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Maya

She’s the One

I don’t like mirrors

but Chaya makes me look sometimes

at our twin reflections,

identical

almost.

The world sees

the same wavy black hair,

the same big brown eyes,

the same height,

the same voice,

but

Chaya’s the one with

the brighter smile,

the quicker laugh,

the faster quip.

The world sees the goofball,

the talker,

the second.

But to me she’s the one

who sees without showing

knows without telling

loves without asking.

She’s the one.





Chaya

She’s the One

People say they can’t tell us apart, but that’s ridiculous.

In the mirror, our identical faces are still different.

Maya’s the one who shines and sparkles,

her eye keener, ear sharper, soul deeper.

Calm and composed her music floats,

soars above earth-bound notes.

The world sees (a) perfection(ist).

But to me,

she’s the one I look up to, the one I come home to

the best part of me

in a separate space.

She’s the one.





Maya

At the Edge

Summer sun sparkles on the lake.

I shiver on the mossy rock high above,

the sound of water and wind fading

as I look down

to the faces of friends

beckoning.

I can’t hear their voices,

but I know they want me to

jump.

I want to,

but I’m stuck.

Their water-kissed smiles

call me

but still, I can’t move.

I close my eyes,

frozen

until I feel a warm touch on my arm.

You don’t have to jump, Chaya says, but if you want to,

we can go together.

Piercing through silence,

her voice is all the music

I’ll ever need.

I nod

she takes my hand

Together

we leap.





Chaya

Leap

Maya stares at the water.

I know she’s conjuring all that might go wrong.

Sometimes she drowns

in possibilities.

You don’t have to jump, I say, but if you want to, we can go together.

Sometimes you need to leap

and trust you’ll land in the right place.

I take her hand, and together we jump

through the mirrored surface.

The water tugs us down,

but I pull up.





Part One

The Mirror
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Chaya

Bet You

Bet you can’t peel your orange in a single piece, I say.

Maya crinkles her nose with a smile,

a smile that’s exactly like mine,

just like the rest of her.

You’re on, she says.

It’s the week before school starts,

and we’re in our backyard

with our little brother, Neel.

It’s Gokulashtami, Lord Krishna’s birthday,

so close to Neel’s birthday

that I always think of it as his, too.

Mom has used a paste of rice flour and water

to make little footprints leading to the house,

like a divine toddler is visiting.

Maya and I wear matching salwar kameez,

Maya’s blue

mine pink.

We’ve dressed Neel as Krishna

in a yellow kurta and dhoti,

his peacock-feathered crown flutters in the sun.

The day Neel was born, just over six years ago,

we were scared we might lose him,

but now the only way he disappears

is up a tree.

We distract Neel to keep him from climbing.

Last year, he ripped a hole in his outfit

five minutes after he’d gotten dressed.

But today, so far, it’s working.

I inhale the citrus scent,

work my fingers under, through white pith,

stopping short of piercing soft flesh,

faster than Maya,

who approaches this challenge methodically,

like she does everything.

I’m almost done, the peel in a single piece,

when my hand slipsand it rips

with just a bit left on the orange.

I’ve lost the bet.

Maya’s triumphant smile is like a perfect chord.

Did it! she says.

You win. I give her half my orange.

Maya Akka, Neel says.

Peel mine in one piece, too!

Our little brother is too much.

Too talkative, too adventurous,

too demanding, too loud.

But he’s ours, and we love him.

The world can’t tell us twins apart,

but Neel always knows who’s who.

Maya peels the rest of the orange

in a single ragged piece.

Neel claps his hands.

You won twice! What do you get?

I know what I want—

for Maya not to worry, not to focus

on perfection,

to lose the shadows behind her eyes.

Maya’s smile crinkles her nose again.

I want to share it all with you.

We eat the juicy fruit, licking sticky fingers

as a breeze stirs late August air

like a song.





Maya

Climbing

Dad jokes that Neel was born

under the sign of Lord Hanuman, the monkey god.

As a toddler, Neel climbed out of his crib to the top

of his bookcase. As a preschooler, he climbed the doorway of

his room, perched at the top like a mini-Spider-Man. He once

climbed so high in our maple tree that Mom nearly called the

fire department until Neel came down on his own, smiling

like he’d never stop. Now he understands

he needs to tell someone

where he’s going,

and he can only

climb as high

as the swing set,

or he’ll be

in trouble.

But sometimes

he forgets.

I shudder

to think

of him

forgetting,

climbing

too high

crashing

to

the

ground.





Chaya

The Art and Science of Dosas

Sunday mornings are for dosas.

Just like making music,

making dosas is both an art and a science

that Mom has perfected.

Mom’s expert hands are always moving, sure and strong,

like Maya’s on the piano.

She ladles dosa batter onto the cast-iron tawa

it hisses as she spreads it in a circle.

Bubbles burst on the surface of the pancake,

and when the bottom is golden brown

Mom puts it on a plate

and Maya spreads a spoon of coconut chutney—

creamy, chunky, just the right amount of spicy.

I scoop in potato and onion filling,

bright yellow from turmeric 

soft, fluffy, sometimes crunchy from urad and chana dal

flecked with bright green kari leaves and cilantro.

Bet I can fold this without spilling, I say.

I spread the filling on half, fold the other half

over, watching Maya watch me.

I let a potato piece fall onto the plate

on purpose

because I want to show her

sometimes imperfect

is perfection.





Maya

Practice

I love Mom’s pancakes

bursting with blueberries,

golden with apples.

And dosas are my favorite:

savory pancakes, crispy, spicy, fluffy, crunchy

flavors in perfect balance.

But whatever kind of pancake,

no matter how seasoned the griddle or tawa,

the first one never turns out right.

It sticks to the pan,

pale and limp and torn,

too small, too doughy.

Mom scrapes it off and says,

The first one is for practice,

the next one will be perfect.

She throws away the scraps

of useless pancake

no one will ever eat.

On the outside,

I’m just like my sister.

But on the inside, I’m

pale, doughy, useless,

stuck.

I’m the first one.

The one for practice.





Chaya

Music and Noise

Mom makes twin dosas for us twins. 

Eat these while they’re hot.

You should eat, too, Maya says.

We can make some for you.

Soon, Mom says.

But Mom doesn’t leave the stove

until the kids have had two each

and Dad’s had three.

Can we go to the park? Neel asks.

Mom just started eating, I say.

It’s all right, Chaya. Go have fun.

I need to go grocery shopping.

We’ll wait for you, Dad says. Then we’ll all go to the park.

He glances out the window. A good kite-flying day. Or Rollerblading!

Both at the same time! Neel squeals.

Yes! Let’s clean up, says Dad. Hurry!

Mom frowns as she takes another bite.

Maya and I clear the dishes as Neel bops

around the kitchen like

a tiny pinball.

Dad is a tornado,

grabbing silverware,

exclaiming at the hot pan handle,

dropping pots into the sink.

Mom flinches with every clatter,

every bang,

eyes closed,

jaw clenched.

There’s an art and science to almost everything.

And what’s music to Dad,

Mom finds a cacophony.





Maya

Major and Minor

Dad is a major chord

the funniest dentist

in the world—

boisterous,

joke-cracking, teasing.

When my patients laugh big,

they open their mouths wider, he says.

In the past, he used to go on adventures

with Keerthi Uncle,

but now he ropes us in instead.

Let’s climb a mountain,

he might say

on a random Saturday. Or

Why haven’t we been scuba diving yet? 

Mom’s a bank manager

who tells tellers what to do,

calms her clients

with her organized ways.

She plans our dinner menus,

posts them on the fridge.

Irons all our clothes,

even socks and underwear,

holds weekly inspections

of our rooms.

She turns to Dad

like a flower toward the sun,

but lately it seems

he’s too loud, too wild,

too bright 

to bear.

Mom’s a melody that sighs

a minor chord

that brings tears

to your eyes.





Chaya

Bold

Be bold, says Dad.

Take up space. Don’t be afraid.

You can do anything.

I hear his voice

when I’m faced with something scary:

a hard math problem 

a mean classmate

a piano recital

a sudden thunderstorm.

But the scariest storm of all

is Maya’s fear.

When she gets anxious, freezes like prey

stalked by some invisible predator,

that’s when I grow bold.





Maya

Fear

Be careful is Mom’s refrain.

Don’t take anything with your left hand, she reminds us,

or the food may make you sick,

and you will fail at what you intend to do.

Mom says special prayers,

puts tiny dots of cooled incense ash

on the sides of our faces

to protect us from

the evil eye

that others may cast.

Superstitious nonsense, says Dad.

You’re an educated woman.

Mom shakes her head.

There are things in the world

that can’t be explained by logic.

She puts ash on our faces,

warns us against black cats,

tells us breaking a mirror

will lead to seven years’

bad luck.

Mom talks about

actions from past lives

having consequences today.

Her mom, our pati,

was sick for a long time,

struggled in her mind.

Her past lives must have caused it, says Mom.

That is scariest of all.

How can we make amends

for something we did

before we were born?

From lives

we can’t remember?





Maya

Echo

The night before school starts

we’ve finished dinner and Neel asks,

Dad, can we play soccer? 

Dad grabs him from his seat,

throws him over his shoulder.

Neel screeches with joy

and they race to put on shoes.

Running on full stomachs is not good for digestion, Mom calls.

But they’re already out the door.

Mom sighs, brings plates to the sink,

starts scooping leftovers.

Chaya and I try to help.

Not that one, Maya.

Don’t use the big container for beans.

Put the dal in there instead.

But I’ve already started.

Mom clicks her tongue,

takes it from me,

spoons the tiny bit of green beans

back into the serving bowl,

puts the barely used container

in the sink. 

I’ll take care of this. You two should get ready for school tomorrow.

We can help, Mom, I say.

Mom gives us a sad smile.

The biggest help would be

to get perfect grades this year for me.

She turns away.

I trudge upstairs

with perfect 

ringing in my ears.





Chaya

The What If Game

Our room has twin windows, twin desks, twin beds.

Every night since we were little

as the dark house hums

we whisper what-ifs to each other.

Once we used to dream of being warrior princesses

riding twin unicorns to our twin castles.

But now our discussions are different.

What if this year’s too hard? Maya asks.

What if it’s even better? I counter.

What if music gets too complicated?

What if we play the most beautiful pieces ever?

What if you’re my favorite sister?

What if you’re mine?





Chaya

First Day

of seventh grade.

We don’t wear the same clothes anymore,

but our clothes, like us, are related.

Maya likes dark jeans,

I like light ones, ripped at the knees.

She likes a plain tee,

I like stripes.

She puts her hair in a bouncy high pony,

I like mine down,

swishing around my shoulders.

We’re identical

but Maya’s more thoughtful

more intense.

I’m just a little dull

compared to her brilliance.

I’m the one who tries 

to fill her silences with chatter,

tries

to make her shake with laughter.

First day of seventh grade.

It’s going to be a good year.

I promise.





Maya

Homeroom

Chaya and I get off the bus

stop by our lockers

go to separate homerooms

on the first day of our second year

at Atherton Middle.

My breath hitches as I walk down the hall.

I miss the summer—

playing music in the sweet Maine air

of Camp Allegro,

toasting marshmallows,

swimming in the lake.

We’re back to reading and writing and science and math

and grades.

School will be all right. Better than all right. Fun, Chaya says.

Everything’s fun to her.

But now that I’m home, we’re home

the fear rises in me

like a cold wave

of silence.

One more year, I remind myself.

One more year of being

trying to be

perfect.

One more year

and I’ll be free, we’ll be free,

finally.

I walk into homeroom,

give Jay a wave

smile at his grin.

At least he’s here.

But though we haven’t shared homeroom

for years,

it still doesn’t feel like home

without Chaya.





Chaya

Anisa

Hello, Charming, says Anisa.

Hi, Anazing, I reply.

Anisa’s like the oboe she plays in wind ensemble:

soft and mellow, with occasional

squeaks.

She likes everything from orchestra to pit band,

electric guitar and radio sing-alongs.

This summer at Camp Allegro, she even landed a small part

in the musical.

Wish I’d tried out, too. But Maya didn’t want to.

Anisa’s grin is a beam of light (even before she got braces).

We’ve shared homeroom and classes together

ever since Maya and I were forced apart way back in fourth grade.

We compare schedules. All the same but math and English!

Chool! she says.

Anstounding, I reply.

It’s good to be back.





Maya

Jay

Jay’s saved me a seat in homeroom,

an island of calm in the chaos.

My classmates are

s t r e t c h e d - o u t versions

of their sixth-grade selves,

tan and relaxed,

catching up on summer adventures,

looking forward to the year ahead.

We’ve known Jay for as long as

we’ve been alive.

What were the chances that Dad and his best friend

would both have children

on the same day?

Triplets, our parents joke

though Chaya always reminds me

we have a real brother.

Chaya thinks Jay’s full of hot air,

the same air he blows through his trumpet.

But I see

the cold kiss of sadness

underneath.
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