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“In her debut novel, India-born, New York—based journalist Malhotra vividly portrays aspects of Indian immigrant life in the United States.” — Library Journal

“Woman of an Uncertain Age is a resounding ‘Yes!’ to everything that can go right, all that’s worth saving and whether life still wants to surprise us. In the intelligent and sensuous Naina, Priya Malhotra has given us the propelling verve of a classic Terry McMillan character with the multicultural tack we love Bharati Mukherjee’s Indian American women for. An American story, a New York story, a grown woman story . . . Here is a novel to represent these high times of new life and reopenings.” — Kalisha Buckhanon, author of Speaking of Summer

“A poignant and yet witty account of a woman in her fifties grappling with her past, her at times inappropriate desires, and her life as a single widow. Woman of an Uncertain Age is a delightful and surprising read.” — Helen Benedict, author of The Good Deed and Wolf Season

“In Woman of An Uncertain Age, Priya Malhotra has deftly woven a complex novel that will draw in readers through her beautiful prose, vivid imagery, and memorable characters. I found myself mesmerized by every step in the plot while identifying with every character’s trait, choices, and whims. Even the ones I found challenging, they challenged me in a way that made me a better reader, thinker, and ultimately, human.” — Reema Zaman, author of I Am Yours and Paramita: A Dystopian Matriarchy

“With a poet’s sense of lyricism, a painter’s sense of color, and a novelist’s sense of story, Priya Malhotra pushes her language to ever greater heights, teetering at the edge, but always pulling back in time. To me, A Woman of an Uncertain Age is about loneliness and longing, about acceptance and understanding, about the strangeness of existence, especially for Naina, who grew up in India but now lives in New York, all caught in an intoxicating range of metaphors, yet told with an honesty that cuts to the bone.” — Birgitta Hjalmarson, author of Fylgia and Artful Players: Artistic Life in Early San Francisco

“Priya Malhotra writes with style and verve. Woman of an Uncertain Age is acutely observed and ably brings to the fore the particular anxieties and challenges of ageing, immigration and finding love in the most unexpected of circumstances.” — Pallavi Aiyar, author of Smoke and Mirrors: An Experience of China and Orienting: An Indian in Japan
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CHAPTER ONE
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WHEN NAINA, A slender twenty-one-year-old with shiny black hair that touched her hips, and plush lips that, as her family constantly reminded her, were always parted as if she were about to ask a question, left New Delhi to move to New Jersey after marrying Harish in 1974, she was unusually calm compared with other distraught brides who couldn’t bear the thought of leaving their homes and families to go off to a foreign land.

At the airport in Delhi, in the middle of the night, she hugged her parents tightly but did not cry or constantly turn back to look at them as she headed toward her flight. She was going abroad for the first time, and sitting on a plane for the second time in her life. She was going to a place she knew little about: America, which was, at that time in India, a far-off and unfamiliar place. It wasn’t like going to England, which she could easily conjure up with images of places like Buckingham Palace and Mayfair, people like Mr. Darcy and the Brontë sisters, and food like bread pudding and caramel custard. She already knew about British towns called Birmingham, Manchester, and Oxford—but what of Birmingham, Alabama; Manchester, New Hampshire; Oxford, Mississippi; and the clump of six states in the northeast that Americans called New England? These were places she had never heard of.

Although she didn’t know much about the country she’d soon be calling home, she’d definitely heard about this legendary city called New York, teeming with skyscrapers and ritzy areas called Park Avenue and Fifth Avenue. It was the city of Breakfast at Tiffany’s, The Age of Innocence, the city where the sky talked to the earth, the city that the Illustrated Weekly of India described as the “vampire kingdom of greed and capitalism.” And New York was where she would land, late in the afternoon at JFK, still wearing her chura, the red-and-white wedding bangles many Indian women customarily wear for a month after marriage.

It was a chilly day in April and she was wearing a light brown sweater and her father’s tweed coat, a tan-and-red coat from England two sizes too big for her, but the warmest garment anyone in the family owned. Her husband Harish also wore a coat similar to hers, except that his was brown and black; he had thrown it over a pure lambswool black sweater, a thermal undershirt, and a thick scarf whose tassels had irritated her nose while she tried to sleep on the airplane. Harish had tried to get her to wear more clothes, to “layer on” as he liked to say, but she hadn’t listened, never imagining the biting cold that would greet her.

The cold was the first thing that jumped at her when they exited the airport, the kind of chill that ripped through her clothes and plunged her into an agonizing delirium. As they waited for a bus to take them to Port Authority, it was then that Harish first held her hand in public—one of the few times in their thirty years of married life to come. Despite the freezing temperature, that public display of affection had excited her. His hands were long and supple, and he held her hand with a modicum of firmness, but she wished he’d squeeze it tighter, much tighter. They sat on a bus and she was astonished by the power of the heating system. It was her introduction to the supremacy of machines in this country. Before she knew it, she was warm again.

The bus was now going over the  Bridge, and she saw the fabled skyline of Manhattan, draped in a twilight mist that softened the sharp contours of the majestic buildings. Her heart beat faster. The city looked like an emperor—haughty, invincible, and heroic. She was mesmerized.

But Manhattan vanished as fast as it had appeared once they changed buses at Port Authority and were off to suburban Montcrest, a New Jersey town full of drab, nearly identical Dutch colonial-style homes and large, long cars parked in driveways, like sentries on duty. It was the place where Naina would spend the next three decades of her life.

––––––––
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NEVER, IN ALL those years, had she imagined she might one day live in Manhattan, Naina thought as she shut her apartment window so she wouldn’t have to hear the dry cleaner and his wife arguing in Cantonese. Their bickering was really intolerable. It was, after all, Sunday. Those two could yell for hours with no consideration for anyone near them. She supposed that was what one had to endure to be in Manhattan, a small price to pay. Still amazed to find herself living in the greatest city in the world, she felt a shiver of excitement run through her. But the feeling quickly passed with the sound of a fiendish howl, as if the ten-headed demon Ravan was convulsing in the netherworld.

It was an ambulance on the street below. She covered her ears. Why did they have to be so loud? And if they had to be, why couldn’t they have a more melodious tune?

Again, the phone rang, the fourth time that day, but Naina, who would have ordinarily considered it rude, let it go to voicemail.

Although it was almost two o’clock on a gray Sunday afternoon in April, she was still only half-awake, unable to muster the energy to get up. She lay sprawled on her bed, under the white comforter, looking at the short, untidy pile of birthday cards that waited for on her nightstand. Languidly, she picked one up.

“You don’t get dumb and old as the years go by, YOU just get SMART, SEXY, and BOLD” screamed a little white card with thick black lettering, which looked poised to pop off the paper. “Wild, witty, and wise, a woman in her fifties is a man’s most treasured prize” proclaimed a red-and-gold card that Naina immediately knew had to be from Shona, the optimistic chatterbox who, despite her efforts for almost twenty years, had enjoyed little success with men. “Age is sage, and knowledge is power, so let the GOOD TIMES ROLL!” declared another card with Elvis Presley on its cover. But the most unforgettable card, a pretty looking thing with lots of pink roses, was from Karen, her daughter Amaya’s friend. “You’ve touched so many lives, made so many friends, gained so much wisdom, and known so many joys and sorrows. These are all wonderful, beautiful reasons to celebrate.” Was this a preview of what Karen might say at her funeral?

Naina smiled wryly as she read the cards that invariably referred to this magical fountain of wisdom that apparently sprung from her. She heard the rusty cast iron radiator hissing away like a spurned diva and the maddening sounds, three floors down, of the dry cleaner and his wife who were still arguing. That tremulous feeling leaped within her again. She was certain of very little, and as far from possessing any sagacity as she had ever been.

Of course, that had not always been the case, and even though she had acquired a distaste for her former life, sometimes she couldn’t help being nostalgic for those days when she felt so sure of everything—days framed by predictable domestic rituals. At times, she did fret over little details but never saw or, if she did, never admitted, even to herself, to the blemishes smearing the canvas of her life: the layer of dust turning the emerald green into a moldy green; the cobweb of tiny rips making the majestic purple look like a sad, shriveled eggplant; the weathering of the shining red to the hue of an Indian bride’s clothes faded in the sun.

Her headache worsened and she forced herself to get up to take a couple of aspirins. She knew the culprit had to be those pale white drinks in those thin glasses she’d downed at some hazy point during the previous night. What were they called? Something that began with a sh. The letters arduously came together to form a word. Sho . . . ts. Yes, shots. Some kind of shots that sounded like military offensives. Kamikaze shots. That was it. Kamikaze shots. They were just as lethal as their name implied, and she regretted having consumed them without restraint. She should have been more careful. Stuck to wine. Not listened to Alannah’s have just one more. Her body was no longer young and as forgiving as it might once have been if put to the test. Now, like an accountant, it registered every indulgence, made her pay for every bit of carelessness. She decided to take a third aspirin just in case two did not do the job.

Her birthday party the night before had ended up being much more excessive than she had anticipated, but in retrospect she knew she should not have been surprised—considering it had been Alannah, her young friend, who had organized it. A thirty-five-year-old firebrand artist, Alannah thrived on excess and spectacle. She was a woman whose enterprising efforts intensified whenever she sensed she was drawing someone out of some supposed state of deprivation and repression. The theme of the party was “Arabian Nights,” and it was held in a lush orange-and-green room in Houri, a hip Moroccan restaurant in the East Village. Like many places on Avenue C, in the first decade of the twenty-first century, Houri—which means “alluring woman” in Arabic—was on the ground level of a dilapidated brick building that still had traces of graffiti on its walls and an air of having once been a place for rough, illicit exchanges. But when you entered it now, you were immediately transported to a decadent paradise that seemed a world away from its questionable earlier life, and from its rundown neighborhood—the depressing-looking deli opposite it, the crumbling pavement outside, the leaky air conditioner wobbling in a window on the third floor of the building next door, on the verge of falling prey to the force of gravity at any moment.

Even though the East Village, once known for artists and beatniks, had long undergone gentrification, these were the vestiges of a bygone era full of sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll. To Naina, who had moved to the city from her large suburban home in central New Jersey a year-and-a-half before, no place in New York felt as exciting and edgy as the East Village. In Jersey, there was space and more space and nothing of consequence to fill it, and in the East Village, there was so much energy and electricity that it spilled out of the tiniest gaps, rattling doors and walls, threatening to break man-made enclosures.

A glittering curtain of red, gold, and blue beads led you from the restaurant into a cozy party room where there were sofas upholstered in the fiery red-orange of an equatorial sunset, plush cushions adorned with an elaborate pattern of green and gold, and walls hidden behind sheets of fluttering gold silk. Several hookahs sat on small mosaic tables, and delicate coils of apricot, apple, and spice-flavored smoke swirled and swayed as people puffed away, filling the room with beautiful misty patterns.

There had been about fifteen or sixteen people at the party, the majority of whom Naina had not known for more than a year or so, and some she was meeting for the first time. The only ones she considered to be real friends were Alannah and Mara, a forty-two-year-old self-help writer obsessed with everything yoga and new age, and Rob, a tabla player from a yet-to-be signed fusion band, who looked like a big bird as he waved his tattooed arms around while talking incessantly.

Rob had gray hair and a sagging face that made him look much older than his thirty-nine years, but his ebullience and constant use of the phrase “that’s cool” made him seem a whole lot younger. He gave her an orange-and-black idol of the fierce multi-armed Hindu goddess Kali as a birthday present, something he had bought during his biweekly visits to Jackson Heights to eat samosas.

“Nains,” he said (he was the only person in the world who had ever called her Nains), “Kali kicks ass, let me tell you. I mean that woman can create, that woman can destroy. That’s cool. It’s so cool. And all we’re stuck with here is the boring Virgin Mary, boring. Immaculate Conception. Gimme a break. Now, Kali, she’s hot, she’s totally hot.”

“Thanks, Rob, thanks so much,” Naina said, thinking how ugly the idol was. “This is wonderful.” She gave him a tentative hug. “But we should be kind to the Virgin Mary. She’s sort of soothing and nice even if she isn’t as interesting as Kali.” That part, she meant. She had always liked the Virgin Mary, much more than she had ever liked Kali.

“C’mon, Nains, that’s your Catholic School education talking. That’s what they drill into you. Love the Virgin Mary. Believe me, I went to one too, miles away from you though, so I know.”

In order to beef up the crowd at the party, Alannah had invited three or four of her own friends Naina had never met before. One was Iris, an exceptionally tall woman with pointy features, a freelance curator and art writer who exuded the kind of humorless overconfidence that made Naina want to run and hide in some remote recess of herself.

“So I went to see the new John Currin show at Andrea Rosen,” Iris said after she had greeted Naina with a “hello” and “happy birthday” in a manner that suggested that such banalities were not worthy of her time. “I didn’t think his work could get worse, but he surprises me every time. He’s such a lightweight and gets more misogynistic as he gets older.” She vigorously shook her head and exhaled loudly. “God, he just bothers me so much . . .”

Naina didn’t know how to respond because, even though she now worked as an assistant at an art gallery in Chelsea, she barely knew anything about Currin except that he was a famous artist known for painting distorted images of women with large breasts. She, did, however, know the Andrea Rosen Gallery, one of the most renowned galleries in Chelsea, and had gone there to see the colossal, dense installation of British artist Matthew Ritchie a few months before.

“I haven’t seen that show yet. But, did you see the Matthew Ritchie show in December? It was magnificent.”

“You think so?” Iris shot back. “I thought it was so lame, so lame . . .”

Although Iris did not, at any point in the evening, appear to be enjoying herself, she stayed until the party ended at three a.m., drinking one glass of white wine after another.

That image of Iris now crystallized into a hard-edged shape as Naina looked out at the distant, fog-swaddled spire of the Chrysler Building. Thankfully, her headache was getting better.

Then there was Andrew, Alannah’s soft-spoken English teacher friend. He seemed much nicer than Iris and had brought her a lovely bouquet of pink chrysanthemums—big, bulbous flowers like those in her garden in India. Naina guessed he was a couple of years younger than Alannah, maybe thirty-two or thirty-three, and probably didn’t know anyone who had children, judging by his look of surprise when Naina said something about Amaya’s slender span of interest when it came to literature.

“You have a daughter?” he said as Alannah came up to them, bringing Naina another drink.

“Not just a daughter, but a son as well,” Alannah interjected.

“Wow . . . how old are they?”

“Four and twelve,” Alannah said with a grin. “She looks great for that doesn’t she?”

Andrew seemed to believe her until Naina corrected the lie, telling him her daughter—the girl in the charcoal gray dress with shoulder-length black hair engrossed in conversation on the far side of the room—was twenty-eight and her son was twenty-six. At that point, both his eyes and mouth widened, making his face look like a misshapen pretzel with deep hollows. Naina surmised his reaction wasn’t because she looked so young, but because no one in his universe was likely over the age of thirty-five. It probably hadn’t even occurred to him that a friend of Alannah’s could be so much older. It was funny, after that, his tone toward her changed; he became more respectful and after a few drinks, even took to calling her “Ma’am.” While she never said anything, she had yearned to tell him that being in one’s fifties wasn’t as old as he might have thought, that she too had once seen fifty-two as surreal as death, that just because she had grown children and was maybe old enough to be his mother, did not mean there was a huge gulf between them.

The most unsettling moment of the party for Naina was when Karen walked in. The young woman was Amaya’s childhood friend who had transformed herself into a trendy-looking journalist from the chubby, chatty blonde girl she always remembered sniffing jars of spices in her kitchen. After they gave each other a quick peck on the cheek, she felt as if Karen was looking at her with the probing eyes of a reporter, trying to reconcile the image she had of Naina with the one facing her—a fifty-two-year-old woman in a long, sleek black dress with two slits on either side; a tummy shaper underneath; and knee-length, three-inch stiletto heel boots. At that moment, Naina felt exposed, as if she were wearing a transparent dress through which her daughter’s friend could see every droop in her flesh. The last time she had seen Karen, her stomach was looser and had a small, visible bulge.

Before Karen thought she was a fraud, a farce, a fool, Naina yearned to get away, but she could not be so rude to Amaya’s friend.

“Mrs. Mehta, happy birthday,” Karen said, her bewilderment conspicuous. “You look marvelous—my gosh—you seem like such a New Yorker now.”

“Uh . . . thanks, Karen.”

Karen’s eyes felt like they were peeling away layers of her skin. Skin that felt as thin and flimsy as paper.

“So . . . so very glad . . . you could make it. Especially . . . especially . . . since you’re here . . . I mean . . . visiting New York . . . for such a short time . . . Very . . . really nice of you. So . . . how are . . . sorry, I mean . . . how is everything with you in D.C.?”

“It’s good, thanks. Have you been in touch with anyone from Montcrest lately? Oh, by the way, you probably already know this, but I recently spoke to someone who told me that Rishi Nambiar had gotten into Stanford, but his mother didn’t want him to go that far away, and I also heard that the Sharmas are completely freaking out because Puja has decided not to go law school but wants to study music therapy . . . isn’t that awful? Of all the people in the world, I never thought the Sharmas were that conservative, but you probably know better— Gosh, Mrs. Mehta, you look so great. I can’t believe it. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that, you always looked good . . . you know what I mean.”

Naina smiled weakly, muttering something vague about being too busy with her new job to keep in contact with everyone in Montcrest. Through the beaded curtains, she saw Rita, an arts administrator acquaintance, and Danielle, whom she had once met at an art opening of a Czech installation artist, walking in. Relieved, she excused herself and rushed off to greet her two new guests, grabbing another glass of red wine on the way.

Toward the end of the party—somewhere between one and two in the morning—two Lebanese belly dancers dragged Naina to the floor and made her rhythmically jiggle her hips in concert with theirs. As the alcohol and the swaying of her body took over, everyone and everything around her—shimmering and multi-hued under the colored lights of the Moroccan lamps—seemed magical, and she ended up dancing somewhat provocatively, drawing loud claps and hoots from her guests. She had surprised herself—and by that point in the evening, every surprise seemed like a good one, so she danced alone for an entire song, swept away by her own performance.

Now, standing in her apartment kitchen, with the demonic howls of the ambulances again piercing her eardrums and scattering her consciousness like beads of a necklace coming apart and dashing in different directions, she felt veins of embarrassment course through her as murky images of herself dancing bobbed inside her head. How silly had she looked? What must have everyone thought? At least, Amaya had not seen it since she had left the party by midnight with Karen. Naina pressed her fingers against her ears and closed her eyes. Finally, silence, that sublime wisp of calm she experienced only in brief spurts in New York, came.

Naina pulled out two bags of a strong peppermint tea she had recently discovered near Union Square. Her rattled thoughts gathered again, like beads of a necklace being slowly restrung with a needle by Ramchand, the bony, shaggy-haired man who used to sit cross-legged on a tattered beige cushion at Ashoka Jewelers, the dusty and crusty jewelry shop in Old Delhi her mother always went to.

She wondered what Karen must have thought of her. The shock on Karen’s face had been obvious, but she suspected the full strength of her feelings had not made it to her face. Had she really changed that much since the New Jersey days? Yes, her hair was now shorter and more layered; she had given up her rich burgundy lipstick for a shimmery, subtler red; she had her eyebrows done regularly and had started going to the gym a couple of times a week—but that much?

Still, whatever changes had occurred in her physical appearance had to be small in comparison with the changes inside of her.

She switched on a Beatles CD as she waited for the tea to cool down. She absolutely adored the Beatles and had done so ever since her college days in Delhi when she fell in love with John Lennon.

For most of her life, Naina felt certain about what would come next, the anticipated rituals of life unfolding themselves with remarkable timeliness. An arranged marriage at twenty-one to a doctor, two children shortly thereafter, the joys and annoyances of raising children followed by the inevitable sadness of letting them go to forge their own way in the world. Yes, there had been a few things she might not have foreseen had she been given a crystal ball when she was younger, like becoming the associate director of a women’s health organization in New Jersey or taking several art history courses at Rutgers University in her forties. But nothing hit her with its unexpectedness like Harish’s death at the age of fifty-three. He had been a healthy man with no history of heart disease or problems with cholesterol; yet, he had been the one who collapsed and died while performing a colonoscopy on a patient.

She sat down on her couch and buried her face in her hands as the memory of her husband’s dead body—so utterly helpless and heartbreakingly pure as it lay in the casket before it was taken to the crematorium—ambushed her. It had been over two years since Harish had died, and while there were days when she did not think of him (that fact did make her feel guilty), that final image still had the power to make her shudder—as if she were suspended in the throes of an unknown limbo.

She was, of course, stricken with grief over her husband’s untimely death, but it was more than that. She was so profoundly mystified by this abrupt bend in her life that it punctured her soul, severing it until it never returned to its previous composition.

How could this have happened to her? She had always pictured them as husband and wife reading the newspaper every morning until their eyes could read no more, looking after their grandchildren when their children went off on holiday with their spouses, and reminding each other to take their pills as their memories dulled with age. This vision of the future had seemed as clear to her as an often-traveled road on a sunny day. There was no rational way to explain her belief in this sort of predictable contentment, but when a woman married an educated, well-paid man who had properly been vetted by her parents, security—lifelong, uninterrupted security—was promised in exchange for entrusting your life to a virtual stranger.

At least that was how she had understood the deal—though she had never put it into words until after her husband’s death when her thoughts curled inwards, burrowing into murky, cobweb-filled areas. Before he died, that assumed and unspoken bargain had been kept. But, then, it fell apart, suddenly, senselessly, and she felt as if the bricks that held her life together had been jerked out of place, turning her existence into something vulnerable like a cheaply constructed house in an Indian village, trying to keep upright in the rain, thunder, snow, lightning, or anything else that decided to strike it.

She got up and poured her tea and did not add any sugar or milk as usual. If Harish had been there, he would have discouraged her from drinking it like this. He preferred his with lots of milk and sugar, diluted to something that barely tasted like tea. She could imagine his tall, lanky frame swimming in a polo shirt too big for him, his long legs covered in slim, dark-colored slacks, and his pointed, bony feet engulfed in a pair of Clark’s brown leather sandals; he would be standing against the kitchen counter and adding more milk to his tea.

Just thinking about him, she became soft with tenderness.

“Why don’t you add some more milk?” Harish would invariably ask in his low-pitched, gentle voice that had the effect of a salve. Of all the things about her husband, it was probably his voice she missed the most.

“Then I can’t taste the flavor of the tea, you know that,” she would always reply.

“I know, I know, I just don’t understand how you can drink it like that. Okay, I won’t ask anymore.”

But inevitably he would ask her again.

There were so many things they knew about each other after so many years. She knew he liked his lamb roganjosh extra spicy with roti, his chicken curry mild with rice, his pastas without any Parmesan cheese, his yogurt always plain, and after dinner; she could tell from his facial expression if he wanted to stay longer at a party or not, from the tone of his voice which nurse he was speaking to; she could see the question marks darting in his small brown eyes when she said or did something he did not understand, the currents flickering in his brain warning him against questioning her at a particular moment.

He knew by the look on her face when she did not like someone, the right moment to interrupt her when she was reading, by the way she clutched his arm that she had had a bad dream—after which, he knew all she needed was for him to say “it’s okay, it’s okay” in his reassuring voice and to massage her forehead, and she would fall asleep again.

But he never knew what her bad dreams were about and she never knew what caused him to stare blankly at nothing when he’d wake up in the middle of the night, at least a handful of times every month. She had asked him, but he brushed her off. “Nothing, nothing,” he would normally say. But there was something about his gaze in the dark, the specter of something undefinable hovering in his bony face. Was it actually there or was she imagining it?

There were so many things they did not know about each other. 

She went to sit on her sofa and sip her tea, the unadulterated flavor of mint swirling in her mouth like a salubrious spring. Suddenly, she felt glad not to have to defend how she liked her tea to anyone. It was one of many benefits of living alone.

Had she been attracted to Harish, she wondered, now surrounded by New York women who constantly examined the question of attraction. Yes, she had found him sort of appealing, and wanted to be touched by him, particularly in the early days. But whatever was there was never rekindled, and, in the later years, there had been little amorousness left in their marriage.

Recently, Alannah had asked her why she had been so confounded by Harish’s death. She understood her friend being devastated, but why the huge bewilderment? Naina thought about it and then said, “Why are people stunned when a sick or healthy loved one passes away even though they know countless people die all over the world every single day? Death is one of those things where inevitability never protects you from startlement.” Still, even as she said it, she again felt how naïve her reaction to Harish’s death had been.

A few weeks after he died, Naina moved into the guest room, hoping she might be able to get some sleep there. But she would invariably wake up at three in the morning, make herself a big kettle of peppermint tea, put on her favorite Ella Fitzgerald CD, sit in the rocking chair, and stare at the meandering floral pattern on the crumpled bedspread. She would ponder over existential questions like the meaning and purpose of her life, questions whose answers she had always figured lay somewhere in or around the palm of her hands and so had rarely given them any real consideration. Whenever she thought about them, it was just as an intellectual exercise where she may have prodded the edges but did not probe further.

But at fifty years of age, those assumed answers had seemed to have dissolved into sand and flown away from her hands. She had pictured herself stranded in an eerie void, like someone stuck on a lone highway at night, and because she was slightly afraid of driving—even after so many years—that image had terrified her more than most.

She took her last sip of mint tea and put the cup on her rectangular glass-top coffee table, which she had chosen because of its bamboo-pole legs and because it was neat and compact for apartment living. Paul McCartney’s voice came through the speakers. There will be an answer, let it be. Really, she wondered. Will there be an answer? When? Where? How?

An hour later, she glanced at her watch. It was past five o’ clock. Oh my goodness. It was so late. In a couple of hours, she was meeting Amaya and, for the first time, her half-white, half-Indian boyfriend, and she had yet to shower and dress. There was no more time to sit and ponder. She had to step out of her mind quickly, a skill she’d never quite acquired. But New York life demanded that she learn it.

Naina picked herself up from the sofa, stretched out her arms, and forced herself to hasten the pace. She went to her closet and took out a bunch of clothes. What to wear to such an occasion? She wanted to look like a proper mother of a daughter just a few years shy of thirty, but she didn’t want to look like a fuddy duddy aunty either. She threw another set of clothes on her bed, feeling her hands twitch. Meeting her daughter’s boyfriend. How odd. What a strange thing to be doing.

First, she tried on a high-waisted black-and-white dress, but decided against it because it brought too much attention to her breasts. Then she tried on a pair of jeans and a black cotton sweater but rejected that because it looked too casual. She settled on formal black pants and a caramel-colored sweater with some delicate embroidery around the neck and cuffs. And what about the shoes?

She spotted her pointy black boots from last night’s party standing on the floor—they looked awake and alert, as if ready to dance again with abandon, ready to take long strides, ready to trespass boundaries. She would wear those boots. Meanwhile, a strange restlessness and trepidation scurried about inside her in haphazard streaks.
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CHAPTER TWO
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AS NAINA HURRIEDLY walked toward the subway, she noticed something new in her Murray Hill neighborhood—a blinking blue-and-red sign saying THAI MASSAGE—CALM, CALM, CALM above a blindingly bright Chinese restaurant. It was not there two days earlier—the pace of change in New York was so disorientingly rapid.

Jai was the first boyfriend Amaya had ever really sounded serious about and Amaya had told Naina that she would really like him—he liked the arts and Gabriel García Márquez was also one of his favorite authors. At least they would have something to talk about. She wasn’t used to meeting her children’s boyfriends or girlfriends. Unless it was a serious relationship, possibly one leading to marriage, Indian parents weren’t generally expected to engage with their children’s partners. She wondered if her daughter would be getting married in the near future. Being a mother-in-law would make her feel really old.

Naina walked down the subway steps, her movements now slower. She kept telling herself the evening would go fine. It was perfectly normal to meet her daughter’s boyfriend. And it wasn’t like she, of all people, was conservative by any means.

In the middle of the platform, she saw an older man wearing tattered black jeans and a purple bandanna on his head. He had a big guitar strapped against his shriveled body and sang with vigor.

“But I’m sad to say I’m on my way . . .” he squeaked in a high voice, his rendition of Harry Belafonte’s “Jamaica Farewell”—so distant from the original that it was virtually unrecognizable. Yet Naina gave him two dollars, double the amount she normally gave most subway musicians. She always tried to give something to the musicians trying their luck in the teeming, throbbing parallel world beneath the ground of New York City. She stood a few feet away from him, allowing the words, if not the melody, to take her back to those Christmases at Delhi Gymkhana Club when the parents of her friend Reena used to sashay to Harry Belafonte’s songs.

She had always been a little of jealous of Reena for having such modern parents. Reena’s mother used to have her hair up in a stylish bun, wore chiffon saris with sleeveless blouses, and slow danced with her husband, an elegant man who wore a rose in his lapel and spoke English in that nice, crisp accent Naina believed it was supposed to be spoken in.

It had been more than twenty years since Naina had heard anything by Harry Belafonte, no matter that it was in a mutilated form. She smiled to herself.

She thought about how the subway was one of her favorite things about New York, even in the summer months when it was like an oven to most people. She enjoyed walking down the worn steps and entering the chaotic world of the New York underground where a colorful mosaic on a wall or pillar brightened a dilapidated platform, and cute kids would try to sell M&M’s for some vague but good cause. With its unmistakable brew of smells of every type of sweat, body odor, and perfume, the subway reminded her of India—the only other place she knew where so many bodies and their secretions came in such close contact.

When her train finally groaned its way into the station, it was unusually empty for seven in the evening on a weekend. There was just a tiny old lady who kept hitting the floor with a stick and muttering incomprehensibly, and a young woman in braces who kept yelling in what sounded like Russian at the small girl with her. As Naina sat down at the far end of the car, she thought of her life in Jersey, and was once more beset by the idea that it had been like that of a hamster on a wheel. Again, she felt that jab of regret. The grittiness of the subway, and of New York in general, seemed real in a grownup sort of way—not like the fairytale sweetness of the manicured lawns and houses in the suburbs. At the next station, the train stopped for a few minutes, without any explanation, and a group of Indian families rushed in just before the doors closed. One of the women, extremely tall with a sallow face, pointy chin, and dangling silver earrings, reminded her of Sheela, a former neighbor in New Jersey. Was that her? Naina looked to her right to see if she could discreetly change cars. And then she took a second look at the woman and realized she was not anyone she knew. How silly could she be? Why would Sheela, who loved her Lexus and hated Manhattan, be in a New York City subway, holding a five- or six-year-old child on her lap when her youngest was already in college?

“Do you know who this is, beta?” the sallow-faced woman said to the little boy, pointing to another woman in jeans and a heavily embroidered kurti.

He shook his head.

“This is Mala Aunty. She is Akshay’s mami. She has just moved to the U.S.”

“So, who is this, beta?” a mustached man said who appeared to be the boy’s father. “Let’s see if you remember.”

“Maalaaa,” the boy replied.

“No, Rohit.” The sallow-faced woman lightly slapped the boy on his leg. “Don’t you have any respect for your elders? Taking their name like that. Bad boy. It’s Mala Aunty. Mala Aunty, okay. Understand?”

“Sorrreee,” the boy said, looking down. “Sorreeee, Mala Aunty.”

Naina rolled her eyes. She was thankful it wasn’t her being called aunty. She hated being called aunty, the all-purpose, ubiquitous moniker Indians used to refer to any lady significantly older than themselves. In her only notable act of rebellion during her early years in Jersey, she had insisted on being called Mrs. Mehta or even Naina by her children’s Indian friends. Maybe even tia or tante, which meant aunt in Spanish and French respectively, or even teta, which meant aunt in Czech—any of them would have been acceptable, but not aunty.

When she thought of the word aunty, she imagined someone stout, round in the middle, in a sari with dyed black hair. Someone, in short, like her mother. Becoming an aunty, in the recesses of Naina’s mind, was to become someone who was never admired but commanded the sort of sterilized respect that all mothers automatically received. An aunty was someone who dreamed of nothing but the joys of her children, someone who only spoke of pleasures in the past tense. Naina would have preferred to be called didi, as in older sister, commonly used to address younger women, because didis could still be young and fresh; didis could still have suitors; didis could still have richer futures than pasts—but she never suggested being called that, fearing such a request might be seen as too outlandish.

She had been surprised by how much controversy her request to be called Mrs. Mehta or Naina—something so simple—generated. Indians found it bizarre. This would confuse the children further, they said. How were they to explain to them that all Indian mothers were to be called aunty except for her? While Harish and others repeatedly tried to persuade her to let children call her aunty, Naina refused to give in, offering no explanation except that she just didn’t want to be called aunty and that was all there was to it.

“But, Naina, this is how we address people in our culture,” a neighbor had said during a dinner. “What is the big deal? Are you ashamed of our Indian ways or what? Maybe you’ll want to be called Mrs. Met or something like that next. We are Indians, we should be proud of our culture . . . we have a great, ancient culture. We’re not like those hamburger-eating types who have no respect and will call their dead grandmothers by their first names also.”

“But I don’t see how being called aunty is so Indian,” Naina had countered. “The only reason we use it is because we learned the word from the British.”

“Thank you sooo much, Maalaa aunty—” The sound of the boy’s voice brought Naina back to the present. 

The mustached man and the sallow-faced woman beamed.

“See, our children have respect,” the mustached man said, nodding to Mala. “Not like in this country.”

Amaya’s boyfriend just better not call her aunty.

––––––––
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AMAYA AND JAI were waiting for Naina at Masala, an Indian restaurant filled with dramatic posters of Bollywood films from the seventies and the eighties. Initially, she didn’t see them, but then she spotted Amaya at the back of the restaurant, laughing with a man. They were sitting in front of a freakish poster of Bollywood star Amitabh Bachchan dressed in a red robe with his hands up in chains. It was from the movie Bandhe Haath (Tied Hands), released in 1973, a year before she left for America. She remembered hating the film, one of only a few Hindi films she saw a year.

She gingerly walked toward them. How awkward was this going to be?

When she saw Jai, an unconventional-looking man with a wide face, splayed nose, and cheeks covered with scars—likely left by scratching pimples during his adolescent years—an inexplicable sensation shuddered through her. Jai was a grown, seasoned man. His years were etched in the marks on his face, in his deep-set chocolate-colored eyes framed by long eyelashes that hinted at more fire than his elegant demeanor and distinguished-looking wavy black hair flecked with gray suggested. He looked his age, forty-one, more than a decade older than Amaya—too old for her daughter, not to mention hardly a decade younger than she was.

Of course, she knew her daughter, sensible, mature, and a psychotherapist to boot, would be with a grown man. But Amaya, radiant in a form-fitting red sweater dress and dangling red-and-gold earrings—different from her standard outfits in dark shades of blue, gray, and brown—looked so much like a girl. An adult, a professional, but still a girl. The only other boyfriend Amaya had ever introduced her to, years earlier, had seemed so boyish in comparison that it did not seem obvious that he and Amaya were a couple. But with Jai, that fact stared right at Naina, making her want to turn away from the glare.

“Mom, this is—” Amaya said.

“Hi, Naina, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” A smiling Jai extended his hand toward hers lying listlessly at her side. “I’m Jai, as you probably know. And belated happy birthday. I heard you had a spectacular party.”

Jai emitted an air of effortless confidence, as if few doubts assailed him. Naina slowly held out her hand and smiled feebly. She saw that his fingers were long and sculpted. He firmly shook her hand, the butteriness of his skin livening the fibers in her hand. She hadn’t expected them to be so soft; he didn’t seem like the kind of man who applied lotion on his hands.

“It’s . . . very nice to meet you as well . . . Jai.” Thankfully, he didn’t call her aunty.

“I can see where Amaya gets her eyes from,” Jai said, as Naina self-consciously took off her coat and sat down opposite Amaya. “Shapely like almonds.”

Naina felt her cheeks turning red. She fixed her eyes on the closed menu.

“We do have similar eyes, but Mom’s can turn greenish-gold in the sunlight,” Amaya said. “I wish mine could.”

“Ah, cat eyes.”

“Oh, hardly,” Naina said, keen to steer the conversation away from her. “Have you been to this restaurant before?”

She tentatively raised her head. Jai had several fine lines under his eyes, curved downward like cat’s whiskers. They looked like signs of character. Amaya, on the other hand, had no such imperfections.

Jai said he had been to the restaurant and the food was very good, and then he initiated polite conversation—the kind that generally accompanies a first meeting between strangers. He spoke about the Bollywood posters adorning the restaurant, the weather, the recent news about an heiress leaving millions of dollars to her cat, and asked some courteous questions about her birthday celebration.

Naina did not say much, just answering questions and making pithy, unremarkable comments. But she was beginning to feel less uneasy. Jai was a seasoned conversationalist, clearly accustomed to smoothing away the lumps that stand in the way of initial conversations.

They ordered their drinks and surveyed the menu. Naina saw some dishes she had never eaten before. She noticed Amaya giving Jai a sweet smile and he responded by interlacing his fingers with hers. Those long, tapered fingers like the strings of a violin. Naina took her eyes off them and focused on her menu again.

“Naina, what would you like?” Jai asked in that assured tone of his, as if he had been everywhere and knew everything. He looked directly at her. 

She could not meet his eyes. “I was looking at the Rajasthani safed maas, but it’s got so much ghee, cashew paste, and . . .”

“C’mon, Mom.” Amaya shook her head, her dangling earrings tinkling like wind chimes in the breeze. “Mom’s obsessed with her weight since she moved to New York. And she really has no need to be, as you can see.”

“Yes, I can see,” Jai said. “You have nothing to worry about.”

Naina could feel his eyes on her body and felt awkward and bashful.

“It looks delicious,” Amaya said. “If you get it, I’ll definitely help you out, and I’m sure Jai will as well. Won’t you?”

“Absolutely.”

“I think I’m going to get something else,” Naina said, the thought of that rich gravy enlarging her body, a body she had worked hard to firm up, into a fat Thanksgiving turkey. “A chicken curry, maybe.”

“Oh, c’mon, Naina. You seem like you really want the safed maas.” Jai gave her a playful half-smile that enhanced his attractiveness, and his chocolate-colored eyes lit up, making them look like dark amber gemstones. His forearms were raised and his palms were stretched outward, toward her. “And you must know that the only way to get rid of temptation is to yield to it.”

Naina laughed—a laugh not too loud but packed with zest, as if all the organs in her body, from head to toe, had been tickled.

“Well said.” The tightly coiled springs inside her slackened and she moved her hands, tightly clasped under the table, to rest on her chair.

“So you’re a fan of Oscar Wilde?” she asked, a bit more animated.

“Oh no, you mean I couldn’t pass that quote off as my own,” Jai said, in mock dismay. “You caught me.”

Naina laughed again.

“I told you,” Amaya said in an assured tone, which had become more pronounced after she started working as a psychotherapist. “My mom has read everything.”

“What part of India was your mother from?” Naina asked, halfway through her safed maas that was as tasty and fattening as she had expected. She was on her second glass of wine.

“From Bombay. Or Mumbai as they like to say these days.”

“Ah, Bombay,” Naina said, smiling. “The city of modern women. Not like Delhi where I grew up.”

“She was definitely ahead of her time,” Jai said. “Very much so. She came alone in the sixties to the US to study.”

“Alone in the sixties to America? That’s very bold. How did her parents let her come?”

“I don’t think anybody could have stopped my mother from anything,” Jai said. “My mother was really something. I mean really. She’s the spunkiest woman I’ve ever met.”

“That’s wonderful,” Naina said, feeling a stirring inside her. “So she came here to study and then met your father?”

“Yes, at Tufts.”

“That must have been quite a love story,” Naina said, the stirring in her flitting around like fine copper sand in a desert breeze. She came close to meeting Jai’s eyes, leaned a little more forward, and smiled. “I’d love to hear about it.”

Jai gladly obliged. He said his father, Jacob, raised in a secular-leaning Jewish family in Brooklyn, was a man who loved challenges and anything unconventional. He was too much of a philistine and filled with internal barriers to take the leap to become a hippie, but he shared a great deal of their sensibility. He first saw Jai’s mother, Meena, sitting on a lawn bench at Tufts, wearing black-and-white striped cigarette pants and a cream-colored blouse with ruffles. Her long, raven hair was simply tied in a ponytail at the base of her neck, unlike the bouffants, bobs, and beehives popular at the time. And she was smoking.

“How do you know all these details?” Naina asked, even more intrigued now.

“My father. He remembers everything . . . Even things we’d like him to forget.”

They all laughed. Naina suddenly became self-conscious as she realized she had laughed louder than him.

Jai proceeded to describe how Jacob approached Meena, only to receive an indifferent response. But the man was infatuated and would not give up. He rearranged his schedule so he’d bump into her at the library, where she spent most of her time, the diner or the local pub, which she regularly visited—although she never drank alcohol.

“She never drank, but she smoked and went to pubs?” Naina asked, wanting to soak up all this fascinating information. Most Indian women of Jai’s mother’s generation would have never smoked in the 1960s. Only a small percentage smoked now. But Meena was clearly no ordinary woman.

“That was her only real vice, my father used to say when I was a kid. She didn’t drink, eat fatty foods, or do drugs.”

Jai paused as a faraway look came into his eyes. “She needed to smoke, I guess.” His voice became softer and less guarded. “To let out all that fire inside her.”

A warm knot of tenderness gathered at the center of her chest. All the blood and bones around her heart felt unsteady. She looked toward her near-empty plate, little globs of creamy gravy of the safed mas staring at her. She knew Meena had died of lung cancer more than ten years earlier, but it sounded as if the scars were still there, a faded scarlet, like a dull, inextinguishable flame. She didn’t want to say anything more about his mother unless he decided to. 

Amaya reached for his hand under the table. Naina looked away.

“Well, my mother kept resisting my father for the longest time because she didn’t want to get married,” Jai said. His eyes sparkled and the tone of his voice became vibrant once again. 

“She wanted to be an archaeologist and discover treasures left by the ancient Egyptians. But my father was a very persistent man and did not give up. He brought flowers to her dorm, found her favorite Indian snacks at a store in Boston, and wrote her haiku love poems.”

“Haiku love poems?” Naina asked, raising her eyebrows, the corners of her mouth twitching with amusement.

“It took a while, but my mother fell in love with my father with the same fierce intensity that she had initially displayed to resist him. She was like that . . . veering off to one extreme and then the other. At heart, she was a romantic. My father proposed to her with a sapphire engagement ring since he couldn’t afford diamonds, at a concert at Tanglewood . . . that’s a music venue in the Berkshires.”

A flush of sensations slowly spread in Naina like watercolors across paper. A bashful red blushing, a weightless lavender floating away, a sunny yellow shining. What a romantic story. Her own had been so dull in comparison. She had never felt such fervor for Harish, and her husband had never actually proposed to her. She had told her parents she was willing to marry him and that had been conveyed to Harish’s parents.

Jai’s parents were engaged for a year before Meena was able to tell her father. As might be expected, he was furious at first, threatening to cut off the family’s relationship with her if she went ahead with the engagement. But she did not back down. She said she would get married in America if she had to and if being cut off was the price to pay to marry the man she loved, she was willing to pay it.

“Wow . . . your dad must be a very special man for her to act so bold,” Naina said.

“He is . . . sometimes. And sometimes not.”

They all laughed. Naina was careful not to laugh too loudly this time.

“What a Bollywood story,” Amaya said.

“It is, isn’t it? But wait till you hear the rest. It gets even more Bollywood if that’s possible.”

What a wonderful storyteller Jai was. Listening to him, Naina could smell the apple-scented air of fall on a New England campus, imagine his mother in her cigarette pants and her long, black hair neatly tied back, sitting outdoors with her legs crossed, never allowing anyone to know how cold she really was. She’d be surrounded by a heap of radiant, dead leaves and smoking a slim cigarette. Meanwhile, his father, wearing a big-collared shirt and trousers with a modest flare at the bottom, would be staring at her with adoring eyes, trying to compose another haiku poem to impress her.

The story continued—a Bollywood movie scene indeed. Meena’s father was taken aback by such a defiant act from his own daughter. He knew he could not refuse Meena outright, so he came up with another ploy. Jai’s grandfather declared that Jacob would have to come to India for a month to prove he was worthy of marrying his daughter, certain that an American man would not be able to endure India for that long. But he hadn’t accounted for a key facet of Jai’s father’s personality: Jacob thrived on challenges.

Jacob borrowed money from his own father for the airfare and stayed in Bombay in a little two-star hotel called Shiva Room and Board with no regular running water.

Meena’s father was surprised by how much he actually liked his daughter’s fiancé. Soon, the two of them were smoking cigars on the balcony of the family’s apartment in Bombay and talking about Churchill, Truman, and Nehru. Both were addicted to the Second World War. Three weeks after Jacob stepped foot in India, Meena’s father acquiesced to the marriage and gave Meena and Jacob a grand wedding—at the Taj Mahal Hotel no less.

Jai stopped and drank some water. Naina continued to look at him. When she realized that the story was over, she reached for her water glass, feeling a tinge of disappointment. She was no longer swept up by an exciting story and absorbed by the distinct rhythm of Jai’s narrative voice, curving up and down, up and down.

She was back in a restaurant with her daughter’s boyfriend, not knowing why she was feeling so unusual and had no words to describe that feeling. She noticed Amaya and Jai holding hands under the table and turned toward a Bollywood poster with the famous actress Rekha wearing sindoor, the vermilion powder traditionally worn in the parting of a Hindu woman’s hair after marriage. It was so prominent, a thick red line extending from the top of her forehead to the crown of her head. It looked like a river of blood. Harish had put sindoor on her on their wedding day and she had worn it for some festivals and weddings later on, but she never liked it and neither Harish nor his family had cared. Occasionally, it did look nice though, when she was wearing a red sari and a bindi on her forehead. But now, even on the rare occasion when she wanted to, she would not wear it since Hindu widows did not wear sindoor.

The dessert was served, and Naina noticed Jai’s hands again as he picked up his fork and knife. Such graceful fingers—the longest she had ever seen on a man—deftly cutting the apple pie into three slices.

Jai’s eyes were on her. She sat up straight.

“Naina, what about you?” he asked. “Did you have an arranged marriage?”

“I did.” Naina was not keen to talk about herself. It was so much better to be engulfed by the flow of his words. “I wasn’t courageous like your mother.”

“That doesn’t sound right. Amaya told me you moved to New York on your own after your husband passed on, you live on your own now in Manhattan, a place, as we all know is one of the easiest places on earth to live in.” Jai gave her a teasing smile. “Just kidding, obviously . . . and I believe you found a job in the art world, which I imagine is anything but easy.”

Naina moved her finger up and down her right earring. “That’s nice of you to say, but it’s nothing much . . . I’ve done . . . whatever little I’ve done . . . at a much later age. It takes a lot of guts to do what your mother did when she was so young.”

“Hmm . . . I don’t know if I agree.” Jai sounded so confident even when he was expressing doubt, his words and tone so contained, nothing ever spilling out. It must be a useful quality to have. “I think it’s easier to do bold things when you’re young. Because young people are so filled with fire and think they are invincible. But as people get older, they get set in their ways, and are much less willing to take risks.”

“I suppose you have a point.”

“Of course he does,” Amaya said, patting his forearm. “He always has good points.”

––––––––
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AFTER DINNER, NAINA walked to the subway, looking back a couple of times to see Amaya and Jai walking hand in hand in the direction of what she guessed was Jai’s apartment. For the first time since Amaya left home for college, she felt as if her daughter were flying away. Naturally, they must have a sex life. She was a bit unnerved at the idea. Probably a much better one than she ever had. The image of Jai’s distinct, slightly asymmetrical face flickered in her mind. She felt the stirring within her again. Copper sand flying in the desert air. Suddenly flustered, she tried to chase the unnamed sensation away, shunning looking into it any further.

About twenty minutes later, Naina was in the subway where she spotted a poster for www.mysoulmate.com, featuring a gray-haired, wrinkle-covered woman in a pink, tea-length wedding gown holding hands with a portly, grandfatherly man in a tuxedo. She smiled. They looked so adorable. She remembered something Jai had said about getting lost while driving in Italy when he was there for his father’s friend’s wedding. After dating a woman for more than fifteen years, Uncle David took the plunge at seventy-one and had a lavish spread at a vineyard in Tuscany.

Only in this country would people in their seventies think of romance and getting married. Her mind drifted to India where she imagined the wedding announcement of two seniors being first met by horrified disbelief followed by self-righteous sneers. She thought of her grandmother’s words to her before she got married and how sensible they had sounded at the time.

“There is a time for everything in life, beti,” the sprightly seventy-five-year-old had counseled in Hindi, wearing a white sari, which indicated her widowed status. “When you were very young, it was your time to run around and have fun in a carefree manner. As you became older, you had to study more and become a little more responsible. Then, as you became a girl in the prime of her youth, you started to enjoy the pleasures of youth such as your beauty, watching films with your girlfriends, and attention from men, which I know you ignored. But now, you are about to enter the most important stage of life—married life. All carelessness must go now, and you must take care of your husband and your home. Then you will become a mother and have more responsibility that will occupy most of your life. But that is also another phase. Your children will become older and not need you so much anymore and your life will change again. With age, you will become sober. And then, before you know it, you will become an old grandmother like me. But live life according to your age and the stage of life you are in. In our religion, do you know what the stages of life are? You start off as a student, then become a householder, and when you fulfill all those duties and become old, you withdraw from worldly things and concentrate on God.”

What a neat trajectory of life Hinduism had outlined, Naina thought as she gazed at the web of lines in the man’s face in the online dating site’s advertisement. Her own life, too, had been following a straight course until recently when it swerved onto a winding, shaky path, careening from left to right. Her grandmother was wrong. Everyone did not become sober with age. Everyone did not become more knowledgeable. And everyone certainly did not withdraw from worldly things. Maybe earthly pleasures became even more enticing when you realized you had less time to enjoy them. Jai, too, was certainly wrong about one thing. Older people were not necessarily rigid and less eager to take chances. No, not at all.
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