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    Chapter 1: THE ECONOMICS EXAM

    
    
  
  The examination hall smelled of old wood and fresh anxiety — the particular blend of varnished teak and sweat-damp cotton that every Indian college produced during finals, a smell that lived in the sinuses and triggered the adrenal glands before the brain had time to identify it.

Adi walked in seventeen minutes late — not because he couldn't find the room, but because he'd been sitting in his car in the parking lot, finishing a cigarette and questioning every life choice that had brought a twenty-nine-year-old man back to a college examination hall. The security guard at the gate had looked at him with the particular suspicion reserved for men who looked too old to be students and too young to be professors. Adi had flashed his hall ticket without making eye contact, the way you flash an expired coupon and hope nobody checks the date.

The hall was cavernous. Built in the 1970s, probably, when Pune's colleges still had ambitions of architectural grandeur. High ceilings with fans that rotated at a speed suggesting they, too, had given up on life. Rows of wooden desks scarred with the carvings of a thousand bored students — initials, hearts, the occasional crude drawing that had survived decades of half-hearted scrubbing. The fluorescent lights buzzed with the particular frequency that made everything look slightly ill.

He found his seat — Row F, Seat 14 — and settled in with the quiet efficiency of a man who had taken enough exams in his life to know that the first five minutes were always wasted on administrative theatre. The invigilator was explaining rules that everyone already knew and nobody intended to follow. Don't look at your neighbour's paper. Don't use your phone. Don't breathe too loudly, probably.

Adi opened his question paper. Microeconomics. Supply and demand curves. Price elasticity. The kind of questions that made him wonder if economics had ever, in the history of human civilization, accurately predicted anything.

He picked up his pen. The plastic was warm from the hall's trapped heat, slightly sticky against his fingers.

And then he saw her.

Third row. Left side. Head down. Writing already — writing fast, like the questions were personal and she had opinions about every single one. Her pen moved across the answer sheet with a confidence that bordered on aggression. She hadn't looked up when he walked in. She hadn't looked up when the invigilator droned through his speech. She was in her own sealed universe, and the examination hall was merely the container.

He noticed the hair first. Dark, almost black, falling forward over her face in a curtain that she hadn't bothered to tie back. It kept slipping — every thirty seconds or so, it would slide forward, and she would push it back with her left hand without breaking the rhythm of her writing. The gesture was unconscious, automatic, the way you scratch an itch without registering you're doing it. Left hand up, fingers threading through the hair at her temple, sweeping it back behind her ear. Then back to writing. Thirty seconds later, repeat.

He watched her do it four times before he realized he'd been staring. His mouth had gone dry — the specific dryness of attention so total that the body forgets its own maintenance.

Focus,* he told himself. *Supply curves. Demand theory. You're twenty-nine years old. You've written three books. You've slept with women who would make this girl look like a child. Focus.

He wrote his name on the answer sheet. The date. The subject code. All the mechanical things that didn't require him to think, because the part of his brain responsible for thinking had apparently been requisitioned for the sole purpose of tracking the movement of a stranger's hand through her hair.

She was young. That was obvious even from six rows back — something in the way she sat, the straightness of her spine, the particular intensity of someone who still believed that exam scores determined the trajectory of a life. She was wearing a plain kurti — cotton, pale blue, the kind you buy in bulk from a street vendor near FC Road because they're comfortable and cheap and you're nineteen and comfort matters more than fashion. No jewellery. No makeup that he could see. No dupatta — it was draped over the back of her chair like an afterthought.

She was, by every objective metric Adi used to evaluate women (and he had metrics, refined over a decade of serial dating that had left him experienced, vaguely guilty, and deeply familiar with the topography of attraction), not his type. Too young. Too focused. Too contained. He liked women who took up space — who laughed loudly, who wore colours that announced their presence, who existed at you rather than beside you.

This girl existed beside herself. Self-contained to the point of being hermetically sealed. The kind of girl who sat in the front of examination halls not because she was eager but because the front was closer to the exit and she could leave faster.

And yet.

Something inside him — not his brain, not his body, something older and less rational, something that lived in the part of the chest where instinct sits before language catches up — said: Pay attention. This one matters.

He wrote three sentences about supply curves. They were wrong. He didn't care.

She pushed her hair back again. This time, when her hand came down, she paused. Rested her chin on her palm. Stared at the question paper with an expression that was equal parts concentration and contempt — as if the paper had personally offended her but she was going to answer it anyway, out of spite.

The corner of her mouth moved. Not quite a smile. A micro-expression — the ghost of amusement at something only she understood. It lasted less than a second. If he'd blinked, he would have missed it.

He didn't blink.

You're being insane,* the rational part of his brain announced. *You're a grown man watching a teenager take an exam like it's a nature documentary. Write your paper. Get your degree. Get out.

He wrote two more sentences. They were also wrong. The supply curve he drew looked like a question mark, which felt appropriate because his entire life had become one.



The exam ended at 1 PM. The hall erupted into the particular chaos of post-exam decompression — chairs scraping, voices rising, the collective exhale of two hundred people who had just spent three hours pretending to understand economic theory. Students clustered in the corridors, comparing answers, already calculating whether they'd passed or failed, already forgetting the content that had consumed them minutes ago.

Adi took his time. He capped his pen. Straightened his answer sheet. Watched.

She was already gone.

Not leaving — gone. As if she'd evaporated the moment the invigilator said "pens down." Her chair was empty, her desk bare. No bag, no water bottle, no trace. She'd packed up and vanished with the efficiency of someone who had practised disappearing.

He walked out into the corridor. Scanned the crowd. Two hundred faces, none of them hers. She'd been absorbed back into whatever life existed outside this examination hall — a life he knew nothing about, a name he didn't have, a person he'd spent three hours studying instead of studying economics.

She doesn't come to lectures, he realized. This wasn't a guess — it was a deduction. He'd been attending classes for two months. He knew every face in the room. Hers wasn't one of them. She appeared for exams, performed her obligations, and disappeared. A ghost with excellent handwriting and a habit of pushing her hair back every thirty seconds.

The December sun hit him as he walked out of the building — a slap of dry warmth after the hall's damp cool, the light so bright it narrowed his pupils to pinpoints. Pune in December — warm during the day, cool enough at night to pretend it was winter. The campus was emptying. Auto-rickshaws honked at the gate. A chai vendor was doing brisk business, surrounded by students who had just finished exams and needed caffeine the way soldiers need debriefing.

Adi stood on the steps and lit a cigarette.

He was twenty-nine years old. He'd come back to college because his life had reached the kind of dead end that only a radical detour could fix. Three self-published books that nobody had read. A string of relationships that had ended not with drama but with the quiet mutual recognition that neither person was willing to try harder. A freelance career that paid just enough to prevent starvation and not enough to prevent self-loathing. And now, FY B.Com, sitting in examination halls with teenagers, pretending that a commerce degree was the missing piece of whatever puzzle his life was supposed to be.

He exhaled smoke — the bitter warmth filling his throat, the nicotine hitting the receptors at the back of his brain like a key turning — and thought about the girl.

Not in any coherent way. Not as a plan or a fantasy or a decision. Just — the image of her. Head down, writing. Hair falling forward. The sweep of her hand. The micro-smile. The way she'd vanished without looking back, as if the examination hall was a place she visited reluctantly and left eagerly and never thought about in between.

Who are you?

The question wasn't romantic. It wasn't sexual. It wasn't even particularly interested. It was something more primal — a recognition that refused to be filed away under "stranger" and insisted on its own category.

He finished his cigarette. Ground it out under his shoe. Went home.

He didn't know her name.



Two months passed. She didn't appear.

Not in lectures. Not in the corridors. Not at the canteen where students gathered between classes to eat vada pav and gossip about professors. Not at the library, not at the notice board, not at any of the hundred incidental locations where college students crossed paths without meaning to.

She existed only in the examination hall, on that single December day, in the memory of a gesture that should have been forgettable and wasn't.

Adi went about his life. He attended lectures with the particular attentiveness of a man who had nothing better to do. He wrote — not the books he was supposed to be writing, but fragments, scenes, half-formed stories that kept circling back to the same image: a girl pushing her hair back in an examination hall. He recognized the obsession for what it was. He'd been obsessed before — with women, with ideas, with the particular brand of self-destruction that Pisces men mistake for passion. This felt different. Quieter. More patient. Like a seed that had been planted without his consent and was growing on its own schedule, indifferent to his opinions about it.

He searched for her in the class WhatsApp group. Scrolled through names he didn't recognize, faces that weren't hers, profile pictures of sunsets and movie quotes and the occasional selfie. The group had 200+ members. Most of them were strangers to him. He didn't even know what he was looking for — a name to attach to the face, a handle to grab onto, something that would make her less of a ghost and more of a person he could find.

He asked around. Casually. The way you ask about someone you're not interested in, which is to say: too casually, in a voice pitched slightly too high, with a studied indifference that fools nobody.

"Who's the girl who only comes for exams? Short? Pale blue kurti? Sits in the third row?"

Nobody knew. Or nobody cared enough to remember. She was a phantom — present in the attendance records, absent from the social fabric of the class. A name on a list that nobody had bothered to match to a face.

Until one evening, scrolling through the WhatsApp group for the third time that week, he found it.

Not her face — she didn't have a profile picture. Just a phone number and a name.

Siya Kapoor.

He stared at the name for a long time. Siya. Four letters. Two syllables. The kind of name that sat quietly in the mouth, neither grand nor diminutive. A Capricorn name, though he didn't know that yet. A name that gave nothing away.

His thumb hovered over the number. The contact page stared back at him — empty, impersonal, a phone number that could belong to anyone. He could call. He could text. He could do what he always did when he wanted something: pursue it with the full, overwhelming, slightly unhinged intensity of a man who had never learned that restraint was an option.

Or he could do nothing. He could file her away under "the girl from the exam" and move on. He was twenty-nine. She was — what? Nineteen? Twenty? Young enough that the decade between them felt less like a number and more like a climate zone. He lived in the country of been there, done that. She lived in the country of everything is still ahead. The border between those countries was not meant to be crossed casually.

He put his phone down.

He picked it up.

He put it down again.

This went on for three days.



February 15th. 8:37 PM.

He was sitting on his bed. Phone in hand. Heart doing something that hearts shouldn't do over a text message — racing, actually racing, the way it used to when he was sixteen and this kind of thing still felt new. He was twenty-nine. He'd texted hundreds of women. He'd opened conversations with strangers in bars, at parties, in bookshops, on trains. He was good at this. He was practised at this.

His fingers were shaking. He could feel his own pulse in the pads of his thumbs, pressing against the phone screen, the glass warm from his grip.

He'd rehearsed the opening. Discarded a dozen versions. The clever ones felt try-hard. The casual ones felt fake. The honest ones — I've been thinking about you since December and I don't even know why — felt like grounds for a restraining order.

In the end, he typed the most ordinary sentence in the history of human communication:

Is this Siya?

He stared at the words. They looked pathetic. Five words that contained none of what he actually wanted to say and all of what he was brave enough to type.

He hit send.

The blue ticks appeared. She'd read it. Immediately. Which meant she was on her phone. Which meant—

Her reply came in four seconds.

Yes.

One word. No punctuation. No emoji. No follow-up question. Just: Yes. A confirmation of identity and nothing more. The conversational equivalent of a locked door with a peephole — she'd confirmed she was on the other side, but she hadn't opened anything.

Adi exhaled. He hadn't realized he'd been holding his breath.

He typed: Hey Hi

She typed: Who's this?

Two words. Practical. Efficient. Not rude, not warm. The exact response of someone who receives texts from unknown numbers and deals with them the way one deals with minor administrative tasks — promptly, without emotion, with the implicit understanding that this would be resolved quickly and she could get back to whatever she was actually doing.

He stared at her response. Who's this? The most reasonable question in the world. The most devastating question in the world. Because the honest answer was: I'm the man who watched you push your hair back for three hours in an examination hall and hasn't been able to stop thinking about it since. And the answer he could actually give was:

Adi. Adi Mehra. FY B.Com. Same class.

He hit send. Then added, because he was a Pisces and Pisces men are constitutionally incapable of leaving well enough alone:

We had the Economics exam together. December.

The blue ticks appeared. A pause. Longer this time — five seconds, ten, fifteen. He watched the screen with the intensity of a man reading his own medical results.

Okay, she wrote.

One word. Again. This girl communicated in morse code — short, efficient, every word earned rather than given freely. Okay could mean anything: I remember you. I don't remember you. I acknowledge your existence. Please stop texting me.

He chose to hear: Go on.

His fingers were still shaking. But something had shifted. The door wasn't open, exactly. But the peephole was clear. She was on the other side. She'd said Yes. She'd said Okay.

In the vocabulary of a girl who gave nothing away, that was practically an invitation.

Adi smiled. It was the smile of a man who had just started something he couldn't stop — and knew it, and didn't care, and wouldn't have chosen differently even if he could.

He began to type.



End of Chapter 1




  
    Chapter 2: THE FIRST TEXT

    
    
  
  The conversation that night lasted four hours and twelve minutes.

Later, when Adi tried to reconstruct it, he couldn't identify the exact moment it shifted from awkward to alive. The first twenty minutes were painful — him asking questions with the forced enthusiasm of a job interviewer, her answering with the clipped precision of someone who resented the interview.

You doing CA or CS?

Why are you asking so many questions?

Fair. He was asking too many questions. He knew he was asking too many questions. But the alternative was silence, and silence with this girl felt like losing ground he couldn't afford to lose.

So he deployed the nuclear option. The move he'd been workshopping for three days, the one excuse that was transparent enough to be charming and practical enough to be plausible:

Can you teach me business accounts please? 🥺

Her response:

Lamaooo 🤣🤣🤣

Three laughing emojis. The first crack in the wall. She saw through him — saw through the excuse, the transparent attempt at connection disguised as academic need — and instead of blocking him or ignoring him or giving him another one-word answer, she laughed.

He felt that laugh in his sternum. Not heard — felt. A vibration that started behind his ribs and spread outward through his chest cavity like a tuning fork struck against bone. The vibration of recognition that happens when someone sees your bullshit and finds it endearing instead of annoying. In the hierarchy of female responses to male pursuit, laughter ranked above tolerance and just below interest. It was the sound of a door being held ajar.

Then why would u even need help? she wrote.

And you owe me one! he typed, pivoting with the shamelessness of a man who understood that momentum was everything.

>_>

That face. That side-eye emoji-that-wasn't-an-emoji. He would come to know it as her signature — the visual equivalent of a raised eyebrow, a folded arm, a I see exactly what you're doing and I'm not impressed but I'm still here, aren't I?

He loved it immediately. He loved it because it was the opposite of the responses he was used to from women — the eager engagement, the matching energy, the immediate willingness to play the game at whatever tempo he set. This girl wasn't playing his game. She wasn't even acknowledging that a game was being played. She was standing at the edge of the field with her arms crossed, watching him run around like an idiot, occasionally deigning to comment on his form.

>_>

It meant: Try harder.

So he did.



The conversation got heated around 10 PM.

Not angry-heated. Alive-heated. The kind of heat that happens when two people stop performing politeness and start actually talking. She threatened to block him — casually, the way you threaten to leave a party you're secretly enjoying: Jaada bolega toh block kr dugi. He called her a "bad kitten" — the words left his fingers before his brain could approve them, driven by some instinct that recognized the energy she was giving off: small, fierce, capable of scratching.

Kitten? 😵

Yeah, you're like one of those kittens. Small yet fiery. 🫨

Stoppppp bitch 😒

And there it was. The word that would define them. Bitch. Thrown like a grenade, landing like a term of endearment. She called him bitch the way other people said I see you — with an irritation that was really just attention wearing a disguise.

Later that night — past midnight, into the hours when the world contracts to the size of a phone screen and the distance between two people becomes the distance between two glowing rectangles in the dark — she called him monkey for the first time.

Makad.

It emerged from nowhere and everywhere simultaneously. He was being dramatic about something — he was always dramatic about something; he was a Pisces, and Pisces men treat every conversation like it's the climax of a Bollywood film — and she cut through the drama with a single word: Makad. Monkey. Said with the exasperated fondness of someone who has been watching a primate swing from branch to branch and has decided, against all better judgment, that the performance is entertaining.

You're a monkey,* she said. *Bye.

And you're a kitten,* he said. *Bye!

Neither of them said bye. The conversation continued for another two hours.

By the time she finally stopped responding — not a goodbye, just a gradual fade into sleep, her messages getting shorter, more typo-ridden, the words of someone whose eyes were closing against their will — they were makad and meow. The identities had crystallized in the space of a single evening, born from the chaos of two people who had no business talking to each other and couldn't seem to stop.

He lay in bed at 2:47 AM, phone on his chest — the residual warmth of the screen bleeding through his shirt into his skin, the faint smell of the charging cable's plastic mixing with the cotton of his pillow — and replayed the conversation in his head. Not the words — the rhythm. The way she'd resisted and then relented. Deflected and then engaged. Pushed him away with one hand and held the door open with the other. She was a contradiction wrapped in a kurti — a girl who said block kr dugi and never blocked, who said bye and never left, who called him bitch and kept talking.

He was hooked. Not attracted — not yet, not in the way that would come later, the physical want that would keep him awake in ways that 2 AM conversations couldn't. This was something earlier than attraction. Something more dangerous. This was curiosity, and curiosity in a Pisces man was a kind of gravity — once it locked onto something, it pulled with a force that physics couldn't explain and willpower couldn't resist.

She was the first person he'd met in years who didn't give him what he wanted. And he wanted to earn it. Whatever it was.



The next morning — February 16th — he texted again.

Not because he had something to say. Because he needed to confirm that last night was real, that the connection he'd felt wasn't the product of insomnia and wishful thinking, that she would still be there on the other side of the screen in the unforgiving clarity of daylight.

She was there. But different. Daylight Siya was clipped where nighttime Siya had been expansive. Her messages were shorter, more guarded, as if the darkness had been a room where she'd allowed herself to be unguarded and the sunrise had sent her back into her Capricorn armour.

If you could talk more normally then I suppose we could talk, she wrote.

Normally. She wanted him to be normal.

He stared at the word. Normal was the one thing he had never been and never intended to become. Normal was small talk about weather and careful opinions about films and the mutual pretence that every conversation didn't have an undercurrent of what-do-you-want-from-me. Normal was the death of everything he valued: intensity, honesty, the willingness to say the uncomfortable thing because the comfortable thing was boring.

But she'd said we could talk. Hidden inside the demand for normalcy was an invitation: I want to keep talking to you. I just need you to make it easier for me.

Challenge accepted.

Challenge rejected.

Because by 6:50 PM that same evening, normalcy had already become impossible.

He wrote:

"I'm not here for normal. I'm here for something special and I thought you were special. But clearly our definition of normal does not align. I will not forget the first time I saw you. It was something like a love at first sight. But clearly we're not compatible. It's sad that this will be nothing more than a happy memory when it could have been so much more. Good bye and take care champ ❤"

He sent it. The confession of a man who had known this girl for exactly twenty-four hours and had already decided she was the most important person he'd ever message on WhatsApp. Dramatic? Absolutely. Premature? By any sane metric, yes. But Adi had never operated on sane metrics. He operated on feeling, and the feeling was a tidal wave — the kind that drowns you while you're still admiring how beautiful the water looks.

Her response came after a pause that lasted long enough for him to die seven small deaths:

Yea sure.

Two words.

Not I feel the same. Not Let's meet. Not That was beautiful. Not even Are you okay?

Just: Yea sure.

The Capricorn response to a Pisces tsunami. Two words that should have extinguished the fire. Two words that, in any rational universe, would have made him delete her number and move on to someone who responded to emotional declarations with something other than the verbal equivalent of a shrug.

Instead, those two words made him want her more.

Because Yea sure wasn't rejection. Rejection was Don't text me again. Rejection was silence, or a block, or the cold formality of I think we should just be classmates. Yea sure was something else — something he recognized from years of reading people, years of understanding the gap between what people say and what they mean.

Yea sure* meant: *I heard you. I'm not going to give you what you want. But I'm not going to stop you from wanting it.

It was the most Capricorn response imaginable. No false hope. No encouragement. No cruelty. Just: I acknowledge your feelings. I cannot reciprocate them. And yet — I'm still here. I haven't blocked you. I haven't told you to leave. Make of that what you will.

He made of it everything.

She called him pagal and dramebaaz the next day. He wore both labels like badges. In Bollywood, the pagal was always the one who got the girl — or at the very least, the one who got the best songs. And dramebaaz? Every good love story needed someone willing to make a scene.

He would be the scene.



The days that followed established the pattern that would define them.

He would text. She would respond — sometimes quickly, sometimes after hours, always with an economy of language that made every word feel rationed. He would send paragraphs; she would send sentences. He would use emojis like punctuation; she would use >_> like a weapon.

He learned her rhythms. Mornings were bad — she was working, focused, unavailable. Afternoons were unpredictable. But evenings — evenings were when the Capricorn armour loosened. By 10 PM, she was a different person: warmer, funnier, more willing to engage with his nonsense. And by midnight, when the rest of the world had retreated into sleep and the phone screen was the only light left, she became the version of herself that he suspected was the truest: unguarded, sharp, capable of a tenderness she would deny in daylight.

They talked about everything and nothing. He learned she was pursuing her degree the way most people pursue dental appointments — as a necessary obligation to be completed with minimum time spent on campus. She came to college for exams and disappeared. The rest of her time was spent working — at a therapy centre, with autistic children, a job that required patience he couldn't fathom and kindness she didn't advertise.

He learned she was nineteen. The number landed with the weight of a decade — his decade, the ten years between her birth and his that contained everything he'd already lived through and she hadn't yet encountered. He was twenty-nine. He'd been her age when she was nine. The math was uncomfortable. He did it anyway, the way you press on a bruise to remind yourself it's there.

She learned he was a writer — or claimed to be. Three self-published books that had sold a combined total of "enough copies to fill a bookshelf, if the bookshelf was very small." She didn't ask to read them. He didn't offer. Some things were better left as credentials rather than evidence.

She learned he was experienced. Not because he said so directly — he wasn't that crude — but because the way he texted, the way he navigated conversation, the easy confidence with which he said things that would make most nineteen-year-olds uncomfortable, all pointed to a man who had been here before. Who had pursued before, been pursued before, had the casual relationship with intimacy that comes from having had enough of it to stop treating it as extraordinary.

She didn't ask about his past. He didn't volunteer it. But the asymmetry was there, unspoken — he had a history; she had a present. A present that included someone else.

He found out about the someone else on a Tuesday, at 11:43 PM, in the most casual, devastating way possible:

"I don't want you to build such feelings,"* she wrote. *"It will eventually hurt you."

There it was. The first warning. The first time she tried to save him from what they both knew was coming — the inevitable collision between his want and her unavailability. She cared enough to warn him. She didn't care enough — or wasn't free enough — to offer an alternative.

She likes someone else.

The knowledge settled into him like a stone dropping into water. Not a splash — a slow descent, the stone sinking through layers of hope and landing softly on the bottom, where it would stay. Permanent. Heavy. But not sharp enough to cut.

Because here was the thing about Pisces men: they don't listen to warnings. They swim toward the waterfall anyway, convinced that the fall will be beautiful. And Adi, true to his celestial programming, heard her warning and translated it in the private language of his own delusion:

She's warning me because she cares.*
*She cares because she feels something.*
*She feels something because this is real.

Flawed logic? Absolutely. But the heart doesn't traffic in logic. It traffics in pattern recognition, and the pattern Adi recognized was this: a girl who didn't care wouldn't bother to warn. A girl who was truly uninterested would have stopped responding. A girl who felt nothing would not be texting him at 11:43 PM on a Tuesday, telling him to protect his feelings — because the act of telling him to protect his feelings was, itself, a feeling.

Yea sure, he thought, echoing her words back at the universe.

And kept texting.



End of Chapter 2




  
    Chapter 3: THE 2 AM CLUB

    
    
  
  There is something sacred about talking to someone at 2 AM.

The world is asleep. The sounds change — the hum of a refrigerator becomes audible, the tick of a wall clock becomes a heartbeat, the distant traffic thins to single vehicles whose headlights sweep across bedroom ceilings like searchlights. The performance of daytime — the masks, the appropriate responses, the careful curation of what you show and what you hide — all of it dissolves in the dark. At 2 AM, the person you're talking to isn't getting the version of you that functions in society. They're getting the version that exists underneath: messier, more honest, more dangerous.

Adi and Siya discovered this in stages.

It started with conversations that bled past midnight — not by design but by the mutual inability to say goodnight. He would say sleep, meow. She would say sleep sleep. He would say good night, Kitten. She would say good night. He would say final good night. And then, twenty minutes later, one of them would text again — usually her, which was the part that made his chest ache, because it meant that even in the half-conscious drift toward sleep, she was choosing to come back to him instead of going under.

nah I'm sleepy, she texted once at 2:24 AM — sleep-texting, her words slurred into abbreviations, her consciousness flickering like a bulb about to go out.

You are sleep texting,* he wrote. *Please keep the phone aside n sleep. Good night Kitten.

But even her subconscious wanted to continue their conversation. Even the part of her brain that was already dreaming reached for the phone, reached for the screen, reached for him — and he lay in the dark on his side of Pune, phone glowing on his chest, and felt something he hadn't felt in years.

He felt like he mattered.

Not in the way that lovers tell you you matter — with grand declarations and performative need. In the quieter, truer way: that somewhere in her half-asleep brain, there was a little corner reserved for this makad who wouldn't shut up. And that corner wasn't labelled annoyance or obligation. It was labelled something she would never say out loud. Something warm.



The 2 AM conversations had their own language.

His warmth was loud. Explicit. Unapologetically sentimental. "Please please take care." "You need to relax a bit." "Sleep well." "Sweetest dreams." Repeated across hundreds of messages, meant every single time, wearing his heart so far outside his body that it was practically a separate organism walking beside him.

Her warmth was different. Quieter. Translated through Capricorn code.

"sleep u bitch"*
*"goood night u bitch"*
*"you too sleep well"

She called him bitch the way other people said I care about you. The word was a container — rough on the outside, tender on the inside, like a coconut. And he heard it. He always heard what she wasn't saying. It was his gift and his curse — the Pisces ability to read between every line, to hear the love in the insult, the worry in the dismissal, the please stay buried inside the bye.

By March, they had a pattern. By April, it was a ritual. By June, it was something that neither of them had a name for and both of them were afraid to examine too closely.

She came to him when she couldn't sleep. When her heart burned with something she wouldn't name. When work was too much and the children she cared for had taken everything she had and there was nothing left for herself. She came not because he could fix anything — he couldn't, and they both knew it — but because he was there. Always there. Even at 6 AM, when he hadn't slept because he'd been writing, he was there. She could text into the void and the void would text back, and the void would call her meow and mean you are the most important thing in my world right now.

"Agar tum saath ho, neend bhi hai sukoon bhi..." — that Tamasha song understood what they had. Not the grand romance of running through airports. But the quiet comfort of knowing someone was on the other end of a phone, at 2 AM, refusing to say goodbye.



On a night in late April — the kind of Pune night where the heat hasn't fully arrived but the cool has already left, and the air hangs in a state of thermal indecision — she told him about her work.

Not the version she gave strangers: I work at a therapy centre. The real version. The version that existed at 2 AM when her defences were down and the children's faces were still behind her eyelids.

She worked with autistic children. Kids who couldn't communicate in the ways the world expected. Kids whose parents brought them to the centre with hope leaking from their eyes — the specific, terrible hope of people who love someone they cannot reach. She was the person who tried to build the bridge. Patiently. Repetitively. One small gesture at a time.

She told him about a boy who had said his first word that week. Three years old. The word was mamma. His mother had cried. Siya had cried too, but she'd waited until the mother left so she wouldn't make it about herself.

She told him about the exhaustion. Not physical — emotional. The particular drain of pouring yourself into people who may or may not be able to receive what you're giving. The days when nothing worked, when the children were in their own worlds and she couldn't find the door, when she went home feeling like she'd failed at the one thing she was supposed to be good at.

Adi listened. Not the way he usually listened to women — with one ear on the content and one ear calculating his next response. He listened the way you listen to music: completely, with his whole body, without the need to reply. Because what she was telling him wasn't a conversation. It was a confession. And confessions at 2 AM, from a girl who gave nothing away, were rare enough to be sacred.

When she finished, there was silence. The kind that has texture — heavy and warm, like a blanket.

"You're remarkable," he typed. Then deleted it. Too simple.

"I don't know how you do that every day," he typed. Then deleted it. Too distant.

"I wish I could be there when you cry in the car after work," he typed. And sent it. Because it was the truth, and the truth at 2 AM didn't need to be polished.

She didn't reply for a long time. Long enough that he thought she'd fallen asleep. Long enough that he'd put his phone down and closed his eyes.

Then:

"Nobody's ever said that to me before."

Seven words. The most she'd given him in a single emotional statement. Seven words that cracked the Capricorn armour wider than any grand declaration could.

He didn't push. Didn't follow up with questions or confessions or the avalanche of feelings that was building in his chest like water behind a dam. He just wrote:

"Good night, meow. I'm here if you can't sleep."

"good night bitch"

He smiled in the dark. In the language of Siya Kapoor, that was practically I love you.



The shift happened in August. Specifically, on August 17th, at a time of night when both of them should have been sleeping but neither wanted to admit it.

They'd been dancing around the elephant for months. He knew about the other guy — not his name, not his face, but his shape in her life. The way she mentioned him obliquely, like a room in her house that she kept the door closed on. Someone else. A phantom more powerful than any flesh-and-blood rival because Adi couldn't see him, couldn't measure himself against him, couldn't understand what he had that Adi didn't.

On August 17th, they named the elephant.

"I know you love someone else," he wrote. Not an accusation. A statement of fact, delivered with the calm of a man who had accepted this particular truth months ago and was merely acknowledging it out loud.

"It's just that I have someone else in my life," she replied.

The distinction mattered. She didn't say I love someone else. She said I have someone else. Having and loving were different things — he'd learned that from experience. You could have someone out of habit, out of history, out of the inertia that kept things in orbit long after the gravity had died. Having wasn't the same as choosing.

But he didn't press the distinction. Not tonight.

"I had no right to your heart,"* he wrote. *"But I had every right to my feelings. And I chose to honour them. I chose to stay. Even knowing you couldn't be mine."

She went quiet. Not the quiet of someone who had nothing to say. The quiet of someone who had too much to say and no safe way to say it.

Then she offered something she'd never offered before: a framework.

"Maana ki hum alag hai. But I like your vibe. I like being with you."

He read the sentence five times. I like being with you. From Siya, those five words were the equivalent of a symphony. She didn't say I like you — that would be too direct, too committal, too far past the line she'd drawn for herself. She said I like being with you. The emphasis on being — on presence, on proximity, on the shared space between them — rather than on him specifically. It was a Capricorn precision that told him everything: she couldn't give him herself. But she could give him her company. And she wanted to.

He replied with the truest thing he'd ever said to her:

"Jab tak hurt nahi ho rha hai karenge. Fir apne apne raste."

We continue until it hurts. Then we go our separate ways.

It became their manifesto. Their treaty. Their permission slip. The words that made everything that followed possible — because they established the boundaries even as they created the space. We stay until it hurts. We're honest about the expiration date. But until that date arrives: we're here. In this strange, undefined, beautiful space. Together.

Jab tak hurt nahi ho rha hai karenge.

She agreed. And in agreeing, she opened a door that neither of them fully understood. Because the manifesto was supposed to protect them — a contract that limited the damage, that kept the pain manageable, that ensured a clean exit when the time came.

But manifesto or not, contract or not, the thing growing between them didn't care about terms and conditions. It had its own gravity. Its own trajectory. Its own hunger.

And hunger, once named, only grows.



That same week, she fell asleep during a call.

It wasn't the first time they'd spoken on the phone — but it was the first time she'd stayed on long enough for her consciousness to surrender. One moment she was talking — something about a patient at the therapy centre, a new technique she was trying, her voice getting slower, the words stretching like taffy — and the next moment, silence.

Not the silence of disconnection. The silence of breathing.

He could hear her. The sound was faint, captured by a phone propped against a pillow, transmitted through cell towers and fibre optic cables and the invisible infrastructure of modern connection. But it was unmistakably her. The rhythm of her exhales. The small, involuntary sounds of a body settling into sleep — a murmur, a shift, the whisper of fabric against skin.

He should have hung up. That was the rational thing to do. She was asleep. The conversation was over. Staying on the line was — what? Creepy? Sentimental? The behaviour of a man who had confused infatuation with intimacy?

He stayed on the line for forty minutes.

Not listening for anything specific. Not waiting for her to wake up. Just... being there. On the other end. In the dark. Breathing with her, their rhythms gradually synchronizing the way bodies do when they're in proximity — except they weren't in proximity. They were on opposite sides of a city, connected by radio waves, and the closest he'd been to her body was this: the sound of her breathing through a phone speaker at 2 AM.

It was the most intimate thing he'd experienced in years.

More intimate than sex. More intimate than the confessions he'd made to women in beds. More intimate than any touch he'd given or received. Because this wasn't performance. This wasn't the choreography of desire. This was just her, unconscious, unguarded, and the sound she made when there was nothing left to hide.

He pressed the phone closer to his ear — the plastic warm against his skin, the speaker's mesh leaving a faint impression on his earlobe. Closed his eyes. Listened to her breathe. Each exhale was a texture: soft, slightly ragged at the edges, the sound of a body letting go of a day's worth of holding on.

And thought: This is what it would sound like to fall asleep next to her.

The thought was a fishhook. It sank in. It wasn't coming out.



End of Chapter 3




  
    Chapter 4: PROXIMITY

    
    
  
  The first time he showed up at her workplace, she didn't come out.

It was a Tuesday in June — the kind of Pune afternoon that makes you question every life decision that led you to a city where the air itself sweats. Adi had been driving aimlessly, or so he told himself. The therapy centre was on a side street in Kothrud, sandwiched between a medical store and a building under perpetual construction. He'd found the address weeks ago — not through asking, which would have been too direct, but through the kind of low-grade detective work that modern infatuation enables: a location tag in a WhatsApp status, a Google Maps search, the quiet triangulation of breadcrumbs she didn't know she was leaving.

He parked across the street. Turned off the engine. Sat in the driver's seat with the windows down, letting the afternoon heat pour in like a punishment he'd volunteered for.

He could see the entrance. A glass door with a small sign — the centre's name in English and Marathi, a cartoon sun that was supposed to be welcoming and instead looked mildly deranged. Children's artwork was visible through the window: handprints in primary colours, the universal art of small humans who hadn't yet learned that creativity was supposed to be complicated.

She was in there. Somewhere behind that glass door, in a room he couldn't see, doing work he could barely comprehend — the daily, patient, invisible labour of reaching children who lived behind walls the world hadn't built but couldn't breach. She was probably on the floor. She was probably tired. She was probably wearing the same kind of practical kurti she wore to exams, her hair falling forward, her focus total.

He waited for twenty minutes.

She didn't come out. She didn't know he was there. He hadn't told her he was coming — because telling her would have required a reason, and the truth (I drove across the city because being in the same postal code as you is better than being anywhere else) was not a reason he could articulate without sounding like a character in one of his own books.

He left. Drove home. Texted her at 9 PM as if nothing had happened.

"How was work, meow?"

"Tiring. One of the kids had a meltdown. Took an hour to calm him down."

"You okay?"

"I'm fine. I'm always fine."

She wasn't always fine. He knew that. But Capricorns defined "fine" differently than the rest of the species — for them, "fine" didn't mean good. It meant functional. It meant: I survived today, and surviving is enough, and I don't need your concern because concern implies weakness and weakness is a luxury I cannot afford.

He didn't tell her he'd been parked outside her workplace. That secret was his — a small, pathetic, beautiful secret that proved something he already knew: his body would go where she was, whether his brain approved or not.



The next exam changed everything.

She appeared in the hall like a periodic comet — predictable in her returns, brief in her visibility, impossible to ignore. Same seat. Third row, left side. Same kurti — different colour this time, sage green, the kind of muted tone that blended with everything and stood out to no one.

Except him. He stood out to him. She stood out to him.

He'd arrived early this time. Deliberately. Positioned himself in Row F but on the left side — closer to her column, close enough that if she turned around, she'd see him. She didn't turn around. Of course she didn't. She was Siya Kapoor, and Siya Kapoor entered examination halls the way surgeons entered operating theatres: focused, efficient, allergic to distraction.

The exam was Business Economics. Two hours. He finished in ninety minutes — not because he knew the material but because his handwriting had deteriorated to a speed that prioritised completion over legibility. The remaining thirty minutes were spent in the particular agony of proximity: she was right there, six rows ahead, and the distance felt both impossibly small and impossibly vast.

When the exam ended, he didn't let her disappear.

He was on his feet before the invigilator finished collecting papers. Moving toward the door, timing his exit to intersect with hers. The corridor was crowded — the usual post-exam stampede — and he used the crowd the way a pickpocket uses a market: as cover for getting close to someone without appearing to try.

She was walking fast. Bag on one shoulder, phone already in her hand, the posture of someone whose entire relationship with this campus consisted of entry, obligation, and exit. She wore kolhapuri chappals — practical, flat, the kind of footwear that said I am here to walk, not to be looked at. Her dupatta was draped over one shoulder this time, not the chair. The sage green kurti moved with her body — a body he'd only seen seated and was now seeing in motion, and the difference between those two states was a revelation he wasn't prepared for.

She was small. Smaller than he'd imagined. Five-two, maybe five-three. The kind of height that made you want to put your chin on her head. The kind of height that made the decade between them feel even more pronounced — she was young and small, and the combination triggered something in him that was part protectiveness and part something less noble, something that lived in the lower registers of wanting.

He fell into step beside her. Not too close. Not too far. The exact distance that could be coincidence.

"Hey."

She looked up. Recognized him — and the recognition was immediate, which meant she'd known his face before today, which meant she'd been paying more attention than she'd let on.

"Oh. Makad."

Said with the flatness of someone greeting a recurring weather pattern. Not hostile. Not warm. Just: you again.

"How was the paper?"

"Easy."

"For you, maybe. I wrote three pages about supply curves and I'm pretty sure I invented a new economic theory."

The corner of her mouth twitched. That micro-expression again — the ghost of a smile, the same one from the first exam. The one that lasted less than a second and contained more warmth than most people's full grins.

They walked together toward the parking lot. Not by arrangement. By the inertia of two bodies moving in the same direction and neither choosing to diverge. The campus was emptying around them — students scattering to auto-rickshaws and buses and the canteen where post-exam anxiety was treated with vada pav and cutting chai.

She asked him something about the syllabus. He answered. She corrected his answer. He pretended to be offended. She called him makad again — this time with the faintest emphasis on the second syllable, a musical lilt that turned the insult into something almost affectionate.

And then, in the parking lot, next to a row of motorcycles baking in the Pune sun, she asked him for a pen.

Not any pen. She'd lost hers during the exam — left it on the desk, forgotten in her rush to leave. She needed one for something, she said. An application she was filling out. The kind of small, practical need that meant nothing and became everything because of what happened next.

He reached into his bag. Found a pen. Held it out.

She reached for it.

Their fingers touched.



The contact lasted less than a second. The transfer of a pen from one hand to another — one of the most mundane physical interactions in human experience. People touched fingers passing pens a billion times a day across the planet, and not one of those billion contacts registered as anything more significant than the exchange of a writing instrument.

This one was different.

He felt it in the pads of his fingers first. The warmth of her skin — warmer than the pen, warmer than the air, a specific and personal warmth that was neither fever nor sun but the ordinary temperature of a living body, amplified by the fact that it was her body. Her fingertips against his. The briefest overlap of skin on skin — index finger to index finger, the thumb brushing the side of her hand as the pen passed between them.

The shock travelled. He would swear this later, in the privacy of his own obsessive reconstruction: the shock travelled. From his fingertips through his hand, up the wrist (where the pulse was already doing something irregular), along the forearm where every hair stood in a wave that rolled from wrist to elbow like a ripple in water. The forearm hair — standing. All of it. As if his body had received an electrical signal that his brain hadn't yet decoded.

One second. Less than one second.

She pulled her hand back. Pen secured. No acknowledgment of what had just passed between them — no widened eyes, no intake of breath, no visible sign that the contact had registered on her nervous system the way it had registered on his.

But he watched her left hand. The one that hadn't touched his. And he saw it — so small that anyone else would have missed it, so involuntary that she didn't even know she was doing it:

She pulled her dupatta tighter.

The sage green fabric, draped loosely over her shoulder, was gathered and pressed against her chest with her left hand — a containment gesture. The body's way of pulling itself together when something has come loose. Capricorns did this. They compressed when they felt too much. They made themselves smaller when the world got too big. They held on to fabric, to routine, to control — anything external that could substitute for the internal steadiness that had just been disrupted.

She'd felt it.

She'd felt it.

He said nothing. She said nothing. They stood in the parking lot, two feet apart, the Pune sun hammering down on them like a divine spotlight, and the space between their bodies hummed with the residual charge of a touch that had lasted less than a second and would last, in his memory, for the rest of his life.

"Thanks for the pen," she said.

"Keep it," he said.

She nodded. Turned. Walked toward the auto-rickshaw stand.

He watched her go. The sage green kurti. The kolhapuri chappals. The dupatta clutched against her chest.

His fingers were tingling. The specific fingertips that had touched hers — they were alive in a way that the rest of his hand was not, as if the nerve endings in those exact millimetres of skin had been awakened from a dormancy they didn't know they were in. He rubbed his thumb against his index finger, trying to hold onto the sensation. It was already fading. But the memory of it — the temperature, the softness, the barely-there pressure — had been engraved into his somatosensory cortex with the permanence of a scar.

He drove home with the windows down, his left hand hanging out of the car, letting the wind cool fingers that still felt warm.



The chocolate was his next move. He knew it was a move. She knew it was a move. The difference was that he owned it and she pretended not to notice — the silent agreement of two people engaged in a pursuit where one was the pursuer and the other was being pursued but had stopped running and was now walking at a pace that could, if you squinted, be interpreted as waiting.

He showed up with 99% dark chocolate. Her preference — discovered during a 2 AM conversation about food, filed away in the mental dossier he kept on everything she'd ever told him. Most people didn't like 99% dark. Most people found it bitter, aggressive, an acquired taste that they had no interest in acquiring. Siya liked it because it was bitter. Because it didn't try to please. Because it was honest about what it was — dark, intense, unapologetic — and she respected honesty even in confectionery.

He placed it on the desk between them at the campus canteen — the one time she'd agreed to stay after an exam instead of immediately fleeing. She looked at the chocolate. Looked at him. Looked at the chocolate again.

"Why?"

"Because I saw it and thought of you."

"You think of me when you see bitter chocolate?"

"I think of you when I see anything, meow. The chocolate just happens to be the most socially acceptable excuse for showing up with a gift."

She didn't smile. But she didn't push the chocolate back. She unwrapped it slowly — precisely, the way she did everything — and broke off a small piece. Placed it on her tongue. Closed her eyes.

The closing of her eyes was involuntary. He knew this because she would never, voluntarily, close her eyes in front of him — that would be vulnerability, and vulnerability was the one thing Capricorns rationed more carefully than affection. But the chocolate triggered a sensory response that bypassed her defences: the bitterness hitting the back of her tongue, the slow melt of cocoa butter, the complexity of 99% cacao revealing itself in layers. She closed her eyes to taste it properly, and in closing her eyes, she gave him something she didn't intend to give.

Three seconds of her face unguarded.

He memorized it. The slight furrow of her brow (concentration, not displeasure). The way her lips pressed together as the chocolate melted (savouring, not grimacing). The micro-relaxation of her jaw (pleasure, the kind that starts in the mouth and radiates outward). Three seconds of a face that was usually locked behind Capricorn glass, now visible, now readable, now his to witness.

She opened her eyes. Caught him looking. The Capricorn glass slammed back into place.

"It's fine," she said. About the chocolate.

He heard: It's perfect, and I hate that you know me this well, and I hate even more that I like being known.

"Just fine?"

"Haan haan."

That phrase. Her signature dismissal. Haan haan — said with the particular cadence that meant: okay fine, you're right, but I won't admit it directly. He was learning to love those two syllables the way linguists love rare dialects — for what they revealed about the culture they came from.

She wrapped the remaining chocolate carefully and put it in her bag. She would eat the rest later, alone, in the privacy of her own company, where enjoying something didn't require performing enjoyment for an audience. He knew this about her. He knew that she experienced pleasure privately, hoarded it like a miser, allowed herself to feel it fully only when no one was watching.

The thought made him ache. Not sexually — not yet. The ache was structural, architectural. A deep-bone wanting to be the person she felt safe enough to enjoy things in front of. To be inside the circle of her privacy instead of outside the wall of her performance.



The walk to the parking lot became their ritual.

Every exam — and there were four more that semester — ended the same way: the hall emptied, she stood, he materialised beside her as if by coincidence, and they walked together through the corridor, down the stairs, across the campus, to the parking lot where her auto-rickshaw waited and his car baked in the sun.

The walks lasted five minutes. Seven, if they walked slowly. Ten, if one of them said something that required elaboration and they slowed their pace without acknowledging why.

On the fourth walk — a September exam, early evening, the Pune sky turning the particular shade of orange that made the city look like it was being painted by a god who only owned warm colours — she walked closer.

Not dramatically. Not a lunge or a lean or any of the telegraphed gestures that movies use to signal intimacy. Just: closer. An inch, maybe two. Enough that their shoulders occupied adjacent space. Enough that the normal gap between two people walking side by side — the polite gap, the stranger gap, the we-are-classmates-and-nothing-more gap — had been closed by exactly the width of her decision.

Their shoulders brushed.

The contact was different from the pen exchange. That had been accidental — or at least, plausibly deniable as accidental. This was a choice. Her shoulder against his arm (the height difference meant her shoulder met his upper arm, not his shoulder, and the asymmetry of that contact — her softness against his solidity, her smallness against his height — was its own kind of electricity).

She didn't move away.

He didn't move away.

For thirty steps — he counted, because that's what obsessive men do, they count the steps of walks with women who won't name what's happening between them — for thirty steps they walked with their bodies touching. Shoulder to arm. The fabric of her kurti against the cotton of his shirt. The warmth of her skin, separated from his by two layers of cloth but present nonetheless — a warmth that radiated through cotton the way sunlight radiates through curtains, diminished but undeniable.

Neither acknowledged it. That was the rule of their particular game: the body was allowed to speak, but the mouth was not allowed to translate. They could touch and pretend it was the crowd (there was no crowd). They could walk close and pretend it was the narrow path (the path was wide). They could let their bodies say things that their words had not yet found the courage to articulate.

Thirty steps. Then the parking lot opened up, the space widened, and she drifted away — back to the polite distance, the plausible deniability, the safe gap. She raised her hand for an auto-rickshaw. One pulled up. She climbed in without looking back.

"Bye, makad."

"Bye, meow."

He stood in the parking lot after she left. The spot on his arm where her shoulder had been was warm. Not metaphorically warm — literally warm. The skin retained the thermal memory of contact, and he pressed his opposite hand against the spot to hold onto it, the way you cup your hands around a match to keep it from going out.

Thirty steps.

It wasn't enough. It would never be enough. But it was what she was willing to give, and he had learned — was still learning — that with Siya, you didn't take. You received. Gratefully. Patiently. Without demanding more.

And you waited.

Because the girl who walked close enough for her shoulder to brush your arm — that girl was telling you something. Not with words. Not with confessions. With physics. With the simple, irrefutable language of a body moving toward another body instead of away from it.

She was telling you: I'm not ready. But I'm closer than I was yesterday.



End of Chapter 4




  
    Chapter 5: THE BIRTHDAY — PART 1

    
    
  
  March 5th.

He didn't tell her it was his birthday. This was calculated — a Pisces man's gambit, designed to create a moment that felt like fate instead of planning. He wanted her to discover it. He wanted the discovery to feel like magic.

At 11 PM on March 4th, he texted her:

"Pick a number between 1 and 31."

"Why?"

"Just pick."

"5."

The universe has a sense of humour. Out of thirty-one options, she chose the one that was his. Not close to his — not 4 or 6, which could be dismissed as proximity bias — but the exact number. Five. The fifth of March. His birthday.

He stared at the screen. The odds were 1 in 31, which was approximately 3.2%, which was the kind of statistical improbability that Pisces men interpreted as destiny and Capricorn women would interpret as coincidence if he ever told her. He would tell her. He would tell her right now.

"That's my birthday."

"..."

"March 5th. Today. Well, in an hour."

"Makad you're lying."

"I swear. Want to see my Aadhaar card?"

"PAGAL."

"You picked my birthday out of 31 numbers, meow. The universe is trying to tell you something."

"The universe is telling me you're a dramebaaz."

"Same thing."

She didn't say happy birthday. Not immediately. That would have been too direct, too warm, too much of an acknowledgment that this mattered. Instead, she did something better: she stayed.

At midnight, when the date turned and he was officially a year older — twenty-nine, the last station before thirty, the age when "young man" starts to sound like a stretch — she was still on the phone. Not wishing him. Not singing. Just... present. Talking about nothing. Asking about his day. Telling him about a patient at the centre who had learned to stack blocks that week. The mundane fabric of her life, shared at the exact moment when another year of his life began.

"Ye mera birthday gift hai?" he asked. This is my birthday gift?

"Kya?"

"You. Talking to me. At midnight. On my birthday."

"I talk to you every midnight, pagal."

"I know. That's why every night feels like my birthday."

Silence. The kind that follows a statement too honest to be deflected and too tender to be acknowledged. He heard her breathing change — a slight catch, the tiniest disruption in the rhythm, the involuntary response of a body registering an emotion that the mind hasn't approved.

"Dramebaaz," she said. Softly. So softly that the word barely survived the distance between her mouth and the phone's microphone.

But he heard it. And it sounded nothing like an insult.



They talked until 4 AM.

Somewhere around 2 — the sacred hour, their hour, the time when the city surrendered to sleep and they had the night to themselves — the conversation shifted. Not suddenly. The way weather shifts: gradually, imperceptibly, until you look up and the sky is a different colour.

He told her things he hadn't told anyone.

About being twenty-nine and feeling like an imposter in a classroom full of teenagers. About the three books he'd written — books that nobody read, books that sat on his shelf like monuments to ambition that hadn't found its audience. About the women he'd been with, not as conquests or confessions but as evidence of a pattern: a series of connections that had been real in the moment and meaningless in the aggregate. He'd loved them. He hadn't loved them enough. There was a difference, and the difference was the distance between a warm bath and the ocean — one was comfortable and contained, the other was terrifying and infinite.

"I've never been the ocean for anyone,"* he said. And then, because he was a Pisces and couldn't leave anything half-said: *"I think you might be the first person who makes me want to be."

She was quiet for a long time.

"You don't know me," she said.

"I know enough."

"You know the 2 AM version. The 2 AM version isn't real."

"The 2 AM version is the most real version of anyone."

More silence. He could hear the Pune night through the phone — distant traffic, a dog barking somewhere, the hum of a city that never fully slept even when it pretended to. And underneath all of that, her breathing. The sound that had become his lullaby, his addiction, the one frequency he could pick out of any noise.

"I'm scared," she said.

He felt the admission land like a bird on his outstretched hand — fragile, unlikely, ready to fly at the slightest wrong movement.

"Of me?"

"Of how easy this is."

She let the sentence sit. He let it sit. Some sentences need space the way paintings need white walls — too much context and you lose the impact.

"I don't do easy,"* she continued. *"I don't trust easy. Easy is a lie. Easy is what people say when they haven't found the hard part yet."

"What if there is no hard part?"

"There's always a hard part, makad. You're twenty-nine. You should know that by now."

He did know that. He'd lived through enough hard parts to fill a memoir. But the hard part with her was different — it wasn't the relationship that was hard. It was the impossibility of the relationship that was hard. The other guy. The age gap. The asymmetry of feelings. The manifesto — jab tak hurt nahi ho rha hai — which was supposed to be a safety net but felt more like a countdown timer.

"The hard part is that you belong to someone else,"* he said. *"And I can't compete with that. I'm not trying to compete with that."

"Then what are you trying to do?"

"Be here. Just be here. For as long as you'll let me."

She made a sound. Not a word — a sound. A small, exhaled syllable that was part sigh, part laugh, part something that didn't have a name but lived in the same neighbourhood as tenderness. The kind of sound that escapes when you're trying to hold something in and your body overrides your discipline.

"You're impossible," she said.

"I'm a Pisces. Same thing."

The laugh that followed was real. Unguarded. The laugh of a girl at 3 AM who had forgotten, for a moment, to be careful. He held onto that laugh the way a drowning man holds onto driftwood — it wasn't rescue, but it was enough to keep him above water.



At 3:30 AM, the conversation crossed a border.

Not a physical border. Not a sexual one. An imaginative one — which was, in some ways, more dangerous, because imagination didn't have consequences and desire born from imagination had no natural predator.

He told her a fantasy.

Not a sexual fantasy. Something smaller. Something that should have been innocent and wasn't, because innocence between them had expired somewhere around the second week of 2 AM conversations.

"I keep thinking about something," he said.

"What?"

"You. On the back of my bike. Late at night. Going nowhere. Just riding."

"..."

"Your hands on my waist. Not holding on because you're scared — holding on because you want to. The wind coming off the river. That Pune night air that smells like — I don't know. Like the city is exhaling."

She didn't respond. He continued, because stopping now would be worse than going too far.

"Your chin on my shoulder. Not talking. Not needing to talk. Just the engine, and the road, and your hands on my waist, and the wind, and nowhere to be."

Silence. But not the silence of discomfort or disapproval. A different silence — weighted, full, the silence of a room where someone has just said something that changed the temperature.

He could hear her breathing. It had changed. The rhythm was different — slower but deeper, the breath of someone who was paying attention to their own body because their body was doing something unexpected. Something that started in the chest and spread outward: a warmth, a tightening, a heightened awareness of the skin as if every nerve ending had been turned up to a frequency that made ordinary sensation feel amplified.

He heard it. Through the phone, across the city, through the infrastructure of cellular communication, he heard the change in her breathing. And he knew — with the certainty of a man who had studied desire his entire adult life, who had watched women's responses the way meteorologists watch weather patterns — that she was aroused.

Not sexually. Not yet. The arousal was pre-sexual: the body's recognition that something desired was being described with enough specificity to activate the sensory cortex. She wasn't imagining his hands on her body. She was imagining her hands on his waist. The distinction mattered. In her imagination, she was the one reaching. She was the one choosing. She was the agent, not the object. And that — for a Capricorn, for a girl who needed control the way she needed oxygen — was the most erotic thing possible.

"Don't," she said.

"Don't what?"

"Don't say things like that."

"Why not?"

The pause before her answer was long enough to build a house in.

"Because I like him na."

The other guy. Invoked like a talisman. Held up between them like a crucifix before a vampire — a ward against the darkness that was creeping in, the wanting that was becoming harder to deny, the body that was responding to a man who was not the man she was supposed to respond to.

But her voice cracked on the word him. Just slightly. A fracture so fine that you'd need to be listening with your whole body to catch it — and he was. He was always listening with his whole body when it came to her.

The crack said: I'm using him as a shield. And shields are only necessary when you're under attack. And I am under attack. Not from you — from myself. From the part of me that heard you describe a motorcycle ride and felt something in my stomach that I have no right to feel.

He didn't push. He never pushed. That was his discipline — the one area where the Pisces impulsiveness yielded to a deeper understanding: that Siya Kapoor could not be rushed. She was a locked room, and the key was not force but time. Patience. The willingness to stand at the door, night after night, and prove that you would still be there when she was ready to open it.

"Okay," he said.

"Okay?"

"Okay. Good night, meow. Happy birthday to me, I guess."

"Happy birthday, makad."

She said it. Finally. At 3:47 AM, five hours and forty-seven minutes after his birthday began, she said the words. And the way she said them — quiet, reluctant, each syllable extracted like a concession — made them worth more than a thousand birthday wishes from a thousand people who said them easily.

Some things are only valuable because they're hard to get.

"Best birthday gift I ever got," he said.

"I didn't give you anything."

"You gave me four hours."

"That's not a gift."

"From you it is."

The silence that followed was not empty. It was saturated — heavy with everything they couldn't say, warm with everything they felt, electric with everything that was building between them like pressure in a sealed container. Something was going to give. They both knew it. The question wasn't whether — it was when.

He fell asleep at 4:12 AM with the phone still warm against his ear, her breathing on the other end already slow with sleep. His last conscious thought was the image he'd described to her: the motorcycle, the wind, her hands on his waist. But in the version that played behind his closing eyes, she wasn't on the back of the bike. She was standing in front of him, close enough to touch, looking up with those Capricorn eyes that gave nothing away and said everything.

And her hands were reaching for him.



End of Chapter 5




  
    Chapter 6: THE BIRTHDAY — PART 2 (THE LINE)

    
    
  
  December 29th. Her birthday. Her nineteenth.

The date had been circled in his mind for months — not on a calendar, because calendars were for appointments and this was not an appointment. This was a reckoning. The day she turned nineteen, and the day he would give her the one gift that couldn't be wrapped, returned, or denied: the truth of how he saw her.

He gave her the book.

Not one of his published novels — those were fiction, safe, deniable. This was something else. A manuscript. Handwritten. One hundred and twelve pages of their story, told from his side: the exam hall, the first text, the 2 AM conversations, the chocolate, the thirty steps in the parking lot, the birthday phone call that lasted until 4 AM. Every moment he'd catalogued, every detail he'd memorised, every feeling he'd translated from the raw, incoherent language of his body into sentences that would make her understand what she was to him.

He'd titled it: 63,000 Messages and One Spark.

A love letter disguised as a memoir. A confession disguised as a narrative. The most honest thing he'd ever written, and the most terrifying — because it wasn't fiction. You could deny fiction. You could say that character isn't me, that situation is invented, the feelings are constructed. But this? This was real. Every word pointed at her. Every sentence had her name in its marrow.

He gave it to her without ceremony. Slipped it into her bag during their walk from the exam hall — the last exam of the year, December 28th, one day before her birthday. She found it later. He knew she found it because she went silent for two days.

Two days of nothing. No texts. No calls. No makad or bitch or >_>. Just the particular silence of a girl who was reading something she wasn't prepared to read and feeling things she wasn't prepared to feel.

When she came back — December 30th, the day after her birthday, at 11 PM, because of course it was 11 PM, because their conversations only happened when the rest of the world had stopped watching — she was different.

The Capricorn armour was still there. But it was thinner. Translucent. Like ice in spring — still covering the surface but no longer strong enough to bear weight. Something underneath was visible: the water beneath the ice, dark and deep and moving.

"I read it," she texted.

"And?"

A pause. Then:

"You remember the colour of my kurti from the first exam?"

"Pale blue."

"You remember what I said about the 99% chocolate?"

"That you respect honesty, even in confectionery."

"You remember the exact time I sent my first text to you?"

"8:37 PM. February 15th."

Another pause. Longer. He watched the typing indicator appear, disappear, appear again — the digital equivalent of someone opening their mouth, closing it, trying again. She was fighting with her own words. He waited.

"Nobody has ever seen me like that."

Seven words. The same number as Nobody's ever said that to me before — the sentence from months ago, the first crack in the wall. But these seven words went deeper. Said that to me was about receiving. Seen me like that was about being known. She'd read the book and seen herself through his eyes — not as the girl who belonged to someone else, not as the Capricorn fortress, not as the nineteen-year-old with a decade between her and the man who was watching her — but as someone who mattered. Specifically. Individually. Down to the colour of her kurti and the time of her text and the way she closed her eyes when she ate dark chocolate.

He'd seen her. And being seen by him felt different from being seen by anyone else. Because he didn't just see — he remembered. He documented. He turned observation into devotion, and devotion into prose, and prose into a gift that said: You are not invisible. You are not ordinary. You are the most detailed thing I have ever studied, and I will never stop studying you.

"I just wrote what I saw," he typed. A lie — he'd written what he felt. But the distinction was a kindness, because feeling was dangerous and seeing was safe, and she needed things to be safe right now.

"It's too much," she wrote.

"I know."

"I can't give you what you want."

"I know that too."

"Then why?"

"Because you deserve to know what you look like to someone who's paying attention."

The silence that followed lasted three minutes. He timed it. Three minutes in which he sat on his bed in the dark, phone in hand, heart doing something that was medically inadvisable, waiting for a girl ten years younger than him to decide whether his honesty was a gift or a trespass.

"Meow?"

"I'm here,"* she wrote. *"I'm just... processing."

"Take your time."

"Makad?"

"Yeah?"

"Happy birthday to me, I guess."

He smiled in the dark. The echo of his own words from March — thrown back at him, repurposed, made hers. The private language of two people who had spent ten months building a vocabulary that belonged only to them.



They met. In person. Not at college — somewhere neutral. A café in Koregaon Park, the kind of place where the coffee was overpriced and the lighting was dim enough to create the illusion of privacy. She'd chosen it. The fact that she'd chosen anything — that she'd moved from passive recipient of his plans to active participant in their meetings — was a tectonic shift.

He arrived first. Sat in the corner. Ordered two coffees — black for him, something with too much milk and sugar for her (he knew her order; he knew everything about her that could be observed without asking, and most of what couldn't). The café was half-empty. Jazz played at a volume that was meant to create ambiance and succeeded mainly in making every conversation feel like it was happening in a film.

She walked in at 7:15 PM.

Sage green kurti. Different from the exam ones — this was nicer. Newer. The fabric had a sheen that cotton didn't have, a suggestion of effort that she would deny if asked. Her hair was down — always down, he'd never seen it up — and she was wearing small earrings that he'd never noticed before. Gold studs. The kind you wear when you want to look like you haven't made an effort while having made exactly enough effort to be noticed by someone who notices everything.

He noticed.

She sat across from him. The table was small — a café table for two, round, barely enough surface area for two coffee cups and a shared silence. Their knees touched underneath.

Neither moved.

The contact was incidental. The table was small. Their legs had to go somewhere. The fact that his right knee was pressed against her left knee was purely a function of geometry, not desire. This was the story they were telling themselves. This was the fiction that allowed the fact to continue.

His knee. Her knee. The pressure was light — barely enough to register through denim and the fabric of her salwar. But the body doesn't need much. The body is an instrument tuned to detect the subtlest signals, and the signal of another body's warmth against yours, even through layers of clothing, is enough to rewrite the neurochemistry of an afternoon.

He felt it in his kneecap first. The warmth. Then the awareness of the warmth — the meta-sensation, the body noticing that it was noticing. Then the stillness: the deliberate choice not to move, because moving would acknowledge the contact, and acknowledging the contact would rupture the fiction that the contact was accidental. So he sat perfectly still, knee against knee, and drank his coffee as if the most important thing in the room was the coffee and not the three square inches of fabric-separated skin where his body was touching hers.

She drank her coffee. Looked at her phone. Looked at him. Looked at her phone again. The Capricorn shuffle — attention given and withdrawn, given and withdrawn, the intermittent reinforcement that was making his dopamine system behave like a slot machine.

"So,"* she said. *"That book."

"What about it?"

"Did you mean all of it?"

"Every word."

"Even the part about..."* She trailed off. He waited. She regrouped. *"Even the part about being sexually attracted to me?"

The directness surprised him. Capricorns were many things — practical, disciplined, relentless — but they were not usually direct about sex. The fact that she'd brought it up, here, in a café with jazz playing and their knees touching, meant that the book had done something he'd intended: it had made the subtext into text. It had dragged the unspoken into the spoken. It had given her the language to name what was happening between them.

"Especially that part," he said.

He held her gaze. She held his. The jazz played. The coffee cooled. Their knees pressed together under the table.

"I feel sexually attracted to you,"* he said, *"even though you're not my type on paper. You're emotionally unavailable. You belong to someone else. You're ten years younger than me. On paper, this makes no sense."

"Then why?"

He leaned forward. Elbows on the table. Closer to her. The distance between their faces shrank from three feet to two.

"Because attraction doesn't care about paper. It cares about..."* He paused. Chose his words with the precision of a surgeon choosing an incision point. *"The way you push your hair back. The curve of your neck when you look at your phone. The way your voice drops at 2 AM — husky, half-conscious, like warm honey being poured. The way you say 'bitch' like it means 'I love you.' The way you close your eyes when you eat dark chocolate."

She had stopped breathing. Not metaphorically — literally. He could see it: the absence of the rise and fall in her chest, the stillness of her shoulders, the suspended animation of a body that had received too much input and was buffering.

"Those aren't things about my body," she said. Quietly.

"No. They're things about you. But they live in your body. And my body responds to them."

The jazz played a saxophone solo. Someone at another table laughed. The world continued around them, indifferent to the fact that two people in a corner booth had just crossed a line that couldn't be uncrossed.

Under the table, her knee pressed harder against his. Not a flinch — a lean. A millimetre of additional pressure that said more than any words could. Her body was answering a question her mouth hadn't asked: Do I want this?

The answer, in the language of knees and pressure and heat through fabric, was: Yes. I do. And I hate it. And I can't stop.

She picked up her coffee. Drank. Set it down. The mundane choreography of a woman buying time before saying something that would change everything.

"Same same but different different," she said.

Their phrase. Their motto. We're similar where it counts, different everywhere else. But tonight, in this café, with their knees touching and his confession hanging in the air like smoke, the phrase meant something new: We're in the same place now. Wanting the same thing. Afraid of the same thing. Different in every way that doesn't matter. Same in the one way that does.

He reached across the table. Not for her hand — that would be too much, too soon, too deliberate. He reached for the sugar dispenser, which happened to require him to extend his arm past her coffee cup, which happened to bring his forearm within inches of her fingers resting on the table.

She didn't move her hand away.

The space between his forearm and her fingertips was less than an inch. He could feel the heat of her skin without touching it — the thermal radiation of a living body, faint but unmistakable, the way you can feel the warmth of a candle from a distance that shouldn't be close enough to feel anything.

They stayed like that. Coffee getting cold. Jazz getting louder. An inch of air between his arm and her hand, loaded with enough electricity to power the café's dim lights for a year.

Then she looked up. Directly at him. Not through the Capricorn filter, not through the carefully constructed wall of haan haan and >_> and controlled expressions. She looked at him the way you look at something you've decided to see clearly, without the protective blur of pretence.

"This is dangerous," she said.

"Yes."

"I should go."

"You should."

She didn't go. She picked up her coffee. Drank the last of it. Set the cup down with a deliberateness that turned a mundane action into a statement: I'm still here. I know I should leave. I'm still here.

They walked out of the café together. Into the Koregaon Park evening — the street lamps, the traffic, the particular energy of a neighbourhood that existed for people who wanted to be seen and two people who wanted to be invisible. His car was parked around the corner. Her auto was waiting.

At the auto, she turned to him. The streetlight caught her face — half-lit, half-shadow, the kind of chiaroscuro that painters spent lifetimes trying to capture. Her earrings caught the light. Her eyes didn't.

"Makad?"

"Meow?"

"Don't write any more books about me."

"Why not?"

She almost smiled. Almost. The muscle twitched but didn't commit.

"Because I might start to believe them."

She climbed into the auto. It pulled away. He stood on the kerb, watching the auto merge into traffic, and his body was a catalogue of sensations he'd carry home: the warmth of her knee against his, the static charge of the inch between his arm and her hand, the weight of her gaze when the filter came off, the sound of same same but different different in her voice, the particular quality of her almost-smile in the streetlight.

The line was visible now. They could both see it. The question wasn't whether it existed — it was who would cross first.

He got in his car. Sat in the driver's seat. Didn't start the engine.

His phone buzzed.

A text from her. Four words:

"Don't write about tonight."

He smiled. Because don't write about tonight meant tonight mattered enough to be written about. And she knew it. And he knew she knew it. And the knowing — the shared, unspoken, electric knowing — was becoming its own kind of intimacy.

He typed back:

"Too late, meow."

">_>"

He started the car. Drove home. Wrote about tonight.



End of Chapter 6




  
    Chapter 7: THE CARD GAME

    
    
  
  It started as a joke.

They were at his place — the first time she'd been there, and the occasion was wrapped in enough plausible deniability to satisfy her Capricorn need for justification. Exam preparation. He had notes she needed. She had a textbook he'd lost. The exchange of academic materials: the most boring, the most innocent, the most transparent excuse two people had ever invented for being alone together.

His apartment was small. A one-bedroom in Aundh, third floor, the kind of place that a twenty-nine-year-old writer on a freelance income could afford: clean but sparse, the furniture consisting of a bed, a desk buried under manuscripts, a bookshelf that was really three bookshelves pretending to be one, and a small living room with a sofa and a coffee table that had never once been used for coffee. The walls were bare except for one framed poster — a Rockstar movie still, Ranbir Kapoor looking anguished and romantic, which Adi had hung ironically and then forgotten was ironic.

She arrived at 6 PM. Surveyed the apartment with the evaluative gaze of a Capricorn assessing real estate. Noted the bookshelf (approved). Noted the Rockstar poster (disapproved). Noted the general cleanliness (surprised, clearly, that a man who called himself makad was capable of keeping a clean home).

"It's small," she said.

"I'm a writer. We're contractually obligated to live in small spaces and feel important about it."

"Where are the notes?"

He gave her the notes. She gave him the textbook. The exchange took forty-five seconds. They now had no excuse to be in the same room.

They stayed anyway.

He made chai — the Pune way, strong, with too much sugar and elaichi that he'd bought specifically because she'd mentioned once, at 2 AM, that she liked the taste of cardamom. She sat on the sofa. He sat on the floor, his back against the coffee table, facing her. The distance was two feet. Close enough to touch. Far enough to pretend they weren't thinking about touching.

The chai was too hot. They held their cups and waited for it to cool, and the waiting became a kind of intimacy in itself — two people sitting in comfortable silence, blowing on hot chai, the evening light coming through the window and making everything gold.

"Do you have cards?" she asked.

He did. A battered deck, missing the seven of spades, which he'd lost in a game with college friends weeks ago. He found them in a drawer and brought them to the coffee table.

"What do you want to play?"

"Truth or dare."

He looked at her. She looked at the cards. There was a challenge in her voice — the particular challenge of a Capricorn who had decided to test a boundary and wanted to appear casual about it. Truth or dare wasn't a card game. It was an excuse to say things you couldn't say unprompted and do things you couldn't do uninvited. She knew this. He knew she knew this. The fact that she'd suggested it meant that the girl who'd read his book, who'd sat with her knee against his in a Koregaon Park café, who'd texted don't write about tonight — that girl had come here with more than notes on her mind.

"With the cards?"

"Loser of each round. Truth or dare."

"Deal."

They played rummy. She was better than him — faster, more strategic, her Capricorn brain treating each hand like a military operation. He lost the first round deliberately. She won it legitimately. The distinction didn't matter because the result was the same: he owed her a truth or a dare.

"Truth," he said.

"When was the last time you thought about me? Specifically. Not generally."

"Today. This morning. 7:14 AM. I was brushing my teeth and I thought about the way you close your eyes when you eat chocolate."

She held his gaze for two seconds. Then looked at her cards.

"Your turn to deal."

She lost the second round. Genuinely lost — he could tell because her jaw tightened the way it did when she was frustrated, the Capricorn refusal to accept defeat gracefully.

"Truth or dare?"

"Truth," she said.

"Did you dress up for tonight?"

The silence was a confession. She was wearing a kurti he'd never seen — not the exam kurtis, not the therapy centre kurtis. This one was dark blue, almost navy, with small silver thread work at the neckline that caught the light when she moved. It was the kind of kurti you wore when you wanted to look like you hadn't made an effort while having made exactly the kind of effort that someone who was paying attention would notice.

"No," she said.

"Liar."

"Makad."

"Meow."

They smiled at each other. The smiles were different — his was open, wide, the smile of a man who had been given a gift and was holding it up to the light. Hers was controlled, the Capricorn micro-smile, the lips curved but the teeth hidden, the expression of someone who was enjoying themselves and didn't want to enjoy themselves too much.

Round three. He lost.

"Dare," he said.

She thought. He watched her think — the focused expression, the eyes narrowing, the lower lip caught between her teeth (a gesture she'd kill him for noticing, but he noticed everything, and the sight of her teeth pressing into the soft pink flesh of her lower lip sent a pulse of heat through his abdomen that had nothing to do with the chai).

"Touch my hair," she said.

The room changed temperature.

Not literally. The thermostat in his apartment didn't respond to the emotional climate of its inhabitants. But the air between them — the two feet of Aundh evening air that separated his body on the floor from hers on the sofa — became charged. The way air charges before a storm: heavy, electric, every molecule waiting.

"Your hair?"

"Just my hair. That's the dare."

He put down his cards. Rose from the floor to his knees, which brought him level with her. She was sitting on the sofa, legs tucked beneath her, the dark blue kurti pooling around her thighs. His face was now at the height of her face. Their eyes were level. Two feet of charged air between them.

He raised his right hand. Slowly. Not because he was uncertain — he was more certain of this moment than he'd been of anything in his life — but because the slowness was the point. The anticipation was the point. The distance between his hand and her hair, closing millimetre by millimetre, was where the erotic charge lived. Not in the touch itself. In the approach.

His fingers reached her temple.

The first contact was his fingertips against the skin just above her ear — not her hair yet, the skin beside her hair, the warm, thin, impossibly soft skin of the temporal region where the pulse lived close to the surface. He could feel her heartbeat through his fingertips. It was fast.

He slid his fingers into her hair.

The texture was — he would spend hours trying to find the right word later, lying in bed, replaying this moment until it wore grooves in his memory. Not soft, exactly. Not rough. Dense. Like silk that had been woven by someone who understood that luxury wasn't about smoothness but about substance. Her hair had weight. It fell through his fingers with a particular gravity, each strand sliding against his skin with a friction that was barely there and everywhere at once.

He moved his hand slowly. From her temple, through the hair above her ear, along the curve of her skull to the back of her head. His fingers combed through the full length, separating strands, feeling each one individually before they fell back together. The journey from her temple to the nape of her neck took ten seconds. Ten seconds during which neither of them breathed.

He felt things he didn't expect. The warmth of her scalp beneath her hair — a personal, private warmth, the temperature of the innermost self radiating outward through the thinnest barrier. The slight dampness at the base of her skull where the Pune evening had left its mark. The small, involuntary shiver that ran from her neck to her shoulders when his fingertips grazed the hairline at her nape — the body's response to being touched in a place that was rarely touched, a place that existed in the territory between mundane and intimate.

When he reached the ends of her hair — the final inches, where the strands tapered to points that tickled his palm — he stopped. His hand was behind her neck now, not touching her neck but close enough that the heat of his palm was radiating against her skin. He could feel the fine hairs at her nape responding — standing, like iron filings to a magnet.

He withdrew his hand. Slowly. Reversing the journey: nape to crown to temple to air. His fingers left her hair the way a swimmer leaves water — reluctantly, trailing sensation, the body remembering the medium even after leaving it.

Silence.

Then she said:

"That didn't count."

He stared at her. "Didn't count?"

"I didn't feel anything."

The lie was so transparent it was practically a window. Her pupils were dilated — the black discs had expanded, eating into the brown of her irises, the physiological response of a nervous system that was flooded with arousal and couldn't pretend otherwise. Her breathing had changed — shallow, faster, the breathing of someone whose body had been activated and was running on an elevated baseline. The goosebumps on her forearms — visible, undeniable, the skin's involuntary response to sensation that the brain was trying to deny.

She felt everything. He knew it. She knew he knew it. The lie was not meant to convince. It was meant to create the pretext for what came next.

Because that didn't count meant: Do it again.

"That didn't count?" he repeated.

"No."

"So I still owe you a dare."

"You owe me one that I can actually feel."

The challenge landed like a match on gasoline.



He touched her again.

This time, he didn't start with her hair. He started with the place behind her ear — the soft depression where the jaw meets the skull, the tender pocket of skin that most people never think about and every body responds to. His thumb found the spot first: a gentle press, feeling the architecture of bone beneath skin, the warmth of blood flowing in the temporal artery just beneath the surface. She inhaled. Sharp. Involuntary. The sound of a body being surprised by its own response.

From behind her ear, his fingers traced forward. Along her jaw. The line of bone was clean, defined — a Capricorn jaw, built for clenching and controlling and holding things in. He traced it from ear to chin, his fingertips feeling the micro-terrain of her skin: the smoothness at the ear, the slight roughness where a strand of hair had left an impression, the impossible softness of the skin just beneath her chin where it curved toward her throat.

He didn't touch her lips. His finger traced the jawline past her mouth — past the corner of her lips, so close that she could feel the wake of his passing, the disturbance in the air that a near-touch creates — but he didn't make contact. The prohibition was instinctive: her lips were a border, and he wasn't crossing it. Not tonight. Not without invitation. The near-miss was more devastating than a touch would have been — the body processes what almost happened with more intensity than what actually happened, because the almost activates both the desire circuit (wanting) and the prediction error circuit (expecting and not receiving), and the combination of those two circuits firing simultaneously is what neuroscientists call craving.

She was craving. He could see it in her jaw — the muscle clenching against the sensation, the Capricorn refusal to yield even as the body beneath the refusal was yielding completely.

His hand moved to her neck.

The neck. The most dangerous territory he'd entered. Not because it was sexual in the obvious way — but because the neck was vulnerable. Exposing the neck was a mammalian signal of trust, older than language, older than human civilization. Every predator in nature goes for the neck. Every prey animal protects it. When she tilted her head — slightly, a degree or two, enough to give his hand more access to the side of her throat — she was performing an act of trust so deep it bypassed her conscious mind entirely.

He felt her pulse beneath his fingers. Not through her skin — through his. His fingertips were pressed against the side of her neck, over the carotid artery, and her heartbeat was transmitted through skin-to-skin contact with a clarity that made his own pulse stutter. She was at 110. No — faster. 120. The heart rate of someone running, except she was sitting perfectly still on a sofa in Aundh with a man's hand on her neck and her eyes were closed.

Her eyes were closed.

He hadn't noticed when they closed. Sometime between the jawline and the neck, she had surrendered the last Capricorn defence: vision. With her eyes closed, she couldn't evaluate. Couldn't calculate. Couldn't measure the distance between what she was feeling and what she was supposed to feel. She was in the dark — not the 2 AM dark of phone conversations, but the interior dark of a body that had stopped watching and started feeling.

He moved lower. From the neck to the collarbone. The collarbone — that architectural miracle of the human skeleton, the bridge between shoulder and throat, the place where bone lived closest to skin and the slightest touch felt amplified by the lack of padding. His index finger traced the line of bone from shoulder to sternum, following the clavicle's gentle curve, feeling the hollow where the two collarbones met at the base of her throat.

The hollow. He pressed his thumb into it — gently, the lightest pressure, the weight of a breath against the dip where her throat met her chest. The skin there was warm and thin and he could feel her swallow — the movement of her throat beneath his thumb, the Adam's apple she didn't have replaced by a softer, subtler motion that was entirely feminine and entirely devastating.

She made a sound.

Small. Involuntary. A single exhaled syllable that came from somewhere below conscious speech — a sound born in the diaphragm, shaped by the throat, released through barely-parted lips. Not a word. Not a moan. Something in between — the sound a body makes when it's been touched in exactly the right place at exactly the right pressure and the nervous system fires a signal that bypasses language entirely.

"Ah."

One syllable. The most erotic sound he'd ever heard. Because it was involuntary — she hadn't chosen to make it. Her body had made it for her, in defiance of every Capricorn defence, every wall, every controlled expression. Her body had spoken without permission, and what it said was: More.

He continued down. Not to her breasts — the prohibition held, the invisible line that separated the permitted from the forbidden. He traced his finger along the neckline of her kurti, following the dark blue fabric where it met skin, the border between clothed and exposed. The silver thread work caught on his fingertip — a tiny snag, the thread pulling against his skin, connecting them through her clothing in a way that felt more intimate than bare skin because it involved the dismantling of armour.

Her shoulder. He pushed the kurti's sleeve aside — an inch, just an inch, enough to expose the curve of her shoulder where the deltoid met the trapezius. The skin there was different from the neck: smoother, cooler, untouched by sun, the colour of chai with too much milk. He traced the curve with his thumb, and beneath his touch, goosebumps erupted — a wave of them, spreading from the point of contact outward like ripples in still water.

He traced down her arm. The outside of her upper arm, over the sleeve. The crook of her elbow — he lingered there, his fingertips resting in the soft fold, feeling the tendons beneath skin, the particular vulnerability of a joint that bends and flexes and reveals, in its inner surface, skin that is softer than anywhere else on the arm. She shivered. Not from cold — the room was warm, the Pune evening pressing against the windows like a blanket. From sensation. From the overload of nerve endings that were firing in sequence, one after another, a chain reaction of touch that had started at her temple and was now reaching her forearm and showed no signs of stopping.

Her wrist. He wrapped his fingers around it — gently, not restraining, just holding. The circumference of her wrist was small enough that his thumb and middle finger overlapped. He could feel two things simultaneously: the fragility of the bones beneath her skin (so small, so breakable, so human) and the hammering of her pulse at the radial artery (so fast, so alive, so proof that everything she was feeling was real and physical and undeniable).

He pressed his thumb against the pulse point. Held it. Counted.

"Your heart is going fast," he said.

"It's nothing," she said. Her voice was different — lower, thicker, the voice of someone speaking through a body that was running at an elevated temperature. The Capricorn flatness was gone. What remained was raw: a voice stripped of performance, a voice that matched the pulse beneath his thumb.

"It's not nothing."

"It's the chai."

"You didn't drink the chai."

She opened her eyes. The dilation was shocking — her pupils were so wide that the brown of her irises had been reduced to thin rings around black discs. She looked at him with the particular expression of someone who has been caught feeling something and is deciding whether to deny it or own it.

She was shaking. A fine tremor that ran through her body like a current — not visible unless you were close, not detectable unless you were touching her, but present and continuous and real. Her body was vibrating at a frequency that her mind was trying to suppress, and the vibration was the evidence of the war between them: the body wanting, the mind refusing, the body winning.

And then.

The guilt.

It arrived like a weather system — sudden, total, changing the climate of the room in seconds. He watched it happen on her face: the moment when the sensation was replaced by awareness, when the body's joy was overwritten by the mind's judgment, when the pleasure she'd been feeling curdled into something sour and heavy and self-directed.

She had someone else. She liked someone else. And she was sitting on a sofa in a man's apartment with her eyes closed and her pulse racing and her body shaking from the touch of a man who was not the man she was supposed to want. And the wrongness of that — not moral wrongness, but the violation of her own internal code, the Capricorn code of loyalty and consistency and keeping promises — crashed over her like a wave.

She pulled her wrist from his hand.

"I should go."

The words came out flat. Practiced. The emergency exit of a woman who had rehearsed leaving long before she'd considered staying. She gathered her dupatta — the dark blue one that matched the kurti, the one she'd draped over the arm of the sofa with studied casualness, now clutched against her chest like a shield.

"Meow—"

"I should go, Adi."

She used his real name. Not makad. Not bitch. His name — the formal, distancing name that meant she was retreating behind the wall, putting bricks back in the places his fingers had pulled them loose.

He let her go. He always let her go. That was the deal — the unspoken clause in their manifesto. Jab tak hurt nahi ho rha hai. The moment it hurts, we stop. And she was hurting now. Not from him — from herself. From the guilt that was her constant companion, the voice that said you don't deserve this, you can't have this, this isn't yours to take.

She stood. Picked up her bag. Walked to the door. And at the door — hand on the handle, body already angled toward escape — she paused.

She didn't turn around. She spoke to the door, to the wood, to the anything-that-wasn't-his-face.

"It did count," she said.

He felt the words enter him like a key entering a lock.

"What?"

"The first time. When you touched my hair. It counted. I felt everything."

And then she was gone. The door closed behind her. The room was empty. The sofa held the impression of her body — a warm, human-shaped absence. The air held the ghost of her scent — jasmine and something underneath that was just skin, just her, the olfactory fingerprint that his brain had already filed under essential and would never delete.

He sat on the floor where he'd been kneeling. Looked at his right hand. The hand that had touched her hair, her jaw, her neck, her collarbone, her shoulder, her arm, her wrist. Every fingertip was alive — hypersensitive, as if the nerve endings had been recalibrated by contact with her skin and now found ordinary surfaces (the coffee table, his own knee, the carpet) insufficient.

He could still feel her pulse in his thumb. Not literally — the pulse was gone, she was gone, she was probably in an auto-rickshaw right now, clutching her dupatta and hating herself for the sounds she'd made. But the sensory memory was imprinted. His thumb remembered the rhythm of her heartbeat — 120, 130, the accelerating drum of a body in a state of arousal that it was trying to deny.

He looked at the cards scattered on the coffee table. The battered deck, missing the seven of spades. The game they'd been playing. The game within the game.

She'd said do it again. She'd closed her eyes. She'd made that sound — that small, involuntary, devastating ah — and the sound was going to haunt him. It was going to follow him into sleep and wake him up at 3 AM and play on repeat every time he closed his own eyes.

But she'd also left. She'd pulled her wrist away, grabbed her dupatta, used his real name like a weapon, and walked out into the Pune evening with guilt on her face and his fingerprints on her skin.

The door was open. The door was closed. The door was open.

That was the rhythm of Siya Kapoor.



End of Chapter 7




  
    Chapter 8: THE GUILT

    
    
  
  Three days of silence.

His body held the evidence of those three days: the tension in his jaw from clenching it in sleep, the ache at the base of his skull from staring at a phone screen that refused to light up with her name, the hollow feeling in his stomach that wasn't hunger but felt adjacent to it — the body's confusion between wanting food and wanting contact.

Not the companionable silence of two people who don't need to talk — the unbearable silence of two people who need to talk and can't. Three days during which his phone became a torture device: every notification a spike of hope, every non-Siya message a small death, every hour without her name on his screen a confirmation that he'd gone too far, touched too much, crossed a line he couldn't uncross.

He texted once. On the second day:

"Hey meow."

Blue ticks. Read. No reply.

He didn't text again. Not because he didn't want to — every cell in his body wanted to flood her phone with messages, with explanations, with apologies he wasn't sure he owed and confessions he was sure she didn't want. But he didn't. Because the one thing he understood about Siya — the deepest thing, the thing he'd learned not from her words but from her silences — was that she needed space the way other people needed oxygen. And giving her space, even when the absence of her was physically painful, was the only way to prove that he respected the architecture of her autonomy.

So he waited. And the waiting was a kind of dying — small, cellular, the slow erosion of certainty that happens when the person who matters most to you decides to become invisible.



On the third day, at 11:47 PM, she texted:

"I just feel guilty and bas. That's all I feel."

He read the message four times. Each time, the words rearranged themselves in his head, presenting new facets, new angles of interpretation:

I just feel guilty — the guilt was real. Not performed, not strategic, not the guilt of someone fishing for reassurance. Real guilt. The kind that sits in your stomach like a stone and makes food taste like cardboard and sleep feel like betrayal.

And bas — and that's it. Nothing else. The guilt had consumed everything. Whatever pleasure she'd felt on his sofa — the goosebumps, the closed eyes, the involuntary ah — all of it had been retroactively poisoned by the guilt that followed. She couldn't hold both things simultaneously: the wanting and the wrong. So the wrong had won.

That's all I feel — a lie, and they both knew it. Guilt was not all she felt. But it was the loudest thing she felt, and in Capricorn psychology, the loudest feeling gets processed first and the quiet feelings get filed away for later — or forever.

He replied:

"I know, meow. It's okay."

"It's not okay. I don't like it when u do selflessness. Why u wanna gift me when I don't even do the half for u?"

There it was. The equation she carried with her like a millstone — the belief that love was transactional, that kindness created debt, that every gift required repayment and every attention demanded reciprocity. She felt guilty because she was receiving — his time, his attention, his touch, his book — and she had nothing of equal value to give back. Or so she believed.

"Coz ye sauda nahi hai ma'am,"* he typed. *"Dosti hai."

This is not a transaction. It's friendship.

A lie wrapped in a truth. It was more than friendship — they'd crossed that border somewhere between the pen exchange and the card game, somewhere in the territory of knees touching under café tables and fingers tracing collarbones. But friendship was the only word that didn't scare her, and he was willing to use any word that kept the door open.



This chapter lives inside her head.

For the first time in the novel, the perspective shifts. We enter the mind of Siya Kapoor, and what we find there is not the controlled, wall-fortified Capricorn the outside world sees. What we find is a girl at war with herself.

She replays the card game obsessively. Not in sequence — in fragments. The human memory doesn't store experiences as continuous films; it stores them as sensory snapshots, disconnected frames that the brain reassembles in whatever order the current emotional state demands. And her current emotional state demands guilt, so the frames she replays are the ones that indict her.

Frame: His fingertips in her hair. The specific sensation of someone else's fingers against her scalp — intimate in a way she hadn't expected, private in a way that felt like trespassing. She'd asked him to do it. Touch my hair. She'd said those words, and the saying of them was its own confession, because you don't ask a man to touch your hair if you feel nothing, and you definitely don't ask him to do it again when he finishes.

Frame: The sound she made. Ah. One syllable that escaped her throat like a prisoner breaking free. She didn't plan it. She didn't approve it. Her body made a sound that her mind hadn't sanctioned, and the betrayal of that — the body's mutiny against the mind's authority — was what terrified her most. Because if her body could override her mind in a moment of touch, what else might it override? What other defences might it breach? What other sounds might it make if his fingers went lower, past the collarbone, past the border she hadn't defined but both of them understood?

Frame: The moment before she pulled away. The moment when her wrist was in his hand and his thumb was on her pulse and she could feel her own heartbeat transmitted back to her through his skin. In that moment — the exact moment, the pinpoint in time — she wanted him to kiss her. Not on the cheek. Not on the forehead. On the mouth. She wanted his mouth on hers with a specificity that frightened her, because wanting had never felt like this before. Wanting had always been soft, diffuse, the general hum of romantic interest. This was sharp. Targeted. The want had an address — his lips — and a delivery method — her lips against his — and the precision of that want was the most un-Capricorn thing she'd ever experienced.

She wanted, and wanting felt like betrayal.

Because there was him. The other one. The one who existed before Adi, before the exam hall, before makad and meow and 2 AM conversations that lasted until the birds started. The one she'd chosen — or had she been chosen? She couldn't remember anymore. The relationship was old enough to have its own archaeology: layers of habit and expectation and the kind of love that calcifies when it isn't tended, turning from something living into something structural. She was with him because she was with him. The circular logic of inertia disguised as loyalty.

But she was loyal. She was loyal. That was her identity, her Capricorn core — the person who kept promises, who honoured commitments, who didn't break things just because something shinier came along. And Adi was shiny. He was all light and heat and words that melted her defences and fingers that traced her collarbone and a thumb on her pulse that made her feel more alive in thirty seconds than she'd felt in months.

The guilt was not about Adi. The guilt was about herself. About the version of herself she'd discovered on his sofa — the version that closed her eyes and made sounds and wanted things she wasn't supposed to want. That version was a stranger. A stranger wearing her skin, using her body, producing sensations that she couldn't control and couldn't deny.

I don't deserve this.

The thought appeared like a mantra, repeating itself in the spaces between other thoughts:

While she was working — helping a child stack blocks, her hands steady, her mind screaming — I don't deserve this.

While she was eating dinner — mechanically, without taste, the food a function rather than a pleasure — I don't deserve this.

While she was lying in bed at 1 AM, staring at the ceiling, her wrist still warm where his thumb had been, the ghost of contact that refused to fade — the specific pressure of his thumb against her radial artery still imprinted on her skin like a brand that only she could see — I don't deserve this.

She didn't deserve his kindness because she couldn't return it. She didn't deserve his attention because she was spending it on someone else's behalf. She didn't deserve the card game, the chocolate, the book, the 2 AM conversations — she didn't deserve any of it because she was taking it while belonging to another person, and taking while belonging was theft, and Siya Kapoor did not steal.

Except she did. She stole 2 AM. She stole the thirty steps in the parking lot. She stole the warmth of his knee under the café table. She stole every moment with him and hid it from the person she was supposed to love, and the hiding was its own confession — because you don't hide things that don't matter.

It mattered. He mattered. And the mattering was the crime.



Three days. Then:

"Makad?"

2:17 AM. Their hour. The hour when the world contracted and honesty expanded and things could be said that daylight would never permit.

She texted the word like a lifeline thrown into dark water — not knowing if it would be caught, not knowing if he was awake, not knowing if the three days of silence had built a wall on his side that matched the one she was trying to tear down on hers.

He was awake. Of course he was awake. He was a Pisces who was in love with a Capricorn who was in love with someone else, and sleep was a luxury that required a peace of mind he hadn't possessed since a girl pushed her hair back in an examination hall in December.

"I'm here, meow."

The three words landed on her phone and something in her chest — something that had been clenched for three days, something made of muscle and fear and the effort of staying away — released. Not fully. Not completely. But enough. Enough to breathe. Enough to type:

"I'm sorry for disappearing."

"You don't need to apologise for needing space."

"I wasn't needing space. I was running."

"Running from what?"

A pause. He watched the typing indicator appear, disappear, appear again.

"From how it felt."

Five words. The most honest thing she'd ever texted him. Not from what happened — from how it felt. The distinction was a universe: what happened was physical, external, describable. How it felt was internal, private, the kind of truth that lives in the body and can only be expressed in the body's own inarticulate language — shivers and pulse rates and sounds that bypass speech.

She was running from the feeling. Not from him. From the feeling he created in her — the feeling that her body wanted things her mind hadn't approved, that her skin remembered his fingertips the way a beach remembers the tide, that the word makad had become the sound of safety in a life where safety was the thing she trusted least.

He didn't push. He didn't ask what it felt like. He didn't demand clarification or reciprocity or any of the things that a less patient man would have demanded from a girl who'd just admitted to having feelings she was running from.

He wrote:

"Whenever you're ready to stop running, I'll be here."

"What if I'm never ready?"

"Then I'll be here anyway."

The silence that followed was not empty. It was the fullest silence of their entire relationship — heavy with everything they'd been through, warm with everything they were, electric with everything they might become if she ever stopped running and he ever stopped waiting and the space between them finally collapsed.

She fell asleep at 3:14 AM. He knew because her messages stopped and didn't resume, and the rhythm of abandonment was one he recognized — the gradual slowing of responses, the longer gaps, the final message that trailed off mid-thought, the silence that meant sleep had claimed her.

He stayed awake until dawn. Watching the sky lighten through his window. Thinking about a girl who ran from feelings and came back at 2 AM and called him makad because the word for what she really meant didn't exist in any language she spoke.

The door was open again.

It was always open.



End of Chapter 8




  
    Chapter 9: THE RETURN

    
    
  
  She came back different.

Not dramatically different — Siya Kapoor didn't do dramatic. The changes were tectonic: slow, deep, shifting the ground beneath them by millimetres that only someone watching closely would notice. And he was watching closely. He was always watching closely. He had been watching closely since a girl pushed her hair back in an examination hall, and at this point, watching Siya was less a choice and more a reflex — something his body did automatically, the way lungs breathed and hearts beat.

The first sign: she texted first.

Not at 2 AM — at 6 PM. Evening. The hour of transition, when daylight Siya and nighttime Siya overlapped, when the Capricorn armour was loosening but hadn't yet come off. She texted first, and the text was not a reply to something he'd said. It was an initiation. She was starting the conversation.

"What are you doing?"

Three words that were, in the vocabulary of Siya Kapoor, the equivalent of a love letter. She had never asked what he was doing. She had responded to his questions, tolerated his paragraphs, deflected his declarations — but she had never, unprompted, expressed curiosity about his current state of being. The question implied interest. Interest implied caring. Caring implied — well.

"Writing. Badly. Thinking about you. Well."

"Stop thinking about me."

"Can't. Medical condition. Doctor says it's terminal."

"Pagal."

But the word was warm. He could feel the warmth through the screen — the particular temperature of pagal when said by a girl who was trying not to smile and failing. Not the irritated pagal of February. Not the defensive pagal of June. The tender pagal of a girl who had run from her feelings for three days, come back at 2 AM, admitted she was running, and was now standing still.



The second sign: she showed up.

Not at his apartment. Not at college. At the café — their café, the Koregaon Park place with the jazz and the dim lighting and the small table where their knees had first touched. She texted him the location at 5 PM on a Saturday. No explanation. No excuse. No academic pretext. Just:

"KP café. 6."

He arrived at 5:45. She arrived at 6:02. (He would remember these times. He remembered all the times. Time was the architecture of their story, and every minute was a brick.)

She was wearing the dark blue kurti. The same one from the card game. The one with the silver thread work at the neckline that had caught on his fingertip. The choice was deliberate — Capricorns didn't repeat outfits accidentally. She was wearing the kurti that he'd traced his finger along, the kurti that was associated with touch, and the wearing of it was a message written in fabric: I'm not running anymore. I'm back. I'm wearing the evidence of what happened between us, and I'm not pretending it didn't happen.

She sat across from him. Ordered the same thing — coffee with too much milk and sugar. The jazz played. The café was half-empty. The stage was set for a replay of their last meeting, but the script had changed.

Because this time, she reached for him.

Not his hand. Not his arm. Not any of the grand, cinematic gestures that romantic fiction demands. She reached for something smaller, more intimate, more Siya:

She fidgeted with his watch strap.

He was wearing a watch — a cheap Casio, the digital kind that beeped on the hour and had a scratched face and a rubber strap that had seen better decades. She reached across the table, took his wrist in her hand (the first time she'd taken any part of him — the first time she'd been the one to initiate physical contact), and adjusted the watch strap. Tightened it. Loosened it. Ran her thumb along the rubber. The gesture was motherly and possessive and intimate all at once — the kind of touch that said this wrist belongs to someone I have the right to adjust.

He felt her thumb on the inside of his wrist. The spot where she'd felt his pulse during the card game, but reversed now — her thumb on his pulse. His heartbeat transmitted through her skin back to her. The intimacy of the reversal was staggering: she was doing to him what he'd done to her. Not as mimicry. As claiming.

"Your strap is too loose," she said. As if this required explanation. As if touching a man's wrist and feeling his pulse were ordinary actions that needed practical justification.

"Okay," he said.

She didn't let go.

Her hand stayed on his wrist. Her thumb stayed on his pulse. The café played jazz. The coffee cooled. And for the first time in their entire relationship, she was the one holding on and he was the one being held.

He waited. Patiently. The patience of a man who had learned that Siya moved at her own speed and that rushing her was the fastest way to make her stop. He sat still and let her hold his wrist and felt her thumb pressing against his pulse and understood, with a certainty that went beyond thought into knowledge, that something fundamental had shifted.

She'd come back. Not to the manifesto, not to the safety of jab tak hurt nahi ho rha hai. She'd come back to him. And the coming back was its own declaration — unspoken, expressed entirely through the pressure of a thumb on a pulse point, but as loud as anything either of them had ever said.



The escalation began after the second coffee.

She moved her chair closer. Not dramatically — an inch, maybe two. The café was quiet enough that the scrape of chair legs on tile was audible, and the sound was its own confession: I am choosing to be closer to you, and I don't care if anyone hears the furniture move.

Her knee found his. This time, it was her knee moving toward him. The first time, in this same café, the contact had been incidental — the table was small, the space was limited, the knees met as a function of geometry. This time, the geometry was irrelevant. She was leaning toward him. Her knee pressed against his with a deliberateness that left no room for the fiction of accident.

She asked about his writing. What he was working on. Whether the stories he wrote at 2 AM were still thinly veiled versions of them. He told her the truth: every story was about her. Every character wore her face. Every fictional woman pushed her hair back and said haan haan and called the protagonist bitch in a voice that sounded like a lullaby.

She listened. Really listened — the way he'd listened to her 2 AM confessions about work. Her head tilted slightly, her attention total, her eyes on his with a focus that made him feel like the only object in the room.

"Read me something," she said.

He opened his phone. Scrolled to a note he'd written the night after the card game — the night he'd lain in bed with his right hand on his chest and his fingertips remembering the texture of her hair. He read it to her. Softly. Not performing — confessing. The words were about her — the colour of her kurti, the sound she'd made, the pulse beneath his thumb — and as he read them, she went still.

Not Capricorn-still. Something deeper. The stillness of a body that is being described and recognizes itself in the description. The stillness of being seen — completely, specifically, down to the involuntary shiver that had run from her neck to her shoulders when his fingertips grazed her nape.

When he finished, she was quiet for a long time.

"That's me," she said. Not a question. A recognition.

"That's you."

"You see me like that?"

"I see you like that every time I look at you."

The table between them was too wide. The distance between their faces was too far. He could feel the pull — the gravitational force of two bodies that had spent months orbiting each other and were now, finally, beginning to fall inward.

She reached across the table. Not for his wrist this time. For his hand. She took it. Laced her fingers through his. Her hand was small — smaller than he'd imagined, the bones delicate beneath warm skin, the grip firm despite the smallness. She held his hand the way you hold something you're afraid of dropping: tightly, with the desperation of someone who has made a decision and is terrified of the decision and is making it anyway.

He held back. His fingers around hers. Their palms pressed together — the intimacy of parallel skin, the shared warmth that became communal, the way holding hands creates a small, closed system where the temperature belongs to both of you and neither of you.

They sat like that. Hands clasped across the table. Coffee cold. Jazz loud. The world continuing around them with perfect indifference to the fact that a girl who ran from feelings had just reached across a table and taken a man's hand.

"Meow?"

"Hmm?"

"What changed?"

She thought about it. He watched her think — the focused expression, the eyes narrowing, the genuine effort to translate an internal experience into language.

"I stopped running,"* she said. *"And when I stopped, I realized I wasn't running away from you. I was running toward you. And it scared me. So I called it running away."

He squeezed her hand.

"And now?"

"Now I'm here."

"Still scared?"

"Terrified."

"Good. Me too."



They left the café at 9 PM. Not together — she had an auto waiting. But the walk to the auto was different this time. Slower. Their arms touching. Not shoulders brushing — arms, from elbow to wrist, a full lateral contact that was more than incidental and less than an embrace.

At the auto, she turned to him. The streetlight did its thing again — half-lit, half-shadow, the Koregaon Park chiaroscuro that turned every goodbye into a painting.

She was still holding his hand. She hadn't let go since the café table. The walk, the steps, the dodging of other pedestrians — all of it navigated one-handed because the other hand was in his and neither of them was willing to release first.

He looked at her. She looked at him. The streetlight. The traffic. The auto-driver clearing his throat impatiently.

He leaned down. The height difference — his six feet to her five-two — meant he had to bend. His face descended toward hers. Her face tilted up. Their eyes closed simultaneously, the way eyes close when two faces are approaching each other with intent.

Their foreheads touched.

Not their lips. Their foreheads. The broad, flat surface of his forehead against the smooth, warm surface of hers. Their noses were side by side, almost touching. Their mouths were inches apart — close enough that each exhale was received by the other's lips, each breath was shared, the air between their mouths was communal and warm and flavoured with coffee and cardamom and wanting.

He could feel her mouth. Not touching — feeling. The ghost of her lips, the thermal signature of parted flesh, the proximity so extreme that the distinction between touching and not-touching became philosophical rather than physical. They were breathing each other's breath. Their exhalations mixed in the centimetre of air between their lips and became something shared — a private atmosphere, a two-person climate.

Ten seconds. Twenty.

The longest twenty seconds of the novel. The longest twenty seconds of his life. Twenty seconds during which every nerve in his body was firing a single message — close the gap, press forward, one centimetre, less than one centimetre, her lips are RIGHT THERE — and every ounce of his discipline was holding the line.

He pulled back.

She exhaled. The sound was complex — relief and disappointment, gratitude and frustration, the sound of a woman who wanted to be kissed and was glad she wasn't and hated herself for the gladness and hated him for the restraint and loved him for the restraint in equal measure.

"Not yet," he said.

"Not yet," she agreed.

The word yet hung between them like a lit fuse.

She climbed into the auto. He watched it pull away. His forehead was warm where hers had been — a specific, localized warmth that the evening air couldn't cool. His lips were untouched but tingling, as if the almost-contact had activated nerve endings that actual contact would have merely confirmed.

He stood on the kerb. Touched his forehead. Closed his eyes.

Not yet.

But yet was a promise. Yet was a countdown. Yet was the most dangerous word in any language because it acknowledged the inevitable while deferring the moment, and the deferral — the space between not yet and now — was where everything lived. Every want. Every ache. Every sleepless 2 AM. Every almost.

He drove home. Didn't write. Didn't need to. The sentence had already written itself, pressed into his skin by a girl's forehead in a streetlight:

Not yet.

But soon.



End of Chapter 9




  
    Chapter 10: THE ESCALATION

    
    
  
  She came back to his apartment on a Thursday evening in November.

No excuse this time. No notes, no textbooks, no academic pretence. She texted at 5 PM:

"Coming over."

Not a question. Not a request. A statement — the Capricorn declaration of intent, rare and definitive, the verbal equivalent of a door being opened from the inside. He didn't reply with enthusiasm or relief or the volcano of feeling that the two words triggered in him. He replied:

"Door's open."

She arrived at 6:30. The Pune evening was cooling — November in the city, when the days are still warm but the nights begin to remember that winter exists, the air carrying the particular edge of a season in transition. She was wearing a red kurti. He'd never seen her in red. It was the most deliberate colour choice she'd ever made in front of him, and the deliberateness was its own announcement.

The textbooks were on the table. Purely decorative. Neither of them touched them.



They sat the way they'd sat the first time — she on the sofa, he on the floor beside the coffee table. But the distance had shrunk. The space between them now was the distance of intention rather than caution: close enough that moving closer required only a decision, not an effort.

He made chai again. She drank it this time — both hands around the cup, taking small sips, the steam curling up past her face. The room was quiet. The Pune evening sounds filtered in through the window: traffic, a dog, the distant pressure cooker whistle that was the soundtrack of every Indian 7 PM.

"I kept thinking about last time," she said.

"Which part?"

"All of it."

He waited. She looked at her chai.

"I don't want to think about it,"* she continued. *"I keep not wanting to think about it. And then I think about it anyway."

"What do you think about, specifically?"

The pause before her answer was the length of a held breath.

"The thing you said. When you didn't kiss me. 'Not yet.' I keep hearing it."

"And?"

"And I need you to say something else. Something that makes it stop."

"Or?"

She looked up. The red kurti. The evening light. The eyes that were trying to be Capricorn and failing to be anything but human.

"Or I need you to not say anything at all."

He set his chai cup down.



He crossed to the sofa. Not to the floor beside it — to the sofa itself, sitting beside her, the cushion compressing under his weight, their bodies now adjacent rather than opposed. The shift in position changed everything: from conversation to proximity, from talking to being. They were eight inches apart, and eight inches in this room, at this hour, was the same as no distance at all.

She didn't move away.

He raised his hand. She watched it rise — her gaze tracking his hand with a focused attention that was equal parts wariness and invitation. He touched her face. His palm curved against her cheek, warm hand against warm skin, his thumb resting at the corner of her eye.

She closed her eyes.

The second her eyes closed, the room changed. The sounds receded — traffic, dog, pressure cooker — replaced by a silence that had texture and weight. His thumb moved from the corner of her eye to her eyebrow, tracing the fine arch of hair, feeling the bone of her brow ridge beneath the skin. Such a small gesture. Such a devastating one. The intimacy of touching the bones of another person's face — the skeleton beneath the person, the permanent structure that existed before beauty and would exist after.

He pressed his lips to her forehead.

The first kiss. Not on her lips — still not on her lips, the prohibition still in force, the line still holding. But this: his mouth against her forehead, flat and warm, his lower lip resting against the smooth warm skin above her brow. He felt the softness of her skin. He felt her inhale — a slow, careful breath, the breathing of someone trying to absorb an experience fully, not waste it.

He held his lips there. Five seconds. Ten. Long enough for the warmth of his breath to dissipate against her skin. Long enough for her to feel it not as a gesture but as a presence.

He moved. From her forehead to her temple — his lips skating across her skin the way a musician's fingers slide along a fretboard, continuous, deliberate, each point of contact chosen. The temple: the skin above the ear, slightly warm from the ear's proximity, the pulse of the temporal artery beneath, tapping against his lips like a code. Her heartbeat was faster than it should have been. Much faster. 110 beats per minute, maybe 120, the cardiovascular response of a body in a state of activation.

Her shoulder had moved closer to his. The eight inches between them had become four, then two, as her body drifted toward him with the inevitability of gravity. She wasn't leaning deliberately — she was falling. The same way the earth falls toward the sun: not dramatically, not dramatically at all, just the quiet, continuous, inevitable pull of two masses that were never meant to be this close and couldn't help it.

He kissed her eyelid.

"Adi."

She said his name. Not makad. Not bitch. His name — real, full, the formal name that she only used when she was serious about something. And she was serious about this. Her voice was low, the 2 AM voice, the voice of a body that was responding before the mind had approved the response.

"I'm here," he said.

He kissed the other eyelid. His mouth pressed against the thin, vulnerable skin — the most fragile surface on the human face, the place where a single layer of tissue kept the eye from the world. She shivered. The shiver started at her eyelids and radiated outward — he could feel it move through her body, a wave of sensation travelling from the epicentre of his kiss outward through her shoulders, her arms, her hands, all the way to her fingertips.

Her hand came up. Found his shirt. Gripped.

Not pulling him forward — not that. Just holding. The way you hold a wall when the floor is tilting: not to move closer, but to anchor yourself so you don't fall further than you intend to. Her knuckles were white against the fabric. Her grip was tight enough to be audible — the cotton pulled taut.

He kissed her cheek. The rounded curve of it, softer than her jawline, warmer than her temple. His mouth rested on the fullest part — the soft pillow of flesh that a smile would dimple. She wasn't smiling. Her face was still — the absolute stillness of total absorption, a body that had focused every available resource on sensation and had none left for expression.

Her cheek was warm. Warmer than the rest of her face. Either emotion was sending blood to the surface — the blush of a body that knew it was being desired and was responding with the oldest vocabulary it had.

He traced down her jaw. Not with his lips this time — with his nose. The gentlest of contacts, the bridge of his nose dragging along the line of her jaw from ear to chin, each millimetre of bone mapping against cartilage. The smell of her skin intensified with proximity: jasmine from something she'd applied this morning, but under the jasmine, warmer and more personal — the smell of skin that had been working all day, had been warm all day, the layered complexity of a living body that didn't smell like perfume but smelled like her.

He inhaled. Deliberately. A slow breath, his face pressed close to her jaw, taking in the scent the way you take in something you want to keep. She felt it — felt the breath, felt the intention of the breath — and made a sound.

The same sound as the card game. Ah. One syllable, involuntary, born from somewhere below the collarbone and released through parted lips. But louder now. More certain. The sound of a body that had made this sound before and no longer bothered to be embarrassed by it.

His lips found her neck.

The side of it first — the long muscle of the sternocleidomastoid running from ear to collarbone, taut and warm. He kissed along the length of it. Not pecks, not quick contacts, but open-mouthed kisses: his lips parting against her skin, the warmth of his breath dampening the surface, then the press of his mouth sealing against her neck and staying. Each kiss left a warm impression — a circle of heat that lingered after his lips moved on, the skin remembering.

"Adi." His name again. Lower. More ragged. The voice of someone losing ground.

He kissed the pulse point. The carotid artery, pulsing visibly beneath the skin, the body's most honest signal — a drumbeat that could be heard by anyone patient enough to press their lips against it. He pressed his lips against it. Felt the beat against his mouth. Felt her body's confession, communicated through rhythm rather than words: fast, getting faster, the heart of a woman who was aroused and knew it and had stopped pretending otherwise.

His mouth moved lower. The hollow of her throat — that sacred depression where the two collarbones met, the concave space that beckoned. He pressed his lower lip into it. The hollow accepted his lip the way water accepts a stone: surrounded it, closed around it, warm and yielding. He felt her swallow. The movement of her throat against his mouth, the intimate mechanics of a body he was becoming fluent in.

He felt her other hand come up and grip his arm.

Both hands now. Shirt and arm, fingers curled into the fabric and the muscle beneath, holding on with the desperation of someone who is terrified of what happens if they let go. He felt the strength of her grip — the Capricorn grip, fierce and firm, the paradox of a body that was yielding to sensation while fighting to maintain purchase on something solid.

"I can't—" she started.

"You can," he said. Against her neck. Against the pulse. The words vibrated into her skin.

"I shouldn't—"

"I know."

"Then why—"

"Because you want to."

Silence. His mouth still against her neck. Her hands still gripping his shirt and arm. The November evening pressing against the window. The pressure cooker gone silent. The dog still barking somewhere, reduced now to white noise, the city receding as the room contracted around the two of them.

"Yes," she said.

The word was so soft he almost didn't catch it. Almost. But his ears were calibrated to her frequency, tuned by months of listening to the sounds she made when she was trying not to make sounds, and yes was unmistakable even at its quietest.



He kissed her collarbone.

The red kurti had a modest neckline — square-cut, revealing only the bones themselves, the clean architectural line from shoulder to sternum. His mouth traced that line. From the point of the shoulder, where the bone was closest to the surface and hardest, moving inward along the curve toward the hollow. He could feel the difference in temperature: the shoulder slightly cooler, the hollow warmer, the skin's thermal map of a body that distributed heat according to its own geography.

The silver thread work from the last kurti was gone — the red one had a clean neckline, unadorned. His lips moved along the fabric's edge, finding the border between cloth and skin, kissing along it. The sensation of his mouth moving between the warm skin and the cool cotton — fabric against his upper lip, skin against his lower — was its own kind of eroticism: the contrast between what was accessible and what wasn't, the line that defined the boundary of what he was permitted.

He would not cross that boundary. Not tonight. Not tonight — but the prohibition had teeth, and the teeth were in his own flesh, holding him back with the kind of effort that leaves marks.

She had tilted her head. Not consciously — her body had made the decision without consulting her: tilt, expose, offer. The stretch of her neck toward him was an ancient gesture, older than any of the words they'd ever exchanged, older than language itself. I trust you. I want you. I'll show you the soft places.

He kissed the exposed side of her neck again. Open-mouthed. The skin was warm and slightly damp — not from sweat but from the accumulated heat of his mouth, the skin starting to respond to repeated contact with increased blood flow, the flush of arousal visible now if you looked: a pink rising at her throat, subtle, undeniable.

He moved to her shoulder. Not the bone — the curve of the deltoid, the rounded muscle. He pressed his lips against it through the red fabric. The cotton was warm from her body, softer than bare skin but intimate in a different way — intimate through layers, which was its own kind of intensity. He could feel the shape of her shoulder through the cloth. The muscle curved against his mouth and he tasted: warm cotton and underneath it, the body heat of a woman who was fully present, fully activated, fully here.

She let go of his shirt with one hand. He thought she was pulling away — his body braced for withdrawal, for the Capricorn retreat, for the I should go that had ended so many of their moments. But she didn't pull away. She put her hand in his hair.

Her fingers in his hair. The reversal — the exact reversal of the card game, when his fingers had slid through hers, when she'd closed her eyes and shivered and pretended she felt nothing. Now she was the one touching his hair, and the gesture was unpractised, uncertain, the touch of someone who had thought about doing this and was discovering that imagining and doing were entirely different experiences.

He stopped moving. Let her explore. Her fingers moved through his hair from the crown to the nape — the same journey his had made through hers, but reversed, but different. Different because she was touching him, choosing to touch him, the Capricorn who gave nothing having decided to give this: her hand in his hair, at his nape, feeling the warmth of his scalp the way he'd felt hers.

He exhaled. Long, slow, against her shoulder. The exhale contained everything — the months of waiting, the 2 AM conversations, the thirty steps in the parking lot, the pen exchange, the card game, the not yet — released in a single breath against the red fabric of her kurti.

"Adi."

"Meow."

"Why won't you just—"

She stopped herself. But the sentence had already been spoken — the truncated confession, the interrupted desire. Why won't you just kiss me. The words she hadn't said. The sentence she'd started and cut off because finishing it would mean admitting what she wanted and admitting what she wanted would require deciding what that meant and deciding what it meant would require confronting everything she'd been avoiding confronting for the past eleven months.

He pulled back. Created distance — not much, six inches, the space of a revelation rather than a withdrawal. Looked at her.

Her face was flushed. Both cheeks. The throat still pink. Her hair slightly dishevelled from his hands — or rather from her head falling back against his shoulder while he kissed her neck. Her eyes were half-open: not fully closed (too vulnerable) and not fully open (too much exposure). The middle state: a woman who was neither asleep nor awake, neither surrendering nor resisting, existing in the suspended animation of pure sensation.

She was beautiful. She'd always been beautiful. But right now, at this moment, with the flush in her cheeks and her hands still resting in his hair and his shirt — this was the most beautiful she'd ever been, because this was the most herself she'd ever been in front of him. The Capricorn mask was somewhere on the floor. This was just her. Siya. Nineteen, and terrified, and wanting, and trying very hard to be the kind of person who didn't want things she couldn't have.

"Because when I do,"* he said, *"you'll know it's different from everything else."

She looked at him. Really looked. Not at his face as an object to be evaluated, but at him — the whole accumulated person, eleven months of makad and bitch and 2 AM and card games and chocolate and the book, all of it visible in the two feet of air between them.

"I already know it's different," she said.

"I know you do."

"Then why—"

"Because you need to choose it. Not fall into it. Not because I'm there and the moment is right. Because you chose it. Actively. Eyes open."

She looked at him for a long time. The November evening pressed against the window. The Pune city hummed its ordinary hum.

Then she did something entirely unexpected. Something more intimate than everything that had come before. She leaned forward and put her head on his chest.

Not a dramatic collapse — a placement. Deliberate, quiet, the Capricorn way of doing tender things: without announcement, without performance, with the simple act of a body deciding to be somewhere and going there. Her cheek against his chest, above his heart, her ear against the place where his heartbeat was loudest.

He felt her listening.

He brought his arm around her. Held her there — not tightly, not possessively, but firmly. The way you hold something you've been waiting for and finally have, and the having is so complete and so fragile that you're afraid to hold too tight in case it breaks.

They stayed like that. Long enough for the Pune evening to deepen into night. Long enough for his heartbeat under her ear to slow from the elevated pace of wanting to the deep, steady rhythm of peace. Long enough for her breathing to sync with his — the bodies finding each other's tempo the way they always did when they were close, the biological intimacy of shared rhythm.

"Why do I feel like this?" she asked. Into his chest. Her voice muffled by fabric and bone.

"Like what?"

"Like I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be and completely wrong to be here at the same time."

He pressed his lips to the top of her head. The first time his mouth had touched her hair rather than touching beside it. The softness of her hair against his lips — that density he remembered from the card game, the silk-that-wasn't-quite-silk, the specific texture of her.

"Because both things are true,"* he said. *"And you're brave enough to let them both be true at once."

She made a sound. Not words. Something smaller and more honest — the sound of a person who has been holding something for a long time and has, for one moment, let it down.

They stayed like that until 10 PM. Until she eventually, reluctantly, without drama, sat up. Gathered herself. The Capricorn armour reassembled — not all the way, never all the way anymore, but enough to navigate the world. She found her bag. She found her dupatta.

At the door, she turned.

"Makad?"

"Meow?"

"Next time."

He felt the words land.

"Next time?"

She looked at him with the expression she only wore when she'd made a decision she was going to honour — the Capricorn resolve, the set jaw, the eyes that were finished being afraid.

"Next time I'll be ready."

The door closed.

He stood in his empty apartment with the ghost of her in his arms, the warmth of her head on his chest not yet faded, and thought: Next time.

Not yet. But next time.

The countdown had started.



End of Chapter 10




  
    Chapter 11: THE ALMOST

    
    
  
  She called at 1:03 AM.

He was awake. He was always awake at 1 AM now — some biological recalibration had happened sometime in the preceding months, his body having accepted that the hours between midnight and 4 AM belonged to her, and sleep had renegotiated its schedule accordingly.

"I can't sleep."

Three words. No preamble. The 2 AM call — except it was 1 AM, which meant she couldn't even wait until their sacred hour. She was calling him before the clock hit the number that gave her permission to call. She was calling him without permission. The Capricorn who asked for no help, admitted to no need, built walls so efficient that they kept even herself out — she was calling at 1 AM to say I can't sleep.

He heard everything in those three words. Not just insomnia. Not just restlessness. He heard: I tried. I tried to not call. I lay in bed and counted and breathed and told myself you're not mine to call. And I called anyway.

"Come over," he said.

"Adi—"

"Or I'll come to you. Your choice."

Silence. The 2 AM calculation. The Capricorn weighing of options, measuring risk against want, running the probability of regret against the certainty of sleeplessness. He waited.

"Come to mine."



She lived in a flat in Baner. Fourth floor, the building surrounded by the residential quiet that Pune produced after midnight: a few lights still on in windows, the occasional dog, the city settling into its off-hours hum. He texted when he arrived. She buzzed him up.

She was wearing an oversized t-shirt — not his, not a man's, but the kind women wore when they were at home and had stopped performing. Her hair was down. She'd washed her face — the clean, unmade face was the face he'd never seen before, the face that existed without any preparation for being seen, and the sight of it did something specific to his chest: a tightening, a recognition of privilege. She'd let him in at 1 AM and shown him her unmade face. The Capricorn walls were very thin tonight.

"I kept thinking about what you said," she said. Before he could say anything. Before he could even take off his shoes.

"Which part?"

"'Next time I'll be ready.' I keep saying it to myself."* She paused. *"I don't know what I'm ready for."

"What do you think you want to be ready for?"

She looked at him. The unmade face. The oversized t-shirt. The late night and the thin walls and the honesty that only existed in apartments at 1 AM.

"You,"* she said. *"I want to be ready for you."



They went to the terrace.

Her building had a rooftop terrace — Pune-standard, the concrete expanse that urban buildings offered as compromise for the absence of gardens: a place above the city where you could pretend, briefly, that the city wasn't there. The December night air was cool — genuinely cool now, not just the absence of heat. She'd brought a shawl, which she wore like an armour she knew wouldn't work but put on anyway.

He sat on the terrace wall. She sat beside him. Not facing him — facing the city. The Pune skyline at 1:15 AM: scattered lights, the dark shapes of buildings, the orange haze that cities breathed over their own heads. Far enough above the street noise that the city sounded like background, like a score, like the incidental music that plays under the real scene.

Their thighs touched. Both of them felt it. Neither acknowledged it.

They talked. The way they always talked — in circles, in spirals, approaching the real subject and retreating, making contact with the truth and then stepping back before it could be named. She told him about a child she'd been working with — a seven-year-old who had made progress that week, a small thing, a single new word, but progress that felt enormous because she knew what it had cost the family and the boy. She told him about her mother calling that evening. About feeling, sometimes, like she was living three lives simultaneously: the one other people saw, the one she managed in private, and the one that happened in the small hours with him.

"Three lives,"* he said. *"Which one is real?"

"This one," she said. Without hesitation.

The word landed between them and expanded, taking up the space that silence had been occupying. This one. Not the professional one, not the obligated one. This one. The 1 AM terrace. The city hum. The thighs touching.

He turned to face her.

She turned to face him at the same time.

The timing was exact — simultaneous, unpractised, the coincidence that happened when two people had been inhabiting the same rhythm for long enough. They turned to face each other, and they were close. The terrace wall was narrow. The December night was pressing them together with its cold. Their faces were a foot apart.

She looked at him. Her eyes in the dark — the Pune ambient light caught by the dark irises, a faint reflective quality, like light caught at the bottom of a well. She was looking at him the way she'd looked at him that first night in the café when she'd taken the Capricorn filter off: directly, completely, without the protective blur.

He raised his hand. She didn't flinch.

His hand came to her jaw. The same place it had been during the card game, months ago, when he'd traced her jaw from ear to chin while she sat on his sofa with her eyes closed. But this time she was looking at him. Eyes open. Watching his hand come to her face with the full, clear awareness of a woman who had decided to be here.

He turned her face toward him. Tilted it up — the height differential requiring the angle, his face descending as hers rose. Their noses nearly touched. He could feel the warmth of her face from an inch away, the thermal cloud that every human body creates, the personal climate.

Her eyes began to close.

He watched them close — the gradual surrender of the lids, the lashes coming down, the Capricorn who kept her eyes open even when it was hard, closing them now. And he understood: she was trusting him with her eyes. She was closing them. She was going into the dark with him and trusting that the dark was safe.

His thumb moved across her jaw. Found the corner of her mouth — the soft junction where the lip ended and the skin began, that millimetre of transition that was neither lip nor face but something between them, something that belonged to both. He traced it. The corner of her mouth, following the curve of her lip without touching the lip itself. The almost-touch. The approach without arrival.

She made a sound. Softer than the card game sounds. Smaller. The sound of someone standing at a threshold, not crossing it but close enough to feel the warmth of what was on the other side.

He leaned in.

His forehead touched hers.

There. The same gesture as the café goodbye, but different — then, it had been a stopping. A decision not to cross. Now it was a question mark, a breath held, the space between almost and actually compressed to the width of a prayer.

He could feel her breath. On his lips. Warm, slightly coffee-scented from the cup she'd drunk before coming up here, each exhale reaching his mouth with the intimacy of a kiss without the contact. They were breathing each other's breath again — their private atmosphere, the two-person climate that existed only at this distance.

Her hands came to his chest. Not gripping — resting. Palms flat against him, above his heart. She could feel his heartbeat. He knew she could — he could feel her feeling it, the slight increase of pressure as she pressed her palms more firmly against his chest, tuning in.

"I can feel your heart," she whispered.

"What's it saying?"

A pause. The Pune night. The city hum. The December cold around them and the warmth between them.

"It's saying my name," she said.

He closed his eyes.

The gap between their lips was — a centimetre. Less. The distance at which air and breath and warmth replaced physics, where contact was a matter not of space but of decision. His lips were that close to hers. Her breath was on his mouth. If either of them exhaled more deeply, they would touch. If she tilted her face up one more degree, they would touch. If he moved his thumb from the corner of her mouth a fraction of an inch —

"I don't deserve this," she said.

Her voice came from the dark behind her closed eyes. The Capricorn mind, even now, even here — even with his forehead against hers and his thumb tracing the corner of her lip and the Pune city humming below them — the Capricorn mind had found its way through and was speaking.

He stopped. Didn't pull away. Stayed exactly where he was — foreheads touching, the distance between their lips unchanged, his thumb still at the corner of her mouth, her palms still against his heart.

"Why not?"

"Because I'm his. You know that."

The other one. The phantom. Invoked like a ward at the last possible moment, the final line of defence that the Capricorn had kept in reserve for exactly this — for the moment when every other wall had fallen and only this one remained.

"Your body isn't his right now,"* he said. *"Your body is right here. With me. On this terrace."

"That doesn't mean—"

"I know what it means. I know what you're saying. I know everything you're saying, meow. And I'm not asking you to betray anything. I'm asking you to be honest about what you want."

The silence was the longest of their relationship. A minute, maybe more. The city noise rose and fell like a tide. The December cold pressed in. Her palms were still against his chest. His thumb was still at the corner of her mouth.

"I want—"

She stopped.

"I want—" she started again.

Stopped again.

"Meow."

"I'm scared."

"I know."

"If I want this and I can't have it—"

"Then we go our separate ways. Jab tak hurt nahi ho rha hai karenge. That's still our deal."

"And if wanting is already hurting?"

He opened his eyes. She opened hers. They were looking at each other from a distance that was neither here nor there — close enough for honesty, far enough for choice. The city lights caught her eyes. The tears she wasn't letting fall were visible only as a brightness in the dark irises, the surface tension of unshed water.

He didn't kiss her.

He brought his forehead back to hers. Pressed it there. Closed his eyes again. His thumb moved away from the corner of her mouth and found her cheek, cupping it, holding her face in his hand with the gentleness of someone holding something irreplaceable.

"Then we honour the hurt,"* he said. *"We don't rush it. We don't run from it. We sit here and we let it be exactly what it is."

She didn't answer in words.

She moved closer.

Her body, her Capricorn body that she'd spent their whole relationship ordering to maintain distance and decorum — it moved toward him. Closed the remaining space. Her forehead still against his, her palms still on his chest — but her body now pressed against his, the full length of her, the red kurti gone now and replaced by the oversized t-shirt that was softer and thinner and revealed more of her shape against him. He wrapped both arms around her. Held her. Really held her — not the careful, cautious embrace of a man trying not to want too much, but the full, unguarded hold of a man who had spent eleven months waiting and was now given permission to be completely here.

She held him back.

They stood on the terrace. The December Pune night wrapped around them. The city hummed its indifferent hum. They held each other in the dark — not kissing, not speaking, not moving — just two bodies that had spent a year circling each other finally standing still in the same place.

And almost — that word that had been their word for so long, the word that defined them, the shape of everything they were to each other — almost became the most complete thing he had ever experienced.

Because almost wasn't failure. Almost was proximity without possession, desire without demand, love without ownership. Almost was two people standing in the dark on a Pune terrace with their foreheads touching and their arms around each other and the word yet hanging between them like a promise that hadn't been delivered yet but was already, already, on its way.

"Almost," she whispered.

"Almost," he said.

She fell asleep against his chest. Standing, then sitting, sliding down until they were both on the cold concrete of the terrace, his back against the wall, her against his chest, her head heavy with sleep and trust. He sat awake. Watched the Pune sky do its pre-dawn thing: the darkness thinning, the stars fading, the orange streetlight haze strengthening as the city prepared to wake up and become itself again.

He stayed awake all night. Not from insomnia. From the opposite — from such a surfeit of feeling that sleep felt like a waste. He sat with her sleeping against him and thought: This is the most alive I have ever been.

Almost was enough. For now. Almost was everything.

Not yet.

But yet was a countdown. And countdowns only end one way.



End of Chapter 11




  
    Chapter 12: YES

    
    
  
  She texted him on a Sunday.

"Coming over."

He'd received this text before. But this time, the two words sat differently on his screen — heavier, more definitive, with a quality of finality that he'd learned, after eleven months of reading her language, to recognize as decision rather than impulse. Siya didn't make impulse decisions. When she arrived at a choice, she'd already lived with it for days, turned it over, stress-tested it, confirmed it from every angle. By the time she moved, the decision was not new — it was complete.

He was doing nothing important. Writing — badly, as usual, the words coming out wrong because the right words were all reserved for her and had been for nearly a year. He read her text three times. Put the phone down. Picked it up.

"Door's open."

He showered. Changed. Made chai. Opened the window to let in the December afternoon — the specific quality of Pune in December, cool and golden and smelling of wood smoke from somewhere, the city at its most bearable, the heat finally gone and the cold not yet fully arrived. He stood at the window for a moment, breathing it in. The smell of the city. The smell of the season. The smell of a year ending.

She arrived at 4 PM.

Plain kurti. Pale blue. Cotton.

He recognized it from the first time he'd ever seen her — the exam hall, December 12th, twelve months ago. The pale blue kurti, the same one, the cotton that had moved with her body as she walked to the parking lot and he'd fallen into step beside her for the first time. She'd kept it. She was wearing it today, of all days, to his apartment.

He understood immediately. She was wearing the beginning. She'd come back to where they started.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi," he said.

He stood at the door. She stood in the corridor. The December afternoon behind her. The apartment behind him. The threshold between them — the lintel, the door frame, the space of a decision that had already been made.

"I broke up with him," she said.

The words landed with the weight of a year.

Not I chose you. Not I love you. Not any of the cinematic declarations that movies would have required. Just: the obstacle was gone. The wall she'd built between herself and this — between herself and him — had been dismantled by her own hands.

He didn't move. He didn't speak. He held very still, the way you hold still when a bird has landed on your hand and you're afraid the smallest motion will frighten it away.

He waited.

And she crossed the threshold.



She walked into the apartment. Past him, into the room — but only a few steps. She stopped in the centre of the small living room. Turned to face him. He closed the door. Turned to face her.

They looked at each other from across the room. Eight feet of apartment air. Afternoon light coming through the open window. The chai he'd made still steaming on the coffee table. The Rockstar poster on the wall, Ranbir perpetually anguished and romantic. The bookshelf. The desk buried under manuscripts. The small, complete world of a man who had built his whole life around words and was now standing in the presence of the one person who had made all his words inadequate.

She was so familiar. Every detail of her — the way she stood, the slight forward tilt of her weight, the hair falling and not being pushed back, her hands at her sides, the pale blue kurti — all of it was so thoroughly memorized that seeing her felt like seeing himself. Like looking in a mirror and finding someone else looking back: someone who matched you in ways you couldn't have invented.

She reached up.

Her hand came to his face.

The reversal was complete: she was doing what he had done a hundred times. Her palm curved against his cheek, warm against warm. Her thumb — small thumb, Capricorn precision in every movement — found his lower lip.

She pressed her thumb against his lower lip. The softest touch. The specific pressure of a fingerpad against the yielding flesh of a lip. He felt every centimetre of contact: the ridge of her thumbprint against the sensitivity of his lip, the slight moisture of the touch, the warmth that was hers and became his.

She was touching his lips. After eleven months of him touching everything except her lips — after eleven months of careful, painful, deliberate avoidance — she was touching his lips with her thumb.

The mirror was complete.

"Not almost," she said.

"Not almost," he said.



She kissed him.

She rose up on her toes — the height differential demanding it, her five-two to his six feet, the geometry of desire requiring her to reach for what she wanted. She came up on her toes and her face came level with his chest and then — because he understood what she was doing, because he had been paying attention since December and was not going to fail her now — he bent.

He bent to meet her. His face descended as hers rose. The space between their mouths collapsed.

Her lips found his.

The first fraction of a second: tentative. Her lips against his lips, the first contact, the answering of a question that had been asked for eleven months. Soft. Both of them soft. The softness of a touch that neither of them quite believed was happening yet.

Then: real.

She pressed forward. Her hands found his collar — both hands now, the fingers she'd had on his face and on his lip now gathering the fabric of his shirt at the collar, gripping it, pulling him toward her. Her mouth opened. The kiss went from question to answer, from tentative to certain, from is this real to this is real in the span of one breath.

He kissed her back.

He kissed her the way he'd been imagining kissing her since the Economics exam — since before the first text, since before makad and meow and 2 AM, since the moment something in his chest had said pay attention, this one matters. Eleven months of not yet compressed into the urgency of now. His hands in her hair — her hair, finally, with intention and permission, both hands sliding into the darkness and warmth of it, cradling the back of her head, holding her face against his. Not trapping — holding. The difference being infinite.

The taste of her. Coffee and something underneath that was just her, just Siya, the specific chemistry of her mouth that was nothing like he'd imagined and everything he'd needed. He tasted her and knew: this is what the months were for. This is what all of it — the waiting, the almost-touches, the not-yet — had been building toward. Not just pleasure. Recognition. The body's recognition of something it had been waiting for without knowing what it was waiting for.

She made a sound against his mouth.

Not the small, involuntary ah of the card game. Not the caught-breath of the café or the terrace. Something fuller — a sound that started in her chest and arrived at his mouth already warm, already intimate, the sound of a body that had stopped holding back and was just here, fully present, fully choosing.

Her back found the wall.

Not dramatically — the small apartment had physics, and their forward momentum had a direction, and the wall received her the way walls receive people who have been moving toward them: naturally, inevitably, without ceremony. Her back against the wall and his body against hers — not pressing, not demanding, but there, the full presence of him against the full presence of her, the warmth of two bodies that had been circling each other for a year finally occupying the same space.

She kissed him harder.

The second revelation: she wanted this. Not gently, not carefully, not with the Capricorn restraint she applied to everything else. She wanted this completely. Her hands in his collar were pulling, not resting. Her mouth was moving against his with a hunger that she'd been containing for months and was no longer containing. The girl who gave nothing away was giving everything — through her mouth, through her hands, through the way her body pressed forward to close any remaining distance.

He broke the kiss.

Not to stop. To look at her.

Her face. One inch away from his. Eyes still closed for a second — that surrender that she always surrendered last — then opening. Dark eyes, pupils wide, looking at him with an expression he'd never seen on her face before: open. Completely open. No Capricorn filter, no wall, no performance of not-feeling. Just her face, open, in his hands.

"Meow," he said.

"Makad," she said.

He kissed her again.



The afternoon light shifted. The window admitted the December sun at an angle that moved across the room as the hours passed — 4 PM gold becoming 5 PM amber becoming 6 PM the tender edge of dusk. They existed inside the movement of light, barely noticing it, the afternoon reorganizing itself around them while they were occupied with something more urgent.

He kissed her forehead. He'd kissed it before — during the escalation, in this same apartment — but then it had been a beginning. Now it was a continuation. The same spot, his lips against the smooth warmth of her brow, but different: she was here by choice now, actively, her hands not gripping his shirt out of vertigo but resting there out of want.

He kissed her eyelids. Both of them. The soft, trembling vulnerability of closed eyes. She shivered — the same shiver as the card game, starting at her eyelids and radiating outward through her body like a stone dropped in water. He felt the shiver through his hands on her face and matched it with his own — a resonance, two bodies finding the same frequency.

He kissed her cheek. Left, then right. The blush was there again — deeper now, the flush of a body that had been aroused for a long time. His lips found it warm, softer than marble and more alive.

He kissed her jaw. The clean Capricorn line of it, from ear to chin, his mouth moving along the bone — but this time, when he reached the corner of her mouth, he didn't stop there. He lingered. His lips at the very edge of hers, the junction, the threshold — and then moved on. She exhaled, a rush of air that wasn't quite frustration and wasn't quite relief. He heard it. He was hearing everything now.

Her neck. He returned to her neck with his mouth and she tilted her head — that ancient gesture, the primal offering, completely unconscious now, purely physiological. He kissed the side of her neck: open mouth, both lips, the warmth of his breath against the pulse point that was hammering at a rhythm that told him everything. He felt her hands tighten in his shirt. The grip of a woman who was somewhere between staying and flying.

He kissed her collarbone. The familiar territory — he'd mapped it before, during the escalation, and the skin remembered him. The skin remembered. The body's memory of previous touch was stored in the nerve endings, and when he pressed his lips against her collarbone in the same places he'd kissed before, the nerve endings recognized the contact and amplified it. The body replaying the recording of the first time and comparing it to this, the second time, the real time, the finally time.

He kissed her shoulder. Not through the kurti — he slid the pale blue fabric aside, moved the sleeve down an inch, exposed the curve of the shoulder. Bare skin. The first bare skin he'd touched on her in all the months of restraint. His lips against the naked shoulder and the shock of it — the skin's complete unguardedness, no fabric between them, just his mouth and her skin — made him pause. Just pause. Just stay there for a moment with his lips against her bare shoulder and feel the reality of it.

She made a sound that was his name, broken into syllables.

"Adi—"

Not makad. His name. The way she said his name when she was serious. When she meant it.

He came back to her mouth.

The kiss this time was different. Slower. Deeper. The urgency of the first kiss, the months-of-waiting compressed into that first contact — that had burned itself out, and what remained was something more patient, more present. His mouth on hers and her mouth on his, and the taste of coffee and cardamom and the specific warmth that was her, and nothing else existing in the world except this room, this light, this pale blue kurti sliding off one shoulder, this girl who had taken eleven months to let him in and was now letting him all the way in.

Her hands moved from his collar to his face — cupping his face the way he'd cupped hers so many times. The reversal completed. Her palms on his jaw, her thumbs at his cheekbones, her hands holding his face as he kissed her. She was kissing him and holding him simultaneously — not letting go, not giving him the option of pulling back, not this time.

This time.

She pulled him by his face to her. Pressed her mouth harder against his. The kiss went from tender to fierce in the space between one breath and the next — the Capricorn switch, the moment when restraint stops being a choice and becomes a prison and breaks. Her mouth was insistent. Her hands were demanding. The girl who had said yea sure to his first declaration, who had answered yes in a single flat syllable to his first text — that girl was kissing him now with the full force of eleven months of contained wanting, and it was the most devastating thing he'd ever felt.

Her back found the wall again. His hands found her waist — finally, finally — and the feeling was: complete. The word that the body uses before language has time to arrive. Complete. The shape of her waist under his hands, the warmth of her through the fabric, the specific proportion of her — narrow, slight, his hands nearly meeting around her — that had been visible to him since the parking lot, since the first time he saw her walk, and was now tactile, real, present in his hands.

She kissed him and kissed him and kissed him.

The pale blue kurti was a tangle. The afternoon was gone — evening now, the window admitting only the ambient orange of the streetlights, the city having crossed into its night-self. They had been here for hours. Time had done something unusual: it had expanded and contracted simultaneously, each second full and each hour gone.

He kissed her throat. Her collarbone again. Her shoulder — both shoulders now, his mouth moving from one to the other, tracing the landscape. Lower, along the line of her clavicle to her sternum, the hollow where the bones met. He pressed his lips there and felt her heartbeat — not just the carotid pulse but the deeper resonance of the heart itself, the full organ, beating against her ribs and transmitting through her chest wall and into his mouth. Her heart against his mouth.

She was shaking. Not the fine tremor of the card game — something fuller, the full-body tremor of a woman who had been wanting something for months and has finally been given permission to have it and can't quite contain the having. He felt it in his hands on her waist, in the way her fingers occasionally lost their grip on his collar and had to find it again, in the way her voice, when she said his name, was unsteady.

He kissed his way back up her body. Sternum. Collarbone. Throat. Jaw. The corner of her mouth — this time lingering, his lower lip pressing against the corner of hers, almost inside the kiss but not quite, the near-miss that was now a near-miss by choice rather than restraint, the almost maintained because the almost was its own pleasure.

Then her lips. Full contact. He kissed her mouth with everything — the Economics exam, the first text, makad, meow, the 2 AM conversations, the chocolate, the thirty steps, the card game, the guilt, the return, the forehead-touching, the terrace, every almost and every not yet and every soon — all of it channelled through his mouth into hers.

She kissed him back with everything she had.



"Adi."

His name. Not makad. Not bitch. His name — the real one, the full one, the name she only used when she had crossed past performance into something she couldn't pretend wasn't happening.

"I'm here," he said.

"I know."* A pause. Her hands were still in his collar, her forehead against his jaw. Her breath was uneven — not from exertion, from the effort of saying what came next. *"I want—"

She stopped.

He waited. He was good at waiting. He had been waiting for eleven months.

"I want all of it,"* she said. *"Not almost. All of it."

The words entered him like a key entering a lock — the specific, irreversible click of something opening that had been closed for a very long time.

He pulled back. Just enough to look at her. Her face in the dim apartment light — the streetlamp orange filtering through the curtain, the December dark pressing at the window. Her eyes were open. Fully open. The Capricorn who kept her eyes open even when it was hard, keeping them open now, looking at him with the particular expression of someone who has made a decision and is not afraid of it.

"You're sure," he said. Not a question. A confirmation.

"I've been sure for months,"* she said. *"I was just scared."

"And now?"

She reached up. Took his hand from her face. Held it. Turned it over, pressed his palm flat against her chest — above her heart, the way she'd pressed her own palms against his chest on the terrace. He felt her heartbeat. Fast. Certain. The rhythm of a body that had made up its mind.

"Now I'm still scared,"* she said. *"And I want it anyway."



He kissed her once more — soft, deliberate, a full stop rather than a question mark — and then he took her hand and led her to the bedroom.

The room was small. A single window, curtains half-drawn. The bed — a double, low to the floor, the sheets he'd changed that morning without admitting to himself why he was changing them. The desk in the corner, buried under notebooks. The lamp on the bedside table, casting a warm circle of light that made everything inside it feel private, contained, separate from the rest of the world.

She stood at the foot of the bed. He stood in front of her.

The distance between them was two feet. The distance between them was eleven months. The distance between them was the length of every almost and every not yet and every night he'd lain awake counting the hours until her name appeared on his phone.

He reached for the hem of her kurti.

His fingers found the fabric — the pale blue cotton, soft from washing, warm from her body. He looked at her. She looked back. The question was in his hands, in the pause, in the way he held the fabric without pulling.

She lifted her arms.

He pulled the kurti over her head. The cotton slid upward, revealing her in increments — the flat plane of her stomach, the curve of her ribs, the architecture of her body that he had imagined and never seen. The kurti came free. He set it aside. Carefully. The way you set aside something that matters.

She was wearing a simple bra — cotton, pale, practical. The kind you wear when you're not performing. The kind you wear when you're being real.

He looked at her. Not quickly — slowly. The way he'd always looked at her: with the full, cataloguing attention of a man who noticed everything and forgot nothing. The specific curve of her shoulder. The hollow of her throat. The line of her collarbone he'd kissed a hundred times through fabric and was now seeing bare. The soft skin of her stomach, the faint shadow of her ribs when she breathed. The small, perfect architecture of her.

"You're looking at me," she said.

"I'm always looking at you," he said.

"This is different."

"Yes."

She reached behind her. The bra came undone — her hands steady, the Capricorn precision that she applied to everything, even this. She let it fall.

The sound it made hitting the floor was very small. The effect it had on him was not.

He crossed the two feet between them. His hands came to her waist — bare skin now, the first time he'd touched her waist without fabric between them, and the difference was staggering. Warm. Smooth. The specific temperature of her skin, which was warmer than he'd expected, warmer than the room, the body's own heat radiating outward. He felt the slight give of her flesh under his palms, the firmness of the muscle beneath, the way her breath changed when his hands made contact — a small, involuntary catch, the body's honest response.

He kissed her collarbone. Bare now, no fabric edge to navigate. His mouth against the bone itself, the skin over it thin and warm and tasting faintly of salt and the jasmine she'd applied that morning. He kissed along the length of it, from shoulder to sternum, and she made a sound that was not a word.

Lower.

His mouth moved lower. Past the collarbone, past the sternum, to the soft skin of her chest. He kissed her there — the upper curve of her breast, the skin that had been hidden under fabric for eleven months of restraint. The warmth of it. The softness. The way she inhaled sharply when his mouth made contact, the way her hands came up and found his hair, gripping.

He took his time.

He had been waiting eleven months. He was not going to rush.

He kissed her slowly, thoroughly, learning the geography of her with his mouth the way he'd learned everything else about her — with complete attention, with the patience of a man who understood that the approach was as important as the arrival. Her hands tightened in his hair. Her breathing changed — deeper, less controlled, the rhythm of a body that had stopped managing its own responses and was simply responding.

"Adi."

His name. Again. Lower this time, rougher, the voice of a woman who was losing the ability to speak in complete sentences.

He looked up at her. Her face from below — the flush in her cheeks, the parted lips, the eyes half-closed and dark. The expression he'd never seen before: undone. Siya Kapoor, who had never been undone by anything, was undone.

"Lie down," he said.

She did.



The bed received her the way beds receive people who have been standing for too long — with a kind of relief, a settling. She lay on her back, her hair spreading across the pillow, the pale blue kurti gone, the December night pressing at the window. She looked up at him standing over her and her expression was: open. Still open. The Capricorn walls were somewhere on the floor with her kurti, and what remained was just her — nineteen, and wanting, and not afraid of the wanting anymore.

He sat on the edge of the bed. His hand came to her stomach — flat palm, warm contact, the heel of his hand against her navel and his fingers spread across the soft skin below her ribs. He felt her breathe. Felt the rise and fall of her chest, the slight tension in her abdomen, the way her muscles contracted when he pressed gently.

"Still okay?" he asked.

"More than okay,"* she said. *"Stop asking."

He smiled. "I'll stop asking when you stop being worth asking about."

">_>"

He laughed. She laughed. The sound of it — their laughter, in this room, in this moment — was the most intimate thing that had happened yet. More intimate than the kissing. More intimate than the undressing. The laughter of two people who knew each other well enough to be funny at the exact wrong moment, and loved each other for it.

Then he kissed her stomach.

The laughter stopped.

His mouth against the soft skin below her navel — warm lips, the slight dampness of his breath, the specific pressure of a kiss placed with intention. She made a sound that started in her diaphragm and arrived at her lips as something between a word and a sigh. Her hands found his hair again. Her fingers curled.

He kissed lower.

The waistband of her salwar. His fingers found the drawstring — the simple cotton tie, the practical fastening of a girl who had dressed for comfort and not for performance. He looked up at her. She was watching him. Eyes open. Fully open.

She lifted her hips.

He pulled the salwar down. Slowly. The fabric sliding over her hips, her thighs, her calves, pooling at her feet and then gone. The last layer. The final border. The line that had been the line for eleven months — the below-waist prohibition, the constraint that had defined everything — was gone.

He looked at her.

She let him look.

The December streetlight through the curtain. The warm circle of the bedside lamp. Her body in the light — the specific, individual, irreplaceable body of Siya Kapoor, nineteen, Capricorn, therapy worker, the girl who pushed her hair back in an examination hall and rewrote his nervous system. He had imagined this. He had imagined it in the 2 AM dark, in the parking lot, in the card game aftermath, on the terrace. The imagination had been inadequate. The reality was — more. More specific. More warm. More her.

"You're doing it again," she said.

"What?"

"Looking at me like I'm something you're memorizing."

"I am," he said.

She reached up. Took his shirt in her hands. "Then take this off," she said. "So we're even."

He pulled his shirt over his head. She looked at him the way he'd been looking at her — with the same focused, cataloguing attention, the same deliberate study. Her eyes moved across his chest, his shoulders, his stomach. He watched her look. Watched the expression on her face shift from focused to something warmer, something that was not quite a smile but lived in the same neighbourhood.

Her hand came to his chest. Flat palm, the same gesture he'd used on her. She pressed it against his sternum, above his heart. He felt the warmth of her hand through his skin.

"I can feel your heart," she said.

"What's it saying?"

She looked up at him. The dark eyes. The open face. The girl who had spent eleven months running from feelings and had finally, completely, stopped running.

"It's saying my name,"* she said. *"Same as always."

He kissed her.



What followed was not the frantic, urgent thing that the months of waiting might have predicted. It was something else — slower, more thorough, more deliberate. The patience of two people who had been patient for a very long time and had learned, through the waiting, that the approach was where everything lived.

He kissed her everywhere.

Not the everywhere of the previous months — the permitted everywhere, the above-the-waist everywhere, the everything-but. The real everywhere. The complete everywhere. The everywhere that the constraint had been protecting and was now, finally, released.

He kissed her stomach. The soft skin below her navel, the slight curve of her hip, the hollow where her hip bone met her waist. She shivered — the full-body shiver, the one that started at the point of contact and radiated outward through her entire body, the one he'd been cataloguing since the card game. He felt it against his lips. He felt it in his hands on her hips. He felt it in the way her breathing changed — deeper, less controlled, the rhythm of a body that had stopped pretending.

He kissed the inside of her thigh.

The sound she made was not a word. It was something older than words — the sound the body makes when it has been waiting for something for a very long time and has finally, finally received it. Her hands were in his hair, gripping, not guiding — just holding, the way you hold something you're afraid of losing. Her thighs trembled. He could feel the trembling against his cheeks, against his jaw, the fine continuous vibration of a body running at maximum.

He took his time.

He had always taken his time with her. He had taken his time in the parking lot, in the café, in the card game, on the terrace. He had taken his time for eleven months. He was not going to stop now.

Her hips moved. Involuntary — the body's honest request, the pelvis tilting toward him with the same instinct that had made her knee press against his in the café, that had made her lean into his hand during the card game, that had made her body answer questions her mouth hadn't asked. He held her hips. Steady. Patient. The patience of a man who understood that the wanting was the point.

"Adi—"

His name. Broken. The syllables coming apart under the weight of what she was feeling.

"I'm here," he said. Against her skin. The words vibrating into her.

"Please—"

One word. The most honest word she had ever said to him. Not makad. Not bitch. Not >_>. Please. The Capricorn who asked for nothing, asking.

He gave her what she was asking for.



The sounds she made.

He would spend the rest of his life trying to find words for the sounds she made — the writer in him cataloguing, the man in him undone. Not the small, controlled sounds of the card game, the caught-breath of the café, the involuntary ah of the collarbone. These were different. These were the sounds of a body that had stopped managing itself entirely, that had handed the controls over to sensation and was simply reporting what it found.

Her hands in his hair. Tighter. The grip of a woman who was somewhere she had never been before and was holding on to the only solid thing in the room.

Her thighs against his shoulders. The warmth of them. The specific pressure of her body against his, the way she moved — not dramatically, not performatively, but honestly, the body's honest movement toward what it needed.

"Adi—" His name again, but different now — not a question, not a request. A statement. A declaration. The way you say someone's name when you want them to know that they are the reason for what is happening to you.

He felt her come apart.

Not metaphorically. Literally — the body's complete surrender, the moment when every muscle that had been holding on released simultaneously, when the Capricorn control that she applied to everything dissolved completely and what remained was just sensation, just her, just this. Her back arched. Her hands gripped. The sound she made was the most honest sound he had ever heard from another human being — raw, unguarded, the voice of a body that had stopped performing and was simply being.

He held her through it. His hands on her hips, steady. His mouth against her skin. Feeling every tremor, every wave, every aftershock of the thing that had just happened to her — the thing he had given her, the thing she had asked for, the thing that eleven months of almost had been building toward.

When it was over, she was still.

The stillness of a body that has been completely emptied and is slowly refilling. Her hands had loosened in his hair. Her breathing was ragged — not distressed, the opposite: the breathing of someone who has just run a race they didn't know they were running and has crossed the finish line and is now lying in the grass, looking at the sky.

He moved up beside her. Lay down. His body alongside hers, the warmth of her against his side, her head finding his shoulder with the automatic ease of something that had been done a hundred times in imagination and was now, finally, real.

She was quiet for a long time.

He waited. He was good at waiting.

"I didn't know," she said finally. Into his shoulder. Her voice was different — lower, softer, stripped of the Capricorn flatness. The voice of someone who has just learned something they can't unlearn.

"Didn't know what?"

"That it could feel like that."* A pause. *"That I could feel like that."

He pressed his lips to her hair. The jasmine and the warmth beneath it. The specific smell of her, which he had been cataloguing since the card game and would never stop cataloguing.

"You can,"* he said. *"You do."

She was quiet again. Her hand came to his chest — the same gesture, the palm flat above his heart. He covered it with his own hand.

"Makad?"

"Meow?"

"I want—" She stopped. Started again. "I want to—" Another stop. The Capricorn struggling with the language of wanting, which was not a language she had ever been fluent in.

"Tell me," he said.

"I want to touch you,"* she said. *"The way you touched me."

The words entered him like a match entering a dark room.

"Yes," he said.



She touched him the way she did everything — with complete attention, with the focused precision of a Capricorn who, once she decided to do something, did it thoroughly. Her hands on him. Her mouth on him. The reversal that had been building since the card game — since the first time she'd taken his wrist and felt his pulse, since the café when she'd adjusted his watch strap, since the terrace when she'd pressed her palms against his chest — the reversal was now complete.

She learned him the way he had learned her. Slowly. Deliberately. With the particular attention of someone who was memorizing rather than performing. Her hands moved across his chest, his shoulders, his stomach — mapping the terrain, cataloguing the responses, noting what made his breath change and what made his muscles contract and what made him say her name.

He said her name. More than once. In more than one register — the quiet version, the rough version, the version that came from somewhere below conscious speech and arrived in the air already intimate.

"Siya."

"Siya."

"Siya."

She looked up at him when he said it. The dark eyes. The expression he'd never seen before — not the Capricorn mask, not the controlled face, not the performance of not-feeling. Something new. Something that was entirely hers and had been waiting, apparently, for exactly this moment to emerge: the expression of a woman who is exactly where she wants to be and knows it and is not afraid of knowing it.

"Makad," she said. Softly. The word that meant everything.

He pulled her up to him. Kissed her. Long, deep, the taste of her mouth and the warmth of her body against his and the December night pressing at the window and the city humming its indifferent hum outside and none of it mattering, none of it existing, the world having contracted to the size of this room, this bed, these two bodies that had spent a year finding their way to each other.

"Meow," he said against her mouth.

"Hmm?"

"Come here."



She came to him.

Not tentatively — not the way she'd come to everything else, with the Capricorn caution, the measured approach, the careful testing of ground before committing weight. She came to him the way she'd kissed him the first time: completely. The decision already made, the fear already acknowledged and set aside, the body moving with the full authority of a woman who had chosen this and was not going to half-choose it.

He felt her above him. The warmth of her. The specific weight of her — slight, real, present. Her hands on his chest. Her hair falling forward, the way it always fell forward, the gesture he had been watching since December, the gesture that had started all of this.

She pushed it back.

The automatic gesture. Left hand up, fingers threading through the hair at her temple, sweeping it back behind her ear. The same gesture from the examination hall. The gesture that had rewired his nervous system twelve months ago and was now happening here, in this bed, in this light, with her body against his and the December night outside and eleven months of almost finally, finally becoming actually.

He watched her do it.

He would always watch her do it.

"What?" she said. She'd caught him looking — she always caught him looking.

"Nothing,"* he said. *"Just you."

She looked at him for a moment. The dark eyes. The open face. Then she leaned down and kissed him — soft, brief, deliberate — and then she moved, and the world went white.



The sounds she made this time were different.

Not the sounds of receiving — the sounds of choosing. The sounds of a woman who was not being done to but doing, who was not being given something but taking it, who had decided what she wanted and was taking it with both hands and the full force of eleven months of wanting.

Her hands on his chest. Her hips moving. The specific rhythm of her — not practised, not performed, entirely her own, the rhythm of a body that was discovering what it liked and liking it without apology.

"Adi—"

"I'm here."

"Don't—"* She stopped. Started again. *"Don't stop."

"I'm not stopping."

"Promise."

"Meow."

"Promise me."

"I promise."

She moved. He moved with her. The December night outside. The city hum. The pressure cooker somewhere in the building, the dog, the ordinary sounds of a thousand ordinary lives continuing around the extraordinary thing happening in this room.

He watched her face.

He had always watched her face. He had been watching her face since the examination hall — the micro-expressions, the controlled features, the Capricorn mask and what lived beneath it. He had spent eleven months learning to read the face she showed the world and the face she showed only at 2 AM, only in the dark, only when she forgot to perform.

This face was neither of those. This was a third face — the one that existed below both of them, the one that only emerged when the body had taken over completely and the mind had nothing left to manage. The face of Siya Kapoor when she was entirely, completely, unreservedly herself.

It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

Her head fell back. Her hands pressed harder against his chest. The sounds she made — his name, and sounds that weren't his name, and sounds that weren't words at all — filled the room, filled the December dark, filled the space that had been occupied for eleven months by almost and was now occupied by something that had no name because it was too complete to need one.

He felt her come apart again.

This time he was inside it. Inside the trembling, inside the sounds, inside the full-body dissolution of a woman who had stopped holding anything back. Her hands gripped his chest hard enough to leave marks. Her voice broke on his name. Her body shook — not the fine tremor of the card game, not the full-body shiver of the escalation, but something larger, something that started at her core and moved outward through every part of her, the body's complete and total surrender.

He followed her.

The word for what happened to him was not adequate. No word was adequate. He had been a writer for ten years and had spent those years trying to find language for the things that happened between people, and he had never found language for this — for the specific, irreversible thing that happened when you finally arrived somewhere you had been travelling toward for a very long time. Not just pleasure. Not just release. Something that felt, in the moment of its happening, like the resolution of a question that had been open since December.

Pay attention. This one matters.

He had paid attention.

For eleven months, he had paid attention.

And this — this was what the attention had been for.



Afterward, they lay still.

The December night had fully arrived. The window admitted only the ambient orange of the streetlights, the city having crossed into its night-self. The bedside lamp cast its warm circle. Outside, Pune continued its ordinary life — the traffic thinning, the dogs starting their night rounds, the pressure cooker gone silent, the building settling into its late-evening sounds.

She was against his chest. Her head in the hollow of his shoulder, her hand flat against his ribs, her breathing slow and even and real. Not the phone-call breathing he'd listened to for months — the actual breathing, the physical breathing, the breathing of a body that was here and staying.

He held her.

Not carefully. Not with the restraint of a man who was afraid of wanting too much. With both arms, completely, the way you hold something you have been waiting for and have finally been given and intend to keep.

"Makad?"

"Meow?"

"Jab tak hurt nahi ho rha hai karenge?"

His arm tightened around her.

The manifesto. Their manifesto — the contract that had given them permission for everything, the framework that had acknowledged the expiration date while making the present possible. She was asking it now, not as a warning but as a question — or rather as the prelude to answering it herself.

He smiled against her hair.

"Fir apne apne raste," he said.

The second half. The exit clause. Then we go our separate ways.

She was quiet for a moment. The December night breathed through the open window. The city hummed.

"Adi?"

"Yeah?"

"I don't think I want separate roads anymore."

He pressed his lips to the top of her head. Her hair under his mouth — the first time he'd done it with full intention, knowing it was real and not a dream, knowing she was here and staying. The specific softness of her hair. The jasmine and the warmth beneath it.

"Me neither," he said.

She turned her face up. He looked down. The evening light — orange from the street, filtering through the curtain — fell across her face in the way that only this hour of day produced: half-shadow, half-glow, the planes of her face and the dark eyes catching light.

She kissed him. Soft. Brief. Deliberate.

"Then it's not almost anymore," she said.

"No,"* he said. *"It's not almost anymore."

She settled back against his chest. Her finger resumed its circles on his ribs. Outside, a dog barked twice and went quiet. Somewhere in the building, a pressure cooker whistled — the Pune evening sound, the soundtrack of a thousand ordinary nights, the city continuing its ordinary life with perfect indifference to the fact that two people in a third-floor apartment had just finished building something that had taken a year to build and would last considerably longer.

He lay awake. Counted her breaths. The 2 AM habit — the habit that had started with a phone pressed to his ear, listening to her sleep on the other end of a call, and had become this: her actual breathing, in his actual arms, in the actual dark.

She fell asleep at 2:17 AM.

Their hour. Even now, even here, their hour.

He stayed awake. Watching the Pune night through the open window. Thinking about an Economics exam and a girl pushing her hair back and something inside him saying pay attention, this one matters.

He paid attention.

For eleven months, he paid attention.

And some things — the things that matter, the things worth the months of almost and the ache of not yet and the patience of soon — some things were worth every moment of waiting.

Every single almost.



"Is this Siya?"

"Yes."



End of Chapter 12



ALMOST — END



For the girl who closed her eyes in December and opened them in December.

And for the eleven months in between.
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