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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Day 1




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

“Hello.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Okay,” he said slowly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes.”

“Did you give her drugs?”

“Yes.”

He nodded. “That explains it.”

“What?”

“Nothing. I’ll drive her.”

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

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

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

“Aftercare instructions? Any medication?”

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

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

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

“Are you—” he began.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Take me home, please.”

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

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

“It’s no trouble. I—”

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

“They said you shouldn’t stay alone.”

“They don’t know shit,” she grumbled.

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

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

“I have a spare room.”

“I want to be in my own house.”

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

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

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

“You’re not staying over.”

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

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

“Okay, no nurse.”

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

“No one is taking away your license.”

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

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

“Asshole.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you going to be okay waiting here?”

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

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

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

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

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

Knowing his mother-in-law, he’d need one, or several.




Day 2




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

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

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

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

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

Malti was asked if she wanted to press charges.

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

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

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

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

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

No, they were not in a position to help.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He hesitated. “About an hour ago.”

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

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

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

He ignored that. “Hungry?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You should rest.”

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

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

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

“Yes.”

“How many times?”

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

“What!”

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

“Have you had a concussion?”

“Yep, I fell off my bike once.”

“How long did you take to get better?”

He shrugged. “A week or so.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Thanks?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah.”

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

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

“No. Is that weird?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Er—but those are just stereotypes.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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