touching her head like one might a child while reading a bedtime story. “My mustard is from 2012—I clearly like holding on to old things.”

			Malti managed one of her trademark glares. “Ghadheda. I changed my mind. When I die, I’m going to ghost you.”

			“You mean haunt me.”

			“That’s what I said.”

			“Ghosting means the exact opposite, that I’d never see you.”

			“That makes no sense.”

			He sat with her as she closed her eyes and rested. The patient in the other bed, curtain ringed around him and his doctors as they spoke, had apparently fallen while riding his bike. His arm was broken. As Nathan left to find the restroom, he called Kavya with an update, unsure why he felt a video call was the right choice given that he undoubtedly looked like shit.

			“Any news? How is she? Thank you for being there,” she said yet again, her eyes glassy with tears. “I’m looking at flights right now.”

			“You don’t need to.”

			“Yes, I do.”

			“This was a mix-up with her medication; she’s not—I mean, this isn’t that kind of emergency. She’ll be fine by the time you’d get here. We’re gonna talk to the doctor about adjusting her dosage.”

			“But she’ll still need care. I’m such a selfish asshole. I should have come after the first accident instead of dumping all this on you.” And, in an uncanny mirroring of her mother, she said angrily to herself, “Stupid. Stupid.”

			“It’s going to be okay.” That seemed to comfort her. She nodded. Nathan hoped to have reassuring news for her soon, so she’d rethink booking that flight. Malti would feel awful if an innocent oversight disturbed Kavya’s studies. A flurry of movement, Kavya’s hand floating up to briefly touch her forehead. A random light flared in his brain. “Did your foot just touch something?”

			“Huh? Oh, uh, yeah.” She looked puzzled. “I accidentally kicked a book on my bed. Why?”

			“Is that a recent thing?”

			“What thing?”

			He emulated the gesture, which felt awkward.

			“No, I’ve done it all my life. I don’t even think about it anymore to be honest.”

			“I’ve never seen you do that.” It came out as an accusation.

			“You’ve never noticed it. No big deal.”

			Malti’s words returned to him: Your opinions are not God-given truths.

			It wasn’t at all the right time to ask, he knew this for a myriad of reasons. Their pressing concern was Malti, his question would put Kavya on the spot, he was too weary to receive the answer with grace. Nathan knew he’d never text her this question, so there was usually safety in their written exchanges, a barrier that protected them both. But now they were looking at each other, and the barrier vanished, and he found the question tumbling from his exhausted mouth before he could stop it.

			“Did you think I was racist?” He fumbled. “Not like bigot, KKK racist, but still…intolerant sorta?”

			“What? No, I wouldn’t have married you if I thought that.”

			“Was it that I wasn’t ‘into it’ enough? Not in a festishy way, but a—I dunno.” He blew out his breath. “Forget it. I’m not making any sense.”

			Kavya was quiet, her eyes avoiding his, her pause long enough to know he’d landed on something. “Kavya?”

			“Look, I know you, I know your heart. It was never that I thought you were rejecting a part of me on purpose. Like—okay, here: Imagine I’m a different species—no, scratch that. We’re both a different species with, I dunno, like seven legs. And we’re different from everyone else, but the same as each other, and we recognize each other as kindred and stuff in the wild and it’s great. We finally have a person, right?

			“But then it turns out I also have this other leg or no, maybe not a leg, but an appendage—whatever, you get it. I have something extra, something different. But you’re just really excited about the seven legs we have in common. That’s all we focus on in our time together. And that other part of me, the appendage part that’s just mine, it doesn’t repel you necessarily, and if I want to focus on it, you have no issue with that, but you’re not curious about it either. You don’t bring it up, you don’t ask me about it, you don’t really care about it.

			“Then it’s like my appendage starts to wither because I’m neglecting it. And I feel different, I don’t feel like myself. I don’t like myself. And because of that, suddenly I’m picking fights or we’re bickering.

			“I felt like there was stuff about me that was easy for you to see and stuff about me that was easy for you not to see. And I guess I got kinda curious about who wouldn’t have to work so hard to see all of me.”

			“Is there?” he asked, hungry for the pain. It felt impossible to draw a full inhale. His breathing shallow and rapid, he stopped in the hallway, moving to the side so as not to impede foot traffic. At least if he passed out or had a heart attack, he was in the right place. No pricey ambulance ride for him. “Is there someone who sees all of you?”

			But she must not have heard him, because she continued, “But lately I’ve been thinking about how we’re all limited, and how to accept that. How to reconcile limits and love.

			“I think my parents are difficult people, in different ways, but they love me. And you can be difficult sometimes, but you love me. And I think to keep being loved, I default to making myself fit around other people, like I can’t be difficult if they are. But that habit makes me difficult, too! Because I’m not good at asking for what I want or even admitting that I do want.

			“I should have asked you earlier to go with me on that India trip. And you should have been better about it when I did. But I don’t want to go through life resenting people because I didn’t ask for what I wanted. Like if I want to wear shorts, I should just do it, not resent that I can’t. I’m fucking forty years old for Chrissake.”

			“Huh? Shorts?” Nathan said, confused.

			But the call failed, and when WhatsApp automatically redialed, he heard her saying, “Hello? Nathan? Nathan?” but she couldn’t hear him at all, which, in his addled state, felt indicative of their entire relationship rather than just this lousy phone call.

			When Nathan returned to Malti’s room, he put a pin in his pain and observed as a white man in his fifties stood by Malti’s bed, cradling a tablet. The breast of his coat read Stinter in blue thread. Malti’s eyes jumped from the doctor to land on Nathan. He couldn’t help but be yanked back to eight days ago, when he’d gotten the call and collected her from the doctor’s office. The resignation and resentment sealed in her face when they’d wheeled her out to be placed in his dubious care. Now, from the hospital bed, her head perked, a light blooming in her eyes as her brows rose. It traveled beyond simple recognition, into comfort and safety. He then realized what was facing him was her trust.

			“Now what,” Stinter said pleasantly enough, “is a woman your age doing getting a tattoo, Ms. Patel?”

			Nathan waited, but Malti said nothing. She just plastered her face with a static, gracious smile at the condescension, the most docile he’d ever seen this force of a woman. Or was it? She’d been similarly subdued on the phone with the southern-accented insurance representative.

			He tried to bite his tongue; he was here solely to collect pertinent Malti information and report it to her daughter, the seven-legged, appendaged woman who apparently felt neither cherished nor seen for the duration of what he’d thought had been a loving marriage. Wonderful to not only have a future ripped away, but also the comfort of past memories. Well, he supposed there was no avoiding it: he was angry. Which meant biting his tongue was off the table. He said, voice flat, “We cleared it with her PCP. And it’s Dr. Patel, actually.” He ignored the look Malti blazed at him.

			Stinter faced him. “Who are you?”

			Nathan’s chin nodded toward Malti’s supine form. “Her son-in-law,” he said.

			The doctor nodded and spoke to him. “The tattooing process likely affected her blood flow and blood pressure, causing the syncope.”

			“My dosage,” Malti said, and then faltered. She tried again. “I think I took too much of my blood pressure medicine, sir.”

			“Did you accidentally take it twice?” Stinter asked, brows knitted. “I recommend daily pill organizers for seniors.”

			“I have one of those, sir,” Malti said, flustered. “I mean the prescription dosage is too high.”

			He tapped his tablet. “Fifty milligrams. Is that right?”

			Malti nodded her head. “Yes. No.” Then shook it. “Well, it’s correct, but it’s not—”

			“It’s the dosage your cardiologist prescribed. And you take the same amount daily with no issues, correct? So given the recent variable of the tattoo…”

			Malti nodded again, her shoulders sagging. Exhaustion lined her face. Nathan recognized that now she’d say whatever agreeable thing would get her out of here faster. He held Malti’s gaze and then tipped his head toward the doctor, urging her to speak. A tired, fractional refusal, easily missed by Stinter.

			There’d be time later to dissect whether Nathan was an advocating hero or an epic ass for swooping in and saying words he never thought he’d utter after a woman spoke: “I think what Malti is trying to say here…” His eyes flicked between Malti and the doctor, who was looking at Nathan rather than his patient or tablet. “She responds better to the twenty-five-milligram dosage. The fifty is too high and makes her faint. She’s been halving the medicine, but she accidentally took the pill whole last night.”

			Stinter nodded, lips pursed. “I’ll put in a prescription for twenty-five milligrams. And when you follow up with your cardiologist, be sure to tell him what you told me.”

			After he left, Malti seethed. “Why did you do that?”

			Okay, so they were going with epic ass.

			“Do what?”

			“If he thinks it was a one-time thing because of the tattoo, he won’t take away my driver’s license! Now who knows what they’ll do if they think I faint all the time because of my blood pressure?” Malti’s hands fretted, her fingers twisting.

			Nathan gestured to where the doctor had exited. “He’s going to adjust your dosage so you don’t have any more episodes. He heard you.”

			Malti grumbled, “He heard you.”

			His patience and bandwidth were limited. “Don’t hate the player.” He slid his phone from his pocket. “Let’s tell Kavya you’re okay.” He let out a noisy exhale. “You should know that she wants to fly back.”

			Malti’s eyes widened. “No,” she said vehemently.

			“I agree.” Though now this preference had crept into more selfish territory.

			“How do I look?” She gestured to his Google Pixel. “Camera, please.”

			He turned it to face her and extracted the comb from her purse when she asked. She titivated, then scrutinized the results with displeasure. “I still look tired.”

			“Well, it’s a comb, Malti, not a time machine.”

			She swatted him and he let her. “Fucker.” She pulled in a deep breath and called Kavya from her own phone.

			Kavya answered immediately, her face invading the screen. “Mom! I’m so sorry, what an awful way to spend your birthday.” Now she was outside in a garden somewhere. It was strange, the juxtaposition of them in the dead of night while she was bathed in sunlight.

			“It’s your birthday?” Nathan exclaimed, his irritation quickly displaced. He had an annual reminder on his phone’s calendar. But it was probably set for nine or some respectable hour, not 4 a.m. (in the morning!—was that just always going to be in his head now?).

			Malti waved away her daughter’s concern. He noticed she sat up straighter, trying to look more energetic, more healthy to stave off worry. “I’m fine, honey.”

			“Did Nathan tell you? I’m booking a flight. Or trying to. The stupid site—”

			Malti shook her head. “No, don’t. I’m fine.”

			“You’re not, Mom. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there.”

			“I am. And Nathan’s here.”

			“But I’m your daughter.”

			“Yes, you’re my daughter. And you want to come here because you feel guilty. But there’s no reason for you to feel guilty. Is school getting better?”

			Kavya nodded. “Yeah. Some of the students are helping me practice my Hindi.”

			Malti beamed. “That’s fantastic! See, then you really shouldn’t leave. If it was a real emergency, I would tell you.”

			“I’m worried that you wouldn’t. Like that time you had knee surgery and didn’t tell me until afterward.”

			Instead of allowing her temper to flare, Nathan watched as Malti merely nodded. “I understand. But Nathan is here and he wouldn’t lie to you, correct? Nathan? Come, come.”

			He encroached the frame with reluctance, not keen to see Kavya again after their last call. His larger head looked nearly comical next to Malti’s petite one. “It was a mistake with her meds, but we’re getting a new prescription.”

			Kavya hesitated. He watched conflicting emotions skate across her pixelated face. She was sweating through her sunscreen. It was well over a hundred degrees there. “Are you sure?”

			“Positive. And if anything changes at all, you know I’ll tell you.” He pointed to Malti. “She won’t. But I will.” Then he moved away, unable to look at Kavya any longer.

			Kavya’s sigh was static. “Okay,” she finally said.

			Malti asked, “Are you okay? Is your father feeding you properly?”

			Kavya laughed. “He is, don’t worry.”

			“Don’t tell—” Malti stopped. Nathan saw her swallow and begin again. “Did you tell anyone about—me?”

			She shook her head. “No. I figured you wouldn’t want anyone to know. But I think you should tell your siblings at least. I saw everyone at a dinner a few days ago and they all insisted you visit ASAP. I deflected, but you should tell them.”

			Malti nodded. “Maybe—maybe later, when I’m better, I can fly out. See them. And you.”

			Kavya’s eyes widened. “Seriously? That would be amazing. Not until you’re completely healed though.” She took a deep breath. “I—I didn’t mean to hurt you, by coming here. Or maybe I did? I don’t know. I’m not sure whether I was running or throwing a tantrum.” She looked away from the screen, saying to herself, “ ‘Heaven help the ones who fly away. Heaven help the ones who have to stay and place the blame.’ ” She caught herself, her eyes finding her mother’s image. “But I don’t want to hurt you, does that make sense? I love you, Mom.”

			“I love you more.”

			When the call disconnected, Nathan averted his gaze as Malti visibly worked to tamp down emotions he couldn’t place. To give her time, he said nothing, making a show of checking his phone for emails that weren’t there. When it seemed she had gathered herself, he said, “Happy birthday, Malti. I wish you’d said something this week.”

			A flick of her wrist to dismiss the regret. “I am not one of those people who like their birthdays. It’s just like any other day, only slightly worse.”

			He nodded. “I’m the same way.”

			She sighed. “Of course you are.” She shifted in the hospital bed, grimacing at all the contraptions glommed on to her. “Can you find that doctor? Let’s get the hell out of here before they invent some reason to charge me for a prostate exam.”
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			In the aftermath, when they were back at the bloody hospital yet again, Malti was not sure how the fight came to pass. She knew they’d been tense, sleep-deprived, and cranky as they left the ER at dawn. Nathan had been withdrawn, his answers terse, his mood dark. She’d asked if something was wrong and he said not to worry about it. He had a product deadline to meet and she felt bad sleeping while he couldn’t, like it would damage the accord they’d somehow built over the past week.

			So instead of retiring to bed, she stayed in the living room while he worked from the dining table. She dozed and watched television on low volume with the subtitles on, even though he told her repeatedly that he couldn’t hear through his headphones, which admittedly did look heavy duty and expensive. Surprising, as Malti thought all the craze was to make things so teeny-tiny that you’d go batty looking for them.

			But if she was denying herself a bed, and lingering in the common spaces out of some ineffable camaraderie, then Nathan was oblivious to her motive. He grew increasingly truculent with everything: the table, the chair wheels, his monitors, the internet speed, the skylight, his colleagues.

			Malti heard his muttered cursing with amused alarm. Was this a breakdown? She didn’t think so. She lived alone and spoke to herself all the time. She also sang to herself without realizing it, making it slightly awkward when company visited. But Nathan had been living alone too, so it made sense he’d fill the air with random musings and complaints.

			He pounded keys in a cutting reply to some “idiot on Slack,” then tore off his headphones and stood, the chair responding unfavorably to his speed. “Fucking chair,” he growled before clomping to the bathroom, where she heard him imprecate the flushing before clomping back. She told him again that he should nap.

			“I can’t,” he said tightly. “Stop suggesting it when I clearly can’t. It’s not helpful.”

			That stung even as she tried to brush it off. She told herself to take her own advice and adjourn to her bedroom, but she remained. Her exhausted hackles rose and rose, until her agenda for staying put curdled from solidarity to spite. She would not let this gora make her retreat. This was her home, goddamnit, and this boy had not only taken over like the colonizer he resembled, he derided everything while doing so.

			A bit later, he bitched about the sink. “I just cleaned this.”

			Lashing out was as instinctive as sucking on a cut. She sniped, “Not everyone has OCD.”

			He threw down the sponge he’d replaced when he first arrived. “It’s not OCD to want things not to be dirty. It’s how most people like to live.”

			“I am not dirty.”

			“Your sink is.” He looked around. The wooden cutting board he’d brought from his house sat on the counter. He stood over it, inspecting. Malti knew that look, the one that ferreted out flaws and never failed to find at least ten. “Did you put oil on this?” he asked.

			She was on the back foot when he asked questions like that. Like she’d already been convicted and now it was just a matter of the sentencing, of how bad he could make her feel. “With some potatoes, yeah.”

			“And you didn’t wash it?”

			She shrugged. “I can’t lift that one. It’s too heavy.”

			“Wood is porous, Malti. The oil soaked through.”

			“But you can still use it.”

			“But the oil will stain. Look, it’s not coming off.”

			“But it still works,” Malti insisted. “You can still cut things on it.”

			“That’s not the point.”

			She moved her hands. “I’ll give you money for a new one then.”

			“Also not the point.”

			All the tenderness and goodwill they’d constructed, rock by rock, did not so much disappear as combust into ash. They were not family. There was no tacit understanding that they’d have to overcome their squabbles. She glowered at him with as much venom as she could manage and fell back on her old lines.

			“Just go home. This isn’t working and no one wants you here.”

			“Kavya does.”

			“Well, you’re not anybody to her anymore. And she’s not going to take you back just because you were nice to her mother for one week out of a decade.”

			“I don’t—”

			“I know that’s the only reason you’re here. To suck up to her. And it’s pathetic.”

			He planted his hands on his hips. “You know, I’ve been nice to you for a lot longer than a week. I tried to be nice to you the entire time I was with Kavya. And I’m sure as hell nicer to you than you are to me.”

			She barked out a laugh. “You are rude and unappreciative of everything.”

			“I am unappreciative? Unbelievable. You’re delusional.”

			“You’ve been grumping around all day, whining about everything, insulting everything.” She gestured. “This is my home. When you insult it, you insult me.”

			He scoffed. “If you take such pride in your home, why not take better care of it?”

			“I do the best I can.”

			“It’s not enough. And you should probably move to a smaller place you can take care of.”

			“I knew it! I knew you wanted me out to take it from me.” She pointed a finger at him, her knuckle knotted.

			He evaluated her and her accusing finger coldly. She realized instantly that the other times he’d seemed upset, his brows telegraphing displeasure, he hadn’t actually been. He was now. It vacated his entire face, a plate wiped. His blue eyes were dark, his eyebrows flat. He said, “I’m so tired of your paranoia and this same fucking conversation on loop. No one wants this dump other than to raze it.”

			Malti scowled at him. “You are the human equivalent of somehow both constipation and diarrhea.”

			“I don’t know or care what that means.” He marched to Kavya’s bedroom. Hopefully to pack up his shit and get the hell out. Minutes later, he emerged, walking down the hallway, leather duffel bag in hand. Malti prepared herself to icily ignore his existence and exit, but then a blur of gray raced behind him.

			She opened her mouth in warning, but it was too late. Shadow hurled herself at him, through him. He tripped, his body tossed off his feet and onto the long, narrow rug that ran down the hallway, their very own red carpet, she and Kavya had joked once upon a time. Nathan’s bag went one way, his body another as he landed with considerable force on the hardwood. Shadow circled with elegant mania, weaving through furniture and lamps. Malti lost count of the laps, still as a statue until Shadow sprinted through the hallway, past Nathan, back into Kavya’s room. Then Malti rushed over.

			“Fucking zoomies,” Nathan muttered on all fours, gathering his bearings. He stood and immediately collapsed again, failing to catch his weight against the wall. It summoned the mother in her. Despite the embargo and anger, Malti’s concern was earnest as she asked, “Are you okay?”

			“Goddamn cat was shitting so I figured I’d pack the car first,” he said through gritted teeth, inspecting his foot. He moved it in a minor test and flinched. “I think I broke my ankle,” he added darkly.

			“I’ll take you to the hospital.”

			“No thanks. I’ll call a Lyft.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t even stand.”

			“I can hop to my car.”

			“And how will you drive?”

			He was quiet. “Okay,” he finally said. “I don’t think I can walk.”

			She approached him slowly, maintaining a careful distance like he was a wild animal who’d lash out. Which, she thought, wasn’t too far removed from the truth. “You can lean on me.”

			“Malti,” he said with a pained sigh. His face looked pale—well, paler. “I’d crush you like a grape.”

			It was true, he had twelve inches and ninety pounds on her, not to mention her additional, recent weakening. She chewed on her lip before brightening. “Wait here,” she said unnecessarily to the heap of limbs that was her surly son-in-law. She returned, roller chair in front of her, the spastic wheels zigging Malti this way and that rather than in a straight line. It reminded her of those temperamental grocery carts that had wills of their own. “Your chariot, sir,” she quipped. She had no idea why, but she felt better, lighter. Not that he was injured of course, but that she could be of service.

			He groaned but climbed up while she held the chair steady. “This fucking thing,” he said, but with resignation rather than bile. He addressed it directly, as though an archnemesis. “Of course it would be you.”

			She wheeled him through the hallway, past the living room, kitchen, toward the attached garage. For the level change into the garage, he leaned against the dryer while she moved the chair down, wheels clunking. Then he was seated again, and she pushed him toward the passenger side of her old Honda. Once he was transferred, she rolled the chair back to the garage. Inside the hot car, she donned her visor and turned the key that Nathan had returned. She hoped her nose wouldn’t bleed while driving.

			Nathan looked at her with a mixture of doom and fatalism. “Just…be careful.”

			“I’ve been driving longer than you’ve been alive.” She craned her neck as she reversed out of the driveway. “Even if I did fail the test the first seven times.”

			Nathan sat straighter. “Wait, what?”
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			The ankle was indeed fractured. The good news, they were told, was that it was a simple break, that it was in one bone, that it required no surgery.

			That was the extent of the good news.

			Nathan’s right foot disappeared into a boot and he swung himself with surprising ease across the parking lot on his new crutches.

			“Does it pain a lot?” When his face moved at her choice of words, far more Indian than American, she asked, “Does it hurt a lot?”

			He shrugged as she unlocked the car. “It’s not so bad.” Malti had to fight him for the crutches, which he tried to store in the back while balancing on one leg. He exhaled as he plopped into the passenger’s seat. Then he said, “I like that. ‘Pain a lot.’ ”

			“When I first came here, I’d ask ‘is it paining?’ because that’s literally how it’s asked in Hindi, and people found that funny.”

			As Malti drove home, he said, “I’ll pack Shadow and my stuff and call a Lyft home. I’ll come back for my car later if that’s okay.”

			This was what she’d wanted, what she’d pushed for to the point of insulting him. While pincers of regret afflicted her, apologizing was out of the question. Still, him hobbling down her driveway and out of her life, like this, felt wrong.

			“Just stay,” Malti said.

			He shook his head. “I’d rather be home.”

			“You shouldn’t be alone.”

			“I’ll be fine. I’ll call a friend.”

			He wouldn’t and they both knew it. Malti waited a moment, then said, “How about you go tomorrow? All your stuff is already at my house. Just take it easy tonight and call your friend tomorrow. You can’t handle all those monitors yourself.”

			When he was quiet, she knew she’d prevailed.

			“You hungry?”

			He shook his head again.

			“How about some beer?” When he looked over at her in surprise, she said, “They only gave you strong Tylenol. So if you want, I can get you beer and we can watch Breaking Bad while you elevate your leg, and you can read your phone at the same time. And I promise not to call you bevda.”

			He was so quiet she assumed it was yet another no. But then he said softly, “Yes, please.”

			“Okay, send me a picture of what you want and I’ll ask the clerk.”

			“I can Instacart it.”

			She waved away the suggestion. “The store is on the way back. Why are you wanting more emissions in the air?” It was again very Indian, that sentence construction. She felt punch-drunk and floaty from sleep deprivation. “I thought you cared about the environment.”

			She thought she spotted a reluctant smile. “I’m trying to support the gig economy.”

			Malti exited the store with a chilled four-pack of double bock, having impressed the helpful clerk with her refined palate. Malti felt fairly cool. She gave the beer to Nathan, who rested it on his lap.

			Once they were at Malti’s, she bustled around with fresh purpose, gathering pillows and various items to park within his reach. She presented him with a large glass of water.

			“What about the beer?” he asked, confused.

			“After.” She wagged a finger at him. “Hydration is important.”

			He squinted at her but pulled a long draught.

			“Now you can take it easy today, but you will have to start moving it soon,” she said.

			“Yeah, I know.”

			“And you need to eat to keep up your strength. So I’ll make you something and you have to eat it.”

			“I see what you’re doing.”

			“And we can watch TV now, but limited screen time for you, mister.”

			“All right, you’ve made your point. You could enjoy this a little less obviously, you know.”

			“Enjoy what?” she asked, innocently widening her eyes. It was not just the pleasure of giving Nathan a taste of being helpless and dependent. It also was not simply that she enjoyed being the bossy one for once, though of course she did, because he was very bossy. But to be needed again was intoxicating. To be of use and to flex her caretaking muscles and have her ministrations be heeded instead of brushed away as unnecessary nuisances. So her steps were lighter and quicker, her mind clear on its next task, as she whirled through her house with renewed confidence.

			“Hey,” she said, plugging in a phone charger near him. “Have you told Kavya?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Are you going to?”

			“I guess I can’t very well lecture you about being honest and then not do the same.” He paused. “Can I?”

			Malti shook her head, denying permission. “She’d find out eventually. And she’d be upset.” She exhaled. “Trust is a bitch of a thing.”

			Shadow, neither contrite nor bashful, deigned to join their party, curling near Malti’s shoulder. Delight shot through her at being the chosen one. Her eyes flitted to Nathan’s reaction; if she’d suffered at this animal’s paws and was then denied the joy of snuggles, she’d be hurt. Though, she admitted, she’d likely dress it in quick anger to deny the hurt.

			“You fucker,” Nathan said pleasantly.

			“Go to your owner,” Malti instructed Shadow. “Go to Nathan.”

			“I don’t think of it as owning her,” he said.

			Malti frowned. “What? You’re responsible for her—she’s yours, no one can take her away from you.”

			“Yeah, but she has free will—look at her. Mostly my job is to give her a good life and let her do what she wants.”

			Malti stroked Shadow’s blue-gray fur. She tried not to move too much, lest the cat leave.

			After dinner, she microwaved popcorn because they wanted it, not because they were hungry. Each time Nathan moved to procure something for himself, she stopped him, even though attempting to stand was exactly what she would have done as well.

			“This sucks. I hate being helpless,” he said, exasperated. At Malti’s leveled glare, he asked, “What?”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t know anything about that. Some dictator tyrant drunk on power ordering you around, acting like they know what’s best for you.”

			“Touché. But I did know what was best, FYI. You’re just a terrible patient.” He blinked. “Hey! You’re a shitty patient because you’re a doctor; they all make shitty patients.”

			She glared, a hand on her hip. “Then what the hell is your excuse?”

			When he prepared to stand, she asked what he needed.

			“To shit.”

			Her nose wrinkled.

			“So stand down, Malti, I got this covered.” Crutches in place, she watched his back as he made his way down the hallway, this new, four-legged bulk of him swallowing the narrow space.
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			Nathan was reminded of his mood the last time he was in this hallway, hours earlier, back when he was bolstered by two healthy legs and a sizable anger. His prior, uncharitable thoughts were accessible yet distant—like a movie whose plot you can faithfully recollect, but are unable to summon any of the urgency you experienced while actually watching.

			It seemed his being reduced had shifted things between them once more as Malti fussed, anticipating his needs. This solicitousness was, he knew, why Malti thrived with young children, but struggled when they gained autonomy. She was a born caretaker, but knew how to caretake in singular, specific ways. Parenting required, among so many other impossible exigencies, the caretaking to shift, to release and press the gas and brakes, all at random intervals, and to be prepared to accept blame the entire drive.

			Long before his row with Malti, the call with Kavya had left him upset with minimal time to digest. He felt like he’d been painted as some insensitive prat, smug head in the sand, outright rejecting the colors of a larger world. But that wasn’t him. He was curious, wasn’t he? His conversation with Kavya did not comport with his own memories of attending Holi or Diwali events when asked. But that fell in line with what he and Kavya had been talking about earlier, seeing only the side of the story you remembered.

			He’d never initiated these activities, that was true, but why would he? At least he went, albeit with minimal enthusiasm and, if he was being honest, he likely complained about it eating into his Saturdays. But it wasn’t as though Kavya was ever over the moon about watching Marvel movies; he expressed his interest, and she obliged. It worked both ways. That was marriage, wasn’t it? You didn’t necessarily have all the same interests, but, like a shared drawer, you moved things within you to make space.

			Was he foolish for thinking he’d made enough space? Why hadn’t she said something earlier? He adjusted based upon the feedback loop. To deprive him of that and then judge his performance seemed fundamentally unfair. Though this was the very epiphany that Kavya had confessed during their call. Nonetheless, if couples therapy had led to his A/B testing interactions with Kavya, the results had not stuck, at least not in an outcome favorable for them.

			Either to betray or aid, a memory swooped down on him: when she’d exhorted him to see a Hindi movie in the theater with her and he’d cribbed in the days leading up to it.

			“Why do you always make me feel like I’m taking something away from you? Like I owe you for doing this for me?” This was not therapy speak. He replied in kind.

			“The same reason that you whine when I ask you to help with house stuff.”

			“So this is a chore for you.”

			He shrugged. “Yeah, because there are other things I’d rather be doing, but I’m doing this instead. For you.”

			“I saw eight hours of Iron Man movies plus Infinity Wars on Saturday—”

			“Infinity War,” he said. “If it’s infinite, how could there be multiple wars?”

			“Oh my god, whatever. The point is I saw eight hours to get ready to watch another three hours of End Game the very next day.”

			“But you enjoyed it.”

			She blew out her breath. “Sure. I made myself get into it because it’s important to you. Who wants to watch something they really enjoy, while their person is sighing and grunting next to them like it’s worse than a root canal without anesthesia?”

			“So what do you want me to do? Pretend to like it? To lie to you?”

			“I want you to give it a chance. Like I do with Marvel.”

			“But those are actually good.”

			She’d regarded him for a long time before shaking her head. “Never mind, Nathan. Forget it.” He couldn’t be certain, but he was pretty sure she’d seen the movie with her mother instead.

			Was there truth to Malti’s claim that he was caretaking to weave more threads to Kavya when he should be severing them? Soon, he knew, they would need to stop talking altogether; it was the healthy choice given no children bound them. But perhaps he was like an enamored college student post-hookup, leaving a sweater behind as an excuse to connect again. Not that Malti was an abandoned sweater, but whatever—metaphors were Kavya’s forte, not his.

			Nathan had not been planning on asking anything of Malti upon his hobbled return to the living room, but his question fell into the space between them anyway. “Why didn’t you like me?”

			She was taken aback, her eyes pulled from her phone to look at him, a question on her face. Her hand released popcorn kernels back into her bowl. True to form, stray crumbs were scattered in constellations across her shirt. Long seconds passed before she answered, “I don’t not like you.”

			“You know what I mean. Can we not—let’s not be polite for polite’s sake. You and I don’t have to do that anymore.”

			She nodded somberly at the weariness in his voice. “It’s not that I didn’t like you, honey.” It was the second time she’d called him the same endearment she reserved for Kavya. He blinked. “I just didn’t know you. It’s hard to know you.”

			“Why?”

			“Oof, how to explain?” She took several moments. “You answer when asked, but you don’t offer things about yourself. It’s not volunteered with you. It’s more of a—” She made a pinching motion. “What is it when you pull teeth?”

			“Extraction?”

			“Yes.” She snapped her fingers. “That.”

			He considered this. “Would you say you know me now?”

			“Yes.”

			“So hypothetically if we—if Kavya and I tried again, it’d be different this time. With you and me, I mean.”

			Malti’s sigh was not what he wanted to hear. Nor was her tone, which was so gentle it stung. “I feel like I know you now, yes. Because I see me in you. Or you in me. What I mean is, we’re too much alike. We give what we give when we want, and think ‘what more could someone possibly want?’ ” Her shoulders rose and fell with a helpless empathy. “Now I know the answer is everything.”

			He picked at the label on the warm beer bottle. “You’re going to get another chance.”

			“I hope so.”

			“You will. You’re her mother. You can’t divorce mothers.”

			Malti selected a popcorn kernel but didn’t eat. “Not so sure about that.”

			“Kavya will be happy to give you many chances.”

			“Do you really want another chance?”

			“I don’t know.” He rubbed his forehead. “It’s easy when we’re apart to remember the good stuff that worked. But we’ve tried this. Over and over. What’s the definition of insanity again?”

			“Then do something different this time,” Malti said.

			“You know it’s not that easy, Malti.”

			“It’s never going to be ‘that easy’ with anyone. A fresh start with someone else will maybe feel easier at first. But it’ll get hard again. It always does. But you are capable of change, Nathan. And so am I. You taught me that.” She gestured to her healing tattoo and pulled in a deep breath. “I’ve figured out what to say. I realized it needs to be short sentences, no excuses. Want to hear?” When he nodded, she faced the wall and began, as though reciting a monologue for school. “I love you. I’m sorry for my mistakes. I’m sorry I hurt you. But I’ve always been proud of you, and I always will be proud of you. I support you and your choices.” She turned to him, uncertain. “What do you think?”

			“Perfect,” he said, a soft fist clenching within him. “It’s perfect.”

			Seeing him emotional, Malti leaned over to pat his knee. “You’re gonna be fine, honey, you know that?”

			He cleared his throat and shrugged, his voice bland as he said, “Or I’ll just die alone and Shadow will eat my face.”

			A brow lifted. “Hot take.” She made a show of scoffing in solidarity. “What are you really mourning here anyway? It’s not like she’s so perfect.”

			He tried to smile. “It’s true. She’s messy. And a music snob. Plus she constantly quotes song lyrics like I’m supposed to know what the fuck they mean. And, you know, she farts in her sleep.”

			Malti’s hand flew to her mouth. “No way.” Behind her fingers, the corners of her lips lifted in a grin.

			“Yes way. Once we were sleeping, she farted, woke herself up, blamed me, and then fell back asleep.” His laugh was genuine now.

			“And, you know, she should be more patient.” Malti gestured to her phone. “She always gets frustrated with me when I don’t know how to do things.”

			Nathan made noises of agreement. “And she can be kind of mean, right?”

			Malti nodded emphatically. “Yes! You, too? She acts all sweet and I know she can be, but sometimes she can just be downright nasty.”

			“But after she’s said it, she’ll cover it up, like, ‘oh, that’s not how’—”

			“—‘I meant it.’ ”

			They ended with the mutual, contended sighs that were suffixes to bouts of hard laughter. After a long caesura, he said, “But she’s still pretty great, right?”

			“Yeah,” Malti said softly, looking at the paused television. “That’s my baby.”

			He didn’t give voice to the word his mind produced, which was: Same. Instead, he just said, “ ‘Mama, cow,’ ” to see Malti smile again.
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			Malti went to sleep after he insisted that he could haul his own ass to bed without assistance. Neither of them mentioned his leaving the following day. Shadow followed her and Nathan pretended it was a slap in the face.

			“Don’t stay up too late,” she admonished, still relishing her new authority. And since it made her so happy he nodded with faux meekness. “And no more beer.”

			“Yes ma’am,” he intoned.

			And he was true to his word. After he heard her door clack shut (he knew Malti was very accustomed to living alone and he was not, because nocturnally he closed doors like a burglar, first twisting the handle to muffle the telltale snick, and she never did), he did not open another beer, opting instead for the old bottle of whisky he’d spotted high in Malti’s cupboard. It was so elevated he was willing to bet she’d forgotten its existence, being too short to see it. It was a very dusty Chivas Regal; he knew little about scotch whisky, so it was difficult to discern whether the burn was owed to the deficiencies of his palate or the liquor.

			He added a few droplets of water. The faucet was leaking again—naturally—so he just stood, braced against the sink, counting four metered plops before clambering gracelessly back to the couch and lugging his clunky boot onto the pillows Malti had stacked for him.

			He knew he should text Kavya about his ankle. But she’d likely call, and he already felt battered by the day and their last call. He’d been awake for nearly every hour of today and each one had, quite simply, sucked. After the second glass, when he felt deliciously fuzzy and warm despite the thrumming air-conditioning, he messaged Kavya. The checks turned blue. She did not call—both a relief and a disappointment—though his phone was alight with a litany of messages alternating between asking about his state and expressing empathy and jokingly maligning Shadow.

			Then do something different this time, Malti had said.

			He had a brief vision of him flying to India to make amends. Was there poetic symmetry to his embarking on a trip that he’d previously eschewed?

			No, he shook the idea from his head. Malti’d said different, not aggressively insane. He went to Spotify and clicked on the playlist she’d made for him years ago, updating it even as it collected digital dust. He began listening. To his surprise, it was not all depressive. Some were catchy, and he found himself half following the lyrics: These chains you bound around my heart complete me, baby / I would not be free.

			They texted for a long while. Surprising, given it was a school day, but he did not question it, lest it break the spell. They texted through a third and then fourth pour of Chivas Regal, which he ushered into Kavya’s room with his mouth (amused that Malti was missing the moment he finally was a bevda), turning the handle so as not to interrupt Malti’s sleep. They texted through the darkest hour of the night, recounting memories with the softer lens of passed time, which permitted gentle laughter and self-deprecation to filter through instead of recrimination, until Nathan finally fell asleep, phone glowing on his chest, music still playing.
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			By morning his head was singularly committed to punishing him, but then again, he’d been the first to draw. This, he winced as he sat up, was precisely why he’d traded in wine for weed in his late thirties. He’d slept in, it was already ten.

			He reached for his phone, mildly embarrassed over his inebriated effusion with Kavya last night. Among the many random thoughts he’d felt important to share were Malti’s need to adopt a certain three-legged cat from the café and his craving for onion rings. He stopped scrolling before he got to the part where he said he wanted to “know her appendage, not just her seven legs” because he’d been left on read and had no desire to see the taunting check marks again.

			In the kitchen, Malti was ready with an apology. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t make eggs as good as you.”

			Well, Kavya’s voice corrected in his heavy head. He did not pass on the unwelcome wisdom.

			“No worries,” he said, voice thick with disuse. “I just need coffee.”

			She gave him a knowing look. He realized he hadn’t replaced the bottle on the shelf. “And maybe some water?” she asked sweetly. “Hydration is very important.”

			He was all too happy not to have to pretend he was fine. “Alcohol,” he said earnestly, “is a poison.”

			“I know,” she said. “Did I ever tell you about the time I drank?”

			“You drank?” He was aghast, his arms slack around his crutches. “Bevda.”

			“Once,” she stressed. “I had two tequila sunrises and then I threw up for the next six hours.”

			“Good lord.”

			“I was sixty.” She looked at him. “It’s important to be open to new experiences. That’s what some fool told me.”

			“Right now a new experience would be not wanting to die.”

			She hesitated. “I have something that might—never mind.”

			“What?”

			“You won’t believe me,” she said, shaking her head. “You’ll think it’s weird or stupid or wrong. Just forget it.”

			Perhaps he was desperate, or perhaps he was still raw from his conversation and memories of Kavya, because he said, “I finally pooped because of you, so try me.”

			She mixed him a cloudy, fizzy drink that tasted of salt and lime. After a few sips he realized he’d likely drink it even without fifteen drums pounding a merengue in his head.

			She asked, “Do you want to watch Breaking Bad or do you have to work?”

			“Between my head and leg, there’s no way in hell I’m working today.”

			She asked if he wanted another drink. He said yes, please. It took hours, but by 1 p.m., he was finally hydrated enough to urinate, a cause for a minor celebration.

			An alert appeared his phone. He called out to Malti, “Hey, do you have a sec?”

			She popped her head in the archway between the living room and kitchen. “I have lots of secs.”

			The last word dangled in the air, suspended between them like an art installation as their reactions differed to the hyperbolic degree of comedy and tragedy masks.

			“You do? Wow, who’s tharki now?” he asked before crowing, laughing so hard tears sprang in his eyes.

			“No!” Malti exclaimed, head shaking frantically, hands erasing the air before her. “Che che!”

			“Yes!” he said. “You said sex! Mark your calendars, everybody! Malti Patel said sex. Oh my god, I’m so happy right now.”

			“But it wasn’t S-E-X!” she cried out. “It was seconds.”

			It took some time, but he managed to calm down and return to his original point. “Your stitches need to come out soon.”

			She nodded. “I already made an appointment. I can drive myself.”

			He did not argue, saying casually, “Let’s see how you feel the day of. Maybe we can Lyft together.”

			In turn, she did not point out that this implied his continued stay at the house, but he knew she registered it, though she only said, “Okay.”

			They were on the second season of Breaking Bad when they heard the noise.

			“What’s that?” Malti whispered, stabbing the pause button.

			“It’s in the garage,” Nathan said. “Is it the neighbor’s cat again?”

			“He died last year.”

			“Let’s just ask if anyone is there.”

			“Then they’ll know there’s someone here to rape and rob!” she hissed as though he was an idiot.

			“Well, the door’s locked on our side, right? So we’re fine.”

			“Not against axe murderers!”

			“Wait,” Nathan said, brows connecting. “Are they here to rape and rob us, or axe-murder us?”

			“Criminals diversify!” Malti said. “Don’t you watch the news?”

			“By ‘news’ I assume you mean more Law & Order spin-offs?”

			“What do we do?” Compounding panic stretched her features and he recognized this as one of Malti’s spirals. “We need to run!”

			Nathan gestured to his incapacitated leg. Malti nodded solemnly, bound by honor. “Yes. I will not desert you.”

			“Thank you?”

			“Call 911.”

			Nathan dialed but did not call, his gut disagreeing that axe-wielding rapists would strike in tandem with small Bay Area suburban schools opening their jaws to spew out children running to queued SUVs. His finger hovered before he gave up and hauled himself to standing.

			“This is ridiculous,” he said, ambling closer to the locked door sans crutches. His hands skimmed the walls for balance, but he froze when he saw the doorknob twist. Fuck. Maybe he should have pressed call after all. And now his phone was marooned across the room on the sofa. While dying this way would truly suck, it would suck more that Malti, in their final moments, had been correct.

			“Hello?” he called. “Who is it?”

			A knock on the door.

			“What kind of robbers knock?” Nathan wondered aloud for Malti’s benefit.

			“Hello? Mom?”

			“What the ever-loving fuck?” Malti said, wide eyes somehow widening further. It was tough to gauge which frightened Malti more, and whether she’d prefer to take her chances with the criminals or the very different, very personal conflict on the other side of the door.

			“You neber lock dis,” the voice said, muffled and clogged. “Are you okay?”

			“But how?” Nathan looked at one of Malti’s many clocks, as though its frozen face held answers. He calculated the flight time from India, matching it to when they’d last spoken. No, not spoken because Kavya hadn’t called last night, to his soft disappointment. Ever since the hospital video call with her mother, she’d sent texts instead, because—it now clicked—airplane Wi-Fi permitted SMSs but not phone calls.

			“Hello?” the voice called again. More knocking. “Mom? Nathan? Where are you guys?”

			Nathan gesticulated at Malti, and she twisted the knob, popping out the lock. She yanked the door, which sometimes stuck in the heat.

			There Kavya stood, sleep deprived and jittery. Her face had fallen victim to her allergies, her nose red and raw, her eyes swollen. In one hand she carried a paper bag piebald with oil. In the other, a small carrier. Behind her stood a large suitcase. She was either too exhausted or too hot for her usual precautions in this house because she wore short sleeves: 11:11 on her arm—wishes available for all, no matter the vantage point. She looked at Nathan before turning to release three violent sneezes into her elbow. “Di dot dur messages,” she said, thoroughly congested. Eyes watering, she proffered her gifts to the estranged, her mother and husband, who stood on the other side of the threshold, gaping at her as though she were a hologram.

			“Di boughd odion rings and a dree-legged cat.”
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