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Prologue 
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I fell in love in increments. Little fissures breaking open within me when I least expected it. 

Grace. 
Mrs. Maharaj. 
Michael.
Yana. 
And somewhere in the middle, a maddening crazy country.
She had the kindest eyes I had ever seen. Like she was lit from within. As if a candle flickered right at the centre of her, spilling outward and imbuing her and the fortunate recipient with an aura of something special. An almost discernible halo of warmth that was impossible to ignore. 

Hers were the kind of eyes that reveal an infinite story of love and care. Tangible from the day they were born and every single day they went on, being kind. As if when God had come to her mould he had stopped and deliberated. 

This is what I will do. 
Place this light carefully at the centre of her. 
Spread the warmth through her tissues and fibres. 
Every thread of hers, innocent and pure even after all the lives she’d lived and the many people she’d been. It was unnerving. Her eyes tugged at me, triggering something over and over until it clicked. And that day on the boat, I saw it. Mrs. Maharaj. 

They were in no way similar but for the eyes. Yana was soft and small. Her skin a buttery yellow. A tiny button of a nose. Long meandering curls. Mrs. Maharaj was tall, big and reassuring with plain features and hair that refused to stray from its tight bun. But for the eyes, different but same. Brown to brown. But the same. 

It was her. An incarnation perhaps. A little part of her soul, living across the world in this stranger. The thought struck me that evening of my birthday. She cut me a slice of cake and said, “Happy birthday, Maya. Make sure you always have cake every year of your life.” Her voice was a caress of tenderness, but it was her eyes that really gave her away. 

I’m a good person, they said. I’m just good. 

They both were. Simply good. For no special reason. Just because that’s the way they were made. Some people were just created that way. With the right kind of light. 

Luis was tall, cuddly, and just as gentle as her with his own laughing eyes. In another person, maybe those eyes were disconcerting. Coal black, piercing and faintly intimidating. But in his face they were happy eyes. Smiling eyes. It was hard to look at them and not smile in return. There was a clarion call about their beings. Maybe that’s what had drawn them to each other all those lifetimes ago.

They met as barefoot children running around in the streets of Tagaytay, a tiny village in the Philippines. Weaving between houses, they played silly made-up games and threw stones at each other. When the sun was too hot they hid under the trees, sharing tender ripe mangos, chattering away in Tagalong, the juices running through their chubby fingers. Unselfconscious and innocent, they wandered into each other’s bedrooms and stayed up late at night talking their childish nonsense. 

They played hopscotch and snuck money from their mothers’ purses for popsicles. In their dusty village they learned the rhythms of each other’s hearts, turning nutty brown in the sun until they were called indoors. Perched in the shadow of the smallest volcano in the world their little village was home, and forever the backdrop of their childhood love. 

They loved each other almost from the first moment they met as children. 

“Hah! But obviously. Of course it was love! How could it not be love?” Luis asked me decades later as we floated down the Nile River in a felucca. Another day had seeped into evening and his curious black eyes sparkled in the dusk. Yana squeezed his hand and smiled her perfect Yana smile. To look at them was to fall in love with love.

From the other side of the little raft, Michael’s eye caught mine and we swiftly looked away. It was difficult to not feel awkward in the midst of their unpretentious comfort and affection. The fondness that bleeds through decades of history or kismet. Just a knowing of each other down to the bones that knit them together. 

“Look at her,” he whispered like a naughty schoolboy. With a stubby age-worn finger, he traced the edges of her face. Fifty-three years later and he still looked like he had just fallen in love right there in that moment. 

Yana picked up the threads of the most poignant love story I had ever heard. “Oh my! He was the naughtiest boy in class. Every day he was always doing something wrong. Yah our teacher was always shouting at him. Always making us scared with frogs and spiders,” she giggled, and I was transported to the little Filipino village along with them. 

“But one day, maybe when we were about ten who can remember? We were sitting on the swings by my house. It was not even swings you know. Just these you know plastic things hanging from the tree. But it was our favourite place.” Her smile was lost in that moment.
“And he said to me that his dream was to sail across the world in a boat he had built with his own hands. As far as the oceans could go. Far away from our island.” A gleam of pride in her eyes, she beamed. “And you did.” 
“Sort of,” he nodded. “It wasn’t my own boat you know but it was fine. I came close. That’s life you see.” A look passed between them, an era of ease expressing itself in a second. He flicked us a glance, me and Michael, conspicuously seated as far apart as the close quarters would allow. Those strange black eyes flickered over us, assessing... cautioning.

Life. Our eyes met and then turned away again. 
I’ve been looking at you too much.
Two years later, twelve-year-old Luis and Yana had their first unwelcome tastes of the vicissitude of life. Time to go; his father broke the news. America will be much better for us. Better jobs, more money, the land of opportunity. The whole village mourned and sent them off with a big farewell party for the family. They boxed up their lives. Luis and Yana were heartbroken. Teenage lovers feeling every feeling with every ounce of their being. Feeling cursed and railing at the unfairness of life.

“She was the first girl I ever loved. And I loved her every day. Even when I couldn’t see her. Even when I couldn’t remember her face.” Sadness stole over his face. “When the years were just going, you know? Each one becoming like the other one and just her name was there sometimes. I used to look at those few pictures I had until it was completely faded. But I just knew. I knew.” 

Luis’s parents settled in Minnesota, as far a cry from their balmy village as it could be. Yana was bereft. Crying her teenage tears, she swore to her friends she’d never love again. “You know how silly we children can be!” she laughed that night on the Nile. And then, “But it was true. A little piece of my heart was always with Luis. But yah things don’t always work that way; not like you think. Not even like you pray,” she went on, her fingers entwining with his. 

“Life always has plans for you. Even when you think you are going one way it takes you somewhere else. And you forget. I don’t know. You forget where you meant to go in the first place! And so you take this turn and that turn. What else can you do?” 

Twelve years old, separated into different worlds with only childlike fervor to tide them over, they did what all love-struck children did (and some adults too). Tried to bend life to their will. 

At first they wrote to each other obsessively, refusing to let even a few days pass without a hastily scribbled letter. Luis excitedly told her about the cold, seeing snow for the first time and all the bigness of America. “There is so much food! And it is all so big and for such little money! It is all the things you see on TV, the burgers and pizzas. My mother tells us not to eat so much of it, but it is all so good! But I am very much missing our mangoes. Please eat some for me.” 

Yana told him about her days lazing on the beach, trying on make-up, and playing dress-up with her friends. “It’s so hot here,” she teased, “I am so sorry to hear you are cold over there in America.” 

They read each other’s words breathlessly, scanning every letter, looking for her, looking for him in its curves and lines. Every night Luis placed the letters on his chest. “So I could fall asleep with her close to my heart.” Yana tucked the letters under her pillow. “So I could dream of him,” she laughed fifty-three years later, unabashedly; time and fate having erased every trace of childhood embarrassment. 

Yana and Luis. The most beautiful heartbreaking love story I had ever heard. In the worst time of my life.
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Chapter 1 // The crying kind 
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I’ve never been a crier. Not as a baby or a toddler, not as far as my memories take me. Not as a child or a teenager. It wasn’t peculiar to me until someone said it was. 

“Sometimes, you can be a strange person, Maya,” Mrs. Maharaj would say – at various times in my life. The last of which was at the funeral. Not unkindly though. Just so. Matter-of-factly. Like you’d say it was hot today. Maybe I was. A strange person.

“Why?” I always asked. Depending on the occasion, and that specific day’s bit of strangeness, she’d give me different answers. Never harshly. Always in her gentle, teacher tone. The day of the funeral, she replied, “Aren’t you sad, my love? Why are you not crying? Have you cried? You haven’t shed a tear Maya. This is not natural or normal.” As she spoke her face settled into its familiar lines of worry. Familiar when it came to me. Invariably, when we spent time together, her face sighed its way into that same expression. Worry, concern, pity, and a fathomless resignation. 

Her Maya face, I often giggled to myself. Reserved for me and my strangeness. My un-normality. The unnaturalness of Maya. Natural? Normal? Who knew? I certainly didn’t. I didn’t know the answer. I just never cried. Not even from the belt. It hurt, but I never cried, just shouted, and ran to hide. 

The curious case of the missing tears all changed the day I received the news of Grace. It was a perfectly normal Sunday when the phone rang. And then the un-normality happened. A well of tears, decades of uncried tears glided their way to the surface of my conscience. All at once they were there. Little soldiers finally arriving at their destination. 

The line was scratchy. The accent hard to understand, but the message concise and unambiguous. 

Hello! Are you Grace Patel’s sister? 
Yes, speaking. Who’s this?
Yes? Yes? Hello? Oh okay. Yes hello. 
Hello? This is Maya. Who is this?
We are calling from emergency. Your sister was on a tour with our group, and she has gone missing from one place. We have also sent you an email. 
What? What do you mean? What? Are you joking?
Yes, we are not joking. No, why we will joke about such serious? Hello? Can you hear us? We are sorry Madame. Here, please take this number and call us back if the line breaks. 
The line broke. I didn’t hear the number. Numbers made no sense in the moment. Just stared at the phone in my hand. The phone made no sense. This funny-looking thing telling me my sister was missing. The dam of tears broke open, a waterfall of gasping sobs. Taking myself by surprise. The crying so startled me, I almost stopped. But it was too late. Like my mother, like Grace, I too became a crier. 

Mrs. Maharaj will be so happy, I thought (morbidly) to myself (through the tears). 

Michael made me cry too. The shiver of mistrust and odd ache of pain when I first met him – I should have listened. Life makes us all liars, he once said. It was the truest thing he ever told me. His words stayed with me far longer than his scent, his person, his being.

Or maybe that’s me, proving him right. Because once I knew him, there was no unknowing. 

The day before the end, we sat on the roof of the same hotel. We watched the same sky and listened to the same noises from my first day there. By the end, all semblance of who I had been was gone. I spoke harshly. So unlike the Maya who had arrived there on the first day. 

“I wish I had never come here. I really should not have come.”
“I wish the same,” he nodded.
“Well good for you. No-one asked you.” Hurt made me harsher. 
“I don’t need your permission to talk, Maya.” 
Brutal. Like he always was. It hurt to hear but it was the truth. We looked at each other. I shrugged. How quickly I had picked up the habit! 
He shrugged. “Now what? What do you want?” 
Anything but this? Nothing but this? There were no good or right answers. It was impossible to hold back tears. In another lifetime, it may have been funny. The girl who never cried. Crying all the time. The man who hated tears. Watching the girl who never used to cry – crying. 

He turned away. “This crying is stupid. Please don’t,” he gestured, spilling ash from his cigarette. “You know I hate that.” 

Hate was not an understatement. Michael hated so many things. Politicians, crying women, crying children, people who interrupted him, rich people, little kids who bumped into him, slow walkers, slow drivers, cold tea. Everything annoyed him. It took me by surprise the first few times, that bluntness and harshness, and in my moments of clarity, saddened me how quickly I accepted it.

Crying women are silly. They are childish, and immature, he said to me one night when I was in floods of tears and there was no way of stilling the waters. “My mother. She does not cry. Women must be like that. Strong,” he said, decisively, clicking his fingers. “Done. Enough now.” Authoritatively. The expert on women’s feelings and emotions. 

Well, that’s nice for her, I retorted then. He took it literally, smiled and walked away. When I’d cried once too often in his presence, he became less indulgent. He wasn’t a fan. Neither was I. 

“STOP IT.” he commanded that last day. There it was. The anger. Always there. Bubbling under his skin. Ready to erupt at anything. A news item would flash on a screen somewhere, and his jaw would clench. Immediately. By rote. “Dirty corrupt people! Killing us. Bastards! Killing our Egypt!” 

Someone would push their way ahead of us in line, and the same, over, and over. He’d spit through his teeth, “Arrogant idiots! Can they not see me here? I am standing here!” 

It was his greatest deception; the happy face that he showed to friends and the lucky few hid a shadowy rage. “Stop crying,” he grunted again. “You know I hate this. You stop it right now. Just stop.” As his voice rose, he puffed angrily at his cigarette. As if it was the cigarette’s fault. 
Which just made me cry even more. 
And then finally, grasping at his last straw, “Don’t worry, you are still beautiful even if you are crying.” 
The absurdity of Michael! Like that was supposed to be a salve. 
Beautiful! We both knew he was lying.
Since we’d met he said it a few times. Not often enough to lose its thrilling impact, little enough to still make me believe it was true. Maybe it was. Was I beautiful? No-one had said so before. Mrs. Maharaj had alluded to it. “You know,” she smiled one day after class, “you have a really pretty face Maya. Use it to smile more.” 

But I knew I wasn’t beautiful. Not like Grace. 

Still, when he said it, those inscrutable eyes flickering in the dwindling sunlight, I almost believed it. Those eyes. I blamed his eyes. An unremarkable brown and shifting grey, dusty, and grimy; the exact colour of that very city. Unremarkable but for him. After what felt like a million hours of staring into those eyes, trying to find sense in everything, I could almost pinpoint the colour. But like his mood, it changed constantly. Eyes that could make you a believer. If you were hungry enough to eat lies. 

Many years ago, many lessons ago, Mrs. Maharaj had said to me, You can try Maya, try, and try, but it’s like trying to catch a rainbow. What it was about, I couldn’t remember. Maybe about Pa? Possibly. Perhaps it was about Ma, and the toothless futility of our existence at home. 

The words whispered back to me when I looked at him. It was perverse that he spoke of me being beautiful when it was him who was beautiful. So imperfectly beautiful that it was a taunting little stab at my insides to just look at him. The absurdity of it all! 

Him? 
How? 
In every daydream (and there’d been plenty) The Person had never looked like him. Talked like him. Was never dismissive, rude, and uncaring like him. In every romantic novel in which I’d lost myself for days and nights, the hero had never been exasperating and harsh and infuriating. In every movie I’d watched and sighed at the happy ending, there had never been someone like Michael. Abrasive, alluring, difficult to know, difficult to turn away from.
Had never uttered flat impenetrable words with flashing angry eyes. “I don’t want you to leave. Please.” An exasperated sigh. Annoyance that he even had to utter the words. Never a plea, always a statement. That was the way he talked, in declarations and dictates. Michael knew very few ways to plead. In his life, there was no call for requests. Just instructions.

“No I can’t stay.” My words tumbled out, garbled and nonsensical. Completely belying my feelings.
“Fine! Fine! Just whatever.” 
A second later, he seized my hand and squeezed my fingers tight enough to hurt. All the while, he stared out at a distant point over that balcony. I couldn’t stop looking at him. It was essential that I drink in every feature, every plane, every inch of skin on a face that I couldn’t bear to never see again. 

“Please.” His voice broke. And all that was holding me together broke too. It wasn’t fair. 
Just stay, a voice whispered. Stay. Try.
I shook my head. 
“Fine. Then go. Then go,” he gripped my fingers tighter. 
How could I leave? 
How could I stay? 
“So go.”
I didn’t reply.
“Go!” he whispered, harsh and urgent. “If you go, go. It is done.” 
And then all that was left was the smoke. 
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