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Dedication

For Mira & Bela,

may you seek widely, and always find home





Epigraph

We wanderers, ever seeking the lonelier way, begin no day where we have ended another day; and no sunrise finds us where sunset left us.

Even while the earth sleeps we travel.

We are the seeds of the tenacious plant, and it is in our ripeness and our fullness of heart that we are given to the wind and are scattered.

Brief were my days among you, and briefer still the words I have spoken.

But should my voice fade in your ears, and my love vanish in your memory, then I will come again,

And with a richer heart and lips more yielding to the spirit will I speak.

Yea, I shall return with the tide,

And though death may hide me, and the greater silence enfold me, yet again will I seek your understanding.

—from “The Farewell,” Khalil Gibran
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May 19, 2015, 5:59 A.M.

A young woman, hovering on the edge between adolescence and adulthood, is walking. She climbs over a bed of rocks that marks the border between city sidewalk and seashore. She wears clothing the color of snow, of clouds, of nothing. She wears nothing on her feet. She carries nothing.

She walks slowly but deliberately toward the Pacific Ocean, yet she possesses none of the regular trappings of those who do so at this hour—no fishing pole, no surfboard, no wet suit.

It is early morning, not long since dawn broke. The sun is beginning to spread its orange hue on the horizon, but the air is still brisk.

In one of the houses that line the cliff overlooking the beach, an elderly man rises and switches on the light in his kitchen. He is pondering whether it is a gift or a curse to wake at this ungodly hour every morning. It is peaceful, to be sure, but nothing else makes him feel more alone in the world.

As he fills the kettle at the sink, he looks out the back window, as he does every morning. There are few people out at this hour, usually only an intrepid jogger or dog walker. This morning, he peers closer. He squints his eyes and opens them again to verify what he’s seeing.

She is almost a mirage, the young woman dressed in white. For a moment, from the pull of her hair into a loose knot at her nape, he imagines it is his late wife, come back to see him. This thought, however improbable, makes him smile.

As the water overflows the kettle, he returns to himself. From this angle, he now notices her olive skin, her youthful face. She walks with intention toward the roaring waves. Something is not right: a young woman, alone in street clothes on the beach at this hour. He places the kettle in its cradle, picks up the kitchen telephone and dials the police.
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1 | Karina

2007

Karina sat outside the principal’s office, kicking her feet against the wooden bench. She knew the noise was annoying the receptionist, who glanced up periodically with a stern look from behind the tall barrier. Karina didn’t care. What else could happen to her? She was already waiting in the principal’s office; her mother had been called. The only redeeming part of this whole situation was that Prem wasn’t here with her. He was, with any luck, outside with the other first-graders, playing tetherball or four square.

Twenty minutes earlier, at the start of lunch, she’d been at the monkey bars with her best friend, Izzy, when she’d seen Prem across the schoolyard, sitting at the lunch table. Her younger brother, usually running around wild with his friends during this time, was cowering at the corner of the table, with an older boy hovering nearby. Karina crossed the yard and as she approached, she recognized Jake Potash from her grade.

“Man, that stinks!” Jake pinched his nose and pointed at her brother’s stainless-steel tiffin, filled with rice and vegetable curry. “Get that crap away from me!” He kicked at the table, causing the tiffin to rattle and Prem, his face seized by fear, to slide farther down the bench.

Karina, fueled by rage and protective instinct, marched up and grabbed the tiffin off the table. “You bother my brother again,” she spat out, “I’ll kill you.” The smirk lingered on Jake’s face, so before she could think, Karina raised her arm and hurled the tiffin at him. Jake yelped as the sharp metal edge struck him square in the face, and curry was left dripping down his cheek. Karina stared as he wiped his face, and Jake must have recognized the anger in her eyes, because even though it was an absurd threat for a scrawny eleven-year-old girl to make against the school’s biggest bully, he just spat on the ground and stormed away.

Before Karina could check on Prem, a playground teacher jogged over, breathless. “I saw that, Miss Olander. Throwing an object at someone? You are going to pay a visit to the principal’s office.” Before Karina could explain, the teacher took her by the upper arm and moved toward the building doors. Prem looked up at her from the bench, his face now streaked with tears. She touched her nose with the fingertip of her free hand as she was being pulled away and he did the same, the invisible thread that bound them.

When Prem had started kindergarten at Karina’s elementary school last year, he worshipped his big sister and her friends by extension. Her parents were happy knowing they were at the same school, where Karina could look out for him. Prem was so nervous that first day as Karina showed him around, pointing out the playground where she would see him at lunch. “Look, you love monkey bars!” Prem smiled at her, then spontaneously threw his arms around her torso and squeezed tight. “Okay, okay,” she said, unlatching him before anyone saw. “You’re a big boy now.” She touched him lightly on the tip of his nose. “You’ll be fine. I promise.” He nodded solemnly, placing his fingertip on his nose, then hers.

Karina had had a hard time adjusting at the school herself, mainly because there wasn’t a single other person there like her. There were the white kids, the Chinese kids, the Indian kids and the Spanish-speaking contingent. But the combination of Karina’s features—milky tan skin, dark eyes, thick wavy hair, prominent nose—made her feel like she didn’t quite fit in anywhere. People were not unkind, but she sometimes felt like a puzzle to be figured out. The first time her father had picked her up from soccer practice, the other parents looked on with confusion when he waved from the car, trying to reconcile his pale, freckled complexion with hers. One mother intercepted her on the field to confirm Karina knew him before letting her go, making her acutely aware of how mismatched they looked. Her name only made things worse. Derived from carus, the Latin word for “love,” it was also a Hindi name meaning “flower,” “pure” or “innocent.” Her parents were drawn to its meanings in different cultures; it appealed to their sense of their two ethnicities coming together in one child. When she was younger, Karina bought into their explanation, but now she resented having to repeat and spell her name for everyone.

Prem wound up with a different combination of features: his skin fair, his hair straight and fine, and his long, dark eyelashes looking as if they’d been curled and given a heavy application of mascara (totally wasted on a boy, in Karina’s opinion). People were always surprised to learn they were brother and sister, and while there were moments when she wished they weren’t, it still bugged her when someone expressed disbelief. Karina and Prem were the only two members of their club, even if no one believed they could belong together.

The school receptionist raised her head and looked at Karina now, peering over small wire-rimmed glasses that hung from a chain around her neck. “Your mother will be here in about twenty minutes, so just sit tight,” she said with a stiff smile. Karina reflexively stopped swinging her feet for the few moments the woman addressed her, then started up again.

Karina had learned to be cautious of people, especially those who treated her with curiosity. Fortunately, she didn’t need many friends; she had Izzy. Isabelle Demetri, a dark-haired, large-eyed girl, had found her in first grade, marching up to Karina at the swings and declaring they would be friends because of their identical purple lunch bags. Izzy was fearless, fun and didn’t have much use for the boys who were always hanging around. Her passion was horses. She went to the stables to ride twice a week after school, sharing access to a pony named Mr. Chuckles, because her parents said buying one was too expensive. Karina loved going to the barn with Izzy and watching how her friend managed the large creature, the two of them engaged in a silent, gentle interaction of meeting each other’s needs. But Karina had a special fondness for Dominick, the Demetris’ charcoal cockapoo, who slept curled up at the foot of Izzy’s bed, and who followed them patiently from room to room for no apparent reason other than to be close to them. Dominick seemed good and reliable in a way that was uncomplicated compared to many people she knew. Karina could trust Prem, her parents, Izzy and her animals, and that was enough.

Jake Potash had not been sent to the office, and Karina knew how the incident had looked to the playground teacher, so when she was called into the principal’s office, she knew what to say. “Jake was picking on my brother. Prem’s only six and I was sticking up for him.”

The principal removed his reading glasses. “Fighting is not a way to solve disputes, Karina. Mrs. Kramer was right there; she could have helped you.”

Karina nodded, looking down at her hands. She didn’t mention Jake’s comments or that he was only more brazen with his insults than other kids, whose questions could hurt just as much. At that moment, the door opened and her mother entered the office. When Karina saw her, with her blouse partially untucked from her pants and her forehead creased with lines, she felt her first pangs of regret about the situation. The principal asked Karina to explain the incident, while her mother sat, hands clasped in her lap, muscle pulsing in her jaw.

“This is her first infraction,” the principal said, “so it will go on her school record, and she’ll have to apologize to the other student, but we can leave it at that. And of course, she’ll need to leave school for the rest of the day.”

Her mother politely apologized and thanked the principal without ever looking at Karina. In the car, she drove with her hands tightly gripped on the steering wheel for several blocks before she spoke. “Karina, I don’t know what is going on with you. Getting in fights at school?”

“He was making fun of Prem, Mom. That kid was teasing him for being . . . different.” Even as she said it, she knew her mother wouldn’t understand. Her parents were not part of the same club.

Her mother glanced in the rearview mirror and changed lanes to make a turn. “You should be proud of your Indian culture. Educate that boy, tell him everything Indians are responsible for—the invention of mathematics and chess, centuries of tradition, poetry, music.”

Sometimes, when her father was traveling, eerie Indian music emanated from her parents’ bedroom, illuminated only with a nightstand lamp. Mom sat with her eyes closed, moving her head in rhythm, looking more peaceful than she did in her daily life with them. This bothered Karina, as if her mom had to go somewhere else to be that happy, somewhere she couldn’t take them.

“You don’t understand,” Karina muttered. “You never do.”

“Excuse me?” Her mother turned around and shot her a piercing glare. “What did you say?” She turned her eyes back to the road. “You know I count on you to be a good sister to Prem, a role model for him. You can’t be violent, Karina. You know better.”

Karina remained silent, staring out the window as the shops and street signs went by. She knew her mother’s approach of proudly defending Indian culture would only have stoked Jake Potash further. If the issue rose to the level that Mom deemed it important enough to share with Karina’s father, he would have a different reaction. He would call up Jake’s parents, tear into them with calmly spoken criticisms of their parenting, and threats to their child if anything similar ever happened again. Then he would meet with the school principal and file a complaint with the police. He would scorch the earth all around Jake Potash and the family from which he came, to isolate him in fear. That strategy could work, and if things got any worse, she might consider telling Dad.

But after that day of the incident on the playground, when Karina felt as if she’d been taken over by some external force, anger and energy coursing through her veins, Jake Potash never bothered her or Prem again.





2 | Jaya

2008

Jaya pulled on her gardening gloves and handed another pair to Karina, who turned them over, exposing the ladybugs embroidered on each one. “Mom, these are . . . they’re for little kids. Can I just use some normal ones?”

“They still fit, don’t they? The other ones will be too big.” Jaya bent down to lift a large bag of potting soil from the garage floor and hoisted it into her arms. “Grab a couple of those, honey.” She nodded to the plant trays and began walking around the side of the house, toward the backyard. “So, how was soccer this morning?” she called over her shoulder.

“Fine.”

“Did you win? Lose? Who did you play against?”

“I don’t know, some school. We tied.”

Jaya placed the bag down near the flower beds and studied her daughter, assessing the flat expression that frequented her face so often lately. At twelve, Karina was already beginning to take on the manner of an American teenager—the disinterest, the sullenness—about which Jaya had been warned. Suddenly, Karina didn’t like anything Indian, not the food Jaya cooked, not the outfits she deemed scratchy and uncomfortable, not even going to the temple. The experts said this kind of behavior wasn’t personal, but how could it not be, when Karina was rejecting Jaya’s very culture? It was hard not to miss the lively young girl who had brought so much life to their family. Thank goodness, Prem, only seven, was still thoroughly childlike and curious about the world. Jaya had a few more years to bask in his boyish affection. There were some good things about having her children so far apart, despite the heartache it had caused. Jaya found the garden shears in the bucket of tools and sliced open the soil bag. “Must be tough without Isabelle on the team this season.” This was what she did now, poked around delicately since she never quite knew what might be bothering her daughter.

Karina shrugged. “It’s fine. It’s not like I don’t know all the other kids on the team. We’ve been together since first grade.” She flopped down on the grass, cross-legged with her arms propped behind her.

“Yes, that’s true.” Jaya smiled and thought about how different Karina’s stable upbringing was from her own. Jaya’s father, a diplomat, was posted to a new country every few years, where Jaya attended top English schools and their home often hosted visiting dignitaries. While their family life was cosmopolitan, it had the effect of accentuating, rather than diminishing, how properly Indian they were. Jaya’s mother knew how to prepare Indian delicacies from all over the country: thin crispy dosas from southern India and rich lamb curries from the north. Their homes were tastefully decorated with hand-carved furniture and sumptuous silk rugs. They subscribed to Indian periodicals and their dinner conversations revolved around current events back home. Jaya and her brother, Dev, were raised with the implicit notion that India, rich in its vastness and contributions to the world—raga music, great poetry and exquisite cuisine, to name a few—was superlative to whichever country they lived in.

“Okay, you know what to do,” Jaya said to Karina, gesturing toward the empty flower bed. “Start digging the holes, then.” Karina didn’t move from her slouched position in the grass and shook her head slightly. “Where do you want me to put them?”

“Come on, honey. Same as always, eighteen inches apart for the front row, farther for the row behind. I think we’ll need three rows total—flowering cabbage, kale, marigolds,” Jaya said, pointing to each of the trays. “What are these?” Karina touched a plant with gray, velvety foliage that looked like underwater coral.

 “Aren’t they interesting? Feel the leaves. Those are called dusty millers,” Jaya said. “Why don’t you decide where they should go?” Jaya marked out spots for each of the rows in the flower bed and went to retrieve the garden hose. She took profound satisfaction in this act of planting flowers in the ground and watching them grow. Her mother had always kept beautiful floral arrangements in their houses, since they often had spontaneous visitors. But those cut flowers inevitably made Jaya sad, the way they began to wilt and smell rank within days. There was never the opportunity to plant a garden outside, with only one or two years in each place, often during winter, when the ground was frozen. So, Jaya learned to cultivate an inner life through her practice of classical dance, her own sense of grounding she could take wherever they lived. She had learned to be comfortable anywhere since home was nowhere.

Here, Jaya could finally grow her flowers in the earth, a way of rooting herself to this land she’d claimed for herself and her family. She and Keith had loved this house when they first saw it, a brick two-story on a quiet tree-lined street. They were both drawn to the sprawling backyard, though for different reasons. Keith saw the swimming pool as a symbol of success. He envisioned hosting summer parties and manning the grill while the children swam. Jaya prized the yard for the enormous canvas it provided to create a garden of her own, one that would include flower beds, rosebushes, herbs and vegetables, even a dwarf citrus tree that occasionally yielded limes. Karina was just a toddler when they bought the house, and Jaya had felt a deep energy connecting her to a place for the first time in her life, a feeling that had grown over the last decade. They could afford a bigger home now, in a nicer neighborhood, as Keith always reminded her when they drove past open houses on Sundays, but Jaya didn’t want to leave this one.

Now, she scooped a trowelful of potting soil into each of the small holes dug by Karina, followed by a spoonful of bonemeal. “So, have you decided what you want to do for your birthday dinner? We could go to Benihana, or the Spaghetti House,” Jaya suggested. “Maybe we can try that new ice cream place afterwards? Or do you want cake?”

“Mom, I don’t see why I can’t babysit for the Crandalls tonight. My birthday’s not until tomorrow. Why can’t we do dinner then?”

“Because your father’s traveling tomorrow. His flight’s at three o’clock,” Jaya explained. “Besides, it’s better to go out for dinner on Saturday, isn’t it? No school to get up for tomorrow.”

Karina rolled her eyes and jabbed her spade into the ground for a new hole. “It’s not fair. I should be able to do what I want with my own time on the weekends. Izzy spends all day at the barn. Why can’t I babysit for a few hours if I want to?”

Jaya looked up at her daughter and sighed. It was the same argument. Karina had started walking one neighbor’s dog on the weekends, then another’s. Now she wanted to babysit, it seemed, every Friday and Saturday night, cutting into their family time together.

“What else am I going to do with my time?” Karina said. “I’m already getting good grades, so you can’t use that excuse.”

“Karina.” Jaya tilted her head to one side and smiled, hoping to defuse the indignation she could see brewing in her daughter. “Why are you so eager to do this? For the money?” She tried not to taint the word. The values bred into Jaya by her parents were crystalline: her first priority had been her studies; the second was dance. Nothing else was supposed to come into the equation as a child. In their culture, working for money was only for adults and beggar children.

“Everyone else at school does their own thing on the weekends. I just want to spend my time the way I want,” Karina said. “And yes, earn some money—”

“You know we’ll give you spending money for whatever you need,” Jaya interjected.

“That’s not the point!” Karina banged her spade onto the ground so hard it bounced some feet away and landed near a shrub.

Jaya looked away from the anger manifesting in her daughter, dug her gloved hands deep into the bag of potting soil and heaped it out in front of her. Keith felt differently about this. He thought it was good for kids to have a job, to learn responsibility and the value of a dollar. Perhaps this was another aspect of American culture that she just didn’t comprehend. “I’ll talk to your father about it, okay?”

Karina got up to retrieve the spade and returned to stabbing it in the ground, spraying soil all around her. Jaya reached for the tray of dusty millers and began wobbling one of them out of its sheath. They had started planting flowers on Karina’s birthday as a special ritual years ago, a way for Jaya to share something with her daughter, as she had shared dance with her own mother. Jaya had studied the Bharatnatyam form of classical dance from the time she was five years old, right up until she left for university. It was her mother’s way of ensuring she stayed deeply tied to Indian culture no matter where they lived. When they were in Delhi, Jaya studied with a leading teacher, but abroad, Jaya was taught by her mother, herself a dancer.

In every home in every country where Jaya’s family had lived, there hung a series of five identically framed photos of her mother standing in full costume, in various dance poses: making a flute with her hands, her long fingers forming a flower, and so on. Each time they moved to a new house, these photos were the first items to go up. The whole family participated in the ritual of seeking out the right spot for them when they arrived in Ireland, Portugal, Kuwait. Jaya came to rely on those pictures, a symbol of constancy in their ever-changing homes, a sign of her mother watching over her. Jaya used to survey those images of her mother, with dramatically flared eye makeup and elaborate silk costumes, and wonder if she would ever grow up to be as beautiful and graceful. She had loved sharing something special with her mother. Unlike Karina now, who was like the little bunny in the children’s storybook, always trying to run away from her.

“I’m not a baby anymore, Mom. I’m not a . . . kid like Prem. I can do things for myself. You don’t let me do anything. It’s not fair.” Karina stood up and dropped her spade to the ground. “I don’t even like this,” she muttered. “I hate gardening.” She shook her head and turned to walk into the house.

* * *

After finishing up the planting herself, and frankly grateful for the respite, Jaya entered the house to find Keith at the kitchen table, poring over his phone, as he’d been doing obsessively the past few weeks. He looked up at her, a deep furrow between his brows. “They’re saying no bonuses this year. None, can you believe that? After busting my tail all year, they’re going to take away my bonus.”

“It’s just one year,” Jaya said.

“And what if it’s not? First Bear, then Lehman. Fuck!” Keith said. “What’s next? I mean, Brian had no idea what was coming down at Lehman until the last two weeks. No bonuses this year means we might be next. I might not even have a job next year.”

“Well, we can deal with that if it happens,” Jaya said, maneuvering around the stack of uncleared breakfast dishes in the kitchen sink to wash the dirt from her hands.

“I’m going to give Robbie a call. He might have something for me.”

“Robbie Weiss?” Jaya said, looking over her shoulder. “The guy who started that bucket shop?” She found a brush and began scrubbing the crusted maple syrup from the dishes.

Keith nodded. “He co-founded a small firm, Duncan Weiss. They focus on middle market. We’ve worked on a couple of deals together. He told me to call him anytime I was ready to jump ship. I might be able to get him to pay my bonus if I come over before the end of the year.”

“But you just said there are no bonuses,” Jaya said, raising her voice over the running water and the clatter of silverware in the sink.

“Dammit, Jaya, do you have to do that right now?” Keith barked. “Are you even listening?”

Jaya turned off the faucet and spun around to face him with the dish scrubber in hand. Who else is going to do it, and when? she wanted to say, but forced herself to stay calm. Keith had been a bundle of exposed nerves since the financial markets crashed a few weeks ago. It was like someone had snatched the man she knew and replaced him with an overanxious imposter. “What are you saying, Keith?” Her tone came out accusatory despite her efforts. “You want to leave your firm because of one bad year to go to a . . . crappy upstart? To work for a guy you called, I believe, ruthless?”

“I am trying to make a living and provide for my family,” Keith shouted. “The financial markets are in ruin and I’m trying to take care of you.”

“Well, I don’t need you to take care of me, not this way,” Jaya snapped.

“What other way is there? You know my bonus is 80 percent of my income. We can’t even cover the mortgage on my salary. And certainly not yours.”

“I can go full-time,” Jaya said. “We can get benefits through my job and cut back on our expenses until you find something—”

Keith laughed. “That’s not going to make any difference, Jaya, and you know it.”

“Can you just put your ego and male chauvinism aside for—”

“Okay, that’s it!” Keith stood up, his chair scraping hard against the kitchen floor. “I need space to clear my head, before I say something I regret.”

“Too late!” she called after him as the front door slammed. Jaya stood in place as she heard the rumble of the garage door and the squeal of tires. Turning back to the dishes in the sink, she thought she could hear a bedroom door close carefully upstairs.





3 | Keith

April 2009

“Poodle breeds are notorious for their intelligence and ease of training,” Karina read from the book in her lap in the back seat.

Keith glanced over at Jaya in the passenger seat. A small smile played on the edges of her mouth as she stared forward through the windshield. He looked back over his shoulder to his daughter. “Is that so?”

“Yes.” Without looking up, she continued, “They are lively, active, fun-loving family dogs with a sense of the ridiculous.” Karina closed the book and elbowed Prem. “See? Perfect for you.”

A reflexive laugh escaped from Keith before he could stifle it.

“Hahaha, very funny,” Prem said, with his signature snort. “Well, yes I am, thank you.”

“We are just looking,” Jaya said, removing her sunglasses to wipe the lenses. “No promises.”

It was Saturday, one of the treasured days Keith had to spend entirely with his family. During the week, between long days at the office, client dinners and travel, he saw them only in passing. After the initial shock waves of the financial crisis had passed and it was clear no more investment banks were collapsing, business was gradually starting to return to normal. Keith was glad he’d decided to stay at Morgan Stanley. Jaya was right: there was value in being at a name-brand firm in difficult times, where he’d built a reputation amongst his colleagues. The stock market was rebounding and the firm was on track to pay decent bonuses this year, easing tensions for him and at home. Jaya’s return to full-time work seemed to make her happier as well, and she spoke enthusiastically about her projects. Things were a little more chaotic at home, but Keith tried to carry more of the load on the weekends since Jaya handled everything during the workweek. It felt good to have balanced the seesaw act of marriage and parenting over the past year without either of them crashing to the ground. He reached over and took his wife’s hand as she gazed out the window; she turned to him and smiled.

The breeder in Watsonville, who had been recommended by the wife of one of Keith’s colleagues, a woman who had the requisite free time for such research, was a reputable source for goldendoodles, Karina’s top choice for a puppy. Her lobbying efforts to get a family dog had intensified over the past few months, culminating in a persuasive essay she wrote for English class, which Keith had to admit was quite compelling.

When they turned onto the long country lane leading to the farm, Karina began bouncing in her seat with excitement. Prem let out a long wolf howl. The rambling ranch house was surrounded by a large fenced-in yard. As soon as Keith parked the car, Karina and Prem jumped out and ran toward the kennels on one side of the yard, where a man in work clothes stood.

“Be careful, wait at the gate!” Jaya called out. As someone who hadn’t grown up with pets, his wife had an instinctive fear of animals. Keith hadn’t quite understood it when she’d explained: in Indian culture, dogs and other animals were considered dirty and would never be let inside the home. The only dogs she’d seen in India were the strays on the street, which she’d been taught to avoid as a source of disease and injury. Keith had grown up with dogs and loved them, so it took some effort to appreciate her view. Most of the time, he and Jaya were grounded by the values they held in common—hard work, planning for the future, creating opportunity for their children—but from time to time, there were these small reminders of their cultural differences.

Now, Keith noticed Jaya taking deep breaths, trying to keep her fear in check for Karina’s sake. He had always admired this about his wife, how hard she worked to overcome her own fears. On September 11, 2001, two days before he was scheduled to fly to New York, Jaya had been heavily pregnant with Prem. As the news unfolded, she became hysterical, haunted by the notion that only a small accident of chance had kept Keith out of the towers that day. She didn’t want him to fly, not just that week or the week after, but for months. It had surprised Keith, the appearance of this deep fear, a single imperfection in Jaya’s otherwise unperturbable facade. His wife’s self-possession was the defining characteristic everyone noticed. Years of living around the world and interacting with diplomats had given her a degree of confidence to fit into any social situation. He admired this quality, but it also left him feeling somewhat insecure in comparison. With his modest upbringing, Keith had struggled to learn about good food and wine, to develop the language of someone more cosmopolitan. Here, with this fear of Jaya’s, was one small weakness with which he could help his wife, at last.

It took Jaya over a year to get on a plane herself, to visit her parents in Switzerland so they could meet Prem for the first time. She gripped Keith’s hand tightly during takeoff, but he saw the resolve in her eyes before she closed them and rested her head back against the seat. He was filled with pride over how she could conquer something when she put her mind to it.

Now, Keith took Jaya’s hand again and they walked together to meet the man who came to unlatch the gate for them. They introduced themselves and shook hands, the breeder first wiping his on his jeans.

“You guys want to see the new litter?” the breeder said to Karina and Prem. “Five days old. Cute as can be.”

They followed him into the house, where a large crate on the living room floor held a mass of curly golden fur. As he drew closer, Keith could make out five very small puppies sleeping nuzzled into their mother, who warily eyed the humans as they approached the crate. The breeder knelt down and lowered his voice. “They were born on Tuesday. This is Daisy’s first litter, so she’s extra protective.” He unlatched the crate and gently reached inside toward the closest puppy.

“Why aren’t they outside with the other dogs?” Prem asked.

“They can’t be around other dogs until they get their shots,” Karina said. “Just in case they’re exposed to something.”

“That’s right.” The breeder looked impressed as he glanced up at Keith and Jaya. “Someone’s done her homework.” He held the puppy close to his chest and nodded toward Karina, who knelt down and took the tiny bundle from him as if she’d been handling puppies all her life. The smile on Karina’s face was beatific. Even Prem was watching his sister with wide eyes.

“Three are spoken for, but I’ve got one girl and one boy left, if you’re interested. That’s the boy.” He pointed to the puppy on the floor. “And here,” he said, reaching into the crate with both hands and pulling out a tiny fur ball, “is the girl.”

“The runt?” Karina asked, looking up at the breeder, who nodded back. Karina took the tiny puppy and held it close to her chest. “She’s the smallest of the litter, so it’s hard for her to compete for food and attention.”

The breeder nodded. “The runt can be a little harder to care for and might have some issues. But Daisy hasn’t rejected this one, so she’s been growing.”

Karina was whispering to the puppy, nuzzling the dog’s head with her nose and smiling from somewhere deep within. Keith felt his heart catch in his chest, with this glimpse of the joyful child inside his often brooding teenage daughter. He glanced over to Jaya and saw her eyes brimming with tears. She met his gaze and smiled, and one tear spilled down her cheek. He squeezed her hand. The puppy reached out her pink tongue and began lapping at Karina’s face. She giggled and the rest of them followed suit. Prem now had his chin down on the carpet, trying to get eye-to-eye with the other puppy, his face within biting or clawing range. Keith expected Jaya to warn him, but she just crouched down to the floor behind Karina. “What do you think, honey?” Jaya said. “Would you like to adopt one?” Keith’s heart swelled with pride.

Karina nodded without looking away from the puppy in her hands. “This one.”

“The little one? Are you sure?” Jaya asked.

Karina turned to them and Keith caught a hint of the same steely resolve in her eyes that he’d often seen in Jaya’s. “Positive,” she said.

“Normally, we let them go at eight weeks, but I would recommend twelve weeks for this little gal,” the breeder said. “How’s that sound?”

Jaya completed the paperwork and wrote out the deposit check. When they left the house a few minutes later, Karina was light on her feet with a limitless smile.

“Why is it called a goldendoodle?” Prem asked. “I mean, if you cross a golden retriever with a poodle, you could also call it a goldie-poo.” He paused, thinking. “Or a poo-retriever. Ha!” He snort-laughed. “A poo-retriever, get it?”

Karina rolled her eyes and jabbed his shoulder as they climbed into the car.

“So, I’m not picking up any dog poo, okay?” Prem said. “Karina can train that intelligent dog to do it himself.”

“Herself. She’s a girl, dummy,” Karina retorted. “And I already said I would walk her, feed her and brush her teeth. So, what should we name her?”

Embarking on the hour-and-a-half drive home, they stopped at a roadside stand to purchase three quarts of the strawberries for which Watsonville was known, and made a spontaneous side trip to Gilroy, the garlic capital of the world. At a family diner, they gorged themselves on garlic fries and played their drawing game on the paper tablecloth: one of them started a drawing, then each person added an element, taking turns until they ended up with some nonsensical figure, like a man with a tree growing out of his head, or a house with a cat face for a roof. Then they all proposed a name for the picture and voted on the best one. Today’s picture ended up being a dog with a garlic bulb nose, and they decided “Gilly” was a good name for a puppy.

“Not the healthiest meal,” Jaya said, as she continued plucking strawberries from the limp cardboard box on the drive home. “But we did manage to get in fruits and vegetables, so not all bad either.” By the time they arrived home, the strawberry boxes were empty and stained and Prem had fallen asleep, his head resting on the back seat next to Karina, where she let him lie, undisturbed.





4 | Jaya

May 2009

“Oh, this is heaven,” Jaya said, falling back onto the plush canopy bed. Outside the hotel’s picture window, the pyramid building punctuated San Francisco’s skyline. “Absolute heaven. Forty-eight hours of complete freedom. I honestly don’t know what to do with this much time.”

Keith crawled across the bed toward her and straddled her body with his knees. “Oh, I can think of a few things.” He kissed the tender hollow of her neck and made a trail around to her earlobe, nipping at it gently.

“Mmm.” She held his head in her palms and kissed him deeply on the mouth, tasting the lingering flavor of his minty gum. “We don’t even have to be quiet,” she murmured.

“And we don’t have to be quick.” They slowly undressed each other and took their time exploring each other’s bodies, familiar after twenty years together, but no less thrilling due to the unusual sense of abandon they felt in the privacy of the hotel room.

When they were finished, they lay next to each other, Jaya’s head tucked under Keith’s arm, her leg sprawled across his. There was such simple pleasure in feeling his bare skin against hers. Their lovemaking sessions at home had to be strategic and expeditious, while the kids were watching TV or after they had gone to sleep. It had begun to feel more like another activity that needed to be scheduled than the impromptu desire-fueled bouts of their early relationship.

At this moment, Jaya felt utterly content, knowing she and Keith could still be lovers as they’d once been, that those parts of them had merely been buried under domestic detritus, not extinguished by its weight. The rough patch they’d endured last year with the financial market collapse had been difficult, but they’d survived. Keith was calmer and happier now that things had settled down. Jaya traced circles on Keith’s bare chest. “We should get your sister a really nice gift for doing this.”

“Yes, so she visits again soon.” He kissed her and glanced at the clock. “I made a reservation for dinner, but it’s not till 7:30. You want to go down to the bar for a drink?”

“Seems fitting.” She reached up and kissed him on the mouth, and he responded with a hunger that surprised her. They made love again, more briskly and rougher this time, unconcerned about the rhythmic banging of the headboard against the wall. Afterwards, they took a shower, soaping each other’s backs and laughing about how decadent it was to stand under the hot water with no interruptions or deadlines.

* * *

Jaya had first met Keith in a London pub on a warm Friday evening in September 1990, where they had both gone after work for drinks with colleagues. She was surprised by the tall, sandy-haired man who sat on the stool next to her and took a long drink from his pint glass, draining nearly half of it before placing it on the table. He smiled at Jaya’s widened eyes. “Long week,” he said in a flattened American accent.

Jaya smiled, noticing the beginnings of his five o’clock shadow. “What do you do?” she said, intrigued by the crisp suit that accentuated his square shoulders, so unlike the men with whom she worked at the think tank, in their rumpled tweed blazers with elbow patches.

“I work at Canary Wharf,” he said.

Jaya smiled and glanced up at the ceiling for a moment, as if deliberating. “Hmm.” She raised an index finger. “Real estate, perhaps?” When he shook his head, she said, “Financial services?”

He grinned. “Clever girl.” Jaya found herself annoyed that he’d called her a girl but pleased at the descriptor. She saw her colleague Anja, across the table, throw her head back and laugh heartily at something one of Keith’s friends said.

“Can I get you another?” Keith asked, standing from his barstool and draining the last third of his pint glass. He gestured to Jaya’s glass, still half full.

“Sure, Newcastle.” She watched for the reaction she knew would come, the way his face broke wide open with that boyish smile.

“A true beer drinker,” he said. “Impressive.”

It was Jaya’s father who had taught her to drink beer properly before she left for university. Her mother thought it was uncouth, but her father understood how things worked outside the delicate confines of diplomatic life, where women sipped champagne and men nursed crystal tumblers of single malt, and he wanted his daughter to be prepared. At first, Jaya detested the bitter flavor, but in time, she learned to identify the flavors of hops and barley until she could tell the difference between a blonde and a pilsner. She loved the rich, malty taste of Newcastle Brown Ale, but it was so heavy, she rarely drank more than one.

A second full glass appeared on the table before her. Jaya inclined her head toward the glass in thanks to him. “I’ll have to pick up my pace.”

“I’m in no hurry.” He slid his barstool closer before sitting again. As Jaya learned in the conversation that followed, he was an investment banker with Morgan Stanley. Having spent the past two years in New York, he’d come to London for his third year with the firm, a temporary posting before attending business school back home.

“Why business school?” she asked, not expecting much of an answer. But Keith described the financial markets as a living, breathing animal with complex machinery. He explained how each part functioned: debt capital markets financed loans that made it possible for people to buy houses; corporate finance helped companies sell stakes to the public; and in his part, mergers and acquisitions, companies bought others to gain new business lines or divest themselves of parts that no longer fit. It was almost poetic the way he described everything working together to make people’s lives more productive.

“Wow, that’s quite an answer,” Jaya said, reaching for the fresh glass of beer, noticing with a sideways glance that Anja and the other guy were still chatting and laughing.

“You like that?” Keith said, holding his glass up to clink hers. “I’ve been working on my application essays.”

Toward the end of her second Newcastle, Jaya told Keith about her work at the Foreign Policy Centre, how she’d been fortunate to land such a coveted job after studying international relations and anthropology at university. Keith leaned toward Jaya to compensate for the increasing noise in the bar, his brow knitted in concentration as she spoke about water quality and constitutional reforms, trying to impress him.

When the bar became more crowded, Anja leaned across the table. “Hey, let’s get out of here, go get some dinner?” The air outside was still warm and heavy as they deliberated over where to eat. Keith proposed going for a curry and Jaya wondered if he was just indulging her. Either way, she didn’t care. They hopped into a taxi, a giggling Anja jammed in the back seat between the two men, while Jaya directed the cab driver to her favorite Indian restaurant.

She learned in time that Keith hadn’t been pandering that evening with his choice of cuisine. He had a sincere interest in other cultures, and not in the exoticizing, appropriating way some men did. He genuinely wanted to learn to make paan himself, buying all the ingredients and even the stainless-steel tin filled with matching small cups. Her parents accepted him because their life experiences had made them broad-minded and his credentials were impressive: he was a top-tier investment banker, soon on his way to an Ivy League business school.

When Keith was admitted to Wharton after they’d been dating for only six months, Jaya assumed their affair would end with his departure. But he surprised her with a proposal on their one-year anniversary, which came with the blessing of her parents and a one-way ticket to America. At first, she worried about being far from her parents, but the distance from both their families turned out to be a blessing in the early years of their marriage, reducing the inevitable friction between such different cultures and upbringings. She and Keith were the sole meeting place of their respective histories; they could define their relationship without the baggage of her parents’ cosmopolitan tastes clashing with his family’s deep American roots.

* * *

That had been twenty years ago. Now, Jaya dressed in a sleek black dress with red heels for the evening. Keith chose a small table tucked into a dark corner of the hotel bar, where they sat close and sipped from tall flutes of champagne.

“Happy anniversary, babe,” he said, nestling one hand between her thighs. “Even more beautiful than the day I met you.”

“I love you,” Jaya said, her eyes shining for the husband for whom her love had stayed constant and yet grown since they had met two decades earlier. Their differences had not proved a stumbling block, but rather an opportunity to forge a strong foundation for their marriage and their children, and it was this of which she was most proud.





5 | Karina

June 2009

The last few weeks of middle school were torture. Karina and her eighth-grade classmates were restless as their thoughts turned to long, lazy summer days. One day in the last week of the school year, a day like any other, Karina walked over to the neighboring elementary school to pick up Prem. During their fifteen-minute walk, Prem excitedly told Karina all about his day in third grade. Although she would never admit it to her parents, Karina enjoyed this time in their day, walking home together. Being alone with Prem was like being at rest. She didn’t have to work to make conversation or wonder if she was saying the right thing. She could stop worrying about how her hair looked. Prem would do all the talking. Sometimes, he would take her hand or hook his arm through hers, which she would allow if no one else was around.

By the time they got home, though, Karina was ready to be done with Prem. She quickly dished out chocolate chip cookies and a glass of milk for him, then headed for the stairs.

“Hey, Kiki, you wanna go swimming today?” Prem asked, as he sat on the kitchen chair.

“Uh-uh,” she said reflexively. She sometimes got into the pool with Prem, since he wasn’t allowed to swim alone. But Karina’s usual impulse was to say no to anything Prem wanted to do with her—play a game, do a puzzle, go to the park—and yes to anything he could do alone—read a book, watch TV. Those two precious hours at home without teacher or parental oversight were Karina’s solace, two hours she could spend like a normal teenager. She felt her cell phone buzz in her back pocket with a message. “Do your homework and then you can watch TV,” she said to him.

“Pleeease, Kiki?” He tilted his head to one side and pleaded with his big brown eyes. “It’s so hot today, it’s practically summer. And I want to try out the giant water shooter I got at Tommy’s birthday party.”

Karina shook her head and turned away, unwilling to expend any more verbal energy fending him off. Digging another cookie out of the jar and placing it on his plate, she made a silent deal with her little brother and went upstairs.

Her activities for the next couple of hours followed their normal pattern: she started her homework, then called Izzy to talk about it, which led to talking about the boys they each liked and analyzing every interaction they’d had with those boys in the past twenty-four hours. Karina tried on a few outfits, experimented with hiking up the hemline of her skirt and stretching out the neckline of her shirt. She practiced lightening her skin tone with cream foundation she’d borrowed from Izzy and pondered the results. Finally, she finished her homework, then went downstairs to check on Prem before Mom came home.

He wasn’t in the family room watching TV, though he’d left the couch pillows all clustered on one side where he’d propped himself up. “Prem!” she yelled, plumping and redistributing the cushions across the couch, the way Mom would as soon as she saw them. Prem was not supposed to watch television after school. When he finished his minimal schoolwork, he was supposed to read or play with one of the educational toys in his room. In the kitchen, Karina brushed a pile of crumbs from the kitchen table into her open palm and dropped them into the sink. Where was the last kitchen chair? “Prem!” she called, getting annoyed. Mom would be home soon. She noticed that the door to the back patio was ajar and tentatively touched the door handle, her mind beginning to race before she threw the door open and walked quickly around to the swimming pool.

Time stopped for a long moment as she took in the scene: the chair propped up against the wrought-iron fence enclosing the pool, the still diving board at one end, the crystalline aqua water with sunlight dancing on its surface, the oversized Space Rangers spaceship bobbing gently in the deep end. With her heart pounding, Karina ran back inside to retrieve the gate key, fumbled with the lock before flinging it open. As she drew closer to the pool, she saw a thin arm, its edges whitewashed through the water, dangling below the surface of the inflated spaceship. Suddenly she was in the water, paddling furiously over to the spaceship, yanking it out of the way to find Prem’s body lodged beneath. She choked on water as she screamed his name and tried to drag his body, weightless yet heavy, to the side of the pool.

Somehow, Karina pulled them both out onto the deck. She recalled the CPR training from her babysitting course and turned Prem’s body on its side so she could pound his back. His shoulder blades were so small, so thin, and his whole frame seemed fragile. Placing him gently on his back, she found the spot above his sternum and began to pump with her fists, elbows straight as she’d been taught. Water spurted out of his mouth like a fountain.

It was working. She could do this. She could save Prem and fix everything before Mom got home. After five compressions, Karina tilted his head back, plugged his nose and put her mouth over his cold blue lips, blowing with all her strength to push air into his lungs. She could do this, she had to. She heard his voice in her head: Kiki, please stay.

“Prem!” Karina yelled as she tried pounding his chest once more. She thought of running to call 911 but knew she could not leave him, could not stop. “Damn it, Prem!” Why won’t he respond? She screamed his name until her throat was raw, then she began to cry. When she looked up, she saw Mrs. Mandell from next door moving toward her, a phone to her ear.

Mrs. Mandell knelt down on the other side of Prem’s body. “I called 911. How long has he been like this?” She picked up his hand and touched his wrist.

Karina kept counting as she pumped his chest. Three . . . four . . . five . . . nothing. Why wasn’t he responding? Was he mad at her? Prem never got mad. It was only Karina who got mad at him. “I . . . I don’t know. Ten minutes? Fifteen?” She met Mrs. Mandell’s eyes and saw what she would later recognize as pity. In fact, it had been only three minutes since she had pulled Prem from the pool, according to the subsequent medical examiner’s report, which also stated that Prem had been submerged in the water for at least twenty minutes, enough time for his lungs to fill completely.

“The ambulance is on its way, honey,” Mrs. Mandell said. “Is your mother here?”

Karina shook her head. “She’ll be home soon. Mom will be home soon,” she said, choking on the words she said to Prem every afternoon as a directive, a threat. “Prem? Prem!”

The howl of a siren emerged in the background, growing nearer and louder. He had to wake up. He had to be okay. Prem! She could no longer tell if she was screaming out loud or just inside her head. The sound became woven together with the piercing wail of the siren. She saw Mrs. Mandell stand up and retreat. She felt someone pull her up by the shoulders, and she stumbled backwards as two uniformed men took her place at Prem’s side. As they began to work, Karina was led inside the house and ushered to the kitchen table.

“Who lives here with you?” Another uniformed man stood before her, holding a small notepad. “Mother? Father? Both?”

“Both,” Karina said, then in a whisper, “Mom will be home soon.”





6 | Prem

People want someone to blame after a person dies, especially when that person is a child. I was eight years old when I died, but I don’t blame anyone, especially not Karina, even though she was the only other person there with me. She’s the one people blame most, and they also say things like, “She was only a child herself, poor girl, so you can’t really blame her”—but they still do. And I know Karina blames herself. Although she’s never said this out loud to anyone, I know it’s true.

Even when I was alive, I always knew what Kiki was thinking in her head, like I bet if I give Prem four chocolate chip cookies after school, I can talk on the phone with my door closed for ten minutes before he comes to bug me. Or I really wish Space Rangers came on for a full hour, so this kid would leave me alone while I do my Important Things in the bathroom. Kiki’s Important Things were trying on makeup she wasn’t allowed to wear to school, putting funny-smelling lotions on her arms and legs, and burning her ears with Mom’s curling iron.

We spent a lot of time together, Kiki and I: every day after school until Mom came home from work. Mom always rushed in like she was late. She took off her work shoes and dropped her purse right at the door, then started racing around the kitchen, switching on lights, pulling things out of the fridge, turning on the stove. When I was little, I thought this was a game she was playing, to turn on everything super-fast, like in the Space Rangers’ ship when they’re trying to get liftoff, and I tried to help her by spinning the knobs for the oven and turning on the water faucet, until she got mad and told me to go to the TV room.

Mom is the other person people blame a lot for my death, right after they say it couldn’t have been Kiki’s fault because she was just a child. (By the way, when I was still alive, Kiki would have been really mad if someone called her just-a-child.) People blame Mom for leaving us alone together, but Kiki was already thirteen when I died.

Thirteen years old!

She was babysitting Mrs. Mandell’s boys (who were younger than me) and helping old Mrs. Gustafson down the street by walking her dogs and watering her plants. Kiki was helping to keep alive six plants, two dogs and three little boys, not including me. She was practically the oxygen of our block. So, you really can’t blame her, and not because she was “just a child herself, poor girl.” She was NOT a child. She was my big sister, and even though she always hogged the TV remote and never wanted to play Space Rangers, I still love her the best of any person in the world.

I didn’t know this until after I died, but it turns out Mom always felt bad about leaving us at home after school, even before all those people started blaming her. But I say, Forget That! Kiki and I loved hanging out together. We ate ice cream sandwiches right on the couch in the TV room, which was usually Not Allowed, except for special occasions like Guests or the Olympics. Sometimes, Kiki played dominoes with me or helped me build huge Lego towers. Sometimes, she let me snuggle up on her bed to read comic books while she did her homework. Those were the best times, so Forget That, Mom. I try to tell her, but I don’t think she can hear me.

So, who is to blame then? If not Mom or Kiki, and not Dad because he was At Work as usual, then who?

Simple.

The water. The water decided to swallow me up that day, and if you’ve ever seen the Pacific Ocean or Niagara Falls, you know that when the water decides to do something, you can’t stop it, no matter how hard you try. So, I definitely don’t blame Karina, and you shouldn’t either. She was the only one who kept me company while I was dying. She held my hand and kissed my forehead. She was the only one with me on the last day of my life.
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