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    CHAPTER 1: THE CAGE

    
    
  
  The ceiling fan in my bedroom has made the same sound for twenty-two years.

Not a whir. Not a hum. A specific, asthmatic wheeze — like an old man breathing through a wet cloth. The motor catches on every third rotation, a tiny stutter, a hiccup in the rhythm that I stopped hearing when I was nine and started hearing again the night Rohit told me he thought we should "take a break."

Take a break. As if we'd been doing something strenuous.

I'm lying on my back on the bed I've slept in since I was six — the same Nilkamal mattress with the dip in the center where my body has carved its shape over sixteen years, the same cotton bedsheet that Aai changes every Sunday with a violence that suggests the sheets have personally wronged her. The pillow smells like Parachute coconut oil because my hair is still wet from the evening head-bath, and the room smells like Cycle brand agarbatti because my mother has just finished her sandhyakal puja in the small room next to the kitchen where we keep the devhara — the wooden temple cabinet with the brass Ganpati, the framed photo of my dead grandfather, and a packet of Parle-G biscuits that's been there since Diwali as prasad and is probably home to several generations of ants by now.

This is PCMC. Pimpri-Chinchwad. Specifically, Nigdi Sector 27, Pradhikaran — a neighborhood that exists in the disputed territory between Pune and not-Pune, where the roads are wider than old Pune but the mentality is the same, where every third building is named after a Marathi saint, and where the auto-rickshaw drivers charge you ₹50 for a ₹37 ride because they know you'll pay rather than argue in the dark.

My mother is in the kitchen. I can hear her — the specific percussion of a Maharashtrian kitchen at 8 PM: the steel dabba being opened (the one with the compartments — masala dabba, the metallic click of the lid), the gas stove clicking three times before catching, the kadhai being placed on the burner with a sound like a bell that's given up on music. She's making something. She's always making something. My mother communicates through food the way other mothers communicate through words — her love language is poha with exactly the right amount of kanda and a side of green chutney that could strip paint off a Maruti 800.

I should be hungry. I'm not.

I'm thinking about Rohit.

Not with longing. Not with that cinematic heartbreak they write about in the books I read at 2 AM on my phone with the brightness turned all the way down so the light doesn't leak under my bedroom door. I'm thinking about Rohit the way you think about a traffic jam — with a flat, resigned clarity that this was always going to be a waste of time.

Rohit Deshpande. CKP boy. Hinjewadi IT Park. TCS. His mother made him download Shaadi.com the week he turned twenty-five, and he told me about it like it was funny, like we weren't two years into whatever we were. What were we? We held hands in PVR Hinjewadi during the interval of a film I can't remember. We shared cutting chai at the tapri near his office where the glasses were too small and too hot and the chai was too sweet. He kissed me once in his Hinjewadi flat — his roommate was at his native place for Ganpati — and his lips were dry and his hands stayed on my shoulders like he was steadying a bookshelf.

That's what I remember about being kissed for the first time. Being steadied. Like a bookshelf.

And then there was the other time. The time we don't talk about. The time I have to talk about now because this is where my body starts telling the truth.

It was a Saturday. His roommate was out again — some cousin's wedding in Kolhapur. Rohit's flat smelled like Axe deodorant and dal rice and the particular staleness of two men who don't open windows. We'd been watching something on his laptop — some Netflix thriller he cared about more than me — and his hand moved to my thigh and stayed there like a parking ticket.

I wanted to want it. I really did.

He kissed me. Dry lips again. His tongue tasted like the Frooti he'd been drinking. His hand went under my kurta with the confidence of someone who'd watched enough porn to think he knew what he was doing and the skill of someone who clearly hadn't paid attention. He touched my breast like he was checking if a fruit was ripe — a squeeze, a assessment, a verdict rendered in three seconds.

"Should we...?" he said, and the question wasn't really a question. It was a schedule check.

I nodded. Because I was twenty-one and I'd never done this and every book I'd read in incognito mode at 2 AM told me the first time was supposed to be transcendent and I thought maybe the problem was that I hadn't tried yet. Maybe the electricity everyone wrote about was on the other side of this fumbling, this condom wrapper he couldn't tear open (he used his teeth, which I now know is not what you're supposed to do), this pulling down of jeans and underwear that felt less like undressing and more like an administrative process.

He was inside me for ninety seconds. I know because his phone was on the bed next to us and the screen lit up with a WhatsApp notification at 9:17 and another one at 9:18 and by 9:19 he was pulling out and asking, "Did you come?"

Did I come.

The question hung in the room like the Axe deodorant — pervasive, synthetic, impossible to escape.

"Yeah," I said.

I lied.

I didn't come. I didn't come close to coming. I didn't feel anything except the specific discomfort of a body being entered without being asked — not literally, he asked, but my body wasn't consulted. My body was a location. A venue. He showed up, performed, and left a review on his way out.

That was four months ago. We "took a break" three weeks later, which really meant he matched with someone on Bumble and felt guilty enough to use euphemism instead of honesty. I should have been devastated. I wasn't. I was relieved. The relief scared me more than the breakup.

Because if I wasn't heartbroken about losing Rohit, then I had to ask: what exactly had I been doing for two years?

And if I'd never orgasmed — not with him, not with anyone — then I had to ask: what exactly was wrong with me?

The answer, I was starting to understand, was: nothing.

Nothing was wrong with me. Everything was wrong with the cage.



The cage is not a metaphor. The cage is Sector 27, Pradhikaran, Nigdi, PCMC, Pune, Maharashtra, India, 411044. The cage is a 2BHK flat on the third floor of Sai Krupa Apartments where the lift hasn't worked since 2019 and the stairwell smells like phenyl and somebody's dinner — always somebody's dinner, because in this building, cooking is competitive and the aroma of one flat's varan-bhaat leaks into another's like a territorial claim.

The cage is my mother, who has never left Maharashtra in her fifty-one years and sees no reason to. The cage is my father, who works at Bajaj Auto in Akurdi and comes home at 7:15 every evening and reads Loksatta with his chai and has not asked me a personal question since I was fourteen. The cage is the building watchman — Ramesh kaka — who notes what time I come home and reports to my mother with the precision of a surveillance system that runs on ₹8,000 a month and festival bonuses.

The cage is being a Brahmin girl in PCMC.

Not the cosmopolitan Brahmin of Koregaon Park Pune, the kind who drinks wine and talks about therapy and has been to Bali. The PCMC Brahmin. The kind where vegetarianism is not a dietary choice but a caste marker, where the pressure cooker whistles at exactly 12:30 because lunch is at 1, where "boyfriend" is a word that exists only in English and never in Marathi conversation, where sex before marriage is not discussed because it does not exist, it has never existed, nobody's daughter has ever done it, and if she has, we don't know about it, and if we know about it, we don't speak about it, and if we speak about it, it is in whispers, and the whispers carry more weight than any scream.

I know about sex from incognito mode.

I know about sex from the browser I open at 2 AM when the house is quiet and the inverter is humming and the only light is my phone screen turned to minimum brightness, angled away from the door in case Aai gets up for water. I know about sex from erotica I read on Wattpad and Literotica and sometimes Reddit, the words making my pulse do things that Rohit's hands never could. I know about the clitoris from a BuzzFeed article I read in the college library at BMCC and immediately closed when someone walked past. I know about orgasms from descriptions that made my breath change, my thighs press together under the desk, a warmth pooling in my pelvis that I didn't have a word for until I Googled it in the bathroom of a Pizza Hut in Aundh.

I know about my body the way a prisoner knows about the ocean — through stories, through other people's descriptions, through the gap under the door where the sound leaks in but the water never reaches.

And I've touched myself. Of course I have. In the shower, mostly, because the sound of the water covers the sound of my breathing, and because the bathroom door has a latch that actually works, unlike my bedroom door which has a hook that my mother ignores on principle. I've touched myself with one hand braced against the wet tiles and the other between my legs, moving in circles I learned from a Reddit thread titled "for women who've never orgasmed," and I've gotten close — so close that my vision blurred and my knees buckled — but I've never quite gotten there, because somewhere between the approach and the arrival, my mother's voice kicks in like a default setting: what are you doing, this is not what good girls do, Brahman mulgi asli karat nahi.

A Brahmin girl doesn't do this.

A Brahmin girl doesn't have a body. A Brahmin girl has a reputation.

I'm lying on my bed in Sector 27, Pradhikaran, Nigdi, staring at the asthmatic ceiling fan, and my phone is open to a confirmation email from MakeMyTrip.

Pune → Paris. Departure: March 19. One way.

One way because I booked the return separately, six weeks later, from London, because I'm going to backpack across Europe alone and the sentence itself feels like a bomb I'm building in my bedroom while my mother makes sabzi fourteen feet away.

Paris. Barcelona. Nice. Amsterdam. Prague. Berlin. Santorini. Rome. Interlaken. London.

Six weeks. Nine countries. One girl from Nigdi who has never been kissed properly, never orgasmed with another person, never been naked in front of someone without wanting to disappear.

I booked it three days after Rohit's Bumble confession. I was sitting on this bed, on this mattress with the dip in the center, and I was reading a travel blog by an Indian girl who'd backpacked Europe solo — she wrote about hostels and trains and a man in Barcelona who kissed her at La Boqueria market and I could taste the sentence, I could feel the tomato juice on her chin, and something inside me — something below my sternum, something that had been compressed for twenty-two years — cracked.

Not broke. Cracked. The way ice cracks when warm water hits it. A fissure, not a collapse.

I opened MakeMyTrip. I entered the dates. I entered my mother's credit card number that I know by heart because I order her groceries on BigBasket. I clicked CONFIRM.

The confirmation email arrived at 7:43 PM, while the sandhyakal puja agarbatti smoke curled from the devhara room into my bedroom, while the Cycle brand sandalwood entered my lungs and mixed with the terror and the exhilaration and the guilt, and I thought: I am going to burn for this.

Not from God. From my mother.



"Europe?" Aai said it like I'd said "the moon." "Ekti? Europe?" Alone? Europe?

She was standing in the kitchen doorway, the steel kadhai in one hand, a ladle in the other, her face doing the thing it does when reality deviates from her script — a stillness that is louder than any shout. My mother doesn't yell. My mother goes quiet, and the quiet fills the room like gas from a leaking cylinder, odorless and fatal.

"Six weeks," I said. "After my results come. Before I start looking for jobs."

"Konachya barobar?" With whom?

"Ekti." Alone.

The ladle didn't move. The kadhai didn't move. The mustard seeds in the kadhai popped three times in the silence — tik, tik, tik — and the curry leaves hit the oil and hissed like the kitchen itself was expressing an opinion.

"Baba la sangitlas?" Did you tell your father?

"Not yet."

"Sang." Tell him.

She turned back to the stove. Conversation over. Except it wasn't — because my mother's silences are not endings, they're beginnings. The silence would grow. It would expand into the living room, into the dinner table, into the steel plates and the varan-bhaat and the chapati that she'd tear into pieces instead of eating whole, and by tomorrow morning, the silence would have called reinforcements — my maushi from Kothrud, my kaku from Chinchwad, the entire maternal battalion that mobilizes whenever a Brahmin girl does something without permission.

But I'd already clicked CONFIRM. The money was already gone. And the crack inside me — the fissure that started when I read about the Barcelona kiss — was widening.



My father said "tula kalel" — you'll understand later — without looking up from Loksatta. He said it the way he says everything: with the specific Brahmin male distance that substitutes wisdom for engagement. He didn't ask where I was going or why or with whom or for how long. He folded the newspaper at the sports section and put it under his chai cup and the ring of chai-stain on the newsprint was his entire response to his only daughter leaving the country for the first time.

Baba exists in a parallel dimension where questions are unnecessary because answers are predetermined. His daughter will go. His daughter will come back. His daughter will do what daughters do. His participation in the process is limited to the quiet dread of a man who suspects something is changing and lacks the vocabulary to address it.

I packed a backpack. Not a suitcase — a backpack, because the travel blog said suitcases are for tourists and backpacks are for travelers and I wanted to be a traveler even though I'd never been further than Goa, and that trip was with my parents and my kaka's family and we stayed in a lodge in Calangute where the bathroom had a bucket and no shower and my mother made thepla in the room because she didn't trust Goan food.

In my backpack: six kurtas, three jeans, two dresses I bought from Westside in Hinjewadi and have never worn, underwear (the plain cotton kind from Jockey — the only kind I own because sexy underwear is another thing that doesn't exist in Brahmin Nigdi), a toothbrush, sunscreen, the small brass Ganpati that Aai pressed into my palm at the door, and a fear so thick I could taste it — metallic, like the water from the matka in summer, like pennies, like blood.

The morning I left, Aai made poha.

Not regular poha. The poha. The one she makes when someone is leaving — extra kanda, extra shengdana, the lemon squeezed at the exact right moment so the acid brightens everything, the curry leaves fried separately so they're crisp, the green chutney on the side made from scratch with fresh coriander from the Nigdi market. This poha is not breakfast. It is a prayer. It is my mother saying come back in the only language she trusts.

I ate standing in the kitchen, my backpack by the door, my father already gone to Bajaj Auto because he couldn't handle the door scene, and Aai watching me eat with an expression that I now understand was not anger but terror. Her daughter was leaving. Her daughter was going alone. Her daughter was going to a place where the rules didn't apply and the food wasn't vegetarian and the men were not CKP boys from Hinjewadi.

"Ganpati barobar thev," she said. Keep Ganpati with you.

I nodded.

"Sukha-sampat phone karaycha." Call when you can.

I nodded.

She hugged me at the door, and her arms were tight — too tight, the way you hold something you think you might not get back. She smelled like Shikakai shampoo and turmeric and the specific warm-cotton smell of a mother who has been standing near a stove since 5 AM. I breathed her in and thought: I am leaving you. I don't know who's coming back.

Ramesh kaka, the building watchman, carried my backpack to the auto. "Europe la?" he asked, and the word "Europe" in his Marathi mouth had three syllables — Eu-ro-pa — and carried judgment, envy, and something that might have been concern.

"Ho," I said. Yes.

"Baghun raha." Be careful.

The auto pulled away. The meter said ₹47. The driver said "pachaas dya." I gave him fifty without arguing because I was leaving the country and the three extra rupees felt like the smallest price I'd ever pay for freedom.

Pune airport. The departure board. PARIS. Gate 4.

My phone had fourteen unread WhatsApp messages from my mother's side of the family. Maushi: "Ekti jaates? Dhyan thev." Going alone? Be careful. Kaku: "Veg food milel ka tithe?" Will you get veg food there? My cousin Sneha: "OMG Europe!! Pics send kar!!!" with fourteen exclamation marks and a fire emoji.

I didn't open them. I switched off my phone. I boarded.

The plane lifted off the runway and Pune fell away beneath me — the brown-and-green patchwork of it, the smog, the Sahyadris in the distance — and I pressed my forehead against the window and felt the crack inside me widen into something that might have been a door.

I was going.

I didn't know what I'd find. I didn't know who I'd become. I only knew this: the girl in the seat — 17A, window, economy — had never been properly kissed, had never orgasmed with another human being, had never been naked without wanting to fold inward and disappear.

Six weeks from now, she'd land in Mumbai and take the Shivneri back to Pune and her mother would make poha and the ceiling fan would make its asthmatic wheeze and everything would be the same.

Everything except her.




  
    CHAPTER 2: THE FIRST BREATH

    
    
  
  Paris smelled like diesel and bread.

Not the bread of Nigdi — the Monginis birthday cake kind, the shrinkwrapped Britannia kind that tastes like sweetened cotton. This was different. This was alive. Yeasty, warm, slightly sour, rising from a boulangerie on Rue Lepic at seven in the morning as I dragged my backpack up a cobblestone hill that my calves were not prepared for and my lungs were actively protesting.

Charles de Gaulle airport had been a sensory assault — the sheer scale of it, bigger than anything I'd seen, the signage in French that I couldn't read, the automated announcements that sounded like a woman having a polite argument with herself. I'd stood at the luggage carousel watching suitcases that weren't mine go around and around, the specific anxiety of a PCMC girl who has never picked up luggage at an international airport because she's never been to an international airport, and when my backpack finally appeared — the same backpack Ramesh kaka had carried to the auto — I grabbed it like it was a child I'd misplaced.

The metro was another education. I stood in the wrong line, pushed the wrong button, ended up on the wrong platform, reversed course, and eventually arrived at Anvers station with the quiet triumph of someone who has solved a puzzle that everyone around her considers trivially easy. A man on the metro had been watching me — not threatening, just watching — and I realized, with a jolt, that I was alone. Truly alone. No Aai, no Baba, no Ramesh kaka, no building aunties, no Rohit, no Sneha. Just me and a city that didn't care who I was.

The hostel was in Montmartre — a narrow building wedged between a crêperie and a tabac shop, with a wooden staircase that groaned under every step and a common room that smelled like instant coffee and someone's socks. My bed was a top bunk in a six-person dorm. The mattress was thin. The pillow was flat. The girl in the bunk below me was Australian and already asleep at 8 AM, her arm hanging off the edge, a tattoo of a compass on her wrist.

I sat on my bunk with my backpack between my knees and thought: what the fuck am I doing here.

Not scared. Not excited. Something in between — a frequency I didn't have a word for. In Marathi, we say "bhovin vatla" for uncertainty, but this was bigger. This was the vertigo of a person who has removed every familiar thing and is standing on nothing.

I took a shower. The bathroom was shared. The door didn't lock properly — a latch that sort of caught if you leaned into it — and I showered in ninety seconds, covering myself with my hands even though no one was there, because twenty-two years of modesty doesn't wash off with French water.

Then I walked outside and Paris swallowed me.



I should describe Paris the way the travel blogs describe it — the Eiffel Tower, the Seine, the pastry shops with their perfect rows of macarons like jeweled buttons. But that's not what I saw. What I saw was: pigeons. Cigarette butts. A woman in heels walking a dog that was wearing a sweater. A man peeing against a wall at nine in the morning with the casual dignity of someone who considers this a constitutional right. The garbage in the gutters. The graffiti on the shuttered shopfronts. The way Parisians walked — fast, purposeful, slightly annoyed, as if the city owed them an apology.

It was nothing like Pune. It was nothing like anything.

I bought a croissant from the boulangerie on Rue Lepic. The woman behind the counter said something in French that I didn't understand, so I pointed and held up one finger and she gave me a croissant in a paper bag and I paid with a euro coin that felt like play money — too light, too shiny, not real.

I bit into it standing on the street and the butter hit my tongue and I closed my eyes.

Nothing in Monginis had prepared me for this. The layers — actual layers, I could feel them separating on my tongue — the flake, the crunch, the interior that was soft and almost wet with butter, the slight salt, the yeast. I stood on Rue Lepic with my eyes closed and my mouth full of croissant and thought: this is what food is supposed to taste like. This is what it tastes like when someone gives a shit.

I ate the whole thing. Licked my fingers. Wanted another. Bought another. Ate it walking uphill toward Sacré-Cœur, the basilica that sits on top of Montmartre like a wedding cake that's been left out overnight — white, imposing, slightly absurd in its grandeur.

The steps of Sacré-Cœur were populated with tourists, buskers, men selling miniature Eiffel Towers, and a guitarist playing "La Vie en Rose" with the bored competence of someone who has played it fourteen thousand times. I sat on the steps and looked at Paris spread below me — the rooftops, the chimney pots, the grey-blue haze — and for the first time in my life, no one knew where I was.

Not Aai. Not Baba. Not Ramesh kaka. Not Rohit. Not a single person on this planet knew that Kiran Deshpande from Nigdi Sector 27 was sitting on the steps of Sacré-Cœur eating her second croissant.

The feeling was terrifying. The feeling was also the closest thing to freedom I'd ever experienced.



I met Étienne at 7 PM on my second night, at a wine bar called Le Petit Cler that was not in any guidebook because it was the kind of place you find by getting lost, which is what I did — spectacularly, confidently, completely lost in the 7th arrondissement, following Google Maps in the wrong direction because I'd turned the phone upside down.

The bar was narrow, warm, and smelled like red wine and old wood. There were maybe twelve seats. I took one at the counter because the tables were full and because sitting at a counter alone felt like something a different person would do and I was trying to be a different person.

I ordered a glass of red wine. I'd never ordered wine before — not properly, not in a place where wine was the point and not just the liquid you drank at someone's Koregaon Park house party from a bottle of Sula that tasted like cough syrup with ambition. The bartender poured something dark and said its name and I nodded like I understood. I took a sip.

It tasted like fruit and earth and smoke and something that didn't have a name — something that made my mouth feel more alive than it usually did, as if the wine was waking up parts of my tongue that had been sleeping under years of cutting chai and Frooti and the metallic tang of Nigdi tap water.

"You're drinking it like you're asking it a question."

The voice came from my left. I turned.

Étienne.

He was twenty-eight. French. Brown hair that fell across his forehead in a way that suggested either careful styling or complete indifference. A jaw that was sharp enough to notice and soft enough to not be threatening. He was wearing a grey linen shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, and his forearms were the kind you notice when you've never noticed forearms before — lean, with visible tendons, the hands of someone who works with them.

"I'm not asking it a question," I said, and my voice sounded strange to me — lighter, with an upward tilt I didn't recognize. "I've just never had wine that tastes like this."

"Where are you from?"

"India. Pune."

"Pune." He said it correctly, which surprised me. Not "Poo-nay" or "Pyoon" — just Pune, clean, two syllables. "I photographed a dancer in Pune once. She had the most extraordinary hands."

"You're a photographer?"

"A student of photography. There is a difference." He smiled. His teeth were slightly uneven — the left canine sat higher than the right, and this imperfection made his face human in a way that perfect teeth wouldn't have. "I photograph hands, mostly. Hands tell the truth."

"That's a line."

"It's a line AND it's true. May I see yours?"

I should have said no. I should have folded my hands in my lap the way Aai taught me — hands together, fingers interlocked, a Brahmin girl's resting position, contained, invisible. Instead, I put my hands on the counter, palms up, because something in this bar — the wine, the warmth, the anonymity — had loosened the mechanism that usually kept my body locked.

He looked at my hands. Actually looked. Not a glance — a study. He leaned forward and his eyes moved from my fingertips to my wrists, tracing the lines of my palms, the shape of my nails (unpolished, short, bitten at the edges — a habit Aai spent sixteen years trying to cure), the veins visible on the inside of my wrists where the skin is thinnest.

"Indian hands hold weight differently," he said. "You carry everything in your fingertips." He touched my wrist. Not grabbed — touched. His index finger on the inside of my wrist, resting on my pulse point. Light. Barely there. The pressure of a feather landing.

I felt my pulse against his finger. He felt it too. I know because his eyes moved from my wrist to my face, and there was a question in them that wasn't spoken, and my pulse was answering it without my permission.

This was not Rohit. This was not the dry-lipped, Frooti-tasting, bookshelf-steadying kiss of a CKP boy from Hinjewadi. This was a man touching my wrist in a wine bar in Paris and my body responding like it had been waiting for exactly this — a single point of contact, accurate, attentive, the fingertip equivalent of someone who gives a shit.

"What do my hands tell you?" I asked, and my voice was doing something new — dropping lower, slower, as if the wine had tuned it to a different frequency.

"That you're holding on to something very tightly," he said. "And that you're about to let go."



We walked. Through Montmartre, past the closed shopfronts with their graffiti, past the crêperie with its warm sugar smell leaking onto the street, past the elderly couple arguing in French on a bench — their argument musical, percussive, nothing like the suppressed silences of a Marathi household. Étienne walked close to me but not touching, and the space between us was charged — a magnetic field measured in centimeters.

He told me about light. How Paris light in March is different from Paris light in June — colder, more honest, the kind that shows you what things actually look like instead of what you want them to look like. He told me about his thesis project: photographing the hands of strangers in ten cities, mapping how people hold things — cups, phones, other hands — and what the grip reveals about the gripper.

I told him about Pune. Not the tourist version — not Shaniwar Wada, not Aga Khan Palace. I told him about the pressure cooker whistling at 12:30 because lunch is at 1. About the auto-rickshaw meter that nobody trusts. About the way my mother communicates through food because words require vulnerability and poha doesn't. About the ceiling fan with the asthmatic wheeze.

He listened. Actually listened — with his whole body, leaning toward me, his eyes tracking my mouth as I spoke. In Pune, men listen with half their attention, the other half on their phone or the cricket score or the mental math of what this conversation is costing them. Étienne listened like I was saying something he needed.

We reached Sacré-Cœur. The same steps I'd sat on that morning with my second croissant. But at night, the basilica was different — lit from below, white against black sky, the city below us a web of amber lights, and the steps were empty except for us and a couple sharing a cigarette and a woman playing violin, the notes rising and falling in the cold air like something being built and demolished simultaneously.

We sat on the cold stone steps. The chill went through my jeans immediately — the specific shock of cold stone on warm thighs, a sensation that is all contrast, all attention. My thigh was six inches from his.

"Can I tell you something?" I said.

"Anything."

"I've never done this. Any of this. I've never sat on steps in a foreign city with a man I met two hours ago. In Pune, this would be—" I stopped. What would it be? Scandalous? Irresponsible? The beginning of a WhatsApp forward that would reach my mother before I reached the hostel?

"In Pune, this would be what?"

"Impossible."

He looked at me. The violin was playing something I half-recognized — slow, minor key, the kind of melody that makes your ribs feel too small for your lungs.

"Nothing is impossible," he said. "Some things just require a different city."

And then his hand was on my face.

Not grabbing. Not steadying. Cupping. His palm on my jaw, his thumb on my cheekbone, his fingers curving behind my ear into my hair, and the touch was so specific, so deliberate, so absolutely nothing like Rohit's bookshelf-steadying grip that my breath caught audibly — a small gasp that escaped before I could stop it.

He tilted my face up. Slowly. Like he was adjusting a camera angle, looking for the light. His eyes moved from my eyes to my mouth and stayed there, and the pause — the two seconds between looking and kissing — was the longest two seconds of my life. Everything concentrated into that gap. My heartbeat in my temples. The cold stone under my thighs. His warm hand on my face. The violin. The city. The fact that no one in the world knew this was happening.

He kissed me.

And my body caught fire.

Not metaphorically. Not the way books say "she felt a spark." I mean: heat. Actual heat, spreading from his mouth through my jaw, down my throat, into my chest, through my sternum, pooling in my stomach, dropping lower — a thermal event, a physical reaction, measurable, real. His lips were warm and slightly rough and tasted like the wine we'd been drinking, and he kissed slowly — not timid, slow — as if he had all the time in the world and intended to use it.

His thumb traced my jawline while he kissed me. This detail undid me. The simultaneous sensations — his mouth on mine, soft pressure, the taste of tannins and something under the tannins that was just HIM; and his thumb, a slow arc from chin to ear, a line drawn on my skin that my nerve endings followed like a road they'd been waiting for — I couldn't process both at once. My brain shorted out. My body took over.

I grabbed the front of his jacket. Both fists. Pulled him closer. The movement surprised us both — me because I'd never grabbed a man, not once, not ever; him because the intensity was sudden, a gear shift from second to fifth with no warning. His hand moved from my jaw to the back of my neck, into my hair, and the pressure of his fingers against my scalp sent something electric down my spine, and I made a sound against his mouth that I'd never made before — not a moan, not a gasp, something between — a vibration in my throat that was my body saying yes in a language I didn't know I spoke.

When he pulled back, I was breathing like I'd been underwater.

His eyes were darker. His hand was still in my hair. The city was still glittering below us. The violinist had stopped. The silence after the music was almost as loud as the kiss.

"Kira," he said, and my name in his accent — the R softened, the A open — sounded like a word in a language where everything meant desire.

I wanted him. The wanting was specific and physical and so overwhelming that my thighs pressed together involuntarily, a pulse between my legs that was louder than any thought, and I thought: this. This is what the books meant. This is what the body does when someone gives a shit. This is what I was supposed to feel with Rohit and didn't, and the absence of it was not my fault — the absence was Rohit's.

I wanted to say take me somewhere. I wanted to say don't stop. I wanted to say I've never been kissed like this and I might die if you stop.

What I said was: "I should go back."

What I meant was: I'm not ready. But I will be.

He walked me to the hostel. Through the Montmartre streets that were now mine in a way they hadn't been that morning — branded with the kiss, stamped with his hand on my jaw, infused with the wine-and-skin taste of him. At the hostel door, he kissed my forehead. His lips on my hairline, a tenderness so different from the hunger of the Sacré-Cœur kiss that I almost said wait. Almost pulled him inside. Almost let the night become something that started on cold stone and ended in a narrow hostel bunk with an Australian girl sleeping two feet below.

"Bonne nuit, Kira."

"Goodnight."

He turned and walked away and I stood in the hostel doorway and my entire body was humming — vibrating at a frequency I didn't know I had, alive in places I'd been taught to ignore, singing in a key I'd never heard before.

I climbed into my bunk. The sheets smelled like industrial detergent and faintly of the previous guest's perfume. I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling — no fan here, just a bare bulb, and the ceiling was cracked and water-stained and completely beautiful because I was looking at it with a mouth that had been kissed properly for the first time in twenty-two years.

I replayed it. The hand on my jaw. The thumb on my cheekbone. The tilt. The pause. The taste. The sound I made. The grab. His fingers in my hair. Every detail, frame by frame, a film I was watching and starring in simultaneously, and my body responded to the replay the same way it had responded to the original — heat, pulse, wetness between my legs, a hunger that was not about food.

I opened my phone. Not incognito mode. I opened it openly, the brightness turned up, and I didn't read erotica. I didn't need to. I had my own.

For the first time, I didn't feel guilty.

I pressed my thighs together under the hostel sheets and let the pressure build and didn't come and didn't try to and it was enough — the wanting was enough. Because the wanting was MINE. Not borrowed from a Literotica story. Not performed for a boy who lasted ninety seconds. Mine. My body. My wanting. My Paris.

I fell asleep with the taste of him still on my lips and slept without dreaming for the first time in months.




  
    CHAPTER 3: THE FIRST TIME

    
    
  
  The train from Paris to Barcelona took six and a half hours and I spent every minute of it thinking about Étienne's thumb on my jawline.

Not the kiss. The thumb. The way it traced a line from my chin to my ear while his mouth was on mine — that simultaneous attention, the multi-tasking of desire, the proof that a person could want you with their whole body at once and not just the parts that benefited them. Rohit had kissed me with his mouth. Étienne had kissed me with his hands, his mouth, his breath, the tilt of his head, the fingers in my hair. The difference was the difference between being handled and being held.

The French countryside blurred past the window — green fields, stone farmhouses, a church spire, another church spire, the specific European pastoral that looks like a screensaver and is, I suspect, someone's actual boring life. I had a baguette sandwich from the train station (ham — I ate ham, on a train, at 9 AM, and the Brahmin girl in me died a small death and the woman in me barely noticed) and a can of Orangina that tasted like fizzy orange pretending to be sophisticated.

I didn't exchange numbers with Étienne. He didn't ask. When he kissed my forehead at the hostel door and said "Bonne nuit," there was a completeness to it — not a goodbye but a period at the end of a sentence that said everything it needed to say. I thought about texting him. I had the wine bar's Instagram. I could find him. But something — not pride, not strategy, something more instinctive — told me that the kiss on the Sacré-Cœur steps was perfect because it was finished. Adding to it would subtract from it.

Barcelona, though. Barcelona was unfinished. I could feel it before I arrived — a vibration in the air when the train crossed into Spain, a shift in the light from French grey to Spanish gold, and the temperature rising degree by degree until by the time I stepped out of Barcelona Sants station, the heat pressed against my skin like a hand on my chest.

The hostel was in the Barri Gòtic — the Gothic Quarter — a maze of narrow medieval streets where the buildings leaned toward each other like they were sharing secrets and the laundry strung between balconies made the sky into a patchwork of white sheets and blue. My room was a four-person dorm, cleaner than Paris, and the window opened onto an alley where a man was playing guitar and the notes floated up like something escaping.

I dropped my backpack. Changed into a sundress — one of the two from Westside that I'd never worn. Pale blue, thin straps, it ended above my knees and showed my collarbones and the small mole on my left shoulder that I'd always considered a flaw and was starting to consider a feature. I looked at myself in the small mirror above the sink. The girl looking back was not the girl who'd left Nigdi. Eleven days in Europe and my skin had colour from the Paris walking, my hair was loose (I never wore it loose in Pune — always braided, always contained), and there was something in my eyes that hadn't been there at Pune airport.

Want. Specific, directional, unapologetic want.

I went out.



I found the tapas bar by following the sound of laughter and the smell of garlic. It was small — ten tables, a zinc counter, hams hanging from the ceiling like cured chandeliers, and the air thick with olive oil and something smoky. I sat at the counter because that's what I did now — I sat at counters, alone, in foreign cities, and ordered wine, because I was Kira from Paris now, not Kiran from Nigdi.

The wine was different from French wine — rougher, warmer, a Garnacha that tasted like the sun had been crushed into it. I drank it slowly and watched the bartender slice jamón with a knife so sharp it didn't cut so much as suggest, and the slices fell away from the leg in translucent pink sheets that looked like they'd dissolve on contact.

"You have to eat it correctly."

I turned. He was sitting two stools away. Dark hair, darker eyes, skin the colour of toasted almonds, a jaw that was wider than Étienne's, less sculpted, more solid — a face built for laughing, not for photographs. He was wearing a white T-shirt with a hole near the collar that somehow looked intentional, and his hands were holding a glass of wine with the casual authority of someone who'd been drinking this particular wine in this particular bar since he was sixteen.

"How do you eat ham correctly?" I asked.

"You don't eat it. You let it eat you." He picked up a slice from the plate the bartender had set between them. "Put it on your tongue. Don't chew. Let your body heat melt the fat. The salt comes first, then the sweet, then the smoke, then something you can't name. That's the jamón talking."

I took the slice from his fingers. Our fingertips touched. The contact lasted half a second and sent a current up my wrist that arrived in my chest as a small explosion.

I put the ham on my tongue.

He was right. The salt hit first — sharp, mineral, like licking a warm stone. Then the fat melted, coating my tongue, and the flavour changed: sweeter, deeper, with a smokiness that wasn't fire but time — months, years of curing, the pig's entire life compressed into a single translucent slice. I closed my eyes. My mouth was doing something I'd never felt — salivating and savouring simultaneously, the flavours layering, building, and the thing I couldn't name was there too, underneath everything, a taste that was the specific intersection of salt and fat and age and the warmth of my own mouth.

When I opened my eyes, he was watching me.

"See?" he said. "The jamón talked."

"What did it say?"

"That you know how to pay attention."

His name was Mateo. Twenty-six. A contemporary dancer — which meant, he explained, that he moved for a living, that his body was his instrument, and that the distinction between dancing and living was, for him, mostly administrative.

"What kind of dancing?" I asked, and he stood up from his stool and in the narrow space between the counter and the wall, with three other patrons watching, he moved his hips in a single figure-eight that contained more sexuality than Rohit's entire body had produced in two years. It was one movement. Four seconds. And my mouth went dry.

"That kind," he said, sitting back down.

We ate. Pan con tomate — bread rubbed with tomato until the tomato bled into the bread, drizzled with oil, salt. Patatas bravas — fried potatoes with a sauce that was smoky and slightly spicy and slightly sweet. He fed me olives — actually fed me, picking one up and holding it to my mouth, his thumb and forefinger at my lips, and I took it and my tongue touched his thumb and neither of us pretended it was an accident.

In PCMC, men don't feed women. Women feed men. Women feed children. Women feed guests. Women stand in the kitchen while men sit. The act of a man feeding me — holding food to my mouth, watching me eat, deriving pleasure from my pleasure — was so far outside my experience that I felt it as physical disorientation, a tilt in the floor, the gravitational rules changing.

"You eat like you've been hungry," he said.

"I have been," I said. And I didn't mean food.



The salsa club was underground — literally, a basement off La Rambla, down a staircase that smelled like old stone and new sweat. The music hit my ribcage before we reached the bottom step: horns, percussion, a piano line that wove through the beat like a hand through hair. The room was small, dark, packed with bodies moving in ways that I didn't know bodies could move.

"I can't dance," I said.

"Everyone can dance. You just haven't had a good enough reason." He took my hand.

His hand was dry, warm, calloused at the fingertips from — what? The floor? Other dancers' bodies? He placed my right hand on his shoulder and put his left hand on my waist — not my hip, my waist, the narrowest part, where the ribs end and the flesh begins — and the pressure of his palm there was like a sentence: I know where you are. I have you.

"Don't think about the steps," he said, his mouth close to my ear. "Feel where I'm going and go there."

The music was faster than my heartbeat but slower than my panic. He moved. I didn't decide to follow — my body followed, the way a current follows a channel, the way water moves when the ground underneath it shifts. His hand on my waist guided me — forward, back, a turn that I shouldn't have been able to do but did because his hand was so sure that my body trusted it more than my brain.

We danced. I use the word loosely. What we did was: he led, I followed, and the space between our bodies shrank with every song until there was no space. His chest against mine. My back against his chest when he turned me. His breath on my neck — warm, rhythmic, timed to the music or the other way around. His hips moved mine and I could feel the heat of him through my sundress, through the thin cotton, and when his thigh pressed between mine during a turn, the pressure against me there — right there, where I was swollen and aching and had been since the olive — sent a shockwave through my pelvis that made me gasp.

He heard the gasp. His hand tightened on my waist.

"You feel that?" he murmured into my hair.

"Yes."

"Good. That's the music."

It was not the music.

We danced for an hour. By the end, my sundress was damp with sweat — mine, his, the collective exhalation of sixty people moving in a basement — and my hair was sticking to my neck and my thighs were trembling and the ache between my legs was no longer an ache but a demand. A specific, non-negotiable demand that my body was making and that my brain — the Brahmin brain, the Nigdi brain, the log-kya-kahenge brain — could not override.

"Come with me," he said.

I went.



His apartment was a fifteen-minute walk through the Gothic Quarter. Narrow streets. Warm stone underfoot. Our shadows long under the streetlamps, and his hand in mine — not leading, not pulling, just connected. My hand was sweating. He didn't let go.

The apartment was on the fourth floor. Small. One room. A bed with white sheets. A window open to the alley, the same guitar drifting up from below, and the night air smelled like jasmine and exhaust and the sea — Barcelona's sea, the Mediterranean, close enough to taste in the air.

He closed the door. I stood in the middle of his room with my sandals still on and my heart slamming against my ribs and I said, in a voice that shook:

"I've never done this."

He didn't laugh. He didn't patronize. He didn't ask "never done what" — he knew what I meant.

"Then we go slow," he said.

He walked toward me. Three steps — that's all his apartment allowed. He put his hands on my shoulders, the same way he'd positioned me for the dance, and he slid the straps of my sundress off my shoulders. One side. Then the other. The fabric fell to my waist and I was standing in his room in my bra — the plain white Jockey one, the one that no one in any movie has ever worn during a sex scene — and I wanted to cross my arms over my chest.

I didn't.

He looked at me. The way he'd looked at the jamón — with attention, with reverence, with the specific patience of someone who knows that the best things require time.

"You're beautiful," he said.

I'd been told this before. By Rohit, who said it the way you say "nice weather" — flatly, as a social obligation. By my grandmother, who meant "you'll make a good match." By aunties in the building, who meant "your skin is fair enough."

Mateo said it and meant: your body is something I want to learn.

He unhooked my bra. His hands were steady. The bra came off and my breasts were bare and the night air from the window touched my nipples and they hardened and I felt exposed and alive in equal measure — the exposure a price I was paying for the aliveness, and the price was worth it.

He kissed my shoulder. The mole on my left shoulder that I'd always considered a flaw — he kissed it. His mouth was warm. The kiss was soft, almost chaste, and then his tongue traced a line from the mole to my collarbone and the chasteness evaporated.

He kissed down. My collarbone — the hollow between the bones, where the skin is thin enough to feel breath. The top of my sternum. The slope of my breast, following the curve, his mouth leaving a trail of warmth on my skin that the night air cooled immediately — warm, cool, warm, cool — a rhythm that made my breath stagger.

He knelt.

His hands on my waist. He pulled the sundress down over my hips and it pooled at my feet and I was standing in my underwear — white cotton, Jockey, the least sexy underwear in the history of underwear — and he kissed my stomach. Below my navel. The skin there is softer than anywhere else on my body, and his mouth on it was a conversation I'd never had: his lips asking, my skin answering, the question and the answer both the same word.

"Here?" he asked, his thumb hooking the waistband of my underwear.

I nodded. I couldn't speak.

He pulled them down.

I was naked. In a stranger's apartment in Barcelona, naked, and the guitar was still playing in the alley below and the Mediterranean was a kilometre away and I was twenty-two years old and no one had ever seen me like this. Not Rohit — we'd fumbled in the dark, clothes half-on, the unsexy logistics of two people who didn't know what they were doing. This was different. This was standing in light — the single lamp in Mateo's room, amber, warm — and being SEEN.

He looked up at me from his knees. "Kira. You're shaking."

I was. My thighs were trembling. My hands were trembling. My breath was a series of short, shallow intakes that I couldn't control.

"I'm nervous," I said.

"I know. That's okay. We go slow."

He guided me to the bed. I lay on my back. The white sheets were cool against my skin — another contrast, cool cotton, warm air, cool cotton — and he lay beside me, still fully dressed, and he kissed me. His mouth, which tasted like Garnacha and olives and Barcelona, and his hand on my hip, and the kiss deepened and his tongue found mine and the taste of him mixed with the taste of me and I understood, in my body, what the wine bar had been teaching me all evening: that putting something in your mouth is an act of trust.

His hand moved. Down my side. Over my hip. Across my stomach. Lower. When his fingers reached the crease of my thigh, I tensed — every muscle, all at once, a full-body flinch that was twenty-two years of don't touch there, don't think about there, good girls don't.

"Shh," he said. "You tell me. If you want me to stop, I stop."

I didn't want him to stop. I wanted the opposite of stopping. I wanted acceleration. I wanted his fingers to cross the last two inches that separated gentle from specific and I wanted to feel what the Literotica stories described — the pressure, the circling, the build.

"Don't stop," I whispered.

His fingers found me. Wet — I was so wet that the first touch slid without friction, his middle finger parting me, finding the heat, and the sensation of being touched THERE by someone whose face I could see was so far from anything I'd experienced alone in the shower with the water running that I understood: masturbation is a monologue. This was a dialogue.

He circled. Slow. Deliberate. His fingertip drawing orbits around my clit — not on it, around it — and the indirect pressure was maddening, a tease, a provocation, my hips lifting to chase his hand, and he let me chase, let me set the rhythm, and when my hips found the pattern they wanted — faster, tighter circles — he matched it.

The build was nothing like the shower. In the shower, it was a climb — effortful, focused, fragile, a house of cards that collapsed if I thought the wrong thought. This was a tide. A wave building far out at sea, gaining mass, gaining speed, and I could feel it approaching — feel it in my thighs, in the tension of my stomach, in the heat spreading from where his fingers were working to my chest, my throat, the back of my skull — and I knew, with the certainty of someone who's watched a wave approach shore, that it was going to break.

"Mateo," I said, and his name in my mouth was a sound I'd never made before — desperate, specific, an invocation.

He lowered his head. He kissed down my stomach. He settled between my thighs. And when his mouth replaced his fingers — warm, wet, his tongue flat against me, then pointed, then circling the way his fingers had but softer, wetter, with a precision that his fingers hadn't achieved — I made a sound.

Not a moan. Not a word. A sound that came from the bottom of my lungs, from the base of my spine, from the place where every suppressed desire of twenty-two years had been stored like compressed gas, and his mouth released the valve.

He ate me like the jamón. Slowly. Attentively. Not rushing toward a destination but savouring the terrain — his tongue tracing every fold, every edge, the sensitive ridge of my clit, the softer tissue around it, the entrance he dipped into and retreated from, and his hands on my thighs, holding them apart, holding me open, and the vulnerability of being held open by a stranger's hands while a stranger's mouth was on the most private part of my body was so enormous that I started to cry.

Not from sadness. From overwhelm. From the realization that THIS existed — this attentive, generous, patient act of pleasure — and I'd spent twenty-two years not knowing. I'd spent two years with Rohit, who never went down on me, who never asked, who probably didn't know where my clit was, and I'd told myself the problem was me.

The problem was never me.

The wave broke.

My back arched off the bed. My thighs clamped around his head. My hands grabbed the sheets — fistfuls of white cotton — and something came out of my mouth that was half-Marathi, half-nothing, a sound that was my body's mother tongue, the language it spoke before it learned shame. The orgasm rolled through me in waves — not one peak but three, four, each one triggered by a small adjustment of his tongue, each one pulling more sound out of me, and the last one was so intense that my vision whited out for a second — a flash of static, like a TV changing channels — and I lay there afterward, panting, tears running into my hair, my thighs trembling against his ears.

He kissed my inner thigh. Climbed up. Lay beside me. Wiped my tears with his thumb — the same casual intimacy of Étienne's thumb on my jaw, but now loaded with everything that had just happened.

"Why are you crying?" he asked.

"Because I've never—" I swallowed. "Because I didn't know it was supposed to feel like that."

He kissed my forehead.



What followed was the first time.

He undressed. I watched — the T-shirt coming off, and his body was a dancer's body: lean, defined, every muscle visible not because he was large but because there was nothing extra, nothing that didn't serve the function of movement. His stomach was flat, ridged lightly, a line of dark hair running from his navel into his jeans, and when the jeans came off, I saw him and my breath stopped.

Not because he was extraordinary. Because he was REAL. Because seeing a man's body in person, aroused, in the amber light of a Barcelona apartment, was so different from the perfunctory underwear-removal in Rohit's Hinjewadi flat that I realized I'd never actually LOOKED at a man's body before. I'd averted my eyes. The modesty reflex. The Brahmin training. Don't look. Don't want. Don't have a body that wants.

I looked.

He put on a condom — properly, without his teeth, without fumbling, a smooth motion that took three seconds and was, in its competence, already better than anything I'd experienced. He lay beside me. Kissed me. I tasted myself on his mouth and the intimacy of that — my own body's flavour returned to me through his kiss — was obscene and sacred simultaneously.

"You tell me," he said. "Speed, depth, everything. You tell me."

He entered me slowly. Slowly enough that I felt every centimetre — the initial resistance, my body adjusting, the stretch that was uncomfortable for two seconds and then became fullness. He was inside me and his weight was on me — not crushing, braced on his elbows, but present, substantial — and I could feel his heartbeat through his chest against mine, and for a moment neither of us moved.

"Okay?" he asked.

"Okay."

He moved. Slow at first. Each thrust deliberate, pulling almost all the way out and then sliding back in, and the friction was — there's no word. The friction was a language. His body was asking and my body was answering and the conversation was conducted entirely through the nerve endings inside me that were firing for the first time with someone who was paying attention to their messages.

I wrapped my legs around him. The angle changed and something inside me — a spot I'd read about but never believed was real — received direct pressure and I gasped and he heard the gasp and adjusted, finding the angle again, and my gasp became a moan and the moan became a rhythm that matched his thrusts.

It wasn't perfect. My knee hit his hip at one point. The condom made a sound that was briefly unsexy. His elbow slipped and he caught himself with a laugh and I laughed too and the laughter while he was inside me was the most intimate thing — more intimate than the orgasm, more intimate than the tears — because laughter during sex requires trust, and trust was the thing I'd come to Barcelona to find.

He moved faster. I moved with him — hips rising to meet his, hands on his back, nails pressing into his shoulder blades, and the sounds we made together filled the small room: skin on skin, breath on breath, the bed's quiet protest, the guitar still playing in the alley like a soundtrack that didn't know it was a soundtrack.

I didn't come from the penetration alone. That's not how my body works — I was beginning to understand that. But his hand reached between us, his thumb found my clit, and with the combination of him inside me and his thumb circling and his mouth on my neck and his weight on me, the second orgasm built in under a minute. Faster than the first. Less like a wave and more like an earthquake — sudden, structural, my entire body seized and I said something in Marathi — "Devaa" — God — and Mateo didn't know the word but he knew the sound and he kept going, his thumb, his hips, his mouth on the tendon of my neck, and I came with my eyes open, watching his face, watching him watch me come, and his expression — concentrated, hungry, genuinely aroused by my pleasure — was the most erotic thing I'd ever seen.

He came shortly after. Inside me. His face in my neck, his breathing ragged, his body shuddering, and the sound he made — a low groan that vibrated against my collarbone — I felt in my own chest. His orgasm moved through both of us.

Afterward.

We lay there. His weight still half on me. The sheet twisted around our legs. The window open, the Barcelona night coming in, the jasmine and the sea and the distant sound of La Rambla — tourists, laughter, a car horn.

I was staring at the ceiling. A different ceiling from my Nigdi bedroom. No asthmatic fan. No agarbatti smoke. No Aai-made dinner sounds from fourteen feet away. Just a white ceiling with a crack in the plaster that looked like a river seen from a plane, and I was lying under this ceiling with a man's semen in a condom inside me and his sweat drying on my skin and my own wetness cooling on my thighs and I thought:

This. This is what I was supposed to feel with Rohit. This attention. This patience. This give-a-shit.

The Brahmin voice spoke up: Aai would die if she knew.

I let the sentence sit. Examined it. Turned it over the way I'd turned over the olive in the tapas bar.

Then I let it go.

Not with anger. Not with defiance. With something quieter — the specific disengagement of a person who has found a new authority and no longer answers to the old one.

The Barcelona sun was coming through the window. It hit the white sheets and turned them gold. Mateo's hand was on my stomach, his thumb tracing circles on my skin — idle, possessive, gentle. The guitar had stopped. The alley was quiet except for a pigeon on the windowsill that cooed once and flew away.

I turned my head and looked at myself in the mirror on Mateo's wardrobe — the narrow mirror that showed me from the ribs up: hair tangled, lips swollen from kissing, a mark on my neck where his mouth had been, and my eyes.

My eyes were different. Darker. Not in colour — in weight. Something had settled in them. Something that hadn't been there on the Sacré-Cœur steps, something that Étienne's kiss had promised and Mateo's bed had delivered.

Knowledge. Not theoretical, not incognito-mode, not read-at-2-AM-under-the-covers knowledge. Body knowledge. The knowledge that comes from being touched and touching back. From orgasming while a man watches your face. From crying because the pleasure is too much and laughing because the condom makes a funny sound and saying "God" in Marathi while a Spanish man moves inside you.

I showered at his apartment. Hot water, actual pressure — better than the hostel, better than Nigdi's municipal supply that trickled like it had somewhere better to be. The steam filled the small bathroom. I stood under the water and felt it hit my shoulders, my back, my stomach, the soreness between my legs that was the physical proof that last night had happened, that it wasn't a story I'd read on Literotica, that my body had actually done what my body had done.

I dressed. Mateo made coffee — strong, Spanish, in a tiny cup that I held with both hands because my fingers were still shaking. He kissed me goodbye at the door — a soft kiss, a coda, the final note of the Barcelona song.

"Where are you going next?" he asked.

"Nice."

"The French Riviera." He smiled. "You'll like it. The water is the colour of your eyes when you came."

I laughed. I blushed. Both at the same time — the laugh because it was a ridiculous, beautiful thing to say, and the blush because the Brahmin girl was still in there somewhere, hearing a man describe the colour of her orgasm-eyes and not quite knowing where to put that information.

I walked through the Gothic Quarter in the morning light. The streets were being hosed down. The stone was wet and dark and reflected the sky. A bakery was opening, the smell of warm bread reaching me like a hand.

I thought about Rohit. Not with anger anymore. With pity. Because Rohit didn't know. Rohit didn't know that a woman's body could do what mine had done last night, and he didn't know because nobody had taught him and he'd never thought to ask. The fault was not malice — it was ignorance. The same ignorance that had kept me in the shower with the water running, circling and circling and never arriving, because the voice in my head said stop louder than my body said go.

The voice was quieter now. Not gone. But quieter. Like a radio in another room — audible if I listened, ignorable if I didn't.

I boarded the train to Nice. Found my seat. Opened the window. The Spanish landscape gave way to French coastline and the Mediterranean appeared — blue, specific, a blue that didn't exist in Pune, a blue that was its own argument for being alive.

My phone buzzed. Aai: "Kaay keles aaj?" What did you do today?

I typed: "Sightseeing." Sent it. Closed my phone.

Sightseeing. If she only knew.




  
    CHAPTER 4: THE EXPLORATION

    
    
  
  The Mediterranean was a colour that shouldn't exist.

Not the blue of Khadakwasla Dam outside Pune — that muddy, uncertain blue-green that looks like someone mixed water and doubt. Not the blue of swimming pools or Bollywood beach songs or the wall paint in Sneha's bedroom that her mother called "sky blue" and that looked, frankly, like a hospital. This was a blue that had been distilled — concentrated, purified, the kind of blue that enters through your eyes and rewires something behind your forehead. A blue that is its own argument.

I was standing on the Promenade des Anglais in Nice, my sandals in one hand and my phone in the other, and the stones under my feet were warm — not the burning asphalt-warm of a Pune summer that makes you run from shade to shade, but a generous warmth, a warmth that offered itself. The sea was thirty feet away. The air smelled like salt and sunscreen and something floral — lavender, I'd later learn, because Provence is just up the road and lavender doesn't respect borders.

I'd been in Europe for sixteen days. I'd been kissed in Paris and fucked in Barcelona and I was standing on the French Riviera in a sundress I'd bought from Westside for ₹899 and the absurdity of it — this life, this version of myself, this woman who eats ham and drinks wine at lunch and says "fucked" in her internal monologue without flinching — the absurdity of it made me laugh out loud.

A woman walking a tiny dog gave me a look. I laughed harder.

I was changed. Not metaphorically — physically. I could feel it in the way I walked: slower, wider stride, hips moving in a way they hadn't in Pune because in Pune my walk was designed to take up as little space as possible, to move from A to B without being noticed, the Brahmin-girl walk, contained, invisible, a body trained to be a vehicle rather than a destination. Now my body was both. My body was the A and the B. My body went places and was also the place.

But here's what the travel blogs don't tell you about sexual awakening: it comes with a hangover.

Not guilt — I'd dealt with the guilt in Barcelona. Not shame — the shame was quieter now, a background hum instead of a siren. Something more unsettling: the question of identity. I'd been Kiran Deshpande my entire life. Twenty-two years of Kiran: the good grades, the BMCC degree, the master's from Symbiosis, the girl who said "yes Aai" and braided her hair and never sat with her legs apart and never — not once — initiated physical contact with another human being.

And then I'd been Kira for sixteen days. Kira who kissed back in Paris. Kira who orgasmed in Barcelona. Kira who ate ham on a train.

Which one was real? Could they coexist? Or had Kira killed Kiran somewhere between Sacré-Cœur and the Gothic Quarter, and the girl I'd been for twenty-two years was now a body buried under cobblestones, mourned by no one except a ceiling fan with asthma?

This was the question I carried to Nice. And the answer came in the form of a man who smelled like the ocean even before I knew he studied it.



Luca.

Italian. Thirty-one. A marine biologist, which meant he spent his days underwater and his evenings talking about what he'd found there with the reverence of a man who'd seen God and God was a fish.

I met him at the hostel. Not a bar, not a club — the hostel common room, at 7 AM, while I was eating a croissant (my third of the trip; I was developing what I suspected was a dependency) and he was reading a book about cephalopods with a coffee mug that said "I'D RATHER BE DIVING" in faded red letters.

He was not beautiful the way Étienne was beautiful — not sculpted, not photogenic. Luca was handsome in a different register: broad shoulders, a face that was more kind than sharp, eyes that were the exact colour of the Mediterranean outside (I checked), a beard that was more accident than intention, and hands that were large, rough-palmed, the hands of someone who spent time in saltwater.

"You're reading about octopuses at 7 AM," I said, because the new Kira said things like that — things that were direct and slightly absurd and that the old Kiran would have rehearsed internally for twenty minutes before discarding.

He looked up. Smiled. The smile rearranged his face into something warmer.

"Octopi," he said. "And it's not 7 AM — it's the best part of the morning. The octopus is a morning person."

"Is that a line?"

"It's a biological fact. They hunt at dawn." He closed the book. "And you're eating a croissant like it personally saved your life. Are you French?"

"Indian."

"India." He said it with interest, not the polite curiosity of Étienne but genuine engagement. "I've always wanted to dive in the Andamans. The coral there is — they say it's the last unspoiled reef in the Indian Ocean."

"I've never been to the Andamans. I've barely been to Goa."

"Then you have to start with the sea here. Have you been in?"

"Not yet."

"Come. I'll show you something."

It wasn't an invitation. It was a statement — the casual certainty of a man who lived in the water and assumed everyone else would too, given the chance. I should have hesitated. The old Kiran would have said "I don't have a swimsuit" (I did) or "maybe later" (never) or simply smiled and looked away, the Brahmin-girl refusal that isn't a refusal but an absence of permission.

I said yes.



The beach in Nice is not sand. It's pebbles — small, smooth, grey and white stones that press into your feet and force you to walk with intention. The water is cold for the first three seconds and then it isn't — the body adjusts, recalibrates, and the Mediterranean closes around you like a hand that has been waiting.

Luca swam like he'd been born in water — fluid, unhurried, his body moving through the sea the way Mateo's body had moved through the dance, with the economy of someone who has merged with the medium. I swam next to him — badly, splashing, my breaststroke a product of the PCMC Municipal Pool where the water was always too warm and smelled like bleach and ambition.

We swam out. Not far — maybe fifty metres from shore. The bottom disappeared. The blue deepened. The noise of the Promenade — tourists, bicycles, the distant thread of music — faded. There was only the sea, the sky, and the sound of water against our bodies.

"Float," he said. "On your back. Look up."

I lay back in the water. The salt held me — an impossibility I'd read about but never felt. The Mediterranean held my body with a buoyancy that Pune water didn't have, and I floated there, staring at a sky that was depthlessly blue, and the water lapped at my ears and turned the world into a muffled cathedral.

I have a body, I thought. It works. It floats. It is held.

The thought was so simple and so enormous that tears leaked from the corners of my eyes and mixed with the salt water and became the sea.



We spent the afternoon on the pebble beach, drying in the sun. He told me about his research — the migration patterns of bluefin tuna, which he described with the passion of a man narrating a love affair. I told him about Pune — about the ceiling fan, about Rohit, about the specific geography of being a Brahmin girl in PCMC.

"What does that mean?" he asked. "Brahmin?"

How do you explain caste to an Italian marine biologist on a pebble beach in the South of France? You can't. Not accurately. You can say "it's a social hierarchy" but that sounds like a textbook. You can say "it's like class but worse because you're born into it and you can never leave" but that sounds like a prison film. You can say "it means my mother has never eaten meat and considers touching leather shoes with her left hand a moral failure" but that sounds absurd.

"It means," I said, "that I was raised to believe my body was a liability."

He looked at me. Not with pity — with the focused attention of a scientist encountering data that contradicted his hypothesis.

"Your body," he said, "is not a liability."

"I'm starting to understand that."

"Starting?"

"Sixteen days ago I'd never been kissed properly."

He absorbed this. Not shock — consideration. His eyes moved from my face to my hands to my shoulders to the place where my sundress strap had slipped, showing the mole on my left shoulder, and his gaze on my skin was not lecherous. It was warm. The warmth of someone who looks at things carefully because looking is their profession.

"And now?" he asked.

"Now I've been kissed properly."

"Only kissed?"

The question hung between us like the lavender-and-salt air. I could have deflected. I could have blushed and changed the subject, the Brahmin pivot, the modesty reflex.

"Not only kissed," I said.

He smiled. The smile reached his eyes this time.



I kissed him first.

This fact requires its own paragraph because it was the first time in my life I had initiated a kiss. Not responded. Not been pulled toward. Not tilted by someone's hand on my jaw. INITIATED. My mouth. My decision. My body moving toward his because my body wanted to and my brain said yes instead of careful.

We were on the Promenade des Anglais at sunset — the sky streaked orange and pink, the sea reflecting the colours back like a mirror that flatters, and the light was the kind of light that makes everything look the way you want to remember it. He was saying something about the ocean at night, how the bioluminescence in the Gulf of Naples makes the water glow green, and I was watching his mouth move and not hearing the words because the words had stopped mattering.

I grabbed his shirt. Not his collar, not his arm — the front of his shirt, the fabric bunched in my fist, and I pulled him toward me and kissed him.

He was surprised. His body stiffened for a half-second — the surprise of a man who was being kissed by someone he'd been carefully not kissing. Then his hands came up, both of them, one on my waist and one on the back of my neck, and he kissed me back with a thoroughness that was different from Étienne and different from Mateo — unhurried, complete, the kiss of a man who had nothing to prove and nowhere to be.

The Promenade was full of people. Joggers, couples, families, tourists with selfie sticks. I was kissing a man I'd met that morning, in public, on the French Riviera, and I didn't care. Not "I didn't care" as bravado — I literally did not notice. My brain had recategorized "public" from "place where my behaviour is monitored" to "place where I exist," and the shift was seismic.

When we pulled apart, I was breathing hard and my fist was still in his shirt and the sunset was happening behind him like the sky was trying to compete.

"That was unexpected," he said.

"For me too," I said.

He took my hand. We walked. The pebble beach was empty now — the tourists gone, the sea darkening from blue to grey to black. His hostel was three blocks from mine. He didn't ask if I wanted to come to his room. He just walked in that direction, and I walked with him, and the walking was the asking and the answering.



His room was a single — a luxury in hostel terms, barely bigger than the bed, with a window that opened to a courtyard where someone had hung laundry and the sheets moved in the evening breeze like slow-motion ghosts. The room smelled like his cologne — something woody, with an edge of salt — and beneath that, the general smell of hostel: cheap soap, old wood, other people's nights.

He closed the door. Looked at me. In the narrow room, we were close enough that I could see the salt in his eyelashes.

"You said you've only been doing this for sixteen days," he said. "So tell me what you want. Don't guess what I want. Tell me what you want."

Nobody had ever asked me that. Not in any context — not academically, not professionally, not sexually. Want, in the Brahmin framework, is a disturbance. You don't want — you accept. You don't desire — you receive. The idea that I might have specific, articulable desires, that I might voice them, that a man might ask for them with genuine curiosity — this was as foreign as Nice itself.

"I want to learn," I said.

"Learn what?"

"Everything."

His eyes changed. Not darker — wider. The word "everything" landed in the room like a match struck in the dark, and his hands came to my waist, and what followed was not a seduction but an education.

He undressed me slowly — a deliberate act, each layer removed with attention. The sundress. The bra (still Jockey, still white, still the least sexy garment in Europe). The underwear. And when I was naked, standing in his narrow room with the laundry ghosts moving outside the window, he didn't immediately touch. He looked.

"You're beautiful," he said, and it was the second time a man had said this to me naked, and this time I didn't dismiss it. I stood in the looking. I let myself be seen.

"Now you," I said.

He undressed. His body was broader than Mateo's — more chest, more shoulders, the body of a swimmer, built for power rather than precision. Dark hair on his chest that I wanted to touch. I touched it. My palm flat against his sternum, feeling the heartbeat underneath, and the warmth of his skin against my palm sent a current down my arm that pooled in my wrists, my elbows, the hollow of my throat.

We lay on the bed. He started with my hands — kissing my knuckles, the pads of my fingers, the inside of my wrist where my pulse was a confession he could read. He kissed up my arm, the soft inside of my elbow, the curve of my bicep, my shoulder (the mole — he lingered there, his tongue circling it, and I wondered if every man in Europe would find that mole), and by the time his mouth reached my neck, I was already wet, already swollen, my body so primed by three days of building confidence that the foreplay was almost redundant.

Almost.

"Slower," I said. Because I'd said I wanted to learn, and learning required time.

He went slower. His mouth moved to my breasts — not the hurried squeeze of Rohit, but a slow, thorough attention: tongue circling my nipple, the flat of it, then the tip, finding the sensitivity, and when he sucked gently, the line of pleasure that ran from my nipple to my clit was a revelation — I didn't know that connection existed, didn't know the wiring was that direct, and my hips lifted off the bed involuntarily.

He noticed. He always noticed. That was Luca's gift — noticing. The marine biologist who studied tiny creatures in vast oceans could read the signals of a body with the same precision.

"You like that," he said. Not a question.

"I didn't know I liked that."

"Then let's find out what else you don't know."

His mouth went lower. Stomach. The crease of my hip. The inside of my thigh — he kissed the softest skin there, the skin that has never seen sun, and I shivered from the intimacy of it, from a mouth in a place that had never been touched by a mouth. He breathed against me — warm breath on wet skin — and the anticipation was the cruelest pleasure, the not-yet that was louder than the yes.

When his mouth found me, it was different from Mateo. Where Mateo had been enthusiastic, rhythmic, dance-like, Luca was methodical. Exploratory. His tongue moved like he was mapping me — the outer folds first, soft strokes, then the inner, finding the ridge of my clit and circling it with patient precision, adjusting when my breath changed, noting what made me gasp versus what made me moan versus what made my thighs clamp.

"Tell me," he said against me, and the vibration of his voice between my legs was its own sensation. "Words."

"There. That — yes. Slower. No, faster. Yes. There."

Speaking during sex. DIRECTING during sex. Using my voice to navigate a man's mouth on my body — this was the lesson. This was what I'd come to Nice to learn without knowing it. That sex is not something done TO you. Sex is a conversation. And like any conversation, it requires both parties to speak.

I spoke. I said "harder" when I wanted harder and "softer" when I wanted softer and "don't stop" when I was climbing and he listened — actually listened, the way he listened to the ocean, with his whole body — and the orgasm was different from Barcelona. Less overwhelming, more controlled. I built it. I steered it. I chose the speed and the pressure and the moment, and when it broke, it broke on MY terms — a rolling, electric release that started in my clit and radiated outward in concentric waves, my stomach muscles contracting, my back arching, a sound from my throat that was not desperate but triumphant.

I came because I asked to come.

That was the difference.



"Now," I said, sitting up. "Teach me the other thing."

"What other thing?"

"I want to learn how to use my mouth."

He looked at me. The request — direct, specific, unapologetic — surprised him the way my kiss on the Promenade had surprised him. He was learning what I was learning: that the woman in this bed was being assembled in real-time, piece by piece, and each piece was bolder than the last.

I went down on a man for the first time in my life.

The mechanics were uncertain. I'd read about it — of course I had, incognito mode had been thorough — but reading and doing are separated by an ocean wider than the Mediterranean. His cock was thick, warm, the skin softer than I expected, and when I took him in my mouth, the taste was salt and skin and a faint trace of the sea, and the sensation of having him in my mouth — the fullness, the weight on my tongue, the intimacy of enclosing the most sensitive part of his body in the most sensitive part of mine — was power.

Not submission. Power.

His hand went to my hair. Not pushing — resting. His fingers wove through my hair the way you'd touch something fragile, and the gentleness of his hand in contrast with what my mouth was doing created a duality that made my own body respond: I was wet again, aching again, aroused by the act of giving pleasure.

I learned his body through his sounds. When I used my tongue — the underside, a slow flat stroke from base to tip — he exhaled sharply, a hiss through his teeth. When I sucked gently at the tip, his hips shifted. When I took him deeper, the sound he made was low, involuntary, a vibration I could feel through his thigh under my palm. I was reading him. I was learning his language. The girl who'd read about this at 2 AM was now doing it, and her body was not horrified — her body was aroused, her clit throbbing in rhythm with the movements of her mouth, as if giving and receiving were the same circuit.

"Kira," he said, and his voice had changed — lower, rougher, the scientist's composure giving way to something animal. "If you keep doing that, I'm going to—"

I didn't stop. I wanted to feel it — the loss of his control, the proof that my mouth could unmake a man's composure the way their mouths had unmade mine. His hand tightened in my hair. His hips moved — a thrust he tried to suppress and couldn't. And when he came, the sound was a groan that lived in his chest, and I felt him pulse against my tongue and I swallowed and the act of swallowing was the most intimate thing I'd done in my life, more intimate than the orgasms I'd received, because this was my choice, my agency, my mouth saying I can do this to you.

He pulled me up. Kissed me. The taste of him still in my mouth and he kissed through it, not around it, and the kiss was gratitude and hunger and the specific respect of a man who has been surprised by a woman he underestimated.



We had sex. And if Barcelona was my first time, Nice was my real first time — the time I participated.

He lay on his back. I climbed on top. The shift in power was physical and total: I was above him, I controlled the depth, the angle, the rhythm. When I lowered myself onto him, the fullness was different from this position — deeper, the angle pressing against the front wall where the nerve endings clustered, and I rocked my hips and found the motion that made sparks fire behind my eyes.

I rode him. Not the tentative, self-conscious movement of a woman performing for a man's pleasure. I rode him for MYSELF — finding my angle, setting my pace, using his body as the instrument of my own orgasm. My hands on his chest, my hair hanging forward, and his eyes on me — watching me take what I wanted — and the expression on his face was not passive. He was transfixed.

"Like this?" I asked, and the asking was not uncertainty — it was confidence asking for confirmation.

"Like that," he said. "Don't stop."

I didn't stop. I shifted my hips until the base of him pressed against my clit with each forward rock, and the double sensation — inside and outside, depth and surface — built with a speed that alarmed me. I was going to come again and I was on top of him and my body was doing this and nobody in Nigdi Sector 27 could have imagined that Kiran Deshpande's hips could move like this, that her face could look like this, that the sounds she was making — unguarded, rhythmic, escalating — could come from the girl who'd braided her hair every morning and said "yes Aai" and sat with her knees together.

The orgasm was volcanic. My vision blurred. My hands clawed at his chest. My body clenched around him and the clenching triggered his own release and we came together — messily, loudly, the bed protesting, my voice breaking on a sound that was half-gasp half-cry — and I collapsed onto his chest with his cock still inside me and his heartbeat slamming against my ear.

We lay there. His hand on my back, drawing lazy circles on my spine. The laundry ghosts outside the window. The Mediterranean somewhere in the dark, constant, holding.

"You said you wanted to learn everything," he said.

"I did."

"You're a very fast learner."

I laughed against his chest. The vibration moved through both of us.



He asked me to stay. Not forever — one more night. We spent it in his narrow bed with the door locked and the window open, and we explored positions the way he explored reefs: methodically, thoroughly, with delight.

Missionary — him above me, my legs wrapped around his waist, his mouth on my neck, the intimate weight of him, the eye contact that made the sex feel like a conversation.

Me on top again — this time facing away from him, my back to his chest, his hands on my breasts, his mouth on my shoulder, and the angle was different, the depth shallower but the clit-pressure constant, and I came in under two minutes.

From behind — his hands on my hips, my hands gripping the iron headboard, and something about not seeing his face was freeing, the anonymity of a position that reduced us to bodies, to mechanics, to the pure physics of thrust and receive. He reached around and his fingers found my clit and the combination of him inside me from behind and his fingers working me from in front was a circuit that overloaded — I came so hard my arms gave out and I fell forward onto the mattress and he followed me down, still moving, and finished with his chest against my back and his breath in my hair.

"You're beautiful when you let go," he said.

No one had ever told me that. No one in Pune, no one in my family, no one in twenty-two years had suggested that letting go was beautiful. The Brahmin framework says control is beautiful. Restraint is beautiful. Silence is beautiful. But Luca, in his narrow room in Nice with the salt on his eyelashes and the Mediterranean in his eyes, said: the beauty is in the release.

I believed him.



I left Nice on a morning train, the Mediterranean shrinking in the window, and my body was sore in specific places — my inner thighs from riding him, my knees from certain positions, a tender spot on my neck where his mouth had been. The soreness was not pain. It was evidence. It was my body saying: I was here. I did this. I am not a liability. I am a language I'm learning.

My phone buzzed. A photo from Aai: the Nigdi temple, decorated for a festival — marigold garlands, the brass Ganpati polished until it glowed, the banana leaves, the specific orange-and-yellow of a Maharashtrian temple during a celebration.

"Tula aathavla ka?" Did you remember?

I stared at the photo. I did not remember. For the first time in my life, I had forgotten a festival. Not out of rebellion — out of distance. The Kira who floated in the Mediterranean and orgasmed twice in a narrow bed in Nice was a very long way from the Kiran who tied the marigold garlands at the Nigdi temple every year since she was eight.

I stared at the photo and felt nothing. The marigolds. The brass Ganpati. The banana leaves. The festival I'd attended every year of my life. Nothing.

Then I felt everything. Not nostalgia — grief. Grief for the girl who'd loved those festivals without complication, who'd threaded those marigolds with the sincere devotion of a child who believed the devhara was God's address. That girl was still in me. But she was standing next to the woman who'd just swallowed a man's cum on the French Riviera, and the two of them didn't know how to share a body.

I typed: "Ho aathavla! Miss you Aai ❤️" Yes, I remembered! Miss you Mom.

The lie was fluent. The heart emoji was camouflage. I sent it, closed the phone, and watched the coastline change — the blue giving way to green as the train headed north.

Amsterdam was next. Amsterdam was where the rules stopped pretending to exist.




  
    CHAPTER 5: THE ONE-NIGHT STAND

    
    
  
  Amsterdam didn't seduce. Amsterdam stated.

No preamble, no courtship, no slow European reveal. The city arrived flat — geographically, morally, architecturally — the buildings narrow and tilted like drunk friends leaning on each other, the canals reflecting a sky that couldn't decide between grey and silver, and the air carrying the sweet-herbal-sour smell of coffee shops that weren't selling coffee and the sharper smell of rain that had just stopped and might start again at any moment.

I arrived at Centraal Station on a train from Paris (Nice to Paris, Paris to Amsterdam — ten hours of track, most of it spent sleeping and waking and sleeping again, my body still carrying the Mediterranean in its soreness and its salt). The station disgorged me into a city that felt like the opposite of everything I'd experienced so far. Paris was romance. Barcelona was passion. Nice was education. Amsterdam was: here is everything. Do what you want. Nobody's watching. Nobody cares.

For a girl from PCMC, where EVERYONE is watching and EVERYONE cares, this was either liberation or vertigo. I felt both.

The hostel was near Vondelpark — a converted canal house with steep stairs that the Dutch apparently considered normal and I considered an engineering failure. My dorm was a six-bed room with an enormous window overlooking the canal, and the light that came through was the specific grey-gold of Northern European afternoon, the kind that doesn't cast shadows but dissolves them.

I dropped my backpack. I showered. I stood in front of the mirror in the shared bathroom and looked at the woman I was becoming.

Three weeks in Europe. Three men. Six orgasms — no, seven. One kiss on stone steps. One night on white sheets. Two nights in a narrow bed. And here I was: clean, hair wet, eyes that had seen more in twenty-one days than they'd seen in twenty-two years, standing in a bathroom in Amsterdam with no plan for the evening except to walk out the door and see what happened.

In Pune, "see what happened" was not a plan. In Pune, you knew what would happen because everything happened the same way it happened yesterday and the day before and the decade before. Your mother would make dinner. Your father would read the paper. Ramesh kaka would note your arrival time. The stray dogs would bark at 3 AM. The auto-rickshaw would overcharge. Tomorrow was yesterday with different chai.

In Amsterdam, I didn't know what would happen tonight. The not-knowing was its own kind of arousal — a tingling in my palms, a restlessness in my hips, my body alert and scanning, already looking for something it hadn't found yet.

I put on the other dress. The one from Westside I'd never worn — black, fitted, ending mid-thigh, with a neckline that showed the hollow of my throat and the beginning of what Mateo had called "the softest skin in Barcelona." I'd bought it on an impulse two months before the trip, tried it on in the Westside changing room in Hinjewadi, stared at my reflection, imagined wearing it somewhere that wasn't a changing room, and never imagined that "somewhere" would be Amsterdam.

I looked good. The thought arrived without qualification, without caveat, without the usual Brahmin footnote of but don't get too confident. I looked good. My body in this dress was an argument for itself. The curve of my waist, the line of my collarbones, the mole on my shoulder peeking above the neckline like a punctuation mark.

I went out.



The bar was on Leidseplein — a square in the center of the city that throbbed with tourists, buskers, and the specific Amsterdam energy of a place where everything legal and several things that aren't are happening simultaneously within fifty metres of each other. The bar was called something Dutch that I couldn't pronounce, and inside it was warm and dark and loud with a music that was more bass than melody, and the air smelled like beer and bodies and the perfume of twenty nationalities mixed into one olfactory blur.

I sat at the bar. Alone. Ordered a gin and tonic because I'd learned, somewhere between Paris and Nice, that gin and tonic was the drink you ordered when you wanted to look like you knew what you were doing but hadn't committed to a personality yet.

The gin was Dutch — Bols, the bartender said — and it was different from the gin I'd had in Barcelona: juniper-forward, with a botanical edge that tasted like a garden after rain. I drank it slowly and watched the room.

I was watching for something specific. Not a type — not French-intellectual or Spanish-dancer or Italian-scientist. Something more primal. I was watching for a body that made mine respond. A chemical reaction. A recognition that happened below the neck and didn't require conversation.

I found it in three minutes.

He was at the other end of the bar. Tall — taller than anyone I'd been with, the Dutch height that seems like a national commitment to altitude. Blonde, the kind of blonde that doesn't exist in India, a blonde so light it was almost white under the bar lights. Square jaw. Blue eyes. Broad shoulders in a dark shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms, and the forearms were heavy, muscled, the forearms of a man who did something physical that wasn't dancing.

He was drinking a beer and looking at his phone and not paying attention to anyone and I was paying attention to him and the discrepancy was its own form of tension.

I looked at him. He didn't look up. I kept looking. In Pune, this would have been unthinkable — a woman staring at a man across a bar with undisguised intention, her eyes saying what her mouth wouldn't. In Pune, you looked away. You looked at your hands. You looked at the menu. You looked anywhere except at the thing you wanted, because wanting was the province of men and women were supposed to be wanted, not wanting.

Fuck Pune.

He looked up. Our eyes met. The impact was physical — a charge that traveled the length of the bar, through the noise and the smoke and the bodies, and landed in my stomach like a fist.

He didn't smile. I didn't smile. We held each other's gaze across the bar with the silent understanding of two people who had agreed to something before either of them spoke.

He picked up his beer. Walked to my end of the bar. Sat on the stool next to mine. Close enough that his thigh was an inch from mine and the heat of his body crossed the gap like a current.

"Hi," he said. Dutch accent, the vowels broader than English, the consonants harder.

"Hi," I said.

That was all the conversation we needed.

His name was Pieter. I learned this later — much later, when we were getting dressed and the formality of names seemed both absurd and necessary. In the bar, there were no names. There was his hand on my lower back when he leaned in to say something in my ear — not words, not a question, just the placement of his palm on the fabric of my dress at the base of my spine, and the pressure of it was a statement: I'm here. I'm choosing you.

We had one more drink. Maybe two. The drinks were not the point — they were the scaffolding that held up the silence, the excuse to stay on adjacent stools while our bodies negotiated in a language that didn't require vocabulary. His thigh touched mine. I didn't move away. My hand rested on the bar and his finger traced a line on the back of my hand — one line, one finger, from knuckle to wrist — and the simplicity of it, the audacity of it, the fact that this man I'd known for forty-five minutes was drawing on my skin like it belonged to him, sent a wave of heat from my wrist to my chest to between my legs.

"Your place or mine?" he said, and the cliché was, in its directness, the sexiest thing anyone had said to me on this trip.

"Yours," I said.

We left. His hand on my back, lower now — not the base of my spine but the curve above my ass, possessive, public, and I walked through the Amsterdam night with a stranger's hand on my body and the canal lights reflecting in the water like liquid fire and I thought: I am a woman walking through Amsterdam with a man I'm going to fuck and I don't know his last name and I don't care and the girl from Nigdi is GONE and what's left is something braver and more dangerous and more alive than anything she ever was.



His apartment was on the Herengracht — a canal house, steep stairs (the Dutch and their fucking stairs), a flat on the third floor with high ceilings and tall windows and the canal visible through the glass, the water black and shimmering. The apartment was sparse — a man's apartment, minimal, a couch, a kitchen, a bed visible through an open door — and it smelled like clean laundry and wood and something masculine that I filed under "Dutch" because I had no other category for it.

He closed the door. I stood in the middle of his living room. The dynamics of the previous encounters didn't apply — this was not Paris (slow, romantic), not Barcelona (tender, educational), not Nice (thorough, communicative). This was different. This was hunger without narrative. This was two bodies in a room with no backstory and no future and only the present tense of want.

He walked toward me. Three steps. His hand came up — not to my face, not to my waist. To my throat. Not squeezing. Resting. His palm on the front of my neck, his fingers curving around the side, and the gesture was not violence — it was ownership. A claim staked with the lightest possible pressure. I could feel my pulse against his palm. He could feel it too. His eyes were on mine, reading me, and whatever he read — the yes, the dare, the more — made his grip tighten by a fraction.

I gasped. Not from fear. From the discovery that my throat in a man's hand was not threatening — it was clarifying. The world narrowed to two things: his hand and my pulse. Everything else — Amsterdam, the canals, the bar, my mother, Pune, my life — dissolved. There was only the pressure on my throat and the corresponding pressure between my legs, and the correlation was instant, undeniable.

He kissed me. Hard. Not the slow exploration of Étienne, not the savoring of Mateo, not the thoroughness of Luca. Hard. His mouth on mine like he was trying to climb inside, his teeth on my lower lip — a bite that stung and sent a javelin of sensation from my mouth to my clit — and I kissed back with equal force, my hands in his hair, pulling, and the pulling was permission and the permission was mutual and we slammed against the wall.

The wall. Cold against my back through the thin dress. Him against my front — hot, solid, his body pressing mine into the plaster with a force that was not gentle and I did not want gentle. His hips against mine and I could feel him through his jeans — hard, thick, pressing against my stomach — and my body responded with a flood of wetness so sudden it was almost embarrassing except that embarrassment had been left somewhere on the Promenade des Anglais.

He pulled my dress up. Not off — up. Over my thighs, bunched at my waist, and his hand was between my legs before I could take my next breath — over the underwear, pressing, the heel of his palm against my clit through the cotton, and the pressure was firm, insistent, and I moaned into his mouth and the moan was not performance — it was involuntary, the sound my body made when it was touched by someone who didn't ask permission because my body was already screaming yes.

He yanked the underwear aside. Not down — aside. The fabric stretched, pulled taut against my hip, and his fingers were on me — bare, direct, no preamble — two fingers sliding through the wetness with a speed that told me he was not interested in exploration. He was interested in results.

He pushed two fingers inside me. Against the wall, standing, his hand between my legs, his fingers curling upward and finding the spot that Luca had found with his cock and Mateo had missed entirely, and the precision of it — the immediate accuracy — made my knees buckle. He caught me. His other arm around my waist, holding me up while his fingers worked, and the position was obscene and specific: pinned against a wall in a stranger's apartment, dress around my waist, underwear pulled sideways, his fingers inside me, his mouth on my neck, and the Amsterdam canal light coming through the window turning everything into a painting that no museum would hang.

"You're so wet," he said against my neck, and the words were not romantic — they were observational, factual, the Dutch directness applied to sex — and the clinical quality of it made it hotter.

"I've been wet since the bar," I said, and my own directness surprised me. The Kira of three weeks ago would never have said that sentence. The Kira of NOW said it because it was true and because truth during sex is its own form of foreplay.

He lifted me. Both hands under my thighs, lifting me off the ground, my back against the wall, my legs wrapping around his waist. I could feel his cock against me through his jeans — the denim rough against my bare skin, the friction deliberate — and he ground against me, dry-humping me against the wall with a rhythm that was not finesse but force, and the friction of his jeans against my clit was crude and perfect and I was already climbing.

"Bedroom," I said. Not a request. A direction.

He carried me. Through the living room, through the doorway, dropped me on the bed with a momentum that bounced me once. He pulled his shirt over his head — his body was broad, chest defined, the blonde hair of Northern Europe across his pectorals — and his jeans came off in three seconds and he was naked and hard and reaching for a condom from the nightstand with the practiced efficiency of a man who kept condoms in the nightstand.

The condom was on in four seconds. He didn't ask "are you ready?" He didn't ask "is this okay?" He read my body — the spread of my legs, the arch of my back, the way my hips were already lifting toward him — and he entered me in one smooth stroke that drove the air out of my lungs.

Fast. From the first thrust, fast. He fucked me the way he'd kissed me — hard, direct, no gradual build, no teasing, just the full force of his body slamming into mine with a rhythm that shook the bed frame and made the headboard crack against the wall with every stroke. My hands were above my head — not because he put them there but because the force of his thrusts pushed me up the bed and I braced against the headboard to stop myself from hitting it, and the position — arms above my head, back arching, his weight driving into me — made me feel split open, cracked apart, exposed in a way that was beyond nakedness.

The sounds. God, the sounds. The headboard. The bed frame. His breathing — heavy, guttural, the breathing of a man who was using his body as a machine and the machine was running at capacity. My breathing — sharp, rhythmic, a gasp on every downstroke. The wet sound of our bodies meeting — obscene, specific, the sound of sex at speed, the percussive slap of skin on skin that you hear through walls in hostels and wonder about and now I was making it, I was the source of it.

He flipped me over. His hands on my hips, turning me with a strength that was not rough but absolute, and I was on my stomach and he was behind me and inside me again before I could process the position change. From behind, deeper — the angle different, the pressure on the front wall constant and intense, and his hand was on the back of my neck, pressing my face into the mattress, and the pressure was not choking — it was grounding, a point of contact that said stay here, feel this, don't think.

I didn't think. For the first time in my life, I didn't think. My brain — the Brahmin brain that analyzed everything, graded everything, weighed consequences and calculated shame and projected outcomes — went dark. Shut down. Offline. There was only sensation: his cock inside me, his hand on my neck, the mattress against my face, the headboard's rhythmic complaint, and the orgasm that was building in my pelvis like a storm system, dark and inevitable and not interested in permission.

I came. Hard. My body clenched around him, my fists twisted the sheets, and the sound that came out of me was muffled by the mattress — a scream I didn't recognize, animal, not a word in any language, my body speaking its original tongue. The orgasm lasted longer than any before — wave after wave, each triggered by his continued thrusting, each one feeding the next, a chain reaction that left me shaking and gasping and seeing white.

He came seconds later — a groan that I felt through his chest against my back, his body going rigid, his hips pressing hard against mine one final time, and we stayed there — him collapsed on top of me, inside me, both of us breathing like we'd sprinted the length of the Herengracht.



Afterward, we lay side by side. Not cuddling — lying. Two bodies in a bed, parallel, the sweat cooling, the room returning to focus.

He asked my name. "Kira," I said. "Pieter," he said. We shook hands, naked, and the absurdity of it made me laugh — a real laugh, the kind that comes from the belly and acknowledges that the world is ridiculous and we are in it.

He offered me water. I drank it. He offered me a second round. I considered it. In Pune, the consideration alone would have been shameful — the idea that a woman might want MORE, that her appetite might not be satisfied by one serving, that she might reach for the plate again.

"Yes," I said.

The second time was slower. Not tender — Pieter didn't do tender — but paced differently. He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled me onto his lap, facing him. I sank onto him with my knees on either side of his hips and the position was intimate in a way the wall and the bed hadn't been — our faces inches apart, his hands on my ass, my hands on his shoulders, and the rhythm was mine. I controlled it. I rolled my hips — the skill I'd learned in Nice, the motion that pressed him against my front wall — and I came again, faster this time, my forehead against his, our breath mingling, and the orgasm was a quiet one, a shudder rather than a scream, but it went deeper, reaching places the first one had primed.

He finished inside me. The condom. The mechanics. The dismount. And then I was getting dressed — picking up my dress from the floor, stepping into the underwear that was still stretched from being yanked sideways, finding my sandals under his bed.

"Stay if you want," he said. Not warm, not cold. Dutch.

"I'm going to walk," I said.

He nodded. No offense taken. No narrative needed.



3 AM. Amsterdam.

The canals were black mirrors reflecting the golden streetlights, and the light shattered on the water's surface whenever a boat passed or a breeze moved, and the beauty of it was almost too much for a body that had already been overloaded.

I walked. My heels on the cobblestones — a sound that was rhythmic, specific, the percussion of a woman walking alone through a foreign city in the middle of the night after fucking a stranger. My thighs were slick. My lips were swollen. There was a bite mark on my lower lip that I could feel when I ran my tongue over it, and the soreness between my legs was sharper than Nice, rawer, the evidence of speed rather than patience.

I waited for the guilt.

I stood on a bridge over the Herengracht, leaned against the iron railing, looked at the water, and waited for the guilt to arrive. The WhatsApp notification from my conscience. The Brahmin voice. Aai's face. The building aunties. Ramesh kaka's disapproval. The weight of log kya kahenge — what will people think — that had governed every decision of my life from the moment I was old enough to have decisions.

It didn't come.

I waited. The water moved. A bicycle passed, its light a yellow streak on the cobblestones. A couple walked by, speaking Dutch in soft voices. The air was cool — not cold, Amsterdam-in-March cool, the kind that makes your skin aware of itself.

The guilt didn't come.

In its place: something I didn't have a word for. Not pride — pride implies an audience. Not defiance — defiance implies a war. Something quieter. Something like... ownership. I had done what I wanted. I had taken what I wanted. No negotiation, no emotional contract, no morning-after coffee that pretended the night had been about connection. It was about bodies. It was about mine.

I walked through Amsterdam at 3 AM and my body was a country I'd finally crossed the border into. I was a citizen now. Not a visitor, not a tourist, not a trespasser. A citizen. With rights. With appetite. With the freedom to come and go.

I passed a coffee shop. Through the window, I could see a couple at a small table — the woman leaning into the man, his hand in her hair, her face tilted up with an expression that was pure tenderness. They were wrapped in each other the way vines wrap around a trellis — slowly, completely, with the assumption of permanence.

I watched them through the glass. The tenderness was beautiful. It was also something I'd skipped tonight — deliberately, hungrily, in favour of the wall and the bed and the headboard and the sound of two bodies colliding without cushion. I'd had tenderness in Barcelona. I'd had education in Nice. Tonight I'd had hunger. Pure, physical, no-surname hunger.

I wanted all of it. I wanted the tenderness AND the hunger. The slow AND the fast. The names AND the anonymity. I wanted everything.

The realization was not greedy. It was honest. For twenty-two years, I'd been taught that wanting was the problem. That if you didn't want, you couldn't be disappointed. That the ceiling fan and the poha and the braided hair were enough because enough was the highest ambition.

Enough was a lie.

I walked back to the hostel. Climbed the Dutch stairs. Got into my bunk. The Australian girl from Paris was gone — replaced by a Swedish girl who slept silently and smelled like lavender. I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling and my body hummed with the specific contentment of a machine that has been used for its intended purpose.

My phone. I opened it. No incognito mode. I opened the camera. I took a photo of myself: post-sex, hair tangled, bite mark on my lip, eyes that were dark and awake and not apologizing.

I saved it. Not for anyone. For evidence. For the days when Nigdi would try to convince me that this woman didn't exist.

Prague was next. Prague was where I'd discover that the darkness I'd been running from was inside me, and that I liked it there.




  
    CHAPTER 6: THE DARK TURN

    
    
  
  Prague whispered where other cities spoke.

Paris announced itself with monuments and bread. Barcelona shouted through music and colour. Amsterdam stated its case with canals and clarity. But Prague — Prague moved through mist and stone, through cobblestoned alleys that curved when you expected them to straighten, through a light that was permanently golden-grey, as if the city existed in the hour before sunset regardless of the actual time.

I arrived on a night train from Amsterdam. The station was dark, grand, the kind of European architecture that makes you feel like you've stepped into a novel where something terrible and beautiful is about to happen. The air was colder than Amsterdam — sharper, with an edge that pressed against my throat like a blade that's deciding whether to cut.

The hostel was in Žižkov — a neighbourhood that the guidebook described as "up and coming" and that looked, at midnight, like it had been coming for decades and hadn't quite arrived. Crumbling facades, graffiti that was art or vandalism depending on your investment in the distinction, bars with red lights behind frosted glass, and the Žižkov Television Tower — an enormous concrete pillar with baby sculptures crawling up it that was either a masterpiece or a nightmare. Prague didn't resolve its contradictions. Prague held them.

I slept badly. The bed was fine — the sleep was bad because my body was still running on Amsterdam's electricity, still humming with the memory of Pieter's hand on my throat, and the hum was different from what I'd felt after Paris or Barcelona. Those had been warmth — this was voltage. A current that didn't soothe but agitated, that made me press my thighs together in the dark not for comfort but because the pressure felt like a promise I hadn't kept.

I spent the first day walking. Prague's Old Town — the Astronomical Clock, Charles Bridge, the castle on the hill that looked like a fairy tale drawn by someone with a dark imagination. I ate trdelník — a chimney cake rolled in sugar and cinnamon that was clearly a tourist trap and I didn't care because the cinnamon-sugar taste was warm and the spiraling shape of it felt symbolic: I was spiraling too, tighter and tighter, toward something I couldn't name.

The exhibition found me on the second evening.

It was in a gallery in Žižkov — a converted warehouse with exposed brick and concrete floors and lighting that was deliberately insufficient, forcing you to lean in, to look harder. The exhibition was photographs. Black and white. Close-ups of women's bodies — but not the bodies themselves. The spaces between. The hollow of a throat. The inside of a wrist. The crease where thigh met hip. The space behind an ear where the hair begins. Each photograph was a close-up so extreme that the body part was almost abstract, almost landscape, and the effect was devastating: these fragments of women were more erotic than any full nude because they showed the places that clothes usually cover and that lovers usually neglect and that the women themselves probably forgot existed.

I was standing in front of a photograph of a collarbone — the wing of it, the shadow underneath, the single bead of sweat balanced in the hollow — when I felt him behind me. Not saw. Felt. The specific shift in air pressure that happens when a body enters your space, the displacement of warmth, the almost-touch that is louder than touching.

"That's the space where the truth lives," he said. His voice was low, accented — Czech, the consonants harder than French or Spanish, the vowels deeper. "The body lies in the places people display. The truth is in the places they forget to guard."

I turned.

Viktor.

Thirty-two. Czech. The photographer. His face was angular — cheekbones that cast shadows, a jaw that was sharp enough to cut the light, and eyes that were the colour of Prague's grey-gold atmosphere: pale green with amber flecks. Tattoos up both forearms — not decorative, not tribal, but words. Czech words in a script I couldn't read, running from his wrists to his elbows like sentences written on skin.

He was wearing a black leather jacket over a black T-shirt, and his hair was dark and pushed back from his forehead, and the overall effect was not handsome — it was compelling. The face of a man you wouldn't introduce to your mother but couldn't stop looking at. The face of a man who had done things. Interesting things. Things that left marks.

"You're the photographer," I said.

"I'm A photographer. There's a difference."

"What's the difference?"

"THE photographer implies I'm the best. A photographer implies I'm still learning." His mouth did something that wasn't quite a smile — a tightening, a coiling, like a smile that had been compressed into something denser. "I'm Viktor."

"Kira."

"Indian?"

"How did you know?"

"Your hands." He nodded at my fingers wrapped around my wine glass (the gallery served wine — of course it did; Prague was that kind of city). "Indian women hold things at the fingertips. European women hold things in the palm. Indian women are afraid the thing might burn."

It was the most perceptive thing anyone had said to me in four countries.

"Or afraid someone will take it away," I said.

His eyes changed. The pale green deepened. The amber flecks caught the gallery light. He looked at me the way his photographs looked at bodies: searching for the space where the truth lived.

"Come to my studio," he said. "I want to photograph you."

Every alarm in my body should have fired. A stranger. A photographer. A studio. At night. In a neighborhood I didn't know, in a city I'd arrived in twenty-four hours ago. Aai's voice: Ekti jaau nakos. Don't go alone. Ramesh kaka's voice: Baghun raha. Be careful. The entire infrastructure of Brahmin protection — the surveillance system that kept girls safe by keeping them small — should have engaged.

I heard them. The voices. The warnings. The generations of caution encoded in my DNA.

"Yes," I said.



His studio was his apartment — a top-floor flat in an old Žižkov building, the staircase spiraling upward through five floors of peeling paint and the smell of old wood and somebody's cooking (paprika, heavy, Czech). The flat itself was large — one enormous room with high ceilings, exposed brick walls, windows on two sides that let in the Prague night, and photographs everywhere: pinned to the walls, stacked on surfaces, scattered on the floor. The photographs from the gallery, and more — hundreds of them, a taxonomy of hidden body parts, an archive of secrets told in black and white.

In the corner: a bed. A large one, white sheets, the mattress on a low wooden frame. The bed existed in the room without apology, as central as the photographs, as present as the windows.

He poured whisky. Not wine — whisky. Czech whisky, which I didn't know existed, and it tasted like smoke and wood and something mineral, like drinking the city itself.

"What do you want, Kira?" he said.

The question again. Luca had asked it in Nice — gently, as an invitation. Viktor asked it differently. Not gently. Precisely. As if the answer mattered more than the asking, and he would wait as long as it took but he would not accept a lie.

"I want..." I started, and stopped. Because what I wanted was something I didn't have vocabulary for. The previous encounters had been variations of the same language: desire, connection, pleasure, orgasm, the standard grammar of sex. What I wanted from Viktor — what his voice and his photographs and his leather jacket and the way he looked at my hands had activated — was something outside that grammar. Something darker. Something I'd brushed against in Amsterdam when Pieter's hand was on my throat and my brain shut down, and the shutdown had not been terrifying — it had been the most peaceful moment of my life.

"I think you do know," Viktor said. "You just haven't had permission."

The sentence landed in my sternum. He was right. I knew. I'd known since the wall in Pieter's apartment, since the hand on my neck, since the discovery that a specific kind of pressure in a specific place could turn off the machine that had been running in my head for twenty-two years — the Brahmin machine, the control machine, the machine that monitored and evaluated and judged every sensation against a standard it didn't set and couldn't articulate.

"I want to not be in control," I said.

He looked at me. The compressed smile again. "That's the truest thing anyone's said in this room."

He put down his whisky. Walked to a wooden chest near the bed. Opened it. Inside: silk scarves. Black and deep red, folded neatly, the fabric catching the light like liquid. Beneath them: a blindfold — not the sleep-mask kind, a proper one, padded, black, with a velvet lining. Other things I half-recognized and half-didn't — a leather strap, a feather, something metal that glinted.

He took out one scarf. Red. Held it up.

"This is how it works," he said. His voice was calm — not clinical, but precise. The way a surgeon speaks before a procedure. "I tie your wrists. I blindfold you. You can't see, you can't move your hands. All you can do is feel. If at any point you want to stop, you say 'glass.' Not 'stop,' not 'no' — those can be part of the game. 'Glass' means everything stops immediately. No questions, no hesitation. Do you understand?"

"Glass," I repeated.

"Say it again."

"Glass."

"Good. Now. Do you want this?"

I looked at the scarf. Red silk. The fabric was gorgeous — heavy, luminous, the kind of silk that costs more than my monthly pocket money in college. I imagined it around my wrists. I imagined not being able to use my hands — the hands that Étienne had photographed, the hands that had gripped Mateo's sheets, that had pulled Luca's hair, that had braced against Pieter's headboard. I imagined those hands neutralized, taken out of the equation, leaving nothing but the receiving.

My whole body said yes.

"Yes," I said.



He undressed me first. Slowly — the opposite of Pieter's urgency. He slid the straps of my dress off my shoulders with the careful attention of someone unwrapping a photograph for framing. The dress fell. He unhooked my bra. He peeled my underwear down my legs with his fingertips tracing the descent, and by the time I was naked, every inch of skin he'd touched was awake — hyper-sensitized, alert, as if his fingertips had left a trail of electric charge.

"On the bed," he said. Not asked. Said. The imperative voice. The voice that doesn't offer options because options would undermine the point.

I lay on my back. The white sheets were cool against my skin — the same contrast I'd felt in Barcelona, but amplified by what was about to happen. He took my wrists. Gently — this was the paradox of Viktor, the precision of his gentleness inside the frame of his command — and wrapped the red silk around both wrists, binding them together, then securing them to the iron headboard with a knot that was firm but not cutting. I pulled. The silk held. My hands were above my head, the fabric pressing into the thin skin of my inner wrists, and the sensation of being unable to move my hands was immediate and overwhelming: a loss of agency that was, paradoxically, a relief.

Because if I couldn't move, I couldn't control. And if I couldn't control, the machine couldn't run. And if the machine couldn't run—

He placed the blindfold over my eyes. The velvet was soft against my eyelids. The darkness was total — not the ambient darkness of a room with curtains, but absolute, the darkness of a body that has surrendered its primary sense.

Sound amplified. I could hear his breathing — controlled, steady, the rhythm of a man who was not rushing. I could hear the Prague street below — a car, distant music, someone's laughter that drifted up and dissolved. I could hear my own heartbeat, accelerated, the pulse in my bound wrists, in my throat, between my legs.

I waited.

Nothing happened.

Ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty. An eternity compressed into the space between breaths. My skin was so sensitized that the air itself felt like contact — the slight draft from the window, the differential between the cool air and my warm body, every hair on my arms standing in anticipation of a touch that wasn't coming.

Then: his fingertip. On my ankle.

One finger. The lightest possible pressure. Drawing a line up the inside of my calf, over the curve of my shin, the soft skin behind my knee — and I flinched, the touch so unexpected after the waiting that my body jerked like it had been shocked. The line continued — up my inner thigh, the skin there impossibly sensitive now, every nerve ending amplified by the blindness and the binding, and his finger was a line of fire moving upward, and I knew where it was going and the knowing was excruciating because the distance between where it WAS and where I WANTED it was measured in centimetres that felt like kilometres.

His finger stopped. At the crease of my thigh. The crease where thigh meets hip — one of the spaces from his photographs, the spaces where the truth lives. His finger rested there. I felt his breath on my stomach — warm, close — but his mouth didn't touch. His finger didn't move.

"Please," I said. The word surprised me. I had never said "please" during sex. I had said "yes" and "there" and "don't stop" and "harder" and "slower." But "please" — the word of supplication, the word that acknowledges another person's power over your body — this was new.

"Please what?" Viktor said.

"Touch me."

"I am touching you."

"More."

"More what?"

"More... everywhere. Please."

His mouth landed on my neck. Not a kiss — a bite. His teeth on the tendon, the pressure increasing until pain and pleasure became the same signal, the same frequency, and I gasped and the gasp turned into a moan and his mouth moved — my collarbone, the top of my breast, his tongue circling my nipple while his hand — appearing from nowhere, the darkness making every touch a surprise — found my other breast and squeezed and the dual sensation, mouth on one nipple and hand on the other, was a stereo I'd never heard before, the sound coming from both sides, surround-sound pleasure.

He went lower. His mouth on my stomach, the hollows of my hips, and then his breath between my legs — warm, deliberate — and I lifted my hips toward his mouth and he pulled back. The gap between his breath and my body was a cruelty that was also a gift, the anticipation stretched so thin it vibrated.

"Not yet," he said.

I whimpered. The sound was small and desperate and it was the most honest sound I'd ever made.

His hand. Flat on my stomach, pressing me back into the bed. Holding me down. The authority of it — the wordless command to STAY — made my clit throb with a ferocity I could feel in my teeth.

Then his mouth was on me. No warning. No approach. His tongue, flat and hot, pressed against my clit with a firmness that was not gentle and I screamed — not a moan, a scream, the sound ripped from me by the contrast between the waiting and the contact, between the absence and the presence, and his tongue moved — fast, hard, deliberate — and his hands gripped my thighs, holding them apart, holding me open, and I couldn't close my legs and I couldn't move my hands and I couldn't see and the only sense I had was FEELING and the feeling was a tsunami.

I came in under a minute. The orgasm was violent — my spine arched off the bed, the silk pulled taut against my wrists, my thighs tried to close and his hands held them open and the combination of the orgasm and the restraint was something new, something I'd never felt: the pleasure intensified by the inability to curl around it, to protect it, to make it private. The orgasm was exposed. He held me open while I came and the exposure was unbearable and ecstatic simultaneously.

I was still pulsing when I felt his hand — a sharp, sudden impact on the outside of my thigh. A spank. Not the playful kind. The kind that stings, that leaves heat in its wake, that sends a shockwave from the point of contact through the hip and into the pelvis where the orgasm was still dying.

I gasped.

"Color?" he said.

"What?"

"Color. Green means go. Yellow means slow down. Red means stop."

"Green," I said without hesitating.

Another spank. My other thigh. Harder. The sting bloomed into warmth, the warmth became a pulse, and the pulse joined the aftershocks of the orgasm and created something new — a pleasure that was MADE of pain, that used pain as its material the way a sculptor uses clay.

"Again," I said.

He spanked me again. And again. Alternating sides, the rhythm building, each impact sharpening the soreness and the soreness feeding the arousal and the arousal feeding the need and I was climbing again — climbing toward a second orgasm from being SPANKED, from the impact of his palm on my skin, from the heat and the sting and the sound — the sound, god, the sound of his hand on my thigh, the sharp crack that filled the room and then the silence after and then the crack again.

He stopped. His hand smoothed over the heated skin — gentle now, the contrast devastating, the rough palm that had just struck me now soothing me, and the tenderness after the force was the most erotic combination I'd experienced. My body didn't know what to expect. My body was a nerve ending attached to nothing but sensation.

He entered me. No preamble. One thrust, deep, and the blindfold and the restraints and the spanking had made my body so sensitized that the penetration felt amplified — every ridge of him, every inch, the stretch and the fullness and the depth reaching places that the other positions, the other men, the other encounters hadn't reached because those encounters hadn't first stripped away every defense.

He fucked me. The word is accurate. This was not making love or having sex or the clinical "sexual intercourse." This was fucking — primal, commanding, his hands on my hips pulling me onto him with each thrust, the angle deep, and he spoke to me while he moved — low, controlled, in my ear:

"You wanted this. You've always wanted this. The girl who braided her hair and said yes to her mother — she wanted this. She wanted to be held down and opened up and taken apart. There's nothing wrong with you. There's everything right."

And something in me — something old, something Nigdi, something Brahmin, something coded into my cells by generations of women who'd been taught that desire was a deficiency — BROKE.

Not cracked. Not fissured. Broke. The way a dam breaks. The way a wall breaks when the weight behind it becomes too much. And what flooded through the break was not just the orgasm (though the orgasm came too, a detonation that started in my core and expanded outward until my vision — despite the blindfold — went white, until my voice was something I didn't control, until my body clenched so hard around him that he came too, his groan vibrating against my shoulder, his body rigid, his hands gripping my hips hard enough to bruise).

What flooded through was permission.

Permission to want. Permission to want specifically. Permission to want the silk and the blindfold and the sting and the command and the "good girl" that he said into my hair as he came, and the phrase — "good girl" — detonated in my brain like a cluster bomb because it was the phrase of my childhood, the phrase of compliance and obedience and being small, and he had taken it and filled it with a new meaning: good girl for wanting this. Good girl for asking. Good girl for being brave enough to lie in the dark with your wrists bound and your body exposed and your voice saying "please" and meaning every letter of it.



Aftercare.

He untied the silk. Kissed my wrists — the skin was pink, marked, and his lips on the marks were the lightest thing in the room. He removed the blindfold slowly — "keep your eyes closed, the light will be bright" — and when I opened them, the Prague night was in the windows and his face was above mine and his expression was tender in a way that his commands hadn't been, and the contradiction was the point: the tenderness AFTER the intensity creates the deepest intimacy. He'd taken me apart. Now he was putting me back together.

He brought a warm cloth. Pressed it to my thighs where his hands had been, where the skin was hot and faintly marked. The warmth of the cloth, the gentleness of his touch, the quiet of the room after the noise — I started shaking. Not from cold. From the release. The dam had broken and the flood was still moving through me, carrying twenty-two years of compressed wanting, and the shaking was my body processing the volume.

He held me. His chest against my back, his arms around me, his chin on my shoulder. We lay like that for — I don't know how long. Minutes. An hour. The Prague street quieted. The city settled into its night rhythms: the distant rattle of a tram, a dog barking, the church bell from the old town marking an hour I didn't count.

"Is something wrong with me?" I whispered. "For wanting that?"

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "The only thing wrong would be not wanting what you want."

I turned in his arms. Faced him. His pale green eyes were close, the amber flecks like sparks in a forest.

"I didn't know," I said. "I didn't know this existed. I didn't know I could want it."

"Most people don't. Most people are so busy wanting what they're supposed to want that they never find what they actually want." He traced my cheekbone with his thumb — the same gesture Étienne had made on the Sacré-Cœur steps, but heavier now, loaded with everything that had happened between then and now. "You're braver than you think."

I wasn't brave. I was hungry. But maybe hunger IS bravery when you've spent your life being taught not to eat.



I left Prague the next morning. Early — the city still misted, the cobblestones wet, the Vltava River grey and slow under Charles Bridge. I walked through the old town with my backpack and my body was sore in new places — my wrists, where the silk had pressed; my thighs, where his hands had gripped and his palm had struck; a deep tenderness between my legs that was the specific aftermath of intensity.

On the train to Berlin, I rolled up my sleeves and looked at the marks on my wrists. Faint pink lines. The silk's signature. They'd fade in a day, maybe two. But what they represented — the moment I'd given up control and found freedom in the surrender — that wouldn't fade. That was permanent. Written on a layer deeper than skin.

I covered the marks with my sleeves. Not from shame. From ownership. These were mine. The map of a night I'd asked for, received, and survived. And the surviving wasn't the point — the asking was.

Berlin was next. Berlin was where the map would expand to include territories I couldn't imagine from a train window in the Czech Republic.




  
    CHAPTER 7: THE UNDERGROUND

    
    
  
  Berlin arrived like a hangover from a party I hadn't attended yet.

Grey. Concrete. Massive. The city spread flat and wide, nothing like the vertical squeeze of Paris or the medieval huddle of Prague. Berlin was a city that had been destroyed and rebuilt and the rebuilding had left scars that it wore openly — the graffiti was not vandalism but autobiography, the empty lots between buildings were not neglect but history, and the sky above it all was enormous, low, the colour of a headache.

I stepped off the train at Berlin Hauptbahnhof and the air hit me: cold, metallic, with an undercurrent of diesel and something sweet that I'd later identify as the citywide addiction to döner kebab. The station itself was glass and steel, brutally modern, and the crowd was different from any city I'd been in — louder, weirder, more deliberately assembled. A man in a full leather harness walked past me carrying a briefcase. A woman with a shaved head and tattoos covering her skull leaned against a pillar smoking a cigarette with the calm of someone who'd decided that her body was a canvas and she was the only artist.

This was Berlin. Nobody was watching. Not because they didn't care — because watching was a form of judgment, and Berlin had declared judgment obsolete.

My hostel was in Kreuzberg — a neighbourhood that seemed to be in a constant state of becoming something: the buildings were covered in murals, the restaurants had menus in five languages, the bars had no closing time because Berlin had no closing time, because Berlin had looked at the concept of "bedtime" and laughed. The hostel was above a vintage clothing store and a falafel shop and the stairwell smelled like cumin and old leather and the specific body-spray of twenty-somethings from every continent living in close proximity.

I dropped my backpack. Showered. Looked at myself in the mirror.

Four weeks in Europe. Five men. More orgasms than I could count without pausing. One kiss on stone. One first time on white sheets. One education in a narrow bed. One nameless fuck against a wall. One night in silk and darkness.

The woman in the mirror was not recognizable to the girl from Nigdi. Not because she looked different — she looked the same, mostly, dark hair, dark eyes, the mole on her left shoulder — but because the way she held herself had changed. She stood wider. She breathed deeper. She looked at her own reflection without flinching, without the instinct to catalogue flaws, without the Brahmin voice whispering cover up, be less, take up less space.

She took up space. She was learning that space was hers to take.

Berlin was going to test every limit that remained.



I didn't plan it. That's important to understand. The previous encounters had all contained a degree of intention — the wine bar, the tapas counter, the hostel common room, the Amsterdam bar, the gallery. I went to those places open to possibility, but the possibility was singular: one person, one connection, one night.

Berlin blew that framework apart.

It started with a flyer. Tucked into the hostel's common-room bulletin board between a notice for a free walking tour and an advertisement for a tattoo parlor that specialized in "meaningful impermanence" — a flyer for a club. Not a regular club. The flyer was matte black with silver text: PERMISSION. Below the name, smaller text: A space for consenting adults who want to explore without apology. Below that: an address in Kreuzberg. Below that: a dress code — less is welcome. Confidence is mandatory.

I stared at the flyer for a full minute.

I knew what it was. I'd read about Berlin's club culture — the sex-positive spaces, the clubs where the dress code included nudity and the only rule was consent. I'd read about them the way I read about deep-sea diving or space travel — as something that existed in a universe parallel to mine, interesting in theory, impossible in practice.

Except practice had been changing. Rapidly. In four weeks, my body had gone from a locked room to an open house, and each encounter had pushed the walls wider. Paris was a window. Barcelona was a door. Nice was a room. Amsterdam was a floor. Prague was a building. Berlin — Berlin was the city.

I took the flyer off the board and put it in my pocket.



Getting ready took an hour. Not because I didn't know what to wear — I knew exactly what to wear. The black Westside dress. But I altered it. In the hostel bathroom, with a pair of scissors from the common kitchen, I cut the back out. Clean lines, from the nape to the small of my back, the fabric falling away to reveal my spine, my shoulder blades, the dimples above my ass that I'd never known were a feature until Luca had kissed them in Nice.

I looked at myself in the mirror. The dress was now a different garment: from the front, it was the same fitted black dress. From the back, it was an invitation. My back — brown, smooth, the vertebrae visible, the muscles I'd developed from four weeks of carrying a backpack across Europe — was on full display.

In Pune, this dress would have caused a traffic accident. Not because it was revealing — because a Brahmin girl's back is not supposed to exist. The skin between the blouse and the sari is a scandalous three inches that aunties police with the vigilance of border guards. The idea of showing your ENTIRE back — the full expanse from neck to tailbone — was not fashion. It was revolution.

I put on makeup. The kajal I always wore, but heavier. A red lipstick I'd bought in Barcelona and never used. My hair down, loose, the way it had been since Paris.

I looked at myself and thought: this woman goes to clubs in Berlin. This woman shows her back. This woman is going to walk into a room full of strangers and she is not going to apologize for existing.

I went.



The club was below street level — down a set of concrete stairs that descended into a darkness that smelled like sweat, cigarette smoke, and something electric, like ozone before a storm. The bass reached me before the stairs ended — a deep, rhythmic throbbing that I felt in my sternum, my ribcage, the soles of my feet. Not music exactly. Vibration. The building was breathing and its heartbeat was 130 BPM.

A bouncer at the door — enormous, bald, tattooed, wearing a mesh shirt that showed more than it covered — looked me up and down. Not lecherously. Professionally. Assessing. The dress code was being evaluated.

"First time?" he said.

"Yes."

"Rules. Consent for everything. Ask before you touch. If someone asks you, you can say no. If you say no, that's the end of it. If someone doesn't respect your no, find security. Here." He handed me a bracelet — black silicone, with three options: green (open to approach), yellow (open to conversation only), red (do not approach).

I put on the green bracelet.

He stamped my wrist and the door opened and the club swallowed me.



I need to describe this carefully because the memory is not linear. It comes in fragments — sensory shrapnel, moments of clarity in a fog of bass and bodies and dim red light.

The main room was cavernous. High ceiling, industrial — exposed pipes, concrete walls, the architecture of a factory repurposed for pleasure. The lighting was red and low, turning everyone into silhouettes with edges, and the music was deep house that had shed its melody and kept only the pulse. Bodies everywhere — on the dance floor, against the walls, on platforms and in alcoves that were designed for exactly what was happening in them.

People were dancing. Some were in full clothes. Some were in underwear. Some were naked. A woman on a raised platform danced with her arms above her head and her body was painted — gold from the waist up, silver from the waist down — and she moved with a hypnotic slowness that was the opposite of the music's tempo, and the contrast was mesmerizing.

I stood at the edge of the dance floor and let the bass enter my body. Through the soles of my shoes, up my calves, into my thighs, settling in my pelvis. The vibration was physical — a low, constant stimulation that my body couldn't distinguish from arousal. The music was foreplay. The room was foreplay. The red light on everyone's skin was foreplay.

I went to the bar. Ordered a vodka tonic. Drank it standing, watching.

The watching was its own education. A couple near the bar was kissing — the man's hand on the woman's throat (I recognized that gesture now, felt it in my own body like a phantom limb), the woman's hand down the front of his trousers. No one looked at them. No one judged. The couple existed in their own space, their desire as natural as the music, as unremarkable as breathing.

Two women on the dance floor, their bodies intertwined, mouths meeting, hands traveling, and the intimacy was so liquid that I couldn't tell where one ended and the other began.

A group in an alcove — three people, maybe four, a tangle of limbs and mouths and the sounds they made were audible even over the bass: moans, gasps, a laugh that was joy and pleasure simultaneously.

I was in a sex-positive club in Berlin and the world hadn't ended. The sky hadn't fallen. No one was being forced. No one was being judged. Everyone was choosing, and the choosing was the most normal thing in the room.

I finished my drink. I walked onto the dance floor.



The bass moved through me the way Mateo had moved me in Barcelona — from outside in, the rhythm overriding my own rhythm, my body surrendering to the frequency. I danced. Alone at first, eyes closed, the music doing the work, my hips finding the pattern, my arms above my head, and the cutout back of my dress meant that the air hit my spine and the contrast between the warm room and the cool air on my skin was its own sensation.

I opened my eyes. Two people were watching me.

Him: German. Tall, lean, muscled in the way of someone who exercised for function not aesthetics. His face was all angles — jaw, cheekbones, a nose that had been broken once and set slightly off-center, giving his face a character that perfection wouldn't have. He was shirtless, his torso defined, a line of dark hair from his navel to the waistband of black jeans. His eyes were dark blue, almost black in the red light.

Her: Brazilian. I'd learn this later — later, when words were possible. For now, she was a presence: brown skin, dark curly hair that fell past her shoulders, lips that were full and painted a dark red that was almost black. She was wearing a mesh top that showed everything and nothing, and a leather skirt that ended mid-thigh, and she moved with the kind of confidence that doesn't announce itself — it radiates.

They were dancing together. But they were watching me.

The man nodded — a small inclination of his head, an invitation that was also a question. The woman smiled — not a wide smile, a slow one, a smile that started at the corners of her mouth and traveled to her eyes and said: come.

I went.

The space between us closed. Three bodies, the music making us one organism. His hand found my waist — the same place Mateo had held me in Barcelona, the same claiming gesture — and her hand found my hip, from behind, and the dual contact — his hand on my waist, her hand on my hip — was a sentence in a language I was learning in real-time.

We danced. The three of us. The bass connected us like a shared circulatory system. His chest was inches from mine, the heat of his body crossing the gap. Her chest was against my back, the softness of her breasts through the mesh pressing against my bare skin, and the sensation — her softness, his hardness, the music, the light — was a three-part harmony played on the instrument of my body.

She kissed my neck. From behind. Her lips on the side of my throat, soft, the pressure different from every man who'd kissed my neck — lighter, more precise, a woman's kiss, a mouth that knew what a neck wanted because it was a mouth that had wanted the same thing. I tilted my head to give her access and her tongue traced the tendon of my neck and a sound came out of me that was swallowed by the music.

He kissed me. From the front. His mouth on mine, hungry, direct — the German directness that was all action and no preamble — and I was being kissed by a man from the front and kissed by a woman from behind simultaneously and my brain short-circuited.

Not metaphorically. Literally. The dual input — his tongue in my mouth, her tongue on my neck, his hand on my waist, her hand sliding from my hip to my stomach — the signals converged somewhere in my brain and the processing capacity was exceeded. Thought stopped. Analysis stopped. The Brahmin machine stopped. There was only input, only sensation, only the body's ancient response to being touched from two directions at once.

Her hand slid lower. On my stomach, over the fabric of my dress, lower, to the hem, and her fingers found the skin of my thigh — bare, warm — and her touch was different. Electric but soft. A woman's fingers on my inner thigh, tracing a line upward, and every cell in the path of that line woke up and screamed.

His hand was in my hair. Pulling my head back, gently, exposing my throat, and she kissed the front of my neck while he kissed behind my ear and I was surrounded, enclosed, two mouths and four hands and I was the center of something I didn't have a name for.

Felix. That was his name. And Camila. I learned their names in the hallway outside the private rooms — a corridor with doors, each one leading to a small, dimly lit space with a mattress and clean sheets and nothing else. He said his name and she said hers and I said mine and the exchange of names felt both necessary and absurd, like signing a contract after you've already shaken hands.

"Is this okay?" Camila asked. Her voice was warm, accented — Portuguese vowels in English words. "All three?"

"Yes," I said. And the word was not small. The word was the biggest I'd ever spoken.



The room was small. Red light from a single lamp. A mattress on the floor with white sheets. The bass from the club filtered through the walls — muffled now, like a heartbeat heard through skin.

Camila undressed me. Not Felix — Camila. Her hands on the zipper of my dress, sliding it down slowly, her fingers tracing my spine as the fabric fell. The touch was different from every man's touch — not tentative, not aggressive, but KNOWING. A woman's hands on a woman's body, moving with the intuition of shared architecture.

The dress fell. I was in my underwear — black, this time, bought in Amsterdam, the first non-Jockey underwear of my life — and Camila's eyes on me were not the way men looked at me. Men looked at me with hunger or assessment or the particular combination of both. Camila looked at me with recognition. Like she was seeing a landscape she already knew.

She kissed me. My first kiss with a woman — on a dance floor, it had been her lips on my neck. This was my first mouth-on-mouth, and the difference from kissing a man was immediate and total. No stubble. No force. No conquest. Her lips were soft in a way that soft doesn't capture — yielding, warm, the texture of something alive and attentive. Her tongue found mine with a gentleness that was not timid but patient, and the patience said: there's no rush. We have the same map.

Felix stood behind me. His hands on my hips, his mouth on my shoulder. I was sandwiched — her softness in front, his hardness behind — and the contrast was the point. The point was: both. The point was: everything at once.

Camila pulled off her mesh top. Her breasts were different from mine — fuller, darker nipples, the skin a shade deeper than mine. I looked at them with a curiosity that was not clinical. I wanted to touch them. The want was simple and clear and I didn't question it because questioning desire was what I'd done for twenty-two years and it hadn't gotten me anywhere.

I touched her. My hand on her breast, cupping it, feeling the weight, the warmth, the give of flesh that was familiar because I had the same flesh but different because it was HERS. Her nipple hardened under my palm and the response — her body responding to MY touch — sent a surge of power through me that was different from the power I'd felt with Luca, different from Pieter's wall. This was the power of making a woman's body respond. This was new.

She moved my hand. Placed it on her other breast. I took both in my hands and she closed her eyes and her head fell back and the sound she made — a soft exhale, almost a whisper — was the most feminine sound I'd ever heard.

Felix undressed. I heard the belt, the zipper, the rustle of denim. His body pressed against my back, naked now, and I could feel his cock against the curve of my ass — hard, insistent, the physical fact of his arousal against my body — while my hands were on Camila's breasts and her mouth was on my neck again and the geometry of three bodies in a small room was being solved in real-time.

Camila knelt. She hooked her fingers in my underwear and pulled them down and her face was level with my center and she looked up at me — dark eyes, dark red lips — and the question was in her eyes and the answer was in the way my hand moved to her hair.

She tasted me. Her mouth between my legs. A woman's mouth. And the difference — God, the DIFFERENCE — was not technique, not pressure, not speed. The difference was empathy. Camila's tongue on my clit was a woman touching a woman's body with the knowledge of having one, with the instinct of shared nerve endings, and she knew — without being told, without direction, without the "there, yes, slower, faster" that I'd learned to say in Nice — she KNEW where to go and how hard and how fast and the precision was stunning.

I moaned. My hand in her hair, my head falling back against Felix's chest. He wrapped an arm around my waist — anchoring me, holding me upright while Camila's mouth unmade my legs. His other hand found my breast, his fingers on my nipple, rolling it, and the triple stimulation — her mouth on my clit, his fingers on my nipple, his cock pressing against me from behind — was a sensory assault I was not designed to survive.

The orgasm hit me like a car. No build. No climb. One moment I was standing and the next my knees buckled and my vision went white and I screamed — a sound that came from the bottom of my lungs and filled the small room and was answered by the bass through the walls — and Camila's mouth stayed on me, working me through it, extending it, pulling orgasm after orgasm from the wreckage of the first one, wave after wave until I was shaking and begging her to stop because the pleasure had crossed into something that was physically unsustainable.

She stopped. Stood. Kissed me. I tasted myself on her mouth — the same shock I'd felt with Mateo, but different through a woman's lips, the flavor returned through softness instead of stubble.

Felix turned me. His hands on my hips, guiding me to the mattress. I was on my knees, my hands on the sheets, and he was behind me, condom already on — the sound of the wrapper, the pause, the preparation — and he entered me from behind with a thrust that drove the air out of my lungs.

Camila was in front of me. She lay on her back, her leather skirt pushed up, and she guided my head between her legs. The message was clear. The geometry was clear.

I put my mouth on a woman for the first time.

The taste was — I don't have the comparison. Not the salt-and-skin of a man. Warmer. Sweeter. A taste that was earth and honey and musk and something specifically FEMALE, a flavor my body recognized even though my mouth had never encountered it. Her clit was small, swollen, and I found it with my tongue and circled it the way men had circled mine and she gasped and her thighs pressed against my ears and the sound of her gasp was the most erotic sound in the room — more than the bass, more than the skin, more than my own moaning.

Felix fucked me from behind while I went down on Camila. The two rhythms — his thrusts and my tongue — found each other, synchronized, and I was the connection point, the bridge between them, receiving and giving simultaneously, pleasure entering my body from behind and flowing through me and out through my mouth and into hers.

I was no longer a person. I was a circuit. A closed loop of sensation: his cock inside me, my mouth on her, her hands in my hair, his hands on my hips, the bass through the floor, the red light, the sweat, the sound — the sounds we made, the three of us, a chorus of breath and moaning and the wet percussion of bodies at work.

Camila came first. Her thighs clamped against my head, her body arched, her hands pulled my hair — hard, the sting adding to everything — and the sound she made was a cry that had been building since the dance floor. I felt her pulse against my tongue, the contractions, the flood of warmth, and the knowledge that I had done this — my mouth, my tongue, my attention — that I had made a woman come — was a triumph that made my own orgasm crash through me without warning.

I came with my face between Camila's thighs and Felix's cock deep inside me and the orgasm was not a single event but a cascade — one, two, three, each one triggered by the aftershock of the previous, each one accompanied by a sound I didn't recognize as mine, each one leaving me weaker and fuller and less solid and more alive.

Felix came last. A groan that vibrated through his chest and into my back, his hips slamming hard against me one final time, his hands gripping my hips with a force that would leave bruises shaped like his fingers, and we all collapsed — a pile of three bodies on a white sheet in a red-lit room in a Berlin basement while the bass continued above us like the world's most insistent heartbeat.



We lay there. Three people in a tangle. Camila's head on my shoulder. Felix's arm across both of us. The sweat cooling. The breathing slowing. The red light turning everything into a painting from a century that hadn't been painted yet.

Nobody spoke for a long time. Speaking would have been redundant — the bodies had already said everything.

Eventually, Camila traced a line on my collarbone with her finger. "Where are you from?" she asked.

"India. Pune."

"This was your first time with a woman?"

"Yes."

She kissed my cheek. "You're a natural."

I laughed. The laugh was unexpected — it came from a place of genuine joy, the kind of joy that has no agenda, no purpose, no qualifier. I had just had a threesome with a German man and a Brazilian woman in a sex-positive club in Berlin and the girl from Nigdi Sector 27 who'd braided her hair every morning and said "yes Aai" and sat with her knees together was laughing. Not from hysteria. From delight. From the sheer, ridiculous, impossible delight of being alive in a body that could do these things.



6 AM. I walked out of the club and Berlin was dawn-grey, the sky lightening at the edges, the buildings hulking in silhouette. The air hit my skin — cold, sharp, a slap that woke every nerve that the club had put to sleep. My legs were shaky. My body was wrung out. My dress was slightly torn at the cutout — Camila's fingernails, I think, or Felix's grip — and I looked like exactly what I was: a woman who had spent the night doing things that would make her mother faint.

I found a döner kebab stand. Open at 6 AM because Berlin döner stands are open at 6 AM because Berlin doesn't believe in mealtimes any more than it believes in bedtimes. I ordered one. The man at the counter assembled it with the practiced indifference of someone who has fed ten thousand post-club bodies at dawn, and when he handed it to me, wrapped in foil, heavy, warm, the smell of lamb and garlic and chili sauce rising through the wrapping — I bit into it standing on the Kreuzberg sidewalk and it was the best meal of my life.

Not the best-tasting. The best. Because the döner tasted like 6 AM. Like survival. Like the specific hunger of a body that has been used for pleasure for six hours straight and is now demanding protein. The meat was salty, the bread was warm, the sauce was hot enough to make my eyes water, and I stood there eating it with sauce on my chin and my hair a disaster and my dress ripped and I laughed.

Out loud. Alone. Standing on a Berlin sidewalk at 6 AM with a döner kebab, laughing.

A man walking his dog looked at me. I kept laughing. The dog looked at me. I ate my döner and laughed and the laughter was not about anything — it was about everything. About the fact that I existed. That my body existed. That my body could feel what it had felt and survive and want breakfast.



Back at the hostel, I showered. The hot water hit the tender spots — between my legs, my inner thighs, the bruises on my hips where Felix's hands had been. I stood under the water and let it run over me and I was not washing off shame. I was washing off sweat. The distinction mattered.

In my bunk, I FaceTimed Aai. 6:30 AM Berlin, 10 AM Pune. Her face filled the screen — the familiar face, the face of the kitchen and the devhara and the poha and the braided hair and the Cycle brand agarbatti. She was in the living room, Baba's Loksatta visible on the table behind her.

"Tu bari aahes na?" she asked. You're okay, right?

The question. The Marathi question that doesn't ask what it wants to ask. She didn't want to know if I was okay. She wanted to know if I was SAFE. If I was intact. If I was still the girl she'd sent to Europe four weeks ago, the girl with the braided hair and the brass Ganpati and the plain white Jockey underwear.

"Haan, Aai, mi bari aahe." Yes, Mom, I'm fine.

The words came easily. Fluently. The way all the best lies do.

She told me about the Nigdi temple festival. About the neighbours' daughter's engagement. About Baba's colleague who'd retired. The domestic register — the updates that constitute Indian family communication, the facts that stand in for feelings because feelings are not the Brahmin way.

I listened. I nodded. I smiled. And the distance between what she was saying and what I had been doing three hours ago filled the hostel room like smoke — invisible, pervasive, suffocating in its irony. She was telling me about Mrs. Patil's daughter's engagement while I was sitting in a bunk bed in Berlin with the taste of a Brazilian woman still in my mouth and the bruises of a German man still forming on my hips.

"Aai," I said, "mala jaamaycha aahe. Breakfast." I have to go. Breakfast.

"Kaay khanaar?" What will you eat?

"Fruit," I lied.

I'd already eaten a döner kebab at dawn. The first lie was omission. This one was invention. They were getting easier.

I hung up and the screen went dark and my mother's face disappeared and I lay on my back in the Berlin hostel and stared at the ceiling and the distance between Nigdi and Kreuzberg was not measured in kilometres. It was measured in the width of a silence that would never be broken, a truth that would never be spoken, a life that was being lived in the space between what I told my mother and what I actually did.

Santorini was next. Santorini was where the silence would speak.




  
    CHAPTER 8: THE WOMAN

    
    
  
  Santorini tasted like salt.

Not the refined salt of European kitchens — not the flaky Maldon crystals that Mateo had sprinkled on jamón in Barcelona or the mineral salt of Czech whisky. This was elemental salt. The salt of the Aegean, the salt that Greeks have been tasting since before they had a word for it, the salt that lives in the air and on the lips and in the water and on the skin of everyone who stands on this island long enough to become part of it.

I arrived by ferry from Athens — a seven-hour crossing that I spent on the deck watching the Aegean change colours like a mood ring: steel blue, then sapphire, then turquoise so vivid it looked synthetic, then the deep navy of deep water, and finally, as Santorini rose from the sea like a hallucination, a blue so pure it hurt. The island was a crescent — the remnant of a volcano that had blown itself apart three thousand years ago, leaving behind a caldera filled with the Aegean and cliffs of white and rust and black volcanic sand. The buildings were white. The domes were blue. The light was relentless — golden, Mediterranean, the kind of light that makes everything look eternal.

I was five weeks into Europe. Seven sexual encounters. One kiss on stone. One first time. One education. One wall. One surrender. One threesome. And somewhere between Berlin and Athens, on a twelve-hour train and an overnight ferry, the frantic acceleration had slowed. Not stopped — slowed. The hunger was still there, but it had changed shape. In the early weeks, the hunger was indiscriminate — any new experience, any new body, any new sensation. Now the hunger was specific. I didn't want more. I wanted different.

I wanted something I hadn't tasted yet.

The hostel in Oia was perched on the caldera's edge — a converted captain's house with white walls and blue shutters and a terrace that hung over the cliff like a balcony over an abyss. The Aegean was three hundred feet straight down, and the view — the caldera, the volcano in the center, the sister islands floating on the blue — was the kind of view that makes you understand why the Greeks invented tragedy. Beauty this extreme demands a counterweight.

I dropped my backpack. Stood on the terrace. The wind was warm and constant, carrying the salt and the thyme that grew wild on the cliffs and the faint sulphur of the volcano, and the combination — salt, thyme, sulphur — was a scent I'd never encountered: the smell of a place that was simultaneously alive and ancient and on the verge of eruption.



Elena.

Greek. Twenty-eight. A painter who lived on Santorini six months of the year and Athens the other six, and whose canvases — I'd see them later, stacked against the walls of her studio apartment — were all the same subject: the caldera, painted at different times of day, in different lights, the same view rendered forty, fifty, sixty times, each one revealing something the others missed. She was an obsessive. A woman who looked at one thing so long and so carefully that the looking itself became a form of love.

I met her at the hostel's communal kitchen, 7 PM, while she was making horiatiki — Greek village salad — with the precision of a surgeon and the passion of someone who believed that the correct ratio of tomato to cucumber to feta was a moral issue.

She was beautiful. Not the way the men had been beautiful — not structured or angular or commanding. Elena was beautiful the way the island was beautiful: warm, curved, golden. Brown hair with streaks of sun, cut short — shorter than mine, a pixie cut that showed her neck and her jaw and the shells of her ears. Brown eyes that were the exact colour of the Aegean after sunset — dark, warm, with flecks of gold from the light. Her skin was olive, darkened by island sun, and she moved with a looseness that said: this body is comfortable here. This body has been in this kitchen, in this light, in this salt air, and it belongs.

She was wearing a white linen shirt — oversized, unbuttoned to the third button, showing the collarbone that Viktor would have photographed — and linen shorts, and she was barefoot, and the bareness of her feet on the terracotta tiles was intimate in a way I noticed and filed away.

"You're staring at my salad," she said. Her English was accented — Greek vowels, the consonants softer than German or Dutch, the voice warm.

"I'm staring at the way you're cutting the tomato."

"There's a correct way and an incorrect way. The incorrect way is cubes. The correct way is wedges. Cubes are a crime against tomatoes."

"In India, my mother cuts them into eighths."

"Your mother is a woman of culture."

I laughed. She looked at me when I laughed — not at my face, at my mouth — and the looking lasted a beat longer than casual, and in that beat I felt something shift. Not the chemical charge of Amsterdam, not the dark pull of Prague. Something lighter. Something that tasted like the salt in the air: elemental, ancient, and impossible to fake.

"I'm Elena," she said.

"Kira."

"Eat with me. I made too much salad, which is impossible because there's no such thing as too much salad, but I'm going to pretend there is so you'll sit with me."

I sat.



The salad was extraordinary. Not because of the ingredients — tomato, cucumber, red onion, feta, olives, olive oil — but because of the oil. Elena poured it from a tin that had no label, just a handwritten date, and the oil was thick, green-gold, and tasted like the island: grassy, peppery, with a bitterness at the finish that caught the back of your throat and made you pay attention.

"My uncle's trees," she said. "He makes fifty litres a year. Forty-nine for the family. One for me. Because I'm the favourite."

We ate on the terrace. The sun was setting — the Santorini sunset that is famous for good reason, the sky turning from gold to orange to pink to a purple so deep it looked like a bruise, and the caldera reflecting it all back like a mirror that had been waiting for this show. The white buildings of Oia glowed in the dying light. Tourists lined the castle walls, phones raised, capturing what could not be captured.

Elena didn't look at the sunset. She looked at me.

"First time in Santorini?" she asked.

"First time in Greece."

"First time in Greece and you came to Santorini? That's like your first meal in India being a ten-course thali."

"My first meal in India was actually poha. Every morning. For twenty-two years."

"What's poha?"

"Flattened rice with turmeric and peanuts and a squeeze of lemon. It's what my mother makes every morning. It tastes like Pune."

"Everything tastes like somewhere." She took an olive, put it in her mouth, closed her eyes. The closing of her eyes while tasting was deliberate — the artist's habit of isolating senses. "This olive tastes like Santorini in October. The salt is the sea. The bitterness is the volcanic soil. The oil is my uncle's grove on the south side, where the trees have been growing for four hundred years."

She opened her eyes. Looked at me. "What do YOU taste like, Kira?"

The question should have been a line. It should have been smooth, practiced, the kind of thing someone says in a bar when the cocktails have made them brave. But Elena asked it the way she tasted the olive: with her eyes, with attention, with the focused curiosity of a woman who wanted to know.

"I don't know yet," I said. And it was honest. Five weeks of tasting other people — their mouths, their skin, their desire — and I still didn't know what I tasted like. I knew what I wanted. I didn't know what I was.

She smiled. The smile was slow — like the sunset, like the oil, like everything on this island that refused to rush.

"Stay," she said. "I'll paint tomorrow. You can watch. Or you can sit on the terrace and eat olives and not watch. Either way, stay."

I stayed.



The next day was the longest foreplay of my life. Longer than Paris, longer than Nice, longer than the entire dance in Barcelona. The foreplay lasted twelve hours, and most of it was silence.

Elena painted. In her studio apartment — a room on the ground floor of the hostel building, with a window that faced the caldera and a light that came through the glass like liquid gold. She stood at her easel in the same white linen shirt and nothing else — bare legs, bare feet, the shirt falling to mid-thigh — and she painted the caldera at 8 AM, the light blue and sharp, the shadows long.

I sat on a chair behind her. Watching. The watching was intimate in a way I hadn't expected. Her body moved while she painted — small movements, the shift of her weight from one foot to the other, the extension of her arm with the brush, the way she tilted her head to assess the canvas, and each movement revealed and concealed: the linen shirt riding up when she reached, showing the curve of her ass; falling back when she stepped back, covering it. The reveal-and-cover was more erotic than nudity. The shirt was a curtain that kept almost-opening.

She smelled like turpentine and the olive oil she'd eaten for breakfast and the clean-salt smell of island air, and the combination was specific and intoxicating — the smell of a woman who creates things.

We didn't speak. The silence was not empty — it was full. Full of the scratch of brush on canvas, the distant sound of the Aegean against the cliffs, the occasional call of a gull, and the charged quiet of two women in a room where something was building and neither of them was willing to name it yet.

At noon, she stopped painting. Made lunch — bread, cheese, tomatoes, the olive oil again. We ate on the terrace in the midday sun, the heat pressing down, and the sweat that formed on her upper lip was, I realized with a clarity that felt like a bell ringing, the most beautiful thing I'd seen in Europe. A bead of sweat on a woman's upper lip. The small, ordinary truth of a body in heat.

"You're staring," she said.

"You have—" I reached across the table. My thumb on her upper lip, wiping the sweat. The gesture was domestic, intimate, the kind of thing you do to a child or a lover, and I was neither, and my thumb on her lip was an act so bold that my hand trembled.

She didn't move. My thumb on her lip. Her eyes on mine. The Aegean three hundred feet below us, the sun directly above, the white buildings blazing, and my thumb on her lip like a question that my mouth couldn't ask.

She kissed my thumb. Her lips closing around the pad of it, a soft pressure, the warmth of her mouth on my skin, and the sensation was so small and so immense that my lungs forgot how to work.

I pulled my hand back. Not from rejection — from overload. The circuit was too much. My thumb on her lip had been the entirety of my desire compressed into one square centimetre of skin, and the compression was too dense, too hot, and I needed to back away or I would have climbed across the table and kissed her in the Santorini noon and never stopped.

She smiled. That slow smile. "After sunset," she said. "Come to my room."

The afternoon was agony.



I spent it on the terrace, reading a book I didn't read, watching the caldera change from noon blue to afternoon blue to late-afternoon gold, and my body was a wire stretched between the moment my thumb had touched her lip and the moment I would walk through her door.

The anticipation was different from the men. With the men, the anticipation had been hunger — raw, physical, the body's demand for contact. With Elena, the anticipation was... tender. The word surprised me. I was anticipating tenderness. I was anticipating the specific gentleness of a woman's hands, the softness I'd glimpsed in Berlin with Camila but hadn't been able to isolate from the rest of the noise. With Camila, there had been Felix — the male energy, the hardness, the geometry of three bodies. With Elena, there would be only her. Only the softness. Only the shared architecture.

I was nervous. Genuinely nervous — not the fear-adjacent excitement of Prague or the charged certainty of Amsterdam. Nervous the way I'd been nervous in Paris, when Étienne had leaned in on the Sacré-Cœur steps. Because this mattered. Not because Elena was a woman — gender was, I'd learned, a less relevant variable than I'd been taught. Because Elena was someone who looked at the same view sixty times and found something new each time. Because she tasted olives with her eyes closed. Because her thumb on a tomato was an act of devotion.

The sunset happened. The tourists gathered. The sky performed its nightly spectacle. I watched none of it.

I walked to her door.



She opened it wearing the white linen shirt. Nothing else. I could tell because the light behind her — a single lamp, warm — showed the outline of her body through the fabric, and the outline was unadorned: the curve of her hips, the shadow of her nipples through the white linen, the dark triangle between her thighs that was visible for a fraction of a second before she stepped back and the angle changed.

"Come in," she said.

Her studio at night was different from the studio by day. The canvases were shadows. The paint smell was deeper. The window showed not the blue caldera but the black one — the Aegean at night, a darkness so complete it was more like an absence than a colour.

She poured two glasses of wine — a Santorini wine, Assyrtiko, which she told me was made from grapes grown in volcanic soil, and the wine tasted like it: mineral, bright, with an acidity that cut through the warmth of the evening like a blade of clarity.

We sat on her bed. Not at the desk, not on chairs. The bed. The sitting was a decision. The proximity was a decision.

"I've been thinking about your thumb all day," she said.

"I've been thinking about your lip all day."

Silence. The kind that hums.

She put down her wine. I put down mine. And the putting-down was the beginning — the simultaneous decision to empty our hands, to make our hands available, to remove the barrier of a wine glass between our fingers and whatever came next.

She reached for me. Her hand on the side of my face. A woman's hand — smaller than the men's hands that had held my face, softer, the fingertips not calloused or rough but smooth, and the smoothness against my cheek was a texture I hadn't known I'd been craving. Her thumb on my cheekbone — the same gesture that Étienne had made in Paris, that Viktor had made in Prague, but transformed by the hand that made it, a woman's thumb tracing a woman's cheekbone, and the symmetry of it — the mirror of it, body to body, the same architecture touching itself — was vertiginous.

I kissed her.

My mouth on hers. The second time I'd kissed a woman — the first time I'd kissed a woman on purpose, with intention, with the full weight of wanting behind it. Her lips were soft. Softer than any mouth I'd kissed. Not soft like passive — soft like considered, like a mouth that knew the value of gentleness because it had chosen gentleness over force. She tasted like the Assyrtiko — mineral, bright — and beneath that, the taste of her: warm, clean, a taste I wanted to catalogue and keep.

She kissed me back. Her hand slid from my cheek into my hair, holding the back of my head, and the holding was not controlling — it was cradling. The difference mattered. The men had held my head to direct it. Elena held my head to support it. To say: I have you. You can fall.

I fell.

The kiss deepened. Her tongue found mine — not the urgent thrust of male tongues but a slow, searching stroke, the tongue of a woman who painted the same view sixty times because she believed that attention was a form of love. She paid attention to the kiss the way she paid attention to the caldera: thoroughly, specifically, noticing what others missed.

Her other hand found my waist. The touch was light — fingertips, not palms — tracing the curve from my hip to my ribs, and the lightness was devastating because my body was accustomed to pressure, to grip, to the force of male hands that claimed by holding hard. Elena's fingertips were the opposite of claiming. They were discovering. Mapping. Learning the terrain of my waist the way she learned the caldera: one brushstroke at a time.

I put my hands on her. On the linen shirt. On the buttons. I undid the first button. The second. The third. The shirt fell open. Beneath it: her body. Brown, sun-warm, the breasts smaller than Camila's, the nipples dark against the olive skin, and the sight of a woman's body revealed for me — not as part of a threesome, not in the red chaos of a club, but here, in lamplight, in quiet, one woman undressing another — made my breath catch in a way that five weeks of breathlessness hadn't prepared me for.

"You're beautiful," I said. And the words were different when I said them. Different from when Mateo had said them or Luca had said them. Different because I understood, for the first time, that calling another woman beautiful is not observation. It's recognition. It's looking at another body and seeing your own body's possibilities reflected back.

She pushed the shirt off her shoulders. Naked. I was still dressed — my sundress, the Barcelona sundress, the one I'd arrived in five weeks ago. She reached for the straps. Slid them down. The dress fell to my waist. She looked at me — at my breasts, at the mole on my shoulder, at the skin she hadn't seen in daylight — and her looking was not the evaluative gaze of the men. It was the gaze of the painter: seeing everything, judging nothing, absorbing the light and shadow of my body with a hunger that was not about consumption but about comprehension.

She kissed my shoulder. The mole. Her lips on the mole that Étienne had noticed and Luca had circled with his tongue and that had become, over five weeks, the punctuation mark of my sexual story. Elena kissed it softly. Then her mouth moved — down my collarbone, the hollow of my throat, the top of my breast, and her lips on my nipple were a shock that rippled outward from the point of contact like a stone thrown into the caldera.

Her mouth. A woman's mouth on my nipple. The difference from the men was: patience. She didn't suck or bite or urgently devour. She kissed my nipple the way she'd kissed my mouth — slowly, with attention, her lips closing around it with a tenderness that made me want to weep. Her tongue circled it — softly, the lightest friction, and the softness was more devastating than any of the men's intensity because the softness asked me to feel everything instead of being overwhelmed by the largest sensation.

I felt everything. The air on my skin. The linen sheets beneath me (we'd lain down — when? I couldn't track the transition from sitting to lying, the movement so organic it was like water finding its level). Her mouth on my breast. Her hair against my chin. The weight of her body, lighter than any man's, draped half across me, her hip against my hip, her thigh between mine, and the pressure of her thigh between my legs was gentle and constant and I rocked against it involuntarily, my hips searching for friction that she provided by pressing slightly harder.

She moved down my body. Kissing. My sternum. My ribs. My stomach — she spent time here, her mouth on the softness below my navel that I'd always hated, that the Brahmin framework catalogued as "tummy" and the diet industry catalogued as "problem area," and Elena kissed it with the devotion of someone worshipping at a temple, her lips warm against the flesh that no man had worshipped because men don't worship stomachs, men cross stomachs on their way to somewhere else.

"This is beautiful," she murmured against my skin. "Right here. This softness."

My eyes stung. The validation was so simple and so enormous that my body didn't know whether to cry or come.

She pulled my dress off completely. My underwear — I helped, lifting my hips — and I was naked on her bed in Santorini and a woman was looking at all of me with the painter's eye and the lover's eye combined and the combination was the most seen I had ever been.

She kissed between my legs. Not immediately — she kissed my inner thighs first, both of them, the soft skin where the bruises from Felix's grip had faded to pale yellow, and her lips on those almost-healed marks were a kind of healing themselves. Then her mouth found me.

A woman's mouth between my legs for the second time. But the first time — Camila, in Berlin — had been expert. Technical. The mouth of a woman who knew what she was doing and did it well. Elena's mouth was something else. Elena's mouth was TENDER. Her tongue moved with the same slow, searching attention she brought to everything — the painting, the salad, the kiss — and the attention was the arousal. She wasn't trying to make me come. She was trying to KNOW me. To learn the specific topography of my pleasure, the particular way my clit responded to pressure, the angle that made my hips lift, the rhythm that made my breathing change.

She found it all. Slowly. Over minutes that felt like a meditation — the caldera outside the window, the lamp casting golden light, her dark hair between my thighs, my hand in that hair, not pulling but resting, and the orgasm that built was not the explosive detonations of the men, not the chain-reaction cascades of Berlin. It was a tide. Rising. Slowly, steadily, the pleasure gathering in my pelvis like water filling a basin, warm and inevitable, and when it crested, it crested gently — a wave that rolled through me from center to extremity, my toes curling, my fingers tightening in her hair, a sound from my mouth that was not a scream or a gasp but a sigh so deep it came from the bottom of my lungs and carried with it something I'd been holding for weeks without knowing I was holding it.

The sigh carried relief.

Relief that sex could be this. Not just the wall and the headboard and the blindfold and the force. But this. The lamplight. The slow tongue. The woman who painted the same view sixty times because she believed that looking was a form of love.

Elena kissed her way back up my body. Her mouth tasting like me. She lay beside me, her head on my shoulder, her hand on my stomach, and I lay there in the afterglow of the gentlest orgasm of my life and stared at the ceiling and the ceiling was white as Santorini and the tears came.

Not sadness. Not guilt. Not joy, exactly. The tears came because my body was processing something my brain couldn't articulate: the discovery that the full spectrum of my desire was wider than I'd imagined. That I wanted the force AND the tenderness. The men AND the women. The headboard AND the lamplight. That I was not one thing. That I was not required to choose.

Elena wiped my tears with her thumb. The same thumb I'd wiped sweat from at lunch. The symmetry was unbearable.

"Are you okay?" she asked.

"I'm so okay that I'm crying."

She laughed. I laughed. We laughed together, naked, in a room full of paintings of the same view, and the laughter was the truest sound in the room.



"Your turn," I said.

She lay back. I looked at her body — the olive skin, the small breasts, the dark hair between her legs — and I wanted to taste her with a specificity that surprised me. Not the generalized hunger of the men. A targeted, detailed want: I wanted to taste the salt on the inside of her thigh. I wanted to know if the skin behind her ear tasted different from the skin below her navel. I wanted to map her the way she mapped the caldera — sixty views, each one revealing something new.

I kissed her. Her mouth. Her jaw. Her neck — I found the pulse point and pressed my lips against it and felt her heartbeat against my mouth and the intimacy of it, mouth-to-pulse, was a closeness that transcended the physical. Her collarbone. Her breasts — I took her nipple in my mouth and discovered that tasting a woman's nipple was different from tasting a man's skin: sweeter, warmer, the texture softer, and her response — a sharp inhale, her hand finding the back of my head — was a language I already spoke.

I went lower. Her stomach. Her hips. The crease of her thigh. And then I was between her legs, my face level with the center of her, and the scent was — warm. Oceanic. The smell of a woman's desire, which is not the sharp-salt of men but a rounder, deeper scent, the smell of tide pools and ripe fruit and something mineral that was uniquely Elena.

I tasted her. My tongue on a woman for the second time. But in Berlin, I'd been on my knees with a man inside me, divided, split between two inputs. Here there was only one. Only Elena. Only her body under my mouth, her taste on my tongue, and I could pay the kind of attention I couldn't pay in Berlin — the same attention she'd paid me, the slow, searching, thorough attention of someone who wants to know, not just do.

Her clit was a small, firm pearl under my tongue, and I circled it the way she'd circled mine — slowly, finding the pressure she liked (lighter than I expected — lighter than my own preference), the rhythm (irregular — she responded to surprise, to changes in speed and pressure, her body arching when I altered the pattern), and the sound she made — a sound I will carry with me for the rest of my life — was not a moan. It was a murmur. A continuous, low, vibrating sound that lived in her chest and came through her throat and was the sound of a woman being touched the way she wanted to be touched.

She came with her thighs around my head and her hand in my hair and the murmur rising to a cry that was the colour of the sunset — warm, golden, alive — and her body pulsed against my tongue and I tasted her orgasm: a flood of warmth, a sweetness that was almost fruit, and the taste was the answer to the question she'd asked at dinner: What do YOU taste like, Kira? I tasted like this. Like a woman who could make another woman come. Like a woman whose mouth was fluent in a language she hadn't known she spoke.



We lay tangled. Legs intertwined, her head on my chest, my fingers in her short hair. The lamp was still on. The caldera was still dark. The wine was warm and we drank it anyway, passing the glass back and forth, tasting ourselves and each other on the rim.

"How long are you staying?" she asked.

"I leave tomorrow."

"That's not enough."

"I know."

"Stay one more day."

I stayed three.

Three days of Elena. Three days of painting and salads and Assyrtiko wine and the olive oil that tasted like her uncle's grove and the volcanic soil and four hundred years of Santorini. Three days of her body — in the morning, when the light was blue and she was warm from sleep and we moved slowly, lazily, our bodies finding each other under the white sheets with the ease of water finding its level. In the afternoon, when the heat made the room unbearable and we lay naked on the tiles, the cool terracotta against our skin, and she traced the outline of my body with her paintbrush — dry, no paint, just the bristles on my skin — from my hairline to my toes, and the tickle of the bristles was a different kind of foreplay, a mapping, a drafting of a painting she would never actually paint but that existed in the gesture.

In the evening, after sunset, when the wine was open and the lamp was lit and we talked about everything: about Pune and Aai and Baba and the ceiling fan, about Athens and her mother who was a lawyer and her father who was a fisherman and the paint under her fingernails that she'd stopped trying to remove because it was as permanent as her skin. About Rohit and the 90 seconds and the faked orgasm, and she laughed — not cruelly, with recognition — because she too had faked, years ago, with a boyfriend in Athens who'd believed that enthusiasm was a substitute for attention.

"You'll go back," she said, on the third night. We were on the terrace, the caldera below us, the stars above us — stars that were more numerous here than anywhere I'd been in Europe because Santorini's light pollution is low and the Aegean sky is clear and the stars showed themselves with the generosity of a universe that wants to be seen.

"To Pune?"

"To men. To the world. To whatever comes next."

"Does that bother you?"

She thought about it. The thinking was visible — her eyes moving from the stars to the caldera to my face, the painter's habit of looking at multiple vantage points before committing to a perspective.

"No," she said. "I don't want to keep you. I want to have known you. There's a difference."

The sentence was the most elegant thing anyone had said to me. Not the most passionate, not the most explicit, not the most raw. The most elegant. The sentence of a woman who understood that love — or whatever this was, this three-day salt-and-paint thing — was not about possession. It was about attention. About looking at one thing carefully enough that the looking itself became a form of love.

I left Santorini on a morning ferry, and Elena stood on the dock in her white linen shirt, barefoot, the wind in her short hair, and she raised one hand — not waving, just holding her hand up, the way you hold a brushstroke, the way you hold a view — and I watched her get smaller as the ferry pulled away, and the island got smaller, and the white buildings and the blue domes and the caldera got smaller, and the Aegean was huge and blue and full of salt and I tasted it on my lips and the taste was Elena and Santorini and the discovery that my body's alphabet had more letters than I'd known.

Rome was next. Rome was where the story would circle back to its beginning, and I would finally understand what the ceiling fan had been trying to tell me.




  
    CHAPTER 9: THE ART OF IT

    
    
  
  Rome smelled like time.

Not abstractly — specifically. The cobblestones smelled like centuries of rain and feet and spilled wine. The air near the Tiber smelled like river-mud and exhaust and the particular sweetness of Roman pines, those umbrella-shaped trees that look like they were designed by someone who loved both shade and drama. The pizzerias smelled like wood-fired dough and basil and the olive oil that was different from Elena's Santorini oil — Roman oil was lighter, greener, with a pepperiness that climbed up the back of your nose.

And beneath all of it, the smell I would forever associate with Rome: the warm, bread-and-garlic-and-butter smell of a kitchen where a man was cooking for me with the attention that other men had given to my body.

Alessandro.

Italian. Thirty-four. A chef — not a restaurant chef, a private chef who cooked for wealthy tourists in rented villas in Trastevere and who spent his evenings at the market in Campo de' Fiori selecting tomatoes with the gravity of a surgeon choosing instruments. He was tall — taller than Luca, almost as tall as Pieter — with dark hair that curled at his temples in the humidity, and a Roman nose that belonged on a coin, and hands that were scarred from years of knives and heat and the occupational hazards of a life spent transforming raw ingredients into experiences.

I met him at the market. 6 PM. The stalls were closing, the vendors packing away the day's unsold artichokes and the blood oranges that were the colour of a Santorini sunset, and I was standing in front of a cheese stall trying to decide between a pecorino that the vendor swore was aged in a cave and a ricotta that looked like a cloud that had decided to become food.

"The ricotta," Alessandro said from behind me. "At this time of day, the pecorino will make you think about dinner. The ricotta will make you forget you were hungry."

I turned. His face was close — he'd leaned in to speak near my ear, the market noise requiring proximity, and the proximity meant I could smell him: garlic on his fingers, basil on his shirt, the faint sweetness of slow-cooked onions on his skin. He smelled like a kitchen. He smelled like food. He smelled like the opposite of every man I'd been with in Europe, who had smelled like cologne or salt or sweat or the specific chemical sharpness of desire.

Alessandro smelled like nourishment.

"You're sure?" I said.

"I'm a chef. Cheese is my jurisdiction." He bought the ricotta — wouldn't let me pay, the Italian insistence on generosity that I'd learned from Luca was not a personal trait but a national policy — and he handed it to me wrapped in wax paper, and our fingers touched in the transaction, and the touch was warm and smelled like garlic and I wanted, suddenly and completely, to put those fingers in my mouth.

"Have dinner with me," he said. "I'll cook."

"Where?"

"My apartment. I have a kitchen that's bigger than most Roman restaurants and a terrace that faces the dome of St. Peter's and I've been shopping all day for ingredients I don't need for tomorrow's clients. I need someone to feed."

The directness was Italian — not the Dutch bluntness of Pieter or the German efficiency of Felix, but something warmer, an invitation that contained no ambiguity and no pressure. He wanted to cook for me. The cooking was the seduction. I understood this immediately — understood it the way I now understood the language of bodies and spaces and offers — and I said yes because the yes was easy and because my body, after six weeks of being touched and tasted and held and struck and bound and worshipped, wanted something it hadn't had yet: to be fed.



His apartment was in Trastevere — a neighbourhood across the Tiber from the tourist center, where the buildings were ochre and rust and the streets were narrow enough that the laundry hung between balconies on opposite sides could almost touch, and the evening light was golden-pink and made everything look like a painting that Caravaggio would have painted if Caravaggio had been happy.

The kitchen was, as promised, enormous. Professional-grade: stainless steel surfaces, copper pots hanging from a rack above the stove, a knife block containing blades that he handled with the reverence of a musician handling instruments. The terrace was off the kitchen — a small balcony with two chairs and a table and, as promised, a view of St. Peter's dome, which was lit against the darkening sky like a thought that God was having.

He cooked. I watched.

The watching was its own kind of foreplay — and I knew this now, I recognized the architecture of anticipation, the 70/30 ratio that had been operating in every encounter since Paris. The buildup was always longer than the act. The wanting was always more potent than the having. And Alessandro, whether he knew it or not, was a master of the buildup.

He made cacio e pepe. Four ingredients: pasta, pecorino, black pepper, pasta water. The simplicity was the point — the dish required no complexity, only attention. He toasted the pepper in a dry pan and the smell — sharp, warm, the smell of heat applied to spice — filled the kitchen and climbed into my sinuses and settled there like a warm hand cupping the inside of my skull. He grated the pecorino — by hand, slowly, the cheese falling in ribbons that looked like lace — and the smell was sharp, funky, the smell of something that had been alive and transformed and was now becoming something new.

He boiled the pasta. Spaghetti, not from a packet — fresh, made that morning, he told me, the dough rolled so thin you could read newspaper through it. The pasta went into the water and the kitchen filled with steam and through the steam his face was softened, blurred, the Roman nose and the dark curls and the concentration — the total, unwavering concentration of a man who was doing the thing he was born to do.

"You cook the way I've seen artists paint," I said.

He looked up. Smiled. "Cooking IS painting. The plate is the canvas. The ingredients are the pigments. The heat is the light."

He tossed the pasta with the pecorino and the pepper and the starchy water and the chemistry — the emulsification, the proteins bonding, the starch thickening, the pepper oils releasing — was visible: the sauce came together like magic, like the moment a painting resolves from chaos into image, and he plated it on two white plates with the care of someone placing a crown.

We ate on the terrace. St. Peter's dome. The Rome night. The cacio e pepe.

The first bite was — I closed my eyes. The pepper hit first: warm, sharp, a sting that was not pain but the promise of pain that resolved into pleasure. Then the cheese: creamy, funky, the salt of it cutting the richness, the umami coating my tongue like a blanket. Then the pasta itself: yielding, the texture of silk, the bite of al dente that gives way to softness, and the combination of all three — pepper, cheese, pasta — was a sensation so complete that my body responded the way it responded to touch: a flush in my chest, a loosening in my hips, a sound from my throat that was, I realized with a start, a moan.

I moaned at pasta.

Alessandro heard it. Of course he heard it — the terrace was small, the night was quiet, and a woman moaning at your cacio e pepe is not a sound a chef misses.

"Good?" he said.

"I just made a sex noise at your pasta."

He laughed. A big laugh — a Roman laugh, expansive, the laugh of a man who lived in a city that had invented both the feast and the orgy and saw no reason to separate them.

"That's the best review I've ever received."

We ate. We drank — a Nero d'Avola from Sicily, dark and full and tasting like black cherries and volcanic earth. We talked. About India, about Pune, about my mother's kitchen — and here something happened that had not happened with any of the other men. When I described Aai's kitchen — the pressure cooker, the tadka pan, the smell of mustard seeds popping in oil, the jeera rice on Sundays, the modak for Ganesh Chaturthi — Alessandro listened with the intensity of a man hearing intelligence from a foreign country.

"Your mother's kitchen," he said. "Tell me more. The spices. The technique. The order of operations."

And I told him. I told him about tadka — the tempering, the art of heating oil and adding mustard seeds and waiting for the pop and then the cumin and then the curry leaves and then the hing, the precise sequence that is the opening chord of every Maharashtrian meal. I told him about the pressure cooker — three whistles for dal, five for mutton, and the sound of those whistles is the soundtrack of every Indian childhood, the percussion section of the domestic orchestra. I told him about Aai's hands — how she never measured, how the salt was a pinch and the turmeric was a habit and the chili was adjusted by memory, not recipe, because recipes are for people who haven't cooked the same dish ten thousand times.

"She's a genius," Alessandro said. "Your mother. She doesn't know it because the world doesn't call women in kitchens geniuses. But a woman who can cook the same dish ten thousand times and make it different each time — that's mastery. That's what I'm trying to do. That's what every chef is trying to do."

The sentence cracked something in me. Not the sexual cracking of Prague — something deeper, something closer to the bone. Because he was right. Aai WAS a genius. The woman who stood in the Nigdi kitchen at 6 AM making poha — the same poha, the same recipe, the same yellow turmeric and the same peanuts and the same squeeze of lemon — was a genius. And I had spent six weeks in Europe eating croissants and jamón and cacio e pepe and forgetting that the greatest chef I'd ever known was a Brahmin housewife in PCMC who'd never eaten in a restaurant.

My eyes filled. Not the tears of Santorini — those were relief. These were recognition. These were the tears of a woman who'd traveled seven thousand kilometres to discover that the thing she was running from was also the thing she was running toward.

Alessandro saw the tears. He didn't ask. He poured more wine. He brought out dessert — a panna cotta with blood orange, the custard trembling on the plate like something that was barely holding itself together, and the taste was cool and sweet and citrus-sharp and it was the taste of someone taking care of me, which was different from someone desiring me or teaching me or commanding me. It was the taste of: sit. Eat. Be nourished. You have been running. You can stop.



I did not plan to cry in a chef's apartment in Trastevere at 11 PM on a Tuesday. But the wine was open and the night was warm and St. Peter's dome was glowing and Alessandro asked me: "What are you looking for? In Europe. In all of this."

And the question — asked by a man who understood that the search for the right ingredient is the same as the search for the right life — opened a door I'd been keeping closed.

"I don't know," I said. "I thought I was looking for sex. For experience. For the things I didn't have in Pune. But I think—" I paused. The wine was warm in my throat. "I think I was looking for proof that I'm allowed to want things."

"What kind of things?"

"Everything. Pleasure. Pain. Women. Men. Pasta that makes me moan. A life that isn't the ceiling fan and the poha and the braided hair. A life where my body is not a problem to be managed but a — a—"

"A gift to be used."

"Yes." The word was wet. "Yes. That."

He stood. Walked to my chair. Knelt in front of me — not kneeling as submission, kneeling as attention, the way you kneel to look at something at its level. His face was level with mine. His eyes were dark brown, almost black in the terrace light, and they held me with a steadiness that was not intensity but warmth.

"You are allowed," he said. "You have always been allowed. The permission was never someone else's to give."

He kissed me. Gently. The gentlest first kiss of the trip — gentler than Étienne, gentler than Elena. His lips tasted like pepper and wine and the specific warmth of a man who had spent the evening feeding a stranger because feeding was his language of love.

The kiss deepened. His hand on my jaw — the same jaw that Étienne had held on the Sacré-Cœur steps, but Alessandro's hand was larger, warmer, rougher from knife-scars. His thumb on my cheekbone. The tilt. The pause that is the space between wanting and having. And then his tongue, tasting like the Nero d'Avola, and my hands finding his shoulders, pulling him closer, the chair creaking, St. Peter's dome witnessing.

"Inside," I said.

He carried me. Not dramatically — efficiently, his hands under my thighs, my legs around his waist, my arms around his neck, and he carried me from the terrace through the kitchen and into his bedroom with the ease of a man who was strong enough that carrying was not an event but a convenience. The bedroom was spare — a large bed, white sheets (always white sheets, the European addiction to white sheets that I'd come to associate with the moment before everything changes), a window open to the Rome night, the sound of a Vespa somewhere in Trastevere.

He laid me on the bed. He stood over me and undressed — the chef's jacket first (he'd been wearing it, I realized; the cooking was not casual), then the T-shirt beneath, then his trousers. His body was different from the others — not the swimmer's body of Luca or the lean strength of Felix or the Dutch broadness of Pieter. Alessandro's body was the body of a man who tasted everything he cooked: solid, warm, a softness around the middle that I found, to my surprise, deeply attractive. Because his body said: I enjoy life. I eat. I drink. I am not optimizing. I am living.

He undressed me with the same attention he'd given the pasta — the same careful, unhurried precision. My dress. My bra. My underwear. Each layer removed as though it were an ingredient being added to a dish, each removal revealing something that changed the composition of the whole.

He kissed my body the way he'd described cooking: as painting. His mouth moved from my neck to my collarbone to my breast to my stomach with the deliberate strokes of someone who was creating something, and each kiss was a different pressure, a different duration, a different temperature — some quick and sharp, like pepper; some slow and warm, like the sauce; some lingering and deep, like the wine.

"You taste like the sea," he said against my hip. "And something sweet. Honey?"

"I had baklava in Athens."

He laughed against my skin and the vibration traveled through my hip into my pelvis and I was wet from laughter and from his mouth and from the specific eroticism of a man who tasted my skin and analyzed the flavour.

He went down on me with the same philosophy he applied to cooking: simple ingredients, perfect technique, total attention. His tongue was direct — no circling, no teasing, the flat of it against my clit with a pressure that was exactly right from the first stroke, and his hands were on my thighs, his scarred fingers pressing into my skin, and the roughness of his hands — the calluses, the burns, the map of a decade in professional kitchens — against the smoothness of my inner thighs was a textural contrast that made every nerve in the area fire simultaneously.

He ate me. That's the only accurate phrase. He didn't go down on me or perform oral sex or any clinical euphemism. He ATE me — with the appetite of a man who understood that the mouth is designed for pleasure, that tasting is the body's original art form, and that a woman's body, when attended to with the same devotion as a perfect cacio e pepe, will respond with the same grateful, involuntary moan.

I came. Not explosively — deeply. The orgasm was low, warm, located somewhere behind my navel rather than in my clit, and it spread through my body like the wine had spread through my bloodstream: gradually, warmly, making everything softer and more vivid at the same time. I came and the sound I made was not a scream or a gasp but a long, slow exhale, as if I'd been holding my breath for six weeks and finally, in this bed in Trastevere with a chef's mouth between my legs and St. Peter's dome outside the window, let it go.

"I want you inside me," I said. "Slowly."

He climbed up my body. Found a condom. Entered me slowly — so slowly that I could feel every centimetre, the stretch of it, the fullness arriving by degrees like a flavour that unfolds on the tongue, first one note and then another and then the full chord. He was fully inside me and he didn't move. Just held there — his weight on his forearms, his face above mine, his eyes on my eyes, and the not-moving was more intimate than any thrusting because the not-moving said: I'm here. Feel this. Feel all of it.

I felt all of it. The fullness. The weight. The warmth of his body on mine. The Rome night through the window. The distant Vespa. The smell of garlic and basil still on his skin, still in the kitchen, still in the air, mixing with the smell of sex — the sharp-sweet-salt smell that I now recognized as my own arousal, the smell of my body wanting.

He moved. Slowly. Long, deep strokes that reached the bottom of me and withdrew to the tip and returned, and the rhythm was the rhythm of kneading dough — patient, repetitive, the same motion applied with the same pressure until the material transforms. My body was the dough. His body was the hands. And the transformation was happening in real-time: with each stroke, I softened. With each stroke, something that had been tight — in my chest, in my throat, in the place behind my sternum where I kept the things I couldn't say — loosened.

I wrapped my legs around him. Drew him deeper. His forehead against mine, his breath against my mouth, and we moved together with a synchrony that I hadn't experienced with any of the others — not the lead-and-follow of Barcelona, not the teacher-student of Nice, not the dominant-submissive of Prague. This was a duet. Two equal instruments playing the same melody. And the melody was slow and deep and the crescendo, when it came, was inevitable — a rising that built from the base of my spine upward, through my stomach, through my chest, into my throat, and when I came, the orgasm was so deep that it reached the tears and the tears came too, mixing with the orgasm, the pleasure and the grief and the recognition all flowing through the same channel.

He came with me. His face in my neck, his body shuddering against mine, and we held each other through it — through the mutual coming-apart that was also a coming-together — and when it was done, when the shuddering stopped and the breathing slowed and the night reclaimed the room, I was lying in the arms of a man who smelled like garlic and basil and sex and something else, something that smelled like being taken care of.

"Rohit," I whispered.

Alessandro looked at me. Not jealous — curious.

"The boy in Pune. Ninety seconds. The condom failure. I've been carrying him. In every bed, in every city. He's been there — the first touch, the wrong touch, the touch that made me think my body was a problem." I paused. The tears were quiet now. "I don't think I'm carrying him anymore."

"What did you put down?"

"The idea that sex is something that happens TO me. That my body is a location where sex occurs. I'm not a location, Alessandro. I'm — I'm the thing itself. I'm the sex. I'm the pleasure. I'm the wanting and the having and the noise and the silence and—"

He kissed me. Not to stop me talking. To punctuate.

"You're also very beautiful when you're philosophical after an orgasm," he said.

I laughed. The laugh came from the same place as the tears — deep, central, the place where everything real lived.



He made me breakfast. 7 AM, the Rome light pouring through the kitchen windows, and he made me an egg — one egg, fried in olive oil, with salt and pepper and a torn piece of focaccia that he'd baked the previous morning. The egg was perfect. The yolk was liquid gold, the white was lacy at the edges, and when I broke the yolk with the focaccia and the gold ran across the plate and I soaked it up and put it in my mouth, the taste was simple and complete and it was the taste of a man who had listened to me cry about my mother's kitchen and then made me a breakfast that was, in its simplicity, an homage to her: one ingredient, prepared with care, served with love.

"Your mother's poha," he said. "You'll make it for me someday."

"In Rome?"

"In Pune. I want to eat it where it was born."

The promise was not a promise. It was a wish. The kind that two people make knowing it may never happen, but the making of it is what matters — the acknowledgment that this night, this kitchen, this egg, existed in a story that would continue even after we closed the chapter.

I left his apartment at 9 AM. Walked through Trastevere in the morning light. Crossed the Tiber. Stood in the Piazza Navona and looked at Bernini's Fountain of the Four Rivers — the marble bodies, the water flowing, the allegory of continents learning to coexist — and I thought about Rohit.

Not with pain. Not with anger. Not even with sadness. I thought about Rohit the way you think about a first draft — the version that was necessary because it showed you what the story was NOT, so that you could find what it WAS. Rohit was ninety seconds. Alessandro was a night. And the distance between them was not measured in time but in the quality of attention — the difference between a boy who didn't know what he was doing and a man who did, between a body that took and a body that gave, between a condom that broke and an egg that was perfect.

I was done with Rohit. Not forgiven — dissolved. He had no charge left. The wound had been filled with better touches, better tastes, better attention, and the filling was not revenge but growth. The scar tissue was stronger than the original skin.

The Swiss Alps were next. The Swiss Alps were where I would finally meet the most important lover of the trip: myself.




  
    CHAPTER 10: THE MIRROR

    
    
  
  The Swiss Alps were silence made visible.

After seven weeks of cities — the noise, the crowds, the bass and the moaning and the clatter of plates and the hiss of trains and the specific cacophony of a body being touched by strangers — the silence of the mountains was so total, so absolute, that I could hear the blood in my own ears. I could hear my own heartbeat. I could hear the difference between breathing in and breathing out, and the difference was enormous: the in-breath was the world entering me, the out-breath was me releasing the world.

I arrived in Interlaken on a train from Milan (Rome to Milan, Milan to Interlaken, the landscape shifting from terracotta and olive groves to green valleys and then, suddenly, as if God had been hiding them behind a curtain, the Alps). The mountains appeared in the train window like a revelation — white peaks against blue sky, so sharp and so massive that the eye couldn't process the scale. I'd seen the Sahyadris outside Pune — the Western Ghats, green and ancient and worn smooth by monsoons — but they were hills compared to this. The Alps were not hills. The Alps were the planet showing its bones.

The hostel was in Grindelwald — a village that looked like a postcard that someone had painted while on hallucinogens: green meadows, wooden chalets, the Eiger North Face rising above the village like a wall built by a civilization that had gone vertical. The air was different from any air I'd breathed in Europe — thin, cold, clean, scrubbed of all the particulate matter that cities are made of, and when I breathed it in, my lungs felt like they'd been washed.

I was alone. Not alone as in without company — I'd been "alone" for the entire trip, technically, a solo traveler — but alone as in: no intention. No plan to meet anyone. No bar, no club, no gallery, no market. For the first time since Paris, I had no desire to be touched by another person. My body, after seven weeks of being the site of so much contact — hands, mouths, tongues, cocks, fingers, lips, the red silk of Prague, the mesh of Berlin, the white linen of Santorini — wanted the opposite of contact. My body wanted itself.

This was not loneliness. This was the discovery that the most intimate relationship of the trip was the one I hadn't yet had: the relationship with the body that had done all of this.



I hiked. Alone. Up from Grindelwald toward First — a peak accessible by gondola but also by a trail that wound through Alpine meadows thick with wildflowers, the names of which I didn't know and didn't need to know because their colours were a language: purple and yellow and white and the deep blue of gentians that looked like someone had poured the Mediterranean into a flower.

The hike took four hours. My body worked — my legs, my lungs, my heart — and the working was different from the working it had done in bedrooms and clubs and narrow hostel beds. This was the body as engine, not as instrument. The body moving through space under its own power, not in response to another's touch but in response to the incline, the altitude, the specific demand of a mountain that didn't care who I'd fucked or how many orgasms I'd had. The mountain asked only: can you climb?

I could climb. My legs were strong — stronger than they'd been in Pune, where my daily exercise was the walk from the flat to the bus stop and the stairs to the second floor. Seven weeks of carrying a backpack across Europe had changed my body in ways the sex hadn't: my calves were defined, my thighs were firm, my shoulders were broader from the pack straps, and my core — the soft stomach that Elena had kissed with devotion — was tighter, the muscles beneath the softness now perceptible.

At the top, I sat on a rock. The Eiger was behind me, the valley below, the glaciers above — enormous rivers of ice that had been flowing downhill for ten thousand years at a speed too slow for the human eye but real, undeniably real, the earth's own version of patience. The view was not beautiful. The view was sublime — the 18th-century word for beauty that makes you afraid, beauty that reminds you of your smallness, beauty that doesn't comfort but confronts.

I sat with the view and felt my smallness and the smallness was not diminishment. It was proportion. I was small. My body was small. The things I'd done in that body — the kissing and the fucking and the moaning and the crying and the tasting and the surrendering — were small. Not unimportant. Small. Human-sized events in a human-sized body on a planet that had glaciers and calderas and mountains and the full, indifferent scale of geological time.

The perspective was not humbling. It was freeing. Because if everything was small, then nothing was shameful. The silk on my wrists was small. The threesome was small. The woman's taste on my tongue was small. All of it — every moan, every orgasm, every lie to my mother — was small in the context of a mountain that had been standing for sixty million years and would stand for sixty million more.

I took off my shoes. Then my socks. The grass under my feet was cold, alpine-cold, the blades short and firm from altitude. I stood barefoot on the top of a Swiss mountain and the cold traveled up through my soles and into my ankles and calves and the sensation was grounding in the literal sense — I was connected to the ground, to the earth, to the sixty-million-year-old rock beneath the grass.

I took off more.

Not performance. Not for anyone — the peak was empty, the nearest person a distant speck on a trail below. I took off my jacket. My shirt. My bra. The cold air hit my bare skin — my breasts, my stomach, the mole on my shoulder — and the cold was not unpleasant. It was clarifying. Each pore tightened. Each hair stood. The skin itself became alert, sensitized, not by the touch of another person but by the touch of the world: the air, the altitude, the UV light that was stronger here and pressed against my skin like a warm palm.

I stood on the mountain, topless, and the Eiger didn't care. The glacier didn't care. The gentians didn't care. The extraordinary indifference of nature to my naked body was the most erotic realization of the trip: I had been performing my body — covering it, revealing it, offering it — for the audience of other people for my entire life. For Aai, I covered it. For the men, I revealed it. For myself — for myself I had done nothing. My body had been a stage. Never the actor.

I sat back on the rock. Cross-legged. Bare-chested. The sun warm on my face, the air cold on my breasts. The contradiction — warm face, cold chest — was a duality I sat with rather than resolved. The duality was the point. I was Kiran AND Kira. I was the braided girl AND the woman who'd cut her dress open in Berlin. I was Nigdi AND the Herengracht. I was poha AND cacio e pepe. The contradiction was not a problem to be solved. It was a truth to be held.



Back at the hostel. Evening. The room was a private — the first private room of the trip, a small wooden room under the eaves with a window that framed the Eiger and a bed that was soft and clean and mine, entirely mine, not shared with a bunkmate or a lover or the memory of someone else's body.

I showered. Hot water — the hostel's boiler was surprisingly powerful, the water pressure a personal gift — and the heat on my muscles after the hike was medicinal, the tiredness and the warmth combining into a state that was not sleepy but deeply, physically present. I could feel every muscle. My quadriceps, sore from the descent. My calves, tight from the climb. My shoulders, loosened by the removal of the backpack. And between my legs — not sore, not tender, not carrying the evidence of anyone else. Clean. Mine.

I dried off. Stood in front of the mirror. The room had a full-length mirror on the back of the door — unusual for a hostel — and I stood in front of it naked and looked at myself the way Elena had looked at me: as a painter looks at a landscape. Not evaluating. Seeing.

My body.

I catalogued it. Not with judgment — with the attention that seven weeks had taught me was the highest form of respect.

My hair: dark, past my shoulders, still damp from the shower, the same hair that had been pulled by Pieter and held by Viktor and braided by Aai and let loose in Paris.

My face: the same face, fundamentally, as the girl who'd stared at the ceiling fan in Nigdi. But the eyes were different. Not their colour — their depth. These eyes had seen a man's face between my legs and a woman's face between my legs and a Berlin ceiling and a Santorini caldera and a Swiss mountain and the eyes carried all of it, carried it without flinching.

My neck: the place where Pieter's hand had been. The place where Camila had kissed. The place where my pulse lived, the pulse that every lover had felt against their mouth.

My breasts: small, brown, the nipples dark. The breasts that Luca had attended to with scientific precision, that Elena had kissed with devotion, that Alessandro had cupped while inside me. My breasts. Not assets, not problems, not features to be enhanced or reduced. Breasts. Functional, sensitive, part of the architecture.

My stomach: the softness below my navel. Elena's temple. The place I'd hated for years — the tummy that Brahmin aunties pinched and said "thoda kam kha" (eat a little less) — and that I now looked at with, if not love, then acceptance. The softness was softness. It was part of me. It had been kissed by a woman who called it beautiful and I was inclined, after seven weeks, to trust a woman's opinion on a woman's body.

My hips: wider than I'd thought. The bruises from Felix were faded. The marks from Viktor were gone. The hips were unmarked, returned to their original state, and the original state was: mine.

Between my legs: the dark hair, the folds, the clit that I now knew by name and by function and by the specific pressure and speed and angle that made it sing. This body part — this small, nerve-dense center that Rohit had never found and Étienne hadn't reached and Mateo had discovered and Luca had studied and Viktor had commanded and Camila had intuited and Elena had worshipped and Alessandro had savored — this body part was mine. Not Rohit's failure. Not any man's discovery. MINE.

I looked at myself in the mirror and I was, for the first time in twenty-two years, not performing. Not performing modesty for Aai. Not performing desire for a man. Not performing confidence for myself. I was simply standing in a body that had walked seven thousand kilometres and fucked seven people and climbed a Swiss mountain and I was looking at it the way you look at something you've earned: with the quiet satisfaction of ownership.



I lay on the bed. Naked. The window was open — the Alpine air coming in, cold and pine-scented, the Eiger visible in the last light, and the room was quiet and I was alone and my hand moved to my stomach.

Not with urgency. Not with the desperate, guilty fumbling of the girl who'd touched herself in the Nigdi bathroom at 2 AM with incognito mode open and one ear listening for Aai's footsteps. With intention. With the calm, unhurried attention of a woman who had learned from seven lovers what her body wanted and was now, finally, going to give it to herself.

My hand moved down. Over my stomach. Through the hair between my legs. And the first touch — my own finger on my own clit — was a homecoming.

Not the explosive contact of another person's hand, not the electric shock of a new mouth. A homecoming. My finger knew the terrain. My finger knew the pressure — lighter than Luca's tongue, firmer than Elena's — and the rhythm — slow, circular, the rhythm I'd never been able to find in the dark bathroom in Nigdi because in Nigdi the rhythm was always interrupted by fear.

No fear here. No footsteps. No Aai. No Ramesh kaka. No log kya kahenge. Only the Eiger and the pine and the cold air on my skin and my hand between my legs and the pleasure that started, for the first time in my life, as a conversation between me and myself.

I touched myself the way Elena had touched me — slowly. I paid attention the way Luca had paid attention — thoroughly. I felt the buildup the way Alessandro had built his cacio e pepe — with patience, with trust in the process, knowing that the result would come not from force but from sustained, focused attention to simple ingredients.

The simple ingredients: my finger. My clit. The memory of every touch that had taught me the vocabulary of my own pleasure.

I circled. Slowly. The pleasure was a low hum — not the screaming intensity of Prague, not the volcanic eruption of Amsterdam, but a hum, a resonance, my body vibrating at its own frequency. I added pressure. The hum deepened. I changed the angle — slightly to the left, the way Camila's tongue had gone slightly to the left and found the spot that was more sensitive than the center — and the hum became a pulse.

I slid a finger inside myself. Then two. The fullness was different from a cock — not as deep, not as stretching, but more precise, because my fingers knew exactly where to go. The front wall. The ridged area that Luca had found with his cock and his fingers and that I had, in seven weeks, never touched myself. I curled my fingers. Found it. Pressed.

The sensation was — I gasped. Alone in the room, I gasped, because the combination of my fingers inside me pressing the front wall and my thumb on my clit circling with the pressure I'd learned from seven lovers was a combination that no one had ever given me and I had never given myself and it was MINE. Not gifted by a French sculptor or taught by an Italian marine biologist or commanded by a Czech photographer. Mine. Discovered by my own hand in my own body in a room in Switzerland with a mountain watching.

I moved my fingers. The rhythm was instinctive now — the rhythm of my own desire, the tempo that my body set when it was not responding to someone else's pace but establishing its own. Slow. Then faster. Then slow again. The pleasure built in waves — each one higher than the last, each one carrying me further from the shore of thought and closer to the open water of pure sensation.

I thought of everyone. Not one memory — all of them. Étienne's thumb on my cheekbone. Mateo's hips against mine on the Barcelona dance floor. Luca's mouth between my legs, patient, studying. Pieter's hand on my throat, the world narrowing to pulse and pressure. Viktor's voice: you wanted this. Camila's mouth, the empathy of shared nerve endings. Elena's slow smile, her fingers in my hair. Alessandro's body inside me, not moving, the fullness of presence.

Every touch I'd received in seven weeks was fuel now — fuel for my own hand, my own pleasure, my own orgasm that was building in the Swiss Alps with no audience and no performance and no one to perform for.

The orgasm arrived like the mountain: massive, inevitable, and not interested in being described.

It started in my center — the place where my fingers pressed, the front wall responding — and expanded outward in a circle that went through my pelvis, my stomach, my chest, my throat. My back arched. My toes curled. My free hand gripped the sheet. My mouth opened and the sound that came out was not a word, not a name, not a cry for more or yes or there — it was a sound without language, the sound of a body communicating with itself, the original language that exists before words, before culture, before Brahmin or Marathi or English or any of the codes I'd spent my life translating.

The orgasm lasted. Not seconds — longer. Because there was no urgency to end it, no partner's rhythm to accommodate, no position to maintain. I lay on my back in a wooden room in Switzerland and my fingers moved and the orgasm moved with them, each wave extending the previous, each pulse deepening the previous, and the pleasure was not climbing toward a peak — it WAS the peak, a plateau of sustained sensation that I could stay on as long as I wanted because I was the only one here and the schedule was mine.

When I finally stopped — not from completion but from the simple, beautiful exhaustion of having given myself enough — I lay in the quiet and breathed. My hand was wet. My thighs were wet. The sheets were damp. The room smelled like me — the specific smell of my own arousal, which I now knew well enough to recognize: warm, salt-sweet, the smell of a body that has been attended to.

I had made myself come. Alone. Without guilt, without fear, without incognito mode, without listening for footsteps. I had made myself come with the collected wisdom of seven weeks and seven lovers, and the orgasm was not the best I'd had — the best was arguably Prague, or the first one with Mateo, or the tender swell of Elena. But it was the most important. Because this one was mine. Entirely, completely, without caveat or collaboration. Mine.



I cried. Not immediately — later, after I'd cleaned up and wrapped myself in the duvet and the Alpine night had turned the window into a frame of stars. I cried because the journey was almost over. Not geographically — I had London still, and then Pune — but the arc was complete. The girl who'd stared at the ceiling fan and faked her orgasm and booked a flight while her mother did aarti had come to a room in Switzerland and touched herself without shame and the distance between those two women was not seven thousand kilometres. It was the width of a permission that had always been hers and that nobody — not Aai, not Rohit, not the building aunties, not the Brahmin framework — had the right to withhold.

I fell asleep with the window open and the stars above the Eiger and my body warm and used and mine, mine, mine.

London was next. London was where the circle would begin to close, and I would discover that going home was not the same as going back.




  
    CHAPTER 11: THE INTEGRATION

    
    
  
  London tasted like chai.

Not the chai of home — not Aai's chai with the Wagh Bakri loose-leaf and the elaichi crushed between the heel of her palm and the mortar, the milk boiled until it threatened to overflow, the sugar that was always too much and always perfect. This was London chai: a café in Brick Lane, East London, where the menu said "masala chai" and the barista — a white girl with a septum piercing and an accent from somewhere that was trying very hard to be East London — handed me a cup that smelled like cardamom and ginger and the specific, manufactured nostalgia of a country that had colonized India for two hundred years and was now selling its spices back to it in ceramic mugs for £4.50.

I drank it anyway. The chai was not good. It was not bad. It was approximate — the way a translation captures the meaning but misses the music. And the approximation was, after eight weeks away, enough to make my throat tighten with a homesickness so sudden and so physical that I had to sit down on the café's velvet couch and press my palm against my sternum and breathe.

London was the last city. After this: Heathrow. A flight. Mumbai. Then the Shivneri bus or a car. Then Pune. Then Nigdi. Then the flat. Then the ceiling fan. Then Aai.

The countdown had started.



London was different from the rest of Europe the way English is different from the Romance languages — familiar but formal, close but not quite intimate, a city that knew you but maintained a polite distance. The buildings were grey and grand and the sky was the same grey — the specific London grey that is not depression but habit, the grey of a city that has decided that weather is not the point. The point was elsewhere: in the markets, in the pubs, in the theatre, in the quiet, devastating competence of a culture that had built an empire and dismantled it and was now trying to figure out what to do with the leftover silverware.

I was staying in Shoreditch — a neighbourhood that reminded me, oddly, of Koregaon Park in Pune: the same combination of old money architecture and new money coffee shops, the same mix of the very young and the very cool and the very confused. The hostel was on a street lined with vintage shops and Ethiopian restaurants and a mural of David Bowie that someone had painted three storeys high on the side of a building, his heterochromatic eyes staring down at the street with the benevolence of a god who liked eyeliner.

I dropped my backpack. The backpack was lighter than it had been in Paris — I'd left things behind in every city. A scarf in Barcelona. A book in Nice. The Jockey bras in Amsterdam (replaced by the black bra from a shop in the Jordaan). The Westside dress with the cut-out back in Berlin (destroyed, mourned, buried in a hostel bin). I was traveling lighter. In every sense.



I did not plan to meet an Indian man in London. The trip had been designed — unconsciously, instinctively — as an escape FROM India. Every man had been European: French, Spanish, Italian, Dutch, Czech, German. Every woman had been European: Brazilian (close enough), Greek. The Indianness had been left in Pune, packed in a suitcase labelled "later," filed under "deal with when you get home."

But London is where India lives outside India.

Arjun.

I met him at a bookshop in Shoreditch — not a chain, an independent, the kind with uneven floors and a cat sleeping on the poetry shelf and a hand-lettered sign that said "IF YOU'RE LOOKING FOR SELF-HELP, THE PUB IS TWO DOORS DOWN." I was in the fiction section, looking for a novel I could finish on the flight home, and he was standing in front of the Indian literature shelf reading the back of a Jhumpa Lahiri paperback with the focused attention of someone who had read her before and was deciding whether to read her again.

Indian. I knew it immediately — not from his skin, which was the same brown as mine, but from his posture. The specific way Indian men stand in bookshops: one hand in pocket, weight on one leg, the slight forward lean that says "I'm intellectual and I want you to know it without having to tell you." I'd seen that posture in Crossword in FC Road a hundred times. The posture of the Pune boy who reads.

He was handsome. Not European-handsome — not the sculpted jaw of Étienne or the Dutch broadness of Pieter or the angular artistry of Viktor. Indian-handsome: warm eyes, dark, framed by eyebrows that were thick and expressive, a nose that was not Roman but Maharashtrian (I'd learn later that he was, in fact, Maharashtrian — from Dadar, Mumbai), lips that were full and slightly asymmetric, and the kind of stubble that Indian men grow in three hours and spend the rest of the day deciding whether to shave.

He was wearing a navy blue jumper and jeans and Chucks and he looked like every boy I'd gone to college with in Pune, every boy I'd sat next to in the BMCC canteen, every boy I'd avoided looking at directly because looking at boys directly was not what Brahmin girls did.

Except I was not that girl anymore.

"Jhumpa Lahiri," I said. "Which one?"

He looked up. Surprised — not by the question but by the language. My accent. The Indian English that carries home in its vowels regardless of how many European cities you've passed through.

"The Namesake," he said. "For the fourth time. I keep reading it hoping the ending will change."

"It won't."

"I know. That's why I keep reading it."

He smiled. The smile was familiar — not because I'd seen it before, but because it was a smile I understood. An Indian smile. A smile that contained the specific warmth and the specific restraint of a culture that expresses affection through the decision not to express it too loudly.

"I'm Arjun," he said.

"Kira."

"Kira? Or Kiran?"

The question stopped me. Nobody in eight weeks had asked that question. Nobody in Europe had known that "Kira" might be a truncation, a reshaping, a European abbreviation of an Indian original. Nobody had heard the name and wondered about the syllable I'd removed.

"Both," I said. And the answer was honest for the first time.



We had coffee. Then lunch. Then we walked — through Shoreditch to Spitalfields to the City to the Embankment, the Thames grey and steady beside us, the city unfolding with the deliberate pace of two people who had the whole afternoon and no intention of rushing.

He told me about himself. Born in Dadar, raised in Mumbai, the son of a doctor (father) and a teacher (mother), a childhood that I recognized with the precision of a mirror: the joint family, the exam pressure, the IIT coaching that his father wanted and the English literature degree that he chose instead, the specific guilt of an Indian son who follows his heart rather than his father's blueprint. He'd come to London for a master's at SOAS — South Asian studies, because he wanted to study the country he'd left, which is an Indian thing to do, studying home from abroad because home is easier to see from a distance.

I told him about myself. Not the Europe version — the India version. Pune. PCMC. Nigdi. The flat. The ceiling fan. BMCC. Symbiosis. The Brahmin family, the vegetarian kitchen, the devhara in the corner. The auto-rickshaw to college. The building aunties. The specific geography of being a girl in a world designed for boys to inherit.

He listened the way Alessandro had listened to my description of Aai's kitchen — with the intensity of recognition. But where Alessandro had been an outsider learning about a foreign culture, Arjun was an insider hearing his own story reflected back.

"Dadar is not PCMC," he said. "But the architecture is the same. The ceiling fan. The pressure cooker. The parents who love you so much that their love becomes a cage."

"You called it a cage."

"Isn't it?"

"It is. But I'm not sure anymore that escaping the cage is the only option."

He looked at me. We were on the South Bank now, the Thames between us and the City, the skyline a mix of ancient and modern — St. Paul's dome and the Shard, the old and the new, the inherited and the chosen.

"What's the other option?" he asked.

"Expanding it."



Dinner was at an Indian restaurant in Tooting — not Shoreditch-trendy Indian, not the turmeric-latte-and-naan-bread approximation of Brick Lane, but a real Indian restaurant, the kind with fluorescent lighting and formica tables and a menu that was ten pages long and a waiter who spoke Hindi and Gujarati and English and treated all three as one language.

Arjun ordered for both of us — not presumptuously, but because I asked him to, because I wanted to hear an Indian man order Indian food in London and the ordering itself was a homecoming: paneer butter masala, dal tadka, jeera rice, roti, and a mango lassi that arrived thick and sweet and tasting like every mango I'd ever eaten in June in Pune when the Alphonsos arrived and Aai bought them by the dozen and the kitchen smelled like heaven had decided to visit PCMC.

The first bite of the dal was — I have to pause here because the sensation requires its own space. After eight weeks of croissants and jamón and cacio e pepe and olive oil and Assyrtiko and baklava and döner kebab and the entire gorgeous, foreign, thrilling cuisine of Europe, the dal tadka hit my tongue and my body said: HOME.

Not metaphorically. My body SAID it. The yellow dal, the tempered mustard seeds, the cumin, the hing, the curry leaves, the squeeze of lemon, the specific ratio that every Maharashtrian cook knows in their sleep — the combination triggered a response that was deeper than taste, deeper than memory, a response that lived in the cells, in the DNA, in the generations of women who had made this same dal with these same spices in the same order in kitchens from Peshwa-era Pune to PCMC-era Nigdi.

My eyes filled. The dal did what eight weeks of sex and travel and self-discovery hadn't: it reminded me of who I was before I started trying to figure out who I was.

"You're crying into the dal," Arjun said.

"It tastes like my mother."

"I know. That's why I brought you here."

He knew. He knew because he was Indian, because he'd lived in London long enough to understand that an Indian abroad is a person in perpetual translation, and that sometimes the translation breaks down and the original language floods back and the flooding is not weakness — it's the body remembering its first fluency.

We ate. We talked. The conversation moved through the courses the way the trip had moved through cities — from the surface (Pune, Mumbai, the obvious coordinates) to the deeper territories. I told him about the trip. Not all of it — not the details, not the names, not the specifics of who touched what and where and how many times. But the shape of it. The arc. The girl who left Pune with zero experience and had traveled through a spectrum of desire that went from first kiss to BDSM to threesome to same-sex to self and was now sitting in a Tooting restaurant eating dal and trying to figure out how to carry all of it home.

He listened without judgment. Not the European non-judgment — the polite, liberal, "whatever you want" non-judgment that is really a form of not caring. Indian non-judgment, which is harder, rarer, and requires the listener to hold their own conditioning in one hand while holding yours in the other.

"Do you feel different?" he asked.

"I feel like I've been learning a language."

"Which language?"

"The language of my own body. In Pune, my body spoke a dialect I didn't choose — the Brahmin dialect, the modesty dialect, the 'don't sit with your legs apart' dialect. In Europe, I learned other dialects. The French dialect of slow romance. The Spanish dialect of rhythm. The Italian dialect of attention. The Dutch dialect of directness. The Greek dialect of tenderness." I paused. "And now I need to figure out how to be fluent in all of them at the same time."

"Polyglot," he said.

"What?"

"A polyglot. Someone who speaks many languages. That's what you are. Not just one dialect. All of them."

The word settled in me like a key finding its lock.



We walked back to Shoreditch. The London night was cool — not cold, early spring, the air carrying the river-damp and the distant bass of a pub and the specific London smell of rain that hasn't quite started. We walked close but not touching, the space between our arms charged with the particular electricity of two Indian people who have been trained to NOT touch in public and who are both aware of the training and the desire that the training suppresses.

At his flat — a studio in Hackney, small, books everywhere, the kitchen that was also the bedroom that was also the living room because London rent is what it is — he made chai. Real chai. Wagh Bakri loose-leaf (he had it shipped from Mumbai, a fact that made my heart squeeze), elaichi crushed between his palm and the mortar (the same technique as Aai, the same gesture, the genetic memory of a spice), the milk boiled in a steel vessel that looked exactly like the vessel in my mother's kitchen.

He poured it into two steel cups. Not mugs — steel cups. The ones that burn your fingers if you hold them wrong and that you learn, as an Indian child, to hold by the rim, tilting the cup toward your mouth.

I held the cup. The steel was hot against my fingers. The chai was perfect — strong, sweet, the elaichi hitting the back of my throat like a small, warm explosion. And the combination — the steel cup, the elaichi, the taste of Wagh Bakri in a London flat — was so specific and so familiar that the eight weeks of Europe compressed into a single point and the point was: I've been everywhere. But this is where I'm from.

He kissed me while I was still holding the cup. His mouth tasted like chai — the same chai I'd been drinking my entire life — and the taste of home on a man's lips in a London flat was the most disorienting and the most grounding kiss of the trip. Because this kiss was not exotic. This kiss was not new. This kiss was the oldest taste in the world, the taste I'd been running from and running toward, and it was on the lips of a man who understood why the running was necessary because he'd done the same running himself.

I put down the cup.

He put down his cup.

And the putting-down was the beginning.



Sex with Arjun was different from every encounter in Europe. Not better, not worse — different in kind, not degree. Because Arjun came with context. Arjun came with the same cultural operating system — the same codes, the same suppressions, the same shame architecture that I'd spent eight weeks dismantling. Having sex with a European was crossing a border. Having sex with Arjun was realizing that the border had moved.

He undressed me slowly. Not with the European confidence of Étienne or the Italian attention of Alessandro — with the specific tenderness of an Indian man who had been taught that a woman's body is sacred and was trying, carefully, to hold the sacredness and the desire in the same hands.

"Is this okay?" he asked, and the question — in an accent that was Dadar and SOAS and London and Mumbai all at once — was not the European "is this okay" that is a formality. It was the Indian "is this okay" that carries the weight of a culture that tells men that women's bodies are not theirs to access and tells women that their bodies are not theirs to offer, and the asking was an act of mutual rebellion against both sides of the equation.

"Yes," I said. And the yes was different from every yes I'd said in Europe. This yes carried HOME in it. This yes was in my mother tongue — not Marathi, not English, but the tongue of a body that recognized another body from the same soil.

He kissed me. My neck. My collarbone. The mole on my shoulder — he found it, as they all found it, but his mouth on that mole carried something the others' hadn't: the knowledge that Indian skin tans differently, that Indian moles are darker, that the mole on my shoulder was not exotic but familiar, a feature he'd seen on cousins and classmates and the girls he'd grown up with, and the familiarity made his kiss on that mole more intimate than any stranger's discovery.

His hands were not rough like Alessandro's or commanding like Viktor's. They were the hands of a man who read books and drank chai and whose calluses were from typing, not knives, and the softness of his hands on my breasts was a different kind of touch — intellectual, almost, as if his hands were reading me the way they read Jhumpa Lahiri, with attention to the sentence structure of my body.

I undressed him. His body was Indian — the skin the same brown as mine, the chest hair dark and dense (the European men had been variably hairless; Arjun's chest was a forest), the body that was not gym-built but life-built, the body of a man who walked and read and ate dal and didn't apologize for the softness at his hips. I pressed my face against his chest and breathed in and the smell was — I knew this smell. The smell of Indian skin. The specific warmth that is not cologne or soap but the body itself, the smell of turmeric in the cells, the smell of jeera in the pores, the smell of a body that had been built by the same cuisine as mine.

We lay on his bed. The books on the nightstand: Lahiri, Rushdie, Arundhati Roy, a dog-eared copy of The God of Small Things that looked like it had been read with a devotion that bordered on religion. We lay among the books and his hands were on me and my hands were on him and the touching was — slow. Slow in the Indian way, which is not the European slow of Elena's painter-patience or Alessandro's chef-attention. Indian slow. The slow of two people who have been taught that touching is a privilege, not a right, and who are treating each touch as the exception it was raised to be.

He kissed between my legs. An Indian man, going down on me. The specificity matters because of what it represents: an Indian man, raised in the same culture that says men don't do this, that this is subordination, that this is not what respectable men do — this man, from Dadar, son of a doctor, graduate of SOAS, this man put his mouth on me with a reverence that was not European skill but Indian devotion, the same energy that his mother probably brought to the temple, redirected from the divine to the human.

He was not as skilled as Luca. Not as intuitive as Camila. Not as tender as Elena. But he was trying — with genuine effort, with attention, with the willingness to learn that I recognized because it was the same willingness that had carried me through seven countries. His tongue moved with the careful exploration of a man who was figuring it out, and I guided him — "there, yes, a little to the left, softer" — and the guiding was in English but the dynamic was Indian: the teacher and the student, the sharing of knowledge, the gurukul of the bedroom.

He found the rhythm. Not quickly — slowly, through trial and error, through my sounds and my hands in his hair and the shift of my hips. But he found it, and when he found it, the pleasure that built was different from any pleasure I'd felt in Europe. Because the pleasure carried recognition. The tongue between my legs was a tongue that spoke my language, literally — a tongue that had said "Aai" and "Baba" and "chalo" and "accha" and every Hindi-Marathi-English hybrid that constitutes the actual spoken language of urban India, and that tongue on my clit was a homecoming more profound than the dal.

I came. Quietly. Not the screaming of Prague or the earthquake of Amsterdam. Quietly, the way Indian women come — in private, in silence, the orgasm a secret held close, not because I was ashamed but because the quiet was the honest shape of this pleasure. The pleasure of being touched by someone from home. The pleasure of being known in a language that didn't require translation.

He entered me. Slowly. Looking at my face. His eyes on mine — dark eyes, Indian eyes, eyes that held the same history as mine — and the penetration was intimate in a way that had nothing to do with depth and everything to do with recognition. This body inside mine was a body built by the same food, the same climate, the same genes, the same code. The fit was not better than the European men — it was FAMILIAR. The familiar fit of two bodies that shared a continent.

We moved together. The rhythm was not Barcelona-salsa or Amsterdam-force or Prague-command. The rhythm was — I don't know how to describe it except as: Indian. A rhythm that held back and pushed forward in the same gesture. A rhythm that was shy and bold simultaneously. A rhythm that wanted everything and apologized for wanting. A rhythm that was us — the contradiction of Indian desire, the wanting-and-hiding, the reaching-and-retracting, the love that never says its name.

I came again. With him. Together. His face in my neck, his body trembling, the sound he made — a low, shuddering exhale that was not a moan but a release, the same release I'd heard in my own body on the Swiss mountain — and we held each other in a London flat surrounded by Indian novels and the smell of chai and the quiet aftermath of two people from the same country finding each other seven thousand kilometres from home.



Afterward, he made more chai. We sat on his bed, cross-legged, the steel cups burning our fingers, and we talked about going home.

"Does it scare you?" he asked.

"Yes."

"What part?"

"The part where I have to be Kiran again."

"You don't have to be Kiran. You can be both."

"Aai won't understand 'both.'"

"Your Aai doesn't need to understand everything. She needs to know you're okay. Are you okay?"

The question — his question, Aai's question, Elena's question, the question that every person who'd cared about me in eight weeks had asked — landed differently now. Because I could answer it honestly.

"I'm better than okay. I'm — I'm full. I'm full of everything I've done and everything I've learned and every person who touched me and every city that changed me and I'm scared that Pune will empty me again. That I'll walk into the flat and the ceiling fan will start and the poha will be on the stove and I'll shrink. Back into Kiran. Back into the girl who sits with her knees together."

"You won't shrink," he said. "You can't. Expansion doesn't reverse. You can compress it, hide it, tuck it away in a drawer your mother doesn't open. But you can't un-know what you know. You can't un-feel what you've felt."

He kissed my forehead. An Indian gesture — the forehead kiss, the blessing kiss, the kiss that says "I respect you" rather than "I want you." Both gestures living in the same lips.

"Go home," he said. "Be Kiran. Be Kira. Be both. The cage your parents built is still there, but you're bigger than it now. You'll fill it differently."

I left his flat at midnight. Walked through Hackney to Shoreditch in the London dark, the city quieter than any European city at midnight because London is not Berlin or Barcelona or Amsterdam — London goes to bed, politely, with a cup of tea and a plan for the morning.

My body was warm. Not from sex — from chai, from dal, from the taste of home on an Indian man's lips, from the specific warmth of being known.

The flight was tomorrow. Pune was tomorrow.

I was ready.




  
    CHAPTER 12: THE RETURN

    
    
  
  Pune smelled the same.

That was the first thing — the smell. Before the auto-rickshaw pulled up to the building, before I saw the stairwell with the green-painted railing, before I heard the pressure cooker from Mrs. Joshi's kitchen on the ground floor (three whistles — dal, always dal, Mrs. Joshi made dal the way other women breathed: constantly, without thinking, the soundtrack of Building No. 7). Before all of that, the smell.

The Pune smell. The specific, irreplaceable, impossible-to-manufacture smell of a city that is simultaneously ancient and under construction: exhaust from PMPML buses running on compressed natural gas, dust from the construction sites that have been "almost finished" since 2019, the sweet-rot of overripe mangoes from a fruit seller's handcart, the chai from the tapri outside Dmart, the particular metallic sharpness of the Pavana river on days when the wind comes from the west. And beneath all of it, the base note that never changes: the warm, humid, organic smell of ten million people and their kitchens and their ambitions and their compromises packed into a city that was designed for two million and refuses to admit the miscalculation.

The auto-rickshaw turned onto the road from Nigdi bus stop. The road I'd walked a thousand times — to college, to the market, to Priya's house, to the bakery on the corner that sold Shrewsbury biscuits and the sponge cake that tasted like every birthday from age five to twenty-one. The buildings were the same: four-storey residential blocks in the style that Indian builders call "modern" and architects call "what happens when you prioritize floor space over aesthetics" — concrete, cream-painted, with rusted window grilles and clotheslines on every balcony and the names of the societies in fading Devanagari: सुखसागर, प्रशांत, आनंदवन.

Building No. 7. Second floor. The green railing. The nameplate: KULKARNI.

The auto-rickshaw stopped. I paid — ₹80, which was ₹30 more than the meter said, because the driver had charged "luggage extra" for the backpack, and I didn't argue because I'd been in Europe for eight weeks where a glass of water costs €4 and the concept of arguing over ₹30 had been recalibrated out of my system.

I stood on the road. The backpack on my shoulders. The same backpack I'd carried through Paris and Barcelona and Nice and Amsterdam and Prague and Berlin and Santorini and Rome and Switzerland and London. The backpack was lighter than when I'd left — clothes abandoned, books exchanged, the weight I was carrying now was not measured in kilograms but in memories that sat in my body like silt in a river, invisible but changing the flow of everything.

I climbed the stairs.



Aai opened the door before I knocked. She'd been waiting — of course she'd been waiting, she'd been tracking my flight on the Vistara app, she'd sent seven WhatsApp messages between Mumbai landing and the Shivneri bus departure, she'd called twice during the bus ride (I'd answered once, said "yes Aai, I'm fine, the bus is on time, I'll take an auto from the stop"), and she'd been standing at the door for the last twenty minutes, the way Indian mothers stand at doors: as if the waiting is a form of prayer and the opening is the answer.

She looked the same. Exactly the same. The cotton nightie — the one with the small blue flowers that she'd been wearing since I was in school, washed so many times the flowers were ghosts of flowers, the fabric soft as skin. The hair: grey-streaked, oiled, pulled back in a loose bun, the style that said "I'm not going anywhere" and also "I am the centre of this house and my hair knows it." The face: round, warm, the eyes that were mine — the same dark brown, the same shape, the same capacity for seeing everything and saying only what was necessary.

"Aali ka," she said. You've come.

Not "welcome home." Not "I missed you." Not any of the performative declarations that European reunions require. Just: aali ka. You've come. The Marathi understatement that contains multitudes: I was worried. I counted the days. I made your bed this morning. The poha is ready. You've come. Finally. You've come.

"Aali," I said. I've come.

She pulled me into a hug. The Aai hug — the specific, unmistakable embrace of an Indian mother that is simultaneously the tightest and the most careful hug in the world, tight because the love is enormous, careful because Indian mothers hug as if the child might break, as if the act of holding too hard might reveal the desperation that propriety requires them to hide.

She smelled like Aai. The smell that is not one smell but a composition: Nirma soap, coconut oil in her hair, the turmeric that lives permanently on her fingertips (not from cooking today, from cooking every day for thirty years, the turmeric staining the keratin itself), and beneath it all, the warm, bread-like smell of an Indian mother's skin, which is the smell of the first thing you ever smelled and the last thing you ever forget.

I held her. And the holding was different. Not because she had changed — she hadn't, not one cell of her had changed, she was the same woman who'd done aarti in the devhara the morning I left. I had changed. The arms that held her were arms that had held Étienne on stone steps and Mateo in a Barcelona bed and Luca in Mediterranean saltwater and Pieter against an Amsterdam wall and Viktor while crying in Prague and Camila and Felix while the bass shook Berlin and Elena while the caldera glowed and Alessandro while St. Peter's watched and myself while the Eiger stood witness and Arjun while the chai cooled.

My arms were full. And they held my mother.

"You've lost weight," she said, pulling back, examining my face with the diagnostic intensity of a woman who assesses health through visual inspection rather than waiting for symptoms.

"I've been walking a lot."

"Your hair is different."

"I let it down."

The "letting it down" was literal and not. The braid was gone — I'd stopped braiding in Paris and hadn't rebraided since. My hair was loose, the way it fell naturally: wavy, past my shoulders, uncontrolled. Aai noticed because Aai noticed everything, and the loose hair was, to her eye, a symptom of something she couldn't name — a change deeper than hairstyle, a loosening that went beyond the cosmetic.

She didn't say more. She ushered me inside. The flat.



The flat was the same.

The same terrazzo floor, the same cream walls, the same furniture arranged in the same configuration it had held since we'd moved in when I was six: sofa against the wall, TV in the corner, dining table between the kitchen and the living room, the devhara in the alcove with the framed photos of gods and the brass diya and the agarbatti holder with the residue of ten thousand sticks of incense.

The ceiling fan.

I looked up. There it was — the Crompton Greaves ceiling fan, the three blades rotating at what Baba called "speed 2" (there were five speeds; we lived our entire lives at speed 2 because speed 3 scattered the newspaper and speed 1 was "what's the point"), and the fan was the same fan that had been spinning above me on the night I'd stared at it and decided to leave. The same fan that had been the last thing I'd seen before closing my eyes on the night of Rohit's 90 seconds. The same fan that had been the metronome of my entire domestic life, measuring time in rotations, each one identical, each one a small circle going nowhere.

I looked at the fan and the fan looked at me and neither of us said anything because the fan was a fan and I was not the girl who had left.

"Poha?" Aai asked from the kitchen.

Of course poha. It was 11 AM — between breakfast and lunch, the dead zone of the Indian domestic clock, and Aai's solution to every temporal ambiguity was poha. Hungry? Poha. Not hungry? Poha, but less. Coming home from eight weeks in Europe where you had sex with seven people and climbed a mountain and tasted a woman and learned your own body's language? Poha. Because poha is not about hunger. Poha is about love that doesn't know how to say "I love you" and so says "eat."

"Yes," I said. "Poha."



I sat at the dining table. The table was teak — solid, old, the surface marked with twenty years of hot plates and homework and newspaper ink. My spot was the same: facing the kitchen, back to the window, the spot where I'd sat for every meal of my conscious life.

Aai cooked. The sounds: the hiss of oil in the kadai, the pop of mustard seeds (the first sound of every Maharashtrian morning, the alarm clock of the spice rack), the rattle of curry leaves hitting hot oil, the sizzle of onion. The smells: oil, mustard, turmeric, the flat earthy smell of poha flakes soaking in water. The sounds and smells were so familiar that my body responded before my brain — my mouth watered, my stomach clenched with a hunger that was not physical but cellular, the body's memory of twenty-two years of this exact sequence in this exact kitchen with this exact woman.

Aai brought the poha. In the same steel plate. With the same spoon. The poha was yellow with turmeric, studded with peanuts, topped with fresh coriander and a squeeze of lemon, and on the side, a small bowl of dahi and a green chili — the same accompaniments, the same proportions, the same plate that had been waiting for me every morning for two decades.

I took the first bite.

And the taste — the specific, unreproducible, impossible-to-approximate taste of Aai's poha — hit me with the force of every orgasm I'd had in Europe combined.

Not sexually. Emotionally. The taste was the taste of home, and home was the taste of a woman who had woken up at 6 AM every day for twenty-two years and made this dish with the same spices in the same order with the same hands and had never once thought of it as art or mastery or genius but had simply done it because feeding her daughter was the grammar of her love and grammar does not announce itself as extraordinary.

I ate. I ate the poha and the tears came — not dramatically, not the sobbing of Rome or the quiet tears of Santorini or the grief-tears of Switzerland. These tears were involuntary, the kind that fall without permission, the body's response to a stimulus so fundamental that the cerebral cortex is bypassed entirely.

"Kiran?" Aai said. She was standing in the kitchen doorway, watching me eat and cry, and her face held the expression that I recognized from a lifetime of being watched by this woman: concern, love, the desire to help, the not-knowing-how, the restraint that is the Indian mother's curse — wanting to hold you and wanting to let you be and the gap between those wants being the width of a culture.

"The poha is perfect," I said. "It's always perfect."

She smiled. A small smile — the Aai smile, the smile that says "of course it is, I made it, what did you expect" without saying any of those words. She went back to the kitchen. I heard the tap running. She was washing the kadai, already moving on to the next task, because an Indian mother's love does not pause to accept compliments. It moves. It cooks. It cleans. It continues.



My room. The same room — ten feet by twelve, the single bed against the wall, the desk where I'd studied for the XII boards, the window that faced the building next door (close enough to see into their kitchen; I'd spent years watching Mrs. Patwardhan make chapatis with a skill that Aai secretly envied and publicly dismissed). The walls were cream, the same cream as every wall in every flat in PCMC, and on them: my bookshelf, my college certificates in frames, a photo of me at the XII board results day (braided hair, salwar kameez, the specific smile of a girl who got 89% and was told by Baba that 89% was "good, but Sharma's daughter got 92").

I put my backpack on the bed. The backpack that had been in hostels and studios and bedrooms across ten European cities. The backpack that had sat on the floor while I'd been tied with silk and while I'd been kissed by a woman and while I'd stood naked on a mountain. The backpack on my childhood bed, in my childhood room, under the gaze of the XII board results photo.

Two women. In one room. Kiran and Kira.

I sat on the bed. The mattress was thin — the cotton mattress that Indian families use, not the European spring mattresses, not the pillow-topped hostel beds — and the thinness was familiar, the way the ground is familiar, the way the earth holds you when you stop expecting softness.

I looked at the ceiling fan. Speed 2. The blades turning. The same three blades, the same motor, the same rotation that I'd counted on the night of Rohit and the night before the flight and a thousand other nights when this room was a cage and the fan was the lock.

But the fan was not a lock. The fan was a fan. The cage was not a cage. The cage was a home. And the difference between a cage and a home is not the structure — the walls are the same, the roof is the same, the fan is the same. The difference is the woman inside it. A cage holds someone who wants to leave. A home holds someone who has left, and come back, and chosen to stay.

I had not chosen to stay. Not yet. The choosing would come later — in weeks, in months, in the slow, undramatic process of building a life in Pune that held all the languages I'd learned in Europe. But I had chosen to come back. And the coming-back was not defeat. The coming-back was the completion of the sentence that the leaving had started.



Evening. Baba came home from the office. The sounds: keys in the lock, chappals on the terrazzo, the grunt that meant "I'm home" without using words. He saw me and smiled — the Baba smile, which was smaller than Aai's smile but deeper, the smile of a man who felt things in his chest and expressed them in his eyebrows.

"Europe was good?" he asked.

"Europe was good."

"You saw everything?"

"I saw everything."

The "everything" was a lie and not a lie. I'd seen everything I'd gone to see, and I'd seen everything I hadn't planned to see, and the gap between those two categories was the story of the trip, but Baba didn't need that story. Baba needed: "Europe was good." Baba needed: "I saw everything." Baba needed the summary, not the novel.

Dinner was Aai's batata bhaji and chapati and dal and rice and a koshimbir of cucumber and peanut that was so simple and so familiar that eating it was like reading a book I'd memorized — the words were expected, the comfort was total.

After dinner, I helped Aai wash the plates. We stood at the kitchen sink, side by side, the way we'd stood ten thousand times, and the rhythm of washing — rinse, scrub, rinse, stack — was so embedded in my muscles that my hands moved without instruction.

"You're different," Aai said. Not a question. Not an accusation. An observation. The observation of a woman who had made poha for the same girl for twenty-two years and could detect a variation in the recipe.

"Yes," I said.

She waited. The Indian mother's wait — the silence that is an invitation, not an absence, the pause that says "I'm listening" without the self-consciousness of saying "I'm listening."

"I learned things," I said. "About myself. About what I want."

"What do you want?"

The question was enormous. The question was the question I'd been asking myself since the ceiling fan and the 90 seconds and the flight booking. And the answer — the real, complete, unabridged answer — would include silk restraints and women's bodies and a man's fingers covered in garlic and my own hand between my legs on a Swiss mountain. The answer would shock her. The answer would break something between us that might not be repairable.

I did not give her the real answer.

"I want to be happy," I said. "On my own terms."

It was a translation. An approximation. The way the Brick Lane chai was an approximation of her chai — capturing the meaning, missing the music. But it was the version she could hold. And holding what you can is not dishonesty. It's love. It's the recognition that the people who raised you built you with tools they understood, and the tools you've found on your own are yours to use in private, in the rooms they don't enter, in the life that is yours.

Aai looked at me. The look lasted three seconds. In those three seconds, I saw her see me — not the details, not the specifics, not the European languages of desire. She saw the shape of it. She saw that her daughter had left as one woman and returned as another, and the other was not a stranger but an expansion, and the expansion was both terrifying and beautiful, and the Aai in her wanted to hold me back and the woman in her wanted to let me go and the mother in her settled on the only option that Indian motherhood permits: holding on and letting go at the same time, the two-handed grip that is simultaneously an embrace and a release.

"Be happy," she said. And then she turned back to the dishes, because Indian mothers do not linger on emotional declarations. They deliver them and return to work. The work is the continuation of the declaration. The dishes are the declaration.



Night. My room. Speed 2. The ceiling fan turning. The sound: the same low hum that had been the soundtrack of every night of my life. The same hum I'd heard on the night of Rohit, on the night before Paris, on the thousand nights in between when this room had been my entire world.

I lay on my bed. The thin cotton mattress. The sheet that smelled like Nirma and sun (Aai still dried sheets on the clothesline, the way she'd always done, the sun bleaching and warming them, the smell of sunlight stored in cotton). I lay on my back and looked at the ceiling fan and the ceiling fan looked at me and the looking was different.

The last time I'd lain here looking at this fan, I'd been Kiran. Twenty-two. Zero sexual experience except for Rohit's 90 seconds and the faked orgasm that I'd performed because performing was what I'd been taught — perform modesty, perform satisfaction, perform the good Brahmin girl.

Now I was lying here and I was Kira. Twenty-two. Eight weeks. Nine lovers — ten, if I counted myself, and I counted myself, because the woman on the Swiss mountain who had touched herself without shame was a lover, the most important lover, the lover who would be there when all the others became memories.

But I was also still Kiran. The girl who loved poha. The girl who cried at her mother's cooking. The girl who sat at the same dining table and washed the same dishes and slept under the same ceiling fan. Kiran had not died. Kiran had not been replaced. Kiran had EXPANDED — the way a river expands when it reaches the floodplain, the same water, wider banks, more room.

I was both. Kiran and Kira. The braided girl and the loose-haired woman. The girl who sat with her knees together and the woman who spread them in eight countries. The daughter who said "be happy" and the woman who knew that happiness was specific, embodied, tasting like pepper and wine and salt and chai and the warm-sweet-sharp taste of her own desire.

The contradiction was not a problem.

The contradiction was the point.

I reached under my pillow. Found my phone. Opened the camera. Reversed it. Looked at my face on the screen — the same face as the XII board photo on the wall, but the eyes were different, and the mouth was different, and the way I held the phone was different, and the woman looking back at me was not a girl who needed Europe to be complete. She was a woman who had gone to Europe and come back and the going and the coming-back were both necessary and neither was the answer. The answer was this: the lying here. The fan above. The flat around. The mother in the next room. The body that had been everywhere and was now here, in the place where everything started, and the being-here was not a return to the beginning. It was the beginning of something new.

I put the phone down. Closed my eyes. The fan hummed. Speed 2. The same sound. The same room. The same girl.

Different woman.

I slept. And in the morning, there would be poha.



END
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