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			One

			I met Justin for lunch, a monthly checkup that became routine during my yearlong hiatus. I followed the hostess as she snaked through the tables then stopped, gesturing to Justin, who waved me over then spent ten seconds finishing a text before putting away his phone. He gave the place a performative sweep with his gaze, most of the tables taken by agents in suits, speaking excitedly to their dressed-down clients.

			We both had ice water. I took my straw, peeled it open, and stuck it in the glass, just so I had the paper to fidget with.

			“How have you been?” Justin asked, watching my hands.

			I told him fine, that life was quiet these days, which was probably a good thing. When the waiter sidled up, we ordered. Justin waited until our turkey sandwiches arrived and we took our first bites before dabbing his lips and honing directly in on my situation. It was the reason he was there, to gauge my state of mind, my willingness to return to work.

			“Trust me,” he said, “You aren’t my first client to become overwhelmed. It’s an overwhelming business, and when you’ve also got real problems, the ship can sink fast. It’s my job to keep it afloat, and I’ve let you down, Jal. But I don’t want to abandon it—everything we achieved. You were in two top-grossing films last year,” he said, holding up a peace sign for emphasis. “Love you or hate you, your face is planted in the hearts of millions. A few interviews, and all those seedlings are gonna sprout.”

			I shrugged, in place of the answer Justin wanted, or an explanation he could wrap his mind around.

			A year ago, my mom died. She’d left me behind, but little else. It was my duty, therefore, to honor her only wish: cremation, as if to fully depart a country, maybe a life, she could never assimilate to. I slept in my childhood bedroom with her ashes moonlit on the dresser. The next morning, I drove two hours with the canister buckled in the passenger seat, to a lake up north that the man at the funeral parlor offered when he saw my vacant face. It was a quiet spot, shaded and tree-lined. At one end, a dock extended over the water, and I wondered how many sons and daughters had walked that plank, reached its end and said a goodbye they hoped would summon some grand, meaningful catharsis.

			But I returned to Los Angeles, haunted by everything left unfinished between us. My career, as Justin noted, had finally hit its stride. I no longer had to audition, jobs offered on budding reputation. Media and interview requests rolled in, a degree of attention I would have once thrilled at, but was now unable to withstand. My mother’s death had punctured some hole in me that drained all my confidence and joy. Everything felt wrong, so I did nothing, backing out of meetings with producers, retreating from every door success opened.

			When Justin realized my actions weren’t part of some misguided strategy, he sat me down, and I stumbled through my reasons while he nodded patiently, clearly not understanding. Even now, watching his eager face, on which he’d missed a dab of mustard, all I could really offer was to set him free. He wanted me to work, and I was unable to explain why this was impossible, how my mom’s death so gutted me that I still felt, a year later, like a shell. Until I found a way to fortify myself, I couldn’t withstand the scrutiny of an audience, a camera, a single interviewer. I was so certain that I opened my mouth to do it, sever our tie, send us our separate ways.

			But Justin’s eyes didn’t stay with me. They roved, up and to my left, and a new smile bloomed on his face. “Rachel,” he said, taking up his napkin to clear his mouth of crumbs.

			I turned to a briefly startled young woman. When she recognized him, she beamed, then let some of her enthusiasm remain as she looked down at me. “I’m a little early for a meeting,” she said.

			“Don’t tell me who,” Justin said, with a degree of sheepishness that revealed she was a young actress he badly wanted to sign. “But if he’s running late, sit with us a minute. Have you met Jal Persad? Jal, this is Rachel Covington. She just wrapped the show of the summer.”

			“It was a small part,” she said, shaking my hand.

			She sat, and Justin began asking how she was treated on set. He listened patiently to her answers, talking her up whenever she expressed doubt about her talent, her burgeoning stardom. It was uncanny and unsettling, hearing Justin talk like this to another actor, hearing my champion go to bat, just as eagerly, for someone else.

			As they spoke, I refolded the straw paper in my hand. I was antsy as the focus of the conversation shifted away. But it only got worse when I set the straw paper down, drawing their attention, like I had cleared my throat for an announcement. They both looked down at the fraying paper then up at me. Justin’s eyes appeared desperate, probably for a way to spin my appearance, my life, my career in a way that would flatter us both.

			Rachel, because she was new enough to the business to still be gracious with social cues, said, “Do you have anything fun on the horizon?”

			“It’s a bright horizon for Jal, I was just telling him,” Justin said quickly. “But you know how it goes, or you will: When things take off, you might need to step back. There’s a point early in a career where you don’t take just anything. Map out the right path, be discerning.”

			I nodded, then, because I hadn’t yet spoken, said, “I’m taking some time to think…” but trailed off and felt my cheeks heating. I imagined Justin and Rachel strolling comfortably in tandem, until they noticed my huddled figure blocking their path. They stopped to observe, little traces of pity wrinkled into their foreheads, the turned-down corners of their lips.

			“I’ve been thinking about writing something,” I said, reaching inside myself, from a place I didn’t know existed.

			Rachel nodded encouragingly, as though she was my high school guidance counselor. When she asked about this mysterious project, Justin jumped in. “Oh, let’s leave the man his secrets,” he said.

			Rachel held up a hand. “Sorry,” she said, a slight, endearing blush coming to her cheeks. “It can be difficult to talk about in the early stages, right?”

			I opened my mouth, but this time nothing came but a dry croak.

			Not long after, Rachel excused herself to grab a table for her meeting.

			“Great to see you again,” Justin said, taking her hand in both of his. “Just remember: No promises, and for God’s sake don’t sign anything.”

			We watched her walk away, and when I turned to Justin’s glance, I thought I saw reluctance, disappointment for the fact that he wasn’t going with her. For a moment, I assumed he would make some excuse and rush off. Instead, he said, “So you’re writing something?”

			“I am,” I said, digging myself inexplicably deeper. “That’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about.”

			He returned to his sandwich, taking a couple of big bites. As he chewed, he looked into space, mulling things over. When he swallowed, he said, “Sure, Jal. I’m all ears,” and started wiping his greasy palms with a napkin.

			I took a breath. “What I’m really writing about,” I said, trying to clear away the drivel, to start from a new, more fruitful point, “is my mom’s early life. Did I ever tell you she was from Guyana?”

			Justin’s eyebrows went up, and two distinct thoughts flashed to mind.

			First, the lake. The boards had creaked with each step, the breeze picking up as I neared the center. When I looked down, I saw a clump of water bugs skating the surface. I popped the lid off the canister. Before I turned it over, I opened my mouth to speak, mark the moment in memory. But nothing came. I couldn’t find the words, and the harder I searched the better they eluded me. I bit my lip until it hurt. By the time I gave up, the only sounds to accompany the flipping canister were my own choked sobs. As my mom’s ashes blew away from me, I was sorry to have failed so miserably at commemorating her life, telling her story, which was supposed to be the final gift a child gives a parent. But I didn’t know her story. All our years together had amounted to so much less than they should have.

			What I did know was that, growing up in Phoenix, I’d often heard my Uncle Arjune tell coworkers and curious grocery store clerks where he was from. When they raised their eyebrows, like Justin did now, my uncle would explain that Guyana was the country where Jim Jones took his followers—Jonestown, the Peoples Temple, “Don’t drink the Kool-Aid”—and this was often the only reference point his audience needed.

			So now, to corral Justin’s attention, awaken his enthusiasm, I clicked the two together. He’d heard of Jonestown, right? The Peoples Temple, Jim Jones, and the world’s largest mass suicide that ended it all?

			“Well guess what,” I said, hamming it up. “That all took place where my mom’s from. She was there while it happened.” And then, some storytelling instinct taking over, “Actually, she was pregnant with me at the time. So it’s in my blood,” and I used my hand to gesture to my chest, signaling my passion.

			“Jonestown,” Justin said. I took it as a good sign that when the waiter dropped off the check, Justin didn’t look, still trying to grasp what I was telling him. “That’s right. I remember reading about it.” Something was coming to life in his eyes when he asked, “So how involved was she?”

			“How involved?” I repeated, as though I had never heard the phrase.

			“Your mom,” Justin clarified. “You said she was involved with the cult, with Jonestown? I mean, that’s something people would be interested to know.”

			“She was pretty involved,” I said. “Her story is impressive, her run in with Jim Jones…. Just outlining it, there’s clearly a three-act structure, don’t worry about that. It’s got action and intrigue, but also heart.”

			He nodded and stuck out his lower lip. Then he glanced at the check, taking his card out and dropping it on the black plastic tray. “It sounds like there’s some energy behind this thing, anyway. You seem energized talking about it.”

			“I feel energized.”

			“A story like this, a little memoir, could be nice for your career. Or it might not lead anywhere, and that’s giving it to you straight.” The waiter came and took the check. Justin rubbed his eyes. “Sorry, that late afternoon lull. Don’t take it personally. Always great to see you. You seem like you’re doing better. Maybe it’s this project. Maybe it’s just the thing to help you move forward.”

			“I got a dog,” I said, guilt encouraging me to move the conversation to something true. “A chihuahua mix.”

			“No kidding,” he said, mustering some halfhearted enthusiasm. “A screenwriter once told me a dog was the best writing companion. Keeps you company, gets you outside for fresh air. And most importantly, doesn’t talk.”

			“It’s been working out that way,” I said, forcing a smile.

			“So you’ve started writing?” Justin asked.

			I nodded, slowly. “Just some outlining,” I said. “Nothing I could show anyone.”

			“I’m glad to hear your creative wheels are turning, nonetheless. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

			“Of course,” I said. “Just talking about it has been really helpful.”

			“Good,” Justin said. “Then my job here is done.”

			

			—

			I should have led with the dog, because if there was anything improved about my mood, my general state of being, it had everything to do with Teddy.

			He would fill the silence of my returns home, running to the door, unable to control his yipping. I’d feed and walk him, and back at the apartment he would settle wherever I did, usually on the couch in front of the television. He wanted to be near at all times, often falling asleep in my lap. He would appear so content that I couldn’t bear to disturb him, not getting up if I wanted a drink, holding my piss until the last moment. He was my certified emotional support animal. This was initially just a way to skirt my building’s rules about pets. Three months into living together, however, and we had become dependent on each other—him for basic survival, me for the love I’d long been missing.

			I was no longer traveling, which had previously been the reason I couldn’t have a dog, though it was often on my mind. Growing up, I ached at the portrayals of American children and their purebreds on TV. But my mom didn’t have the time or interest, barely even humoring my gentle requests. When she passed, I felt I needed some compensation for what I’d lost, and that took me to the pound, where I toured the rows of kennels until I found him, Teddy, curled in a corner and watching me suspiciously, as though he knew he would be cast as my partner in grief.

			Now that lunch with Justin was over, I was glad to put it out of mind, to have the evening, the foreseeable future, alone with my dog.

			But just the next day my phone buzzed.

			Teddy had been half-asleep in my lap when I answered. After a few words of greeting, I slid him off so I could pace the room. The speed with which Justin spoke, the plans he made, all for something that I had already put out of mind, certain it would be forgotten, got my heart beating uncomfortably fast. He said he’d been thinking of my mom’s story and had done some research on Jonestown, which was a chilling tale. For me, a budding celebrity, to have a connection to the greatest mass suicide in history—the pairing could eclipse any publicity interview, could give me a new platform, something we could build on, better suited to my current needs.

			“This might be the perfect project for the moment,” Justin continued. “The only problem is you won’t be able to get it right, not on your first go. Regardless of promise, we’d have to get it doctored. So listen: I know someone, the client of a colleague. She’s a screenwriter, but she’s been looking to explore other avenues, and she’s on the hunt for a new project. I pitched yours, and she loved it. She could be just the person to get things moving, help you shape the material, which is half the battle.”

			My mouth was open, which I only noticed when I heard my own breath through the receiver. I said, “I can’t thank you enough. I’d be honored to work with her. I just want to get it right, you know? I owe it to my mom,” feeling nausea spiral from my closed eyes down to my stomach.

			“Fantastic,” Justin said, and I could hear in the way his voice faded that he was probably pulling up his email. “The first meeting should be just the two of you in a room talking out the idea. Call me after to let me know how it went. I’m writing her manager as we speak.”

			The moment I set my phone down, whatever panic I’d cordoned off during the call came busting through. I wondered what Justin had told the writer’s manager, what I would tell the writer when she inevitably reached out. I only had the material for the short, impromptu paragraph I’d spoken aloud so far, and this would become shamefully clear the moment we sat face-to-face and talked logistics. I felt slimy, keeping a secret that had somehow already outgrown the moment of its invention. I wanted to seal myself and Teddy in our apartment. I considered faking an illness, or a mental episode, leaving town or killing myself—everything in the stack of cards I flipped through when my anxiety peaked.

			Eventually, I went to the bedroom and got my laptop. On the couch, I began doing searches that were at first sort of aimless but became more focused. I wasn’t trying to do research for the project, simply for the conversation about the project. I didn’t need to be an expert, but I needed to demonstrate a believable interest in telling this story, a credible link between me, my mom, and Jonestown.

			Before I closed my laptop, I checked my email. Nothing came in before bed, but I awoke in the middle of the night, four in the morning, and saw a notification on my phone from an hour earlier. I squinted my left eye, the other still crusted over with sleep. Kate’s email was brief: “Jal, looking forward to meeting you. Are you free Friday at 4?” That was it. Though tempted to reply right away, I decided to wait until morning.

			But it was useless trying to get back to sleep with something so consequential hanging over my head. I would fall into momentary twilights, during which I hoped to see inspiring images. But all I saw were the horrors of Jonestown—punctuated by the swollen, menacing face of Jim Jones.

			What pain, what damage, I wondered, as my eyes closed into another bout of shallow sleep, could lead a man to become something like that?

			

			—

			
				By Friday, I had spent most of the ensuing days doing research. In quiet moments, I tried to remember every detail my Uncle Arjune had told me about my mom’s childhood, what it was like growing up in Guyana in the late seventies. I read over my notes, repeated key phrases, dates, and events as though learning lines for an audition, where I was expected to manufacture some authentic-seeming connection.

			That afternoon, through the buzzing of the landscapers tending the apartment grounds, I heard Kate’s knock. When I opened the door the whir became a sustained roar, and I stood looking at a woman who was a little younger than me, with a short haircut, baggy hip trousers and a shirt buttoned to the top. I smiled and welcomed her, but my words were swallowed by the sound of the leaf blower. She leaned forward, not hearing me before I finally used large hand gestures and stepped aside to invite her in.

			“Sorry,” I said, closing the door. “But it should be quiet in here. Or at least—Teddy!” He ran over and began sniffing her feet.

			“It’s okay,” she said, bending to rub his head as he nuzzled the palm of her hand.

			“Can I get you anything?”

			“A glass of water,” she said, standing back up. “Should I take off my shoes?”

			“Oh, no, that’s okay,” I said.

			“You never know,” she said. “I grew up in a shoeless household.”

			“Me too. But now I’m on my own.” I laughed, inexplicably. I filled two glasses from the purifier I kept in the refrigerator and brought them to the small kitchen table near my living room window. “I figured we can work here,” I said.

			“That’s fine by me. Though I think today will be more exploratory than anything.”

			“Would you prefer the couch?”

			“Either way.”

			She joined me at the table. When we were seated, she gave her pitch. How glad she was that our managers put us in touch. How overdone cult stories were—the hurt little boy who becomes a megalomaniacal man—but mine, by focusing on my mom’s angle, was unique, and set up to make an impact. Just look at the state of the world, run by men like Jim Jones—narcissists, egomaniacs. It terrified her, both as a citizen and mother. And as a mother, she saw mine as our improbable hero.

			“What’s her name?” Kate asked.

			“Rita,” I said, trying to appear calm.

			“Rita,” Kate repeated. “She was pregnant with you when she became involved in Jonestown. Is that right?”

			“To a degree,” I said, leaning back in my chair.

			“She was pregnant to a degree?”

			“Oh, no!” I said, laughing nervously. “Involved to a degree. She was never an official member of Jonestown. The actual camp was set deep in the jungle, far from the capitol city, Georgetown, which is where my mom lived. Interestingly,” I said, leaning forward, “Not a single Guyanese citizen died in Jonestown. All the casualties were American. But the high-members were known to frequent the city, mostly for meetings and travel and to fundraise.” I said this last word with my hands emphasizing it for no conceivable reason in air quotes. Nonetheless, I pressed on. “And it was in Georgetown that my mom became connected to the cult, but this never registered except in our family lore. We’d be bringing it from the margins of history.”

			I had all of this prepared. It was the paragraph I worked on in the shower, when my mind drifted during walks with Teddy, as I tried to fall asleep and bat away the doubts and fears that swarmed me like flies.

			“That’s interesting,” Kate said. “So your mom is the central piece here, our protagonist. It’s through her eyes we’re going to see this world, through her perspective that this is going to mean something to the audience.” She paused, placing her pen between her straight white teeth as she thought. “For today, I think the important thing is that we get a character sketch. Maybe you can tell me about Rita, and I can take notes?”

			“Sure,” I said, too confidently for the silence that followed. Because through all my digging, as I learned more about the cult, I felt that no matter the amount of research, something would always be missing, a blind spot forever in my periphery: my mom. If I could say anything about her, it was that she was often silent and always inscrutable. Two years after her death, even what was definite about her—her deep voice, reddish skin, overcrowded teeth, the way her forehead creased when annoyed—seemed increasingly elusive.

			I looked toward the couch. I couldn’t see Teddy over its back, but I assumed he was there, curled into a ball, and I longed to curl alongside him.

			“One thing I thought I should mention is that my mom called her parents ‘Mommy’ and ‘Daddy’ into adulthood,” I said, a small fact that at the moment seemed the only one available to me. “Which is typical in West Indian culture,” I continued. “In addition to that…” and I reached into my well of information about my mom, only to feel it empty. “It’s not easy to describe someone so close.”

			“I get that,” Kate said. “It’s a struggle for everybody—writing about something so personal. My advice is to distance yourself from her. Just tell the story and have the character emerge. Do you think that’ll work?”

			“It very well could,” I said.

			Kate pulled her phone from her trouser pocket, read the message that popped on its screen, then set it on the table. “I have an hour before I need to pick my daughter up from her dad’s,” she said. “That should be plenty of time to get started. I’ll take notes. Don’t worry about me. Just tell it how it comes. Start at whatever you see as the beginning.”

		

	
		
			Untitled Jal Persad Project

			“Good afternoon. Will you contribute to the Jonestown agricultural project?”

			Rita stood at the front door, looking at the face of a stranger, a woman with dark skin and gleaming white teeth. The woman spoke with an American accent, which still felt exotic to Rita, though the number of Americans in Guyana had proliferated of late. She thought it might have to do with this very organization, one she’d heard of in passing, mentioned in the papers, by the men and women whiling away afternoons on porches, by those manning their stalls at Stabroek Market, where her parents were now, selling textiles.

			Behind Rita, the house in which she had grown up seemed to harbor an intense quiet. She was nineteen and the youngest in her family, along with her twin brother, Arjune. Their two older brothers, Ramesh and Lakeram, had already moved out, to England, which had always been a fantasy pilgrimage for them: to leave Guyana, the colony, and make a life for themselves among the onetime colonizers. This wasn’t how they would have put it, but it was how Rita put it to them before they left. In response, as they gathered their few belongings into small suitcases, they’d broken their distracted, distant gazes to question her sudden pride in her country. She told them it wasn’t about having pride in her country; it was about having pride.

			The quiet in her home wasn’t manufactured by her brothers’ departure so much as revealed by it. Even when she couldn’t hear it herself, it had always been there, a stifling that until recently she credited to the thick, sticky air. This was the reason she ultimately couldn’t blame her brothers for leaving.

			But Rita couldn’t leave, for the same reason she now told the woman at her door that she couldn’t help her. “I don’t have any money,” she said, but she didn’t close the door like she normally would. Some intuition told her to hold it open long enough for the woman’s friendly eyes to lower to Rita’s belly, which had recently started to show even through her baggiest clothes.

			“No problem, honey,” the woman said, using her forearm to wipe the sweat from her upper lip. “How many months are you, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			“Five,” Rita said.

			“And you live here with…” the woman looked at the house, which, though in a state of disrepair, was too big for a young mother and her presumably young husband.

			“My family. My parents and brother.” There was a pause, during which Rita considered leaving the conversation there. But she knew what the woman wanted, and she decided to give it to her. “The father,” she said, though she’d never assigned this title to the handsome, forgettable man she no longer saw, “isn’t involved.”

			The woman smiled, compassionately. She was still sweating, and Rita considered inviting her in. It wasn’t what her parents would want, though. They were distrustful of strangers, and were they to find out she had hosted this one, it could become an ordeal that would consume an inordinate amount of Rita’s life.

			“I understand,” the woman said, scratching her nose with the tip of her pink polished nail. “I understand what it feels like to be in a difficult situation. All of us who came to the Jonestown Agricultural Project know that particular loneliness, that particular emptiness that comes from being mistreated in the worst way, by your friends, or family, or your own government, the people who are supposed to support and protect you. My name’s Gloria, by the way.”

			Rita told the woman her name.

			“Rita,” she repeated. “Lovely Rita, like the song. Have you heard it? Anyway, I won’t take up more of your time. Our commune is far from here, as I’m sure you know. But we want nothing more than to establish a healthy relationship with the Guyanese people. So we have a small base here in Georgetown, and we’re welcoming of others, especially the Guyanese.” She described where they were headquartered. “I’d write it down,” she said, “but I don’t have—”

			“That’s okay,” Rita cut in. “I know where you’re talking about.” In fact, it wasn’t far from where her parents were now.

			“Of course you do,” Gloria said. “I should be the one asking you for directions. But I do hope to see you there, Rita. I have a feeling our organization might have something to offer you. Until we meet again.” She waved as she turned and walked away. Rita watched her go as far as the end of their property line before closing the door.

			Not long after, Arjune returned home. He was wearing long pants, though he was still young enough that he was most comfortable in shorts, and his good collared shirt, which clung to his gut in the heat. He took his briefcase upstairs, then came down refreshed and in more comfortable clothes, looking more like the kid he still was to Rita and less like the adult he was trying to become. He sold life insurance policies door-to-door, which he had been doing for almost a year now. He and Rita had taken the job together, shortly after they turned eighteen. It was good work, and it was nice to have a paycheck. Though most of it went to the family, Rita had scraped together a small savings that she kept separate and enjoyed watching grow from nothing, paltry though it was, using the number to spur fantasies of the life she might be able to one day build with it.

			However, when the company found out she was pregnant, they didn’t want to bother with what they considered a liability, and they let her go, though she had been good at the job, quantifiably better than her brother. He was a dedicated and hard worker, but he lacked something Rita had in abundance: a wiliness, maybe, or a shrewdness, or simply a natural ability to reach people, to know what they wanted and, even more importantly, to know how to use this to her benefit. It was unfair that she had been fired. The indignity of this, however, was easier to overcome than the fact that she was no longer able to make money, no longer able to add to her savings, which, now that she had another life to plan for, was more important than ever.

			“I saw a lady going door-to-door,” Arjune said, his head in the open icebox. “Did she come here? Does she work for another firm?”

			“I heard the door,” Rita said, remembering in vivid detail the woman, playing back her words, her assertion that their strange organization might have something to offer. “But I didn’t answer.”

			“Good. Because there’s only so much to go around,” Arjune said. He took out a bowl of curried chicken that he began picking at greedily, his fingertips glistening yellow.

			“Don’t worry,” Rita said, only half-humoring her brother’s attempt at sounding like a man rooted in his career. “She was probably just collecting for charity.”

			When their parents came home, their presence consumed the place. The animosity they felt toward each other felt like a gas leak, silent and inescapable and distressing, even when they separated. Daddy went upstairs to shower; Mommy went to the kitchen to begin dinner. She didn’t greet either of the kids as she passed them, though out loud, to no one in particular, she announced that her brother, Kumar, and her sister-in-law, Priya, were coming over. Though she loved her younger brother, she announced this as she announced all things, with irritation, as if it was yet another burden. Before she could lament the pressing time, as well as her fate to have no one helping her, Rita went to the kitchen and took out the grinder to begin mashing peas. Mommy huffed when she saw her, which is the only way she ever acknowledged her anymore.

			She was, her mom told her in a dozen daily sighs, a failure of a daughter. A daughter, her mother thought, was a source of potential shame. It was a daughter’s responsibility to spend the best years of her life avoiding this shame. And in every way possible, her only daughter—anything but contrite, anything but meek and obedient and, above all, pure—had failed. She would never say it, but if Rita could just disappear, Mommy would finally find peace. If only she could erase the fact of her daughter somehow, it would loosen, for Mommy, at least one notch on the clamp married life had tightened around her heart.

			When Daddy came down, he went out back to check on the chickens, which they kept in a coop in the far corner of the yard. He returned and looked into the kitchen but didn’t say anything. Then he went to the living room, where he poured his first drink.

			Her parents became more talkative once their guests arrived. By then, Mommy had chased Rita out of the kitchen, in part because they had finished the majority of the preparations, and in part, Rita thought, so she could preserve her ability to complain about her later, to her sister-in-law in particular. Priya was six years younger than Mommy, though because of her carefree attitude, her easiness of being and childlessness, she seemed a good deal younger than that. She smelled heavily of perfume and wore makeup that somehow stayed intact and clean even during the muggiest parts of the day. Kumar, Mommy’s younger brother, was much shyer than his wife, and while Daddy welcomed him with a glass of rum, putting it in the same hand he shook upon arrival, he wasn’t a drinker. Rita knew he would nurse that single glass through the evening.

			They ate at the kitchen table. The adults talked mostly about business in the market, and about safety. During the years immediately after independence, the state of the country had been tumultuous, with riots and demonstrations and a sharp uptick in crime. Though things had calmed since, the adults spoke as if the country was still in turmoil, one that would lead not to resolution but some greater catastrophe. Arjune and Rita didn’t join the conversation except when they were invited to, which was only when their own lives became its momentary focus. The adults asked Arjune about work, and he answered in his polite and simple way. As soon as he was finished eating, he excused himself to bed, because he had to be up early, and the adults seemed both admiring of and grateful for this. Then they turned to Rita, who unlike her brother had no reason to wake up the next morning, early or otherwise.

			“I don’t know what she’s going to do,” Mommy said, not looking at Rita, though clearly talking about her.

			“This isn’t the first time this has happened, Sis,” Priya said. “My cousin in Essequibo had a baby when she was younger than this girl. And she’s married now to a nice man.”

			“Must be a very nice man,” Daddy said, and though he usually took this topic seriously, he was smiling, already drunk. “I don’t know many men that nice, to marry a girl with a baby.”

			“Oh, but she’s lovely,” Uncle Kumar said. He was the first to look at her, and Rita saw in him a naïve kindness that set him apart from the other adults in her life. In fact, it made her question the way she referred to these people as the adults, when she herself was one. But she never felt that way in their presence. Her uncle, like her, seemed to occupy some strange middle ground—she was an adult but could never maintain the feeling of being one while around the people who raised her; her uncle was an adult, but lacked the harshness, the hard-heartedness she credited those same people. She loved her uncle. They were not particularly close now, though he always doted on her when she was young, his only niece in a family of boys. Now, his small act of kindness, rather than cajoling her into staying, compelled her to excuse herself for bed, because she knew there would be no higher point of the night.

			But after an hour in bed, she couldn’t fall asleep. She thought about the woman from earlier, who, like her uncle, had shown her a spot of kindness. Maybe it was more accurate to say that this woman pitied her. And while Rita wasn’t comfortable as the object of anyone’s pity, she understood that it gave her an opening to this woman’s heart. This was a privilege she never wanted to take lightly, and she often thought a kinder, more innocent person wouldn’t even be able to see this opening. But she did see it, and it was possible she would use it. Because though everyone saw her pregnancy as an ailment she brought upon herself, a stain tarnishing the rest of her life, she saw it as that life’s purpose, a reason to press forward.

			Before she was pregnant she would have said life was dull—easy and predictable. She was supposed to have a conventional life, one which found her marrying upon leaving school, raising a child, children, under the strict guidance of her husband and in-laws. This would be her ceiling, as it was for every girl she had grown up with. She accepted this, though was never happy about it. Her pregnancy did what nothing else could; it changed her fate. To others, she was no longer fit for a conventional life, and she was glad.

			She left her room and quietly made her way to the top of the stairs, lowering herself gently. She could hear the adults from there, and if she craned forward, she could see into the living room. By now, Priya was probably drunk too. She bent over the stereo, fiddling with the knobs and getting only static before Daddy, laughing, went to nudge her away. He found a station playing music then did a quick jig, one hand on his hip, the other in the air. Finally he laughed and sat down next to his brother-in-law. He dropped his arm around the man, who still held his drink from earlier, gripped in his pensive hand.

			Priya began dancing for the other three in the living room. Her eyes were closed, her head held up, a dreamy smile on her face. Rita leaned forward to see Mommy, sitting straight in a stiff-backed armchair. She was smiling too, but it was clearly halfhearted. She began clapping her hands to the beat, trying to give her sister-in-law the fanfare she desired. But what Priya really wanted was a dance partner, and she reached both hands out to her husband, who, though Rita could only see his back, was surely blushing. He shook his head nervously, though his wife continued to beckon. Finally, to save the younger man from having to dance, Daddy popped up, holding his own sloshing drink with one hand and using the other to corral Priya, circling her waist and drawing her to the center of the room.

			The dancing continued for a little while. When her parents finally switched off the radio and Priya and Kumar were preparing to leave, to Daddy’s drunken protestations, Rita left the top of the stairs and went back to her room.
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