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Prologue

There’s nothing the universe enjoys more than upending the plans of a carefully constructed life. Take Simran. She has always thought of herself like the heroines in her favorite Bollywood films—strong-willed, tenderhearted, and one hell of a dancer. She just never imagined that she’d act like one. But here she is, running through an airport to stop the man she’s hopelessly fallen for from getting on his flight. Her lucent, parrot-green sari streams behind her like a windblown flag as she rushes past bay after bay of check-in counters, sidestepping wayward carry-ons and dodging confused travelers, head craned to spot that familiar crown of dark hair.

He’s not here. She might have already lost him forever.

In any other situation, she would roll her eyes at herself for thinking in dramatic declarations like a movie character. But it’s him. He’s the only person who can make her throw away that marrow-deep instinct for isolated self-protection. She doesn’t know how it all got so turned around, but she knows it’s her fault and she can’t let her family be the end of them.

Finally, the train of trolleys in her way clears and she rushes forward to the security check area. There are hundreds of people standing in the snaking line, with more joining every moment, and, crucially, more stepping through the body scanners and disappearing from her sight.

Please be here, she thinks. Don’t become another person it hurts to remember.

Her gaze moves frantically over the people clustered in front of her: stone-faced men in pristine corporate uniforms, teenagers wearing jeans so ripped they’re practically disintegrating, couples twinning in luxury-brand monogrammed sweat suits. So many anonymous bodies shifting and crouching and bending and stretching and shuffling, until, smack-dab in the center of the line—

He appears, his silhouette like a city skyline, a head taller than everyone around him. In that movie she’s acting out, a touching acoustic version of the theme song plays in the background and every single thing except the two of them fades away.

“Leo!” she calls.




1.

First kisses, while important, get too much credit; it’s second kisses that are the real magic. First kisses get all the glory, the dizzying delight of asking: Will they or won’t they?

Last night, Simran and Leo answered that question. Under a sky streaked purple by the fading sun, no noise except for the slow glide of cars and murmurs of people walking home, what started as a hug good night slipped into something soft and clinging. His lips dragged over her cheek so slowly; she pressed her fingertips into his waist as if it could speed up time. Kissing him felt like she’d breached the surface of some deep blue body of water after having held her breath for so, so long.

It replays in Simran’s mind now as she lets herself into the studio she rents weekly. Shafts of morning sunlight stream into the airy space where, in an hour, she’ll hold a recital for her preschool Bharatnatyam-Bollywood fusion dance class. She imagines the teasing exclamations of “Finally!” from their friends when they find out about her and Leo. It had been months, maybe even years, of this playful push and pull between them and of her insisting to anyone who pointed it out that they were just friends. Though, in the back of her mind, she knew that people who actually were just friends rarely needed to say it out loud. Then, on an otherwise unmemorable day, a handful of weeks ago, everything had shifted. She’d been reading on a park bench, waiting for Leo to finish work before they went to a movie. When he walked up to her, his eyes had lingered over her shoulders, bare in a strapless dress, and the jolt down her spine made her realize she’d worn the dress hoping he’d do just that. From that moment on, being the object of Leo Bridgers’s attention had felt like standing under the midday sun in August: scorching, direct, on the crest of unbearable.

Last night, she’d practically floated up to her apartment after she and Leo had parted ways, but this morning, she’s back to longing. The time between a first kiss and a second one is a liminal space. It happened once, but will it happen again? First kisses are about acknowledging. Second kisses are about choosing.

She walks around, getting the space ready: connecting her phone into the sound system and testing it, laying out the colorful dupattas her students will tie over their clothes, and marking a makeshift stage with painter’s tape. She brings out folding chairs from the storage closet and arranges them into rows, pausing when she sees a familiar pair of broad shoulders in the window. Her stomach swoops as the door opens and he enters the studio.

Leo.

“Hey,” he says, striding in on long legs. His wavy brown hair is messy, and he rakes a hand through it to push it off his forehead, but like always, a thick shock flops forward.

“Hi,” she says. “Going to work?”

“Well, home first,” he says, walking over and helping her with the chairs, taking two at a time. “I think this pushes the limits of business casual.” His threadbare Raptors T-shirt clings to the defined curves of his upper arms. He plays pickup basketball with his friends at a court nearby at some ungodly hour and always pops in to say hi to her on his way home. But today, there’s a new energy between them, so height-ened it’s almost tangible. It reminds her of listening to the radio in the car as a kid, hoping, hoping, hoping that the next song would be her favorite.

Leo holds up his palm and points to it. She squints to read the words “Happy Birthday” scrawled smudgily in Sharpie and lets out a huff, her exasperation clearly false because she can’t stop smiling; it’s his way of getting creative with her rule that her friends are allowed to wish her only once. She mouths “thank you” and he winks back.

“Sorry I can’t come to the recital,” Leo says, walking to the storage closet and grabbing chairs to help her.

“That’s okay. Did you win your game?” she asks. He’s on the opposite end of the same row, and they work their way in, closer and closer with each chair.

He gives her that satisfied, almost smug smile she knew was coming. “Damn straight we won.” She laughs softly—for someone so easygoing, Leo has a competitive streak a mile wide. “Might have been the best game I’ve ever played. I woke up this morning energized and full of life and feeling kind of invincible.”

They’re only a few feet apart now. “Oh yeah? Why’s that?” she asks. “Come on now, Sim,” he says, as if it were obvious. They set up the last two chairs and turn to each other, Simran a little more slowly. “It’s because I kissed you last night.” Warmth courses through her and she looks away, like his face is too bright.

“So much for playing hard to get,” she tells him. They’re now only a few inches apart, and he’s looking down at her, his gaze unwavering.

He scoffs. “I don’t play hard to get. I am not hard to get, not for you.”

She feels heat rising to her cheeks. Leo wears his heart on his sleeve in a way that baffles—and terrifies—her. It’s pretty much the worst place she can imagine keeping your heart, right out in the open. No, thank you. But he wears it so well.

He slips a hand behind her neck, pulling her lips to his. She tilts her head up and goes on her toes, surprising both of them with her fervency, pressing back against him. The other thing about second kisses is that they can very quickly turn into third and fourth ones, until she’s lost count.

A noise emerges from the back of her throat, unguarded and blissful, and she pulls away. “Forget I just did that,” she says, covering her face with her hand.

“Not a chance.” He tugs her hand away and pulls her back towards him.

After a few minutes, they stop reluctantly. Her students—and their parents—will start trickling in any moment now and he has to go to work. But he doesn’t let go of her and she doesn’t move away.

“You know, you cost me a hundred bucks,” she tells him.

“How’s that?” he says.

“Tia bet me a hundred dollars that you and I would …” She trails off. “Clearly, I lost.”

“Tell Tia I’ll give her the money.” Brushing her lips with his, he says, “This may be the first bet I’m happy to lose.” He pulls away to look at her. “It’s not like a hundred bucks per kiss, is it? Because that’s going to get expensive.”

Simran pushes him away, rolling her eyes. “Okay, I think it’s time for you to get out of here.”

He walks backwards as he calls, “Worth every dollar!”

She watches him leave and then glimpses her radiant reflection in the wall of mirrors, biting down on her lip. It’s the kind of perfect linking chain of moments that, in a movie, might cue the credits to roll, happily ever after achieved. But this is life, not a movie, and today—her least favorite day, her birthday—will keep going. The one bad thing about starting it with Leo is that it will be hard to top.

[image: Paragraph break image]

There’s a different kind of delight in the twenty pint-size tornados zooming around as they get ready for their big performance. Despite the tall ceiling and row of windows, noise laps over the studio like a high tide, making it feel packed, thanks to the added presence of parents, relatives, and friends.

Simran puts her thumb and middle finger in her mouth and whistles, the way her father taught her many summers ago, and though it’s not nearly as loud as he used to do it, the flurry of activity halts instantaneously.

“Good morning, class,” she says in a clear, carrying voice.

The reply comes in something less enunciated but more endearing than in unison: “Good morning, Miss Simran!”

“Who knows what day it is?” she asks, beaming as every child raises their hands, some so eager that they go on tiptoes. From the back of the studio, her best friend and roommate, Olivia, raises her hand too, grinning. Another thought she’d pushed away, along with her birthday: Liv’s reaction to the news that her brother and Simran kissed. Liv has loved to be deeply unpredictable since the day they met, paired as roommates freshman year of college, so her reply could be anything from a shriek to a shrug. Simran turns back to her students and says, “Why don’t you all tell me?”

“Recital day!” they yell back. She springs into action, asking the parents to line their kids up at the front and grab a seat for the big show. Mothers fuss over unkempt braids and fathers tie shoelaces and Simran makes herself look away. Her heart clamps up anyway, an ache she will never quite get rid of, but she retrieves her smile. She was a kid once, just like them, happy and sticky and surrounded by love. She crouches down to adjust Vee Miller’s dupatta, nodding along with the child’s excited but incoherent story—after class, this kid is either getting a baby brother or a pet buffalo.

Moving to the middle of the studio, parents behind her, kids facing her, Simran says, “It’s time for namaskaram.” Twenty sets of elbows go up, thumbs, index fingers, and middle fingers joining with the remaining two spread as she leads the kids in the traditional demonstration of respect that opens every class. They do the simple motions together, a couple of the kids toppling over when they have to squat down to touch the floor. But she’s taught them well because without prompting, they remember her motto—“You’re the only one who can pick yourself back up”—barely missing a beat. (Okay, maybe missing a couple of beats.) She hits play on her phone and the opening notes of the medley blare on the sound system.

She dances along for the kids who need guidance and by the time the final song, “Chaiyya Chaiyya,” is blasting out, the kids are singing at the top of their lungs, mispronouncing almost every word. She pulled the moves directly from the movie, and, like her, the parents’ love for this iconic song runs deep—some of them even dance in their seats. It’s all out of tune and out of step; Simran doesn’t sing, but her heart does.

As she does the signature hook step, she’s struck by a visceral memory—she and her cousin Kavitha doing this exact move years and years ago. They’d practiced for weeks to put on a performance for the whole family, neighbors gathering too, right in the living room of Simran’s home in Chennai, the bifold doors of the verandah flung open so the music could be turned all the way up. The memory is shiny and Technicolor, like the Simran in it. There was no place she’d ever felt safer in than that house, no people she’d ever been more herself with than her parents and cousin, no doubt that her life would be happy and full and lived out with all of them.

Emphatic applause bursts her out of her thoughts as the performance reaches its grand finish, and the adults rush forward, sweeping their children into hugs. She walks over to Liv, who has watched the whole concert from the back wall and now gives her an exaggerated slow clap.

“Thanks for coming,” she says.

“These kids!” Liv says, purple streaks in her bobbed hair wiggling. “They’re so adorable. They’ve made me realize how much I want to be a cool aunt one day.”

Simran places a hand on her shoulder. “You were born to be a cool aunt.”

“Thank you.” Liv puts her hand over Simran’s, pretending to tear up. “You’re very sweet, and if I ever said sorry, I might say it for what’s about to happen.”

Simran’s face drops. “What’s about to happen?”

But she suddenly becomes aware that the crowd behind her is no longer noisy—extremely suspicious for a group of children. Liv twirls her finger and Simran turns to see the rest of the room looking at her expectantly.

“What’s going on?” she asks as giggles ripple through the kids.

One of the moms steps forward. “We heard that it’s your birthday today! So we all wanted to sing for you.”

Simran looks over her shoulder to narrow her eyes at Liv. Her friend smirks back and holds up her index finger; this is her one birthday greeting. Not that she actually listens; at least Leo pretends to try. Liv moves up next to her, waving her arms like an orchestra conductor, and then sixty or so voices are singing “Happy Birthday” to her.

Simran’s forced smile relaxes into something more genuine. She adores these kids, the ones who are trying to sing so loud they’re basically just shouting, adores finding out that Anju and Yami Suresh and their father all have identical, high-pitched voices, and even adores Liv, her pushy best friend who loves her too much to let this day pass without acknowledging it somehow. It doesn’t change the fact that she hates her birthday, hates that it used to be so special to her, hates what it’s become.

By the time the last few families have filed out, Simran has gotten so many birthday wishes, she won’t need one for the next ten years. She’s still got text and email inboxes full of messages that she’ll put off replying to until tomorrow. Liv hangs around, helping her clean up the space after everyone has left. Simran’s phone buzzes and she pulls it out of her pocket.

Kavitha Iyer [12:23 p.m.]: Happy birthday, Simran.

When they were growing up, Kavitha and Simran were forced by their parents to sleep in separate bedrooms because otherwise they’d never go to bed, yapping the night away. And now, Kavitha and Simran text exactly twice a year—one wishes happy birthday, the other politely replies thank-you. The last time they talked more than that was five years ago.

She stands stock-still. This year feels different, though. “Everything okay?” Liv asks.

Simran squeezes her hand around her phone as she says, “Yeah, no. Everything’s fine.”

“Let’s go home, then?” Somehow, even after all the years away and the places she’s lived since, the word “home” still conjures up the house in Chennai where she lived with her parents, though she hasn’t seen it in sixteen years. It takes a couple of seconds for her to shift back to the here and now. As they walk back to the apartment they share on the west side of Toronto, Liv prattles on about leaving for her Europe trip tomorrow, pulling Simran’s mind away from the message burning a hole in her pocket. She has to come clean to her friend before she goes on her trip.

“I kissed your brother last night,” Simran blurts out as they walk down Queen Street. “And earlier, before the recital. And I’ll kiss him again. A lot, probably.”

Liv’s jaw drops and Simran takes a second to relish the rare reversal of shocking her.

“I guess all I have to say is …” Liv trails off and Simran’s pulse hammers in her throat. Her best friend looks at her beadily, letting her squirm for a few long seconds before throwing her hands in the air. “Thank fu—Frank!” Her glance swings to two toddlers walking a few feet in front of them with their parents. “I was going to pickle my eyeballs and stick them in a martini if I had to spend one more second watching you two act all swirly and gooey around each other.”

Simran scoffs, even as she thinks of Leo’s full bottom lip. “We did not act swirly and gooey.”

Liv smirks. “You’re swirly and gooey right now! It’s okay. He’s worse than you are. Thinking he was so smooth, all these years, always asking about you, as if we didn’t know that he’s had a crush on you since he was fifteen. And then, when he moved back here, the way he’d make excuses to hang out with you!” She affects a frat-boy baritone that sounds nothing like the gentle rumble of Leo’s voice. “Should I get a ticket to the movie for Simran too? Heard Simran doesn’t know how to ice skate—does she want me to teach her? Hey, I’m coming over—oh, what, Simran’s also home? That’s cool, I guess. What a punk. I kept telling him you were out of his league. Way to make me wrong for the first time in history. To make up for it, I’d like lilac for the bridesmaid color scheme and a summer wedding and—oooh, would I get to wear a sari?”

“Let’s move on or I will start sharing details,” Simran says, smiling when Liv looks the tiniest bit scared.

“I’m happy for the two of you, but I’m not sure I like this new power dynamic,” she says, crossing her arms. When they reach their apartment, Simran stops short. On the dining table is a big red-and-gold envelope. Liv follows her eyeline. “I saw this in the trash bin in your bedroom when I was taking out the garbage downstairs,” she says. “I wasn’t sure if you meant to throw it away.”

“Oh.” Simran looks at the New Jersey return address in the corner, where her aunt, uncle, and Kavitha live, and runs her fingers over her name, embossed in black on the front. She had tossed the envelope in the garbage in a fit of emotion when she woke up this morning. She’s not going to that wedding. But she does find it oddly comforting that the invite didn’t actually get thrown out. She picks it up. “I, um … thanks.”

Later, in her room, Simran sits on the edge of her bed, holding her phone with both hands. Her glance flicks to the invitation, now reinstated in its place on the dresser, propped up against her mirror, like it has been for the three months since she received it. It’s so bright. So red. She looks down at Kavitha’s birthday message again.

Simran Gopal [6:59 p.m.]: Thanks, Kavi.

And then:

Simran Gopal [6:59 p.m.]: I miss you.

The moment her thumb hits send, Simran flings her phone onto the other side of her bed. She stands and paces in small circuits, from her dresser to the reading chair in the corner. She feels exposed. She shouldn’t have sent it.

She forces herself to take a deep breath. Outside her window, the late evening sun is finally setting, turning everything golden, and she can hear mockingbirds calling from the nearby park, and—who cares? She picks her phone up again.

No reply.

As night stains the sky with indigo, her birthday almost over, Simran expects to feel better, but instead her mood sinks lower and lower.




2.

Leo looks at his watch and sighs as he rushes into the elevator, dragging his carry-on suitcase behind him, a thick brown paper bag balanced on top of it. He knocks on the front door to his sister and Simran’s apartment and quickly smooths his hair—though it falls back on his forehead like always—before discreetly pressing his nose to his shoulder. He doesn’t smell like sweat or too much cologne, equal offenses in his book. If he didn’t have to prepare for the most important work trip of his life, he’d have spent the day with Simran. Instead, he’s showing up after eleven p.m. on her birthday to see her for a couple of hours before he has to get on a flight to New York.

“Bonjour, Léo! Le cheval est beau mais court vite,” Liv declares as she opens the door. “I’m practicing my French for my trip.”

“I gathered. You anticipate horses coming up a lot?” he asks. “Duolingo sure seems to.” He tries to step inside but she blockades the door, crossing her arms. “You have anything to say to me?”

“Rarely,” he says dryly. “You do enough of the talking.”

Liv narrows her eyes. “I mean about Simran.”

“Oh! Yeah, of course!” he says. He holds up a finger. “One: Butt out.” He raises a second one. “Two: I’m here to see her, not you. Move.”

“Show me some respect. I’m older than you.”

“But I’m taller than you,” he replies, using the flat of his forearm to push his sister to the side, a move that he’s perfected in the many years since he started towering over her. She huffs in outrage but Leo’s already inside the apartment, tucking his suitcase into a corner.

“How do I say ‘Where is the closest bar?’ in French?” she asks.

“Où est le bar le plus proche,” Leo replies, setting a small bouquet of red tulips down before emptying the contents of the paper bag onto the dining table.

She cranes her neck in suspicion. “Is that actually how you say it or is it something really embarrassing?”

Leo slants a look at her. “Guess you’ll find out.”

“Nah. You believe too deeply in some nonexistent translator code of ethics to lead me astray,” Liv says. Leo says nothing, but she’s absolutely right. She glances down at the crowded table. “Bruh. She’s genuinely not into celebrating. Never once in the fourteen birthdays I’ve known her.”

He pauses and looks at his sister. “Yeah. What’s that about?”

Liv shrugs. “I gather it has something to do with her parents.” Leo nods and goes to the left drawer to grab a corkscrew. “It’s Simran. You know her well enough to know that there’s a lot you don’t know.”

“Yeah, but you’re nosy,” he says.

“She’s impervious to even my superlative powers,” Liv says. He tucks the stems of two wineglasses between the fingers of one hand. Walking back to his sister, he pulls the bar of dark chocolate she swiped from his spread out of her hoodie’s kangaroo pocket with the other. “Hey!” she complains. “Be nice to me or I’ll tell Simran how you watched Titanic every day for a month when Winnie Chan dumped you.”

The threat bounces off him. “There are butter tarts for you in the bag,” he says, rounding the table to grab the bottle of wine, Simran’s favorite white from Peller Estates, before heading down the hallway.

“Just kidding, you are a passably acceptable brother!” Liv calls to him.

Simran’s not in her bedroom and, for a moment, he wonders where she could be—then he looks through the glass sliding door at the end of the hall. There, on the love seat that barely fits in the tiny bucket of a balcony, is Simran, her thick, dark hair piled over one shoulder, skin burnished and smooth under the ambient light from the street.

“Hi,” he says, sliding the door open. Her arms hold her legs tight to her chest, chin resting on her knees, a compact ball. She startles at the sight of him, swiping at her face roughly.

“Hi,” she replies, and her voice is thick. She clears her throat and gives him a small smile. “You’re here.”

“Wanted to say goodbye before I left,” he tells her. Actually, he wants to kiss her again, to lock this thing down so that when he is back in a few days, they can pick up right where they’ve left off.

But Simran’s body language is all wrong. He sits on the other end of the love seat, mind racing. What happened between the last time he saw her and now? He holds off on opening the wine and puts the glasses down. “How did prep for your interview go?” she asks, still curled into that ball. “Do you feel like a lock for the dream job?”

She’s pretending nothing is wrong, so he follows her lead. “I’m nervous—presenting to the head office is a big deal. But I’ve prepared a really good presentation. All I can do is be myself and bring my best. The rest is on them to decide if it’s good enough,” he says, eyeing the full seat of space between them. “How was your day? Heard the recital went really well.”

“It was great.” She doesn’t say anything more, looking out at the zig and zag of cars on the street, tires slushing over the wet asphalt after an evening summer shower. The silence jabs bluntly at him till he has to speak. He turns to her, though he has no idea what he’s going to say, when he sees tears dripping down her face.

This is not about them, Leo realizes. This is something else entirely. He slides across


































Epilogue

Eleven months later

Simran watches as the key of her childhood home in Chennai is placed in the palm of a stranger. The tall man in wire-rim glasses thanks Kamal’s mother as his wife urges their two young daughters to stop running around the front garden and tell the Kumars how excited they are to live so close to their school and friends.

Simran steps back from the interaction—it’s no longer hers to be a part of. This house technically hasn’t been hers for years. The Kumars, out of respect for her and her family, hadn’t changed a thing, renting it out as is until they’d received an offer to buy it a few months ago. It had felt like a sign. A chance to say goodbye that she hadn’t gotten seventeen years ago, one she hadn’t been able to find since.

“Please, go ahead. Take all the time you need,” the new owner says, gesturing to Simran and Veena perima. Knowing that she’s seeing this house for the last time, Simran stands on the second stair of the verandah where her family used to have breakfast on Sundays. She walks through her old bedroom, through the living room, through her father’s study, all the places she’s been picturing and dreaming of for years now. She opens the Godrej wardrobe where her mother’s saris used to hang and smiles at the familiar metallic groan when she closes the door. She cries in the kitchen when she spots a broken tile that’s never been fixed. She hopes it never will be. Her aunt shows her the space by the window where she’d rock Simran to sleep. They do one last round, going to each room as they say goodbye not just to her parents but to the people they’d been in this house.

Leo’s outside in the garden and as Veena perima goes to talk to the new owners, Simran beckons him over.

“I have something for you,” she says to Leo as he steps onto the verandah.

His eyebrows go up. “Shouldn’t I be the one giving you things?”

She takes his hand. “Not till tomorrow at least.” She folds his fingers to make a fist and then pulls a heavy gold object out of her pocket, slipping it over his wrist. Her father’s watch, a piece of family lore she’d never even known about till her aunt had told her. Veena perima had kept it in her safe all these years and given it to Simran last month, when they’d pored over her parents’ wedding album on one of Simran’s weekend visits to Iyer House. “This watch has been in my mom’s side for generations; my father used to wear it. The tradition is to give it to the first man who marries into the family.”

Some dreams will stay steeped in loss and sorrow and never come true, like the wish both she and Veena perima had for her to get married in this very spot. But they have so much more now than just dreams. They have these links to their memories—the record player, this house, the items they finally unpacked from the garage. She has her aunt’s stories about her parents and the ones she shares, with her aunt, with Leo, with her cousins.

“Thank you,” Leo says, his voice wobbling a little, as he runs his finger lightly over the dial. He looks at her, lips pursed with emotion.

“It looks so right on you,” she says, throat tightening. Her parents should have been the ones to give it to him; she’ll never stop feeling their absence. Her therapist keeps reminding her that won’t go away. Grief is many things: a wall, a net, a weight. But it’s also a tether that brought her back to the people she lost and the ones she still has.

She doesn’t want to get this heavy, not today. Leo picks up on the shift in her mood and nudges her. “You know, Simran, you’ve already got me. You can stop flirting with me.”

She breaks into a smile. “Pass.”

A few minutes later, Leo, Veena perima, and Simran say goodbye to the Kumars and the new family. As they walk to the gate, Veena perima takes Simran’s hand and she pretends not to notice the tears on her aunt’s cheek. Just before they exit, they turn and look back.

“Come to think of it,” Veena perima says, her voice back to her default haughty tone. “The color of this house has always been too dull. I hope they finally paint it.”

[image: Paragraph break image]

The next day, her thirty-second birthday, Simran sits on the sandy shore of Marina Beach, just as the dawn breaks and the sun peeks over the horizon. She thought saying goodbye to the house would hurt far more than it does. But just because it’s not hers anymore doesn’t mean it’s not still home.

Or at least a part of home. Because a part of home is Iyer House now. A part of home is her apartment in Manhattan with Kavitha. A part of home is Toronto. A part of home is always wherever Leo is—so currently, sitting on the beach next to her, knees up, digging his toes through the sand.

“Happy birthday?” he asks her. The first rays of daylight streak through his hair and turn his eyes golden. “Or sad birthday?”

She thinks of how far they’ve come in just a year and takes his hand. “Mostly happy. But maybe a little sad too. Can it be both?” she asks.

He gives that smile, one side up, then the other. “That sounds right.”

Her phone chimes with a video call request and she holds it up to answer.

“Happy birthday!” Rishi and Geeta say in unison.

“Thank you!” Simran replies. “I can’t believe you guys are calling me so early. It’s still yesterday in Connecticut.”

“Well, the baby’s up, which means we are up.” Geeta’s voice is exhausted and exhilarated.

“Guess that means Kavitha has to be up as well,” Kavi grumbles, coming into the frame in a third window.

“Put my niece on the phone,” Simran says. Rishi holds the phone up to the baby. She’s wriggling, her chubby hands demonstrating her newest skill: fist pumping as she gurgles enthusiastically.

Something happens to Simran whenever she sees her niece. It’s not so different from the first time she heard Leo speak Tamil. She feels parts of herself join and bind, fitting together. Late in Geeta’s third trimester, when the arguments over what to name the baby had reached fever pitch (Leo and Rishi kept insisting LeBron James Iyer-Chopra was a great name for a girl), Veena perima had been the one to come up with the solution, suggesting a new family tradition, one where the aunt names the baby.

The afternoon that Veena perima called her to say that Geeta was having contractions, Simran rushed from her desk at Fordham’s international student office and caught the train to the hospital in Connecticut. There, she held her niece in her arms for the first time as Kavitha told everyone the name she’d chosen: Vidya. After Simran’s mother. And Simran, who still kept insisting she never cried, wept and laughed at the same time.

When Simran looks at baby Vidya, she doesn’t just see her family’s future. She sees its past too. Maybe her parents aren’t here anymore, but they still are. Because Simran is here. Because her aunt is. No one is gone forever as long as someone remembers them.

“Hi, Vidya,” she says gently to the screen. The baby wails in reply. “She’s as grumpy as Simran is,” Kavitha comments as she pads into the kitchen.

“How’s Annie, Kavi?” Leo asks. Kavitha shrugs noncommittally and Leo gasps. “No more Annie?”

“Maybe just less Annie,” Kavitha says, yawning again. “I have some oats to sow. Not wild ones. More like steel-cut.”

Leo grins nefariously. “Got it. But let us know when you’re ready to bring Annie or whoever to a family wedding and pretend you’re strangers so she can fulfill every single whim of your entire family and win them over …”

Kavitha snorts. “Who would ever agree to that?”

Leo laughs, sliding his arm around Simran. “Only a complete idiot.”

“Besides …” Kavitha says mischievously, “we’d need to have a family wedding first.” She drums her fingers along her jaw. “Do you know anyone who could get married soon?”

Simran groans and lightly pushes Leo. “You walked us right into that one.”

“You sound like your mother,” Leo tells Kavi.

At that moment, Vidya makes it known to all that she doesn’t appreciate her mother and father’s divided attention and they end the call with a plan to celebrate Simran’s birthday when she and Leo are back. Daylight has fully broken and people are spilling onto the beach. Children shriek as they touch the tide and run back up the shore to the waiting arms of their parents. Vendors come by, and when one selling fresh ellaneer, straight from a hacked-off coconut, rolls his cart past them, Leo gets up. Simran hears Leo tell the man in Tamil that he’d like one and sees the seller’s surprise at his fluency.

Leo plops down next to her in the sand. “Would you like your birthday present?”

“I can’t believe you had time to get me something,” she says, taking the coconut from him.

“Let’s just say it’s been in the works for a while,” Leo says. He pulls out his phone, scrolls quickly, and hands it to her. She takes in the fancy header on the email and reads it out loud.

“Dear Mr. Bridgers, it is with great pleasure that we inform you of—” She looks at him. “That we inform you of your acceptance to the Master’s Program for Advanced Linguistic Studies at NYU.”

“The company wants me to get more formal training, so they’re going to cover my degree while I work out of the Manhattan office.”

Simran turns her shoulders to look right at him. “You’re moving to New York?”

His grin is so wide, eye crinkles everywhere. “I’m moving to New York!”

She flings her arms around him. “Forget what I said, it’s a happy birthday!” she says to the space behind his ear and then changes her mind again. “Happiest birthday!”

For so long, Simran thought life was a straight line, moving in only one direction. That once something was lost, it was gone forever. It’s only in the last year that she’s understood how wrong she was. Life is not a straight line, it’s not even a circle. It’s a spiral, up, down, and all around. Sometimes, you might even pass the same places as before.

She watches the waves break onto the shore before retreating, over and over again. The tide moves out and it comes back, a different stretch of ocean than what came before. Simran left this home behind, and now she has returned, also different than before. She and Leo left each other and soon they’ll reunite for a life they’ll build together. Her parents left this world long ago, but the man she loves is wearing the watch her mother gave her father, and now there’s Vidya with her gurgling laugh and earsplitting scream. Maybe someday, there’ll be another baby and Simran’s father’s double dimples will be back in this world as well.

The world spins on and time moves forward. But goodbye is not the end. The hope for another meeting is infinite.
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