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O V E R  T H E  O C E A N

f all the things that Olive Joshi feared might go wrong on

a plane, falling through a portal was nowhere on the list.

She was thirty-five thousand feet above the coast of Alaska,

according to the flight map on the seatback screen. Soon she

would be above the ocean. Flying over water had always unnerved

her more than flying over land, irrational though she knew it was.

Her fears had never been rational.

“Stop watching that map,” her mother chided from the seat

next to her. “Watch a movie instead.”

“Or sleep,” her father added, his head resting against the

window.

But Olive could not relax enough to do either of those things.

The sixteen-hour flight to India was stressful enough; her family

took it almost every year, but it had never grown easier for Olive.

Knowing that Dadiji was waiting for them had always helped, but

this year her father’s mother would not be there. She would never

be there again.

Dadiji’s memorial ceremony was in three days. Her ashes had
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already been scattered in the Ganges River—the same water, swollen

with the summer monsoon, that had carried the ashes of Dadiji’s

own mother and father and their mothers and fathers before them.

Dadiji would have found it poetic. Olive hoped she could muster in

herself some of that lyrical feeling, for she would be reading a poem

in her grandmother’s honor. She would have an audience: mostly

family members, and also some of Dadiji’s friends and colleagues.

Dadiji had been a celebrated author. The thought of reading aloud in

front of a large group of people made Olive nervous, but the bigger

problem was that she had not yet finished writing the poem.

She had not, in fact, even begun.

Olive had scarcely written anything since her grandmother had

fallen ill two years ago. No stories, no poems, no personal reflec‐

tions. Even her schoolwork had suffered. Now she looked from

the flight route to the open journal in her lap.

“Don’t fret about it,” her mother had advised. “Why not read

from your star story instead? You know how much Dadiji loved

that.”

But Olive knew her star story was not good enough for Dadiji.

What she wrote for her grandmother had to be good—more than

good—or it would be better not to write it at all. Writing some‐

thing new, though, was proving impossible. It was hard enough to

force her grief and sorrow into words, like trying to sculpt with

fog, but Olive had a peculiar problem with writing. The words had

to look just right on the page, or she would have to erase them and

start again. It was difficult to say what right was, but she knew

when it was not right, for a shadowy sense of dread would creep

over her—as though something terrible was bound to happen, and

she would be to blame.

But Dadiji deserved better than a blank page. She had been
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Olive’s favorite grandparent, despite the ocean that separated

them. The two had talked by video chat nearly every weekend.

Olive had expected to have a few more months with Dadiji, time

enough to finally wrap her head around her grandmother’s diag‐

nosis, but then Dadiji had taken a sudden turn for the worse.

When the end came, Olive had not even had a chance to say

goodbye.

Grief. Monsoon. Ancient river. Olive tried again to summon forth

something poetic, but nothing sounded right in her head. Maybe

she should try composing the poem in Hindi. Olive knew a little

Hindi—enough to chat with Dadiji and the rest of her father’s side

of the family, and to sing along to her favorite Bollywood songs—

but not enough, she quickly realized, to write something worthy of

her grandmother.

Her pen twitched in her fingers with each bump of the plane.

She had become particular about pens. This one was filled with

crisp ink, dark blue like the water on the map, and it had an eraser

that was nearly worn away. When she was not using it, it snapped

neatly into a clasp on the journal’s spine.

The plane hit a stream of turbulence and Olive stiffened, the

ping of the fasten-seatbelt sign running through her like an elec‐

tric shock. She closed her eyes, trying to clear her mind, insisting

to herself that she had no control over what the plane did. It was

all in the pilot’s hands. Still, with each bump, she struggled to push

away the image of the jet plummeting through the icy air. She

gripped her journal tightly, running her thumb over the two stars

embossed on its cover.

When a particularly strong lurch forced a gasp from her, it was

too much. She flipped to one of the later pages of her journal—a

sheet covered in scribbled notes. The pen shook in her fingers, but
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she managed to fit a few words into the margins, erasing and

rewriting until they looked right to her.

I do not want the plane to crash.

She put an X next to the statement for emphasis, then finally let

her breath out. Silly though she knew it was, the note helped her

relax a little. She closed the journal quickly, glancing to make sure

her mother had not seen her—she would probably think Olive was

crazy.

Maybe she was crazy.

Olive’s fears were not the ordinary ones. Spiders and mice did

not bother her, nor did closed spaces, nor the dark. Her fears were

so strange that she had never been able to make sense of them,

much less explain them to anyone else. When she was five years

old, she’d started worrying that her parents would die in their

sleep if she ever accidentally told a lie. So she’d gone two weeks

without speaking a word. When she was nine or ten, she had

begun rising every night and creeping, guilty as a burglar, down

the long hallway from her bedroom to the kitchen to check that

the stovetop burners were off, and the coffee maker and rice

cooker had been unplugged. Her mother had caught her several

times and told her she was being ridiculous. Even more embar‐

rassing, her older brother Brian had caught her once too, and she

had panicked and pretended to have been sleepwalking. If Brian

had learned the truth, she would never have had a moment of

peace from his taunting.

Olive had always hoped that she would grow out of her bizarre

fears. Now though, at sixteen, she was just better at hiding them.

While her classmates took Driver’s Ed, she’d opted for study hall.

The thought of causing an accident on the road was worse than
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the thought of never getting her license. She avoided handling

knives, worrying she might lose control and stab someone; she had

once feigned nausea to get out of a dissection project in biology.

She washed her hands so often they sometimes cracked and bled.

And she still checked all the kitchen appliances most nights. It felt

as though a tyrant had enthroned itself in her mind, forcing her to

do things that made no sense, but that felt impossible to resist.

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder. OCD. That’s what a middle

school counselor had once said to Olive’s parents. Olive remem‐

bered her mother’s response: My daughter doesn’t have a disorder.

After hearing that, she’d doubled her efforts to hide her strange

fears. She’d never told Dadiji about them. And even Lorie, her

closest friend since childhood, had known only that Olive was a

“worry-wart.”

The turbulence was finally letting up. Olive glanced at the

flight map; the plane had passed over the coast of Alaska and into

the indigo field of the ocean. She looked down at her journal again,

kicking herself for having defiled it with her note of reassurance.

Dozens of pages were now filled with similar notes and markings.

An X next to oven meant she had checked the burners; a second

mark meant she had done it twice. There were notes about the

other kitchen appliances, about whether the door was locked,

about whether she’d cleared away the broken glass she’d spotted in

the street, about how many times she’d washed her hands.

It was exhausting.

She’d never meant to use the journal that way. Dadiji had given

her the little book on her twelfth birthday, the same year Olive had

saved up enough money to buy a telescope. On its cover were two

stars, orbiting each other so closely that they touched. There were

many such stars, Olive knew. She found them fascinating, maybe

because she herself had almost been a twin.


