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PROLOGUE:   THE MIRROR NEVER LIES


I never needed a witness to become immortal.

The gym is dim, humid, and mine. Not a rented floor or borrowed corner at some patriarchal temple of iron. No wall of men staring at their reflections. No uncle at the gym watching me squat with too much air in his mouth or judgement in his eyes.

It’s 5:06 a.m., and the world is asleep. But I’m not.

I’ve already loaded the bar twice—five plates on each side. The clang of iron echoing in this cavernous shell is my only prayer now. Chalk dust floats in the light above me, catching like smoke in a still temple. I like that. Let the gods watch. If they dare.

My feet press into the mat. Quads tight. Core braced. Lats wide as wings.

One rep. Two reps. Three reps.

I count only until the burn silences my thoughts, and then I keep going. I am no longer just lifting the weight. The weight is naming me around the world.

The mirror across the gym warps my silhouette for just a second—then catches up. I smirk.

That thing staring back at me? That’s me. All of me. Every inch earned, every cut carved, every sneer deflected.

Six foot one. Two hundred fifty-five pounds in the off-season. Twenty-six-inch arms. Thirty-five-inch thighs. A body that’s been called divine and disgusting in the same breath.

But it works, doesn’t it?

I set the bar down with a thud that echoes down my spine. My arms are swollen and trembling from the previous brutal arm superset. That sneaky horseshoe of my triceps? It’s screaming. The veins are crawling. My clit’s throbbing in my shorts, and I don’t care. Zubie loves it like this—raw and full and twitching.

“She’s gonna lose her mind,” I mutter aloud, wiping sweat from my brow. “First thing she’ll do is lick the vein that runs right down here.”

I flex one arm, grinning at the thick rope pushing up from my bicep. “Always starts there. Can’t wait.”

I laugh to myself.

God, the contrast.

The same girl who once panicked during a school PT session when her shirt clung to her chest. I remember the chafing of the cheap cotton blouse, the shame of sweat, the girls whispering, the boys laughing.

“She looks like a man,” they said. “What kind of girl eats like that?” 

That was the start of it—the small jail with invisible bars.

For a long time, I tried to shrink for their comfort. I wore full-sleeve shirts in the hundred-degree heat. Walked like I had to apologize for the noise of my own thighs.

I remember the first time I did twenty pushups on the school gym floor and a teacher told me to stop "behaving like a boy."

That night, I cried and screamed into my pillow—and then did twenty more pushups. Quietly. in secret. My body didn’t know the shame my mind told me I should feel. It just wanted to move.

It just wanted... more.

And now?

Now they whisper when I pass, too. But it sounds different.

Now they wonder how I got this big. They ask for tips and routines they’ll never follow, whisper praise they don’t mean. Now they DM me anonymously—begging for a flex, pleading to be crushed, sat on, worshipped.

And I don’t answer.

Because I didn’t grow for them.

I grew for the girl I was. And the woman I became. I am whole.

I re-rack the barbells and glance toward the closed door at the back of the gym. Zubie’s still asleep. Her suitcase is by the door; she came back last night after three weeks in Jaipur, shooting some art film about gender queer widows.

She’ll wake soon. I’ll be waiting, shirtless and pumped. She likes it like that. The first time she ever touched me, it was with trembling reverence, like her fingers were saying a prayer.

“You’re not real,” she whispered.

And maybe I’m not. Not anymore.

Not since I carved myself into a myth.



I cross the floor barefoot and duck under the arch into the posing room. The lights here are warmer. Softer. There’s no music. Just the sound of my breath and the occasional hum of the ceiling fan.

A brass-framed mirror of an old vanity set leans against the far wall. The corners are taped with two pictures.

On the left, stuck slightly crooked, is a faded photograph from nearly seven years ago.

A sixteen-year-old Anita. Pale and quiet in a stiff cotton school uniform. Hair plaited into obedience. Lips drawn tight. Eyes dull and uncertain. She’s holding her school bag like it weighs more than she does.

On the right, crisp and proud, a poster cutout from last month’s IFBB World Qualifier.

I stand in a mid-front double biceps pose, my bronze and oiled skin lit like flame, a medal resting on my chest like it belongs there. My abs are tight and rippling. My muscles bulge unapologetically in my posing top and trunks.

I’m now smiling like I just broke my world in half.

The mirror catches me between the two versions. And I grin, not out of mockery, but out of something deeper.

Love.

I love her. That awkward, sweating, suffocated girl. She carried this body before it was reborn. She imagined it in the dark.

“We made it,” I whisper to that uniform clad girl. “You and me.”

I crouch before the old vanity. Pull open the drawer.

Inside, neatly wrapped in an old silk scarf, lay my daily diaries. The leathers are cracked along the spine for many of the older ones. The pages are warped from sweat and years. These diaries have followed me across six cities, countless competitions, and two heartbreaks.

I flip it open to a fresh page. The pen glides easily.

“Dear girl, sixteen and scared...

You wouldn’t believe what we’ve become. But I have kept every promise. Even the ones you were too afraid to say aloud.”

I pause, feel my arms twitch, still hot and swollen.

Tonight, I’ll take Zubie slowly. Let her trace every line and contour she has inspired. She started out soft, and now she’s putting on some muscle too. It thrills me, watching her struggle to lift what I used to warm up with many years ago. But she tries. And I reward effort.

I close the diary, place it gently back in the drawer.

The mirror holds my gaze one last time before I kill the lights.

“Let them look,” I murmur. “This is what defiance looks like in muscle.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1 : INNOCENCE JAILED
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Diary Entry – Age 16 – July

This month I became 16 years old. Amma and Appa accompanied me to the temple where we did pooja for a long life. The priest chanted the prayer to the gods as he always did. I held the offering of flowers, coconut, bananas and incense.Amma stood next to me and Appa across the aisle as we looked towards the seated god inside the sanctum.I closed y eyes and prayed.



They say memory distorts things with time. That we bend the past to suit who we’ve become.

But I don’t think that’s true.

Some memories aren’t faded. They’re branded—on the inside of your eyelids, on the undersides of your ribs. They’re not things you carry. They carry you.

And this one—this first one—never left me.

I was sixteen.

And I was everything I was told that I should be.



I lived in my Appa and Amma’s house in Thrissur, where the walls were painted quiet colors and even the clocks ticked softly. Where each doorway had a threshold we weren’t supposed to cross—not just physically, but spiritually. No slippers past the prayer room. No music that wasn’t bhajan. No laughter that was too loud. No ambition that wasn’t humble.

I was a good girl. People said it like a prize and a cage.

I woke before sunrise every day to oil my hair. Coconut, jasmine, sesame—it changed with the moon and Amma’s mood. I braided it into two plaits, the way she taught me. Not too loose. Not too tight. No flyaways. The kind of braid that said obedient. The kind that lay across the front of my white uniform like a declaration: this girl belongs to someone else’s idea of perfection.

I walked to school with my eyes down, my knees pressed together beneath stiff starched salwar pants. My dupatta pinned tightly at both shoulders, even if it choked a little at the collarbone. Modesty was armor, even if it itched.



I didn’t laugh too loudly. I didn’t answer questions unless asked. I didn’t look up when men passed.

I didn’t feel anything. Not really.

Not longing. Not hunger. Not desire. Not yet.

I lived in a routine of ritual. School to home. Home to tuition. Tuition to temple. Sandwiched between silence and expectations.

I remember praying with my palms flat and my knees aching on the floor. My mother would watch from the corner, correcting my posture even in front of god. That was my life—being edited in real time.

She called me studious. Reserved. Respectable.

What she meant was: I did not question.

What she meant was: I had not yet known myself.



I had never thought about boys. Not in the way my friends and cousins whispered behind sari-draped doors. I didn’t get the jokes. I didn’t even look when they nudged me and giggled.

I felt nothing. Not fear. Not disgust. Just... emptiness. Sexuality was a language I hadn’t been taught.

I was a closed notebook. All ruled lines. No drawings.



And then one evening, something shifted.

Appa was home early and watching Doordarshan in the hall. The kind of government sports coverage nobody really cared about—fuzzy reception, wooden commentary. I was bringing him his chai when I paused in the doorway.

On screen: two women, crouched in a circle, barefoot and oiled with sweat.

Olympic Wrestling.

I didn’t even know Indian women did that.

The one in red—she was shorter, darker, broad like a banyan tree. Her arms were thick, solid. Her back rippled with motion like it had a life of its own. The muscles in her thighs flexed as she lunged. She didn’t smile. She didn’t preen. She wasn’t trying to look pretty for anyone.

She looked like she could crush the world between her thighs.

Something inside me—deep in my stomach, or maybe lower—twitched.

I dropped the chai.

The tray hit the floor with a crash. The sound of the stainless steel cup cracked through the house. Hot tea splashed against my fingers.

Appa looked up, startled. Amma shouted from the kitchen. I mumbled an apology and bent to clean it.

But I kept looking at the screen. I couldn’t stop.



That night, lying in bed under the fan, I couldn’t sleep. The sound of the blades turning above me was drowned out by the thump thump of something in my chest.

I couldn’t stop seeing her—how she moved. How her muscles bulged when she reached. How solid she looked. Like stone carved for battle.

I remember thinking: is a woman allowed to look like that? Can she dress like that?

And then, an even worse thought: could I?

The thought scared me. I didn’t have the words for it.

It wasn’t attraction—not yet.

It was... envy.

A thirst I didn’t understand.

I pressed my fingers into my own arm that night. Ran my fingers over the soft slope of it. Nothing there. No strength. No form. I pulled the blanket tighter and tried to forget.

But I didn’t.



The next week, I started trying things.

Knee Push-ups. Quiet sloppy ones, in the bathroom with the door locked. Exercises from school that the athletes and boys did.

Just three. Then five. Then ten.

At first, I felt silly. Then I felt something else. Heat. Sweat. Pain.

Nobody knew.

It became my secret prayer. My body wanting to become more than a vessel for shame.

I started noticing things. Other girls. Older women. Aunties with thick calves carrying water buckets. Girls at school who could climb the rope in gym class.

I started to doodle them—just outlines—in the margins of my textbooks.

One day, I heard the word “Sakhi”  whispered in the corridor by two seniors talking about someone else who was bold. I didn’t know what it meant exactly, but I felt something crawl up my spine.

Was that what I was? Was that what this... feeling was?

I swallowed it. I kept quiet.

I went home and oiled my hair and prayed extra hard that night. But for what was I praying? To forget that feeling deep in my loins or to be set free from this jail.



But the thing about awakening is... once you hear the crack, the silence is never whole again.

That wrestler on the screen? She cracked something open in me. The girl shaped like a question mark began to straighten. My quiet body began to hum. I didn’t fall in love that day. I fell into awareness.

And once you know you can want, you start to wonder what else you were told not to want.



Present day.

I close the diary, the pages warm in my lap. My thumb traces the curve of my forearm, feeling the steel like flesh beneath the skin. I flex. The muscle peaks like mountainous terrain, the skin tight and glowing.

Sixteen-year-old Anita would be terrified of this body. But maybe... just maybe... she’d admire it too. And she’d know—finally—what power feels like.



Diary Entry – Age 16, August

I am now aware that I should be more. More than what my Amma and Appa intend for me. More than what my sampradhayam intends for me. I don’t know how but I liked what I saw on the screen. Those big girls, those strong girls. I want to be more.



There are transformations that happen in daylight, with applause. Mine did not.

Mine began in silence. Behind locked doors. On cold tiles. While everyone else in the house still believed I was asleep.

I never told anyone that the first time I broke a sweat for myself—not for school PT, not because someone said to—I was sixteen, kneeling on the bathroom floor in my thin cotton nightgown, pressing my palms into the wet, gritty ceramic and whispering numbers under my breath like a prayer.

Ten. Ten bent-knee push-ups.

And on the tenth, my arms shook. My breath caught. I dropped flat, gasping, forehead grazing the damp floor. And even then—even then—I smiled. Wide. Quiet. Private.

I had felt something. Effort. Tension. Resistance. And it had come from me.



That became my new ritual.

Wake up earlier than Amma. Creep out of bed before the rest of the house stirred. Close the bathroom door without latching it—because Amma didn’t like locks—and lay a towel down on the tiled floor to muffle sound. My skin would rise in goosebumps from the cold tiles. My wrists would ache.

But I would move. All the movements I thought were needed to do something for my body.

Push-ups. Squats. Lifting or trying to lift the brass water pot in both hands, cradling it like a newborn calf and curling it slowly.

And each time I did, something inside me curled tighter too. Like a bud responding to sun. Not fast. Not obvious. But distinctly alive.



Amma started to notice little things.

“You’re standing differently these days, mol. Stop puffing your chest.”

“Your hands are getting hard . Are you eating more than Appa?”

She began pressing her palm to my forehead more often. Asking if I was unwell, if my appetite had changed. My salwars fit differently—pulled tighter at the shoulder as I stood straighter. She blamed the starch.

One morning, during a fitting for a relative’s wedding, my aunt clicked her tongue at my blouse measurements.

“Her bones are getting thick. Don’t let her sit with legs spread like a boy.”

I remember the burn of those words more than the pricks from the tailor’s tape.



I started pulling my dupatta tighter. I avoided mirrors again. But not because I hated what I saw. Because I liked looking at it. Because it scared me how much I liked it.

Because I was starting to imagine a version of myself I had never been allowed to draw.

Not delicate. Not demure. Powerful.



I remember one morning—it must’ve been a Sunday because the house was quiet—I caught a glimpse of myself in the tall hallway mirror.

I had just come from the bathroom. My hair unbraided. Damp. Face flushed. Wearing an old half-sleeve top that clung at the shoulders from sweat and quiet labor.

And when I raised my arm to tie my hair—just for a second—I saw it.

The slope of something new. A curve in my upper arm. A muscle—barely there, barely a whisper—but it rose. I froze. I stared. Then, slowly, I curled my arm and watched it swell beneath the sleeve.

The smile came without warning. Wide. Stupid. Honest. It was the first time I saw myself becoming something. Something other. Something real.



I couldn’t talk to anyone about it. Not then. Not even in my diary. Amma would read those sometimes. She called it “keeping me honest.”

But in the last pages of my math notebook, behind the formulae, I drew a figure in silhouette. Broad shoulders. Hair in a braid. A woman lifting something heavy overhead, face serene.

Below it, I wrote in pencil: “This is who I want to be.”

I erased it a second later. But the image stayed with me.



Back then, I still didn’t understand what was happening to me.

Not just physically, but... philosophically. Spiritually.

I didn’t have the language. I had only sensation. My body making me aware of new sensations. My senses heightened and roused from their slumber.

And sensation was a sin in my house.

Pleasure was taboo. Sex, was for later. For marriage. For other women.

For fairer, softer girls who would wear their husbands’ last names like flowers.

Not for me.



But here’s the truth:

I liked the strain. I liked the flesh growing.

I liked the ache the next day in my thighs. I liked the way my calves stiffened after squatting. I liked the heat under my arms that had nothing to do with shame.

It felt real. It felt mine alone.



I didn’t know what muscle was supposed to look like on a woman.

But I was starting to realize I didn’t care.

I didn’t want to look pretty. I didn’t want to look “toned.”

I wanted to look strong.

Like that wrestler on the television.

Like the women I started finding in fragments—on borrowed books, in hidden magazine corners, women who lifted in silence and smiled in sweat.

I watched them with awe and envy.

And one night, after a full day of pretending to be the perfect daughter, I whispered to myself under the covers:

“No one told me strength could be a prayer. So I made it my bhajan.”



Present day.

I set the pen down and stretch out my arm. It’s late. The gym is dark. Just me and the iron.

I flex slowly, watching the bulbous slope rise. Not just barely-there anymore. It’s everywhere.

It’s all there. All of it. Earned. Layered. Built.

That girl who crept into the bathroom with water cans?

She lives in here. Every rep I lift—she's lifting too. Every inch of muscle, every cut and vein, is her letter back to the world.

Everyone else saw it before I did. That’s the cruelest part. Before I even understood what I was becoming, the world started whispering.

Not because I was big or strong. But because I had stopped pretending to be small.

I sit now in this posing room, quiet except for the hum of the light above, my labored breathing, my moans and the occasional echo of weights dropped on the mats. My home. My gym. My temple.

My hand rests on the diary. My other hand curls into a soft, practiced flex. The muscle swells—round, proud, solid beneath golden skin. A boulder where once there had only been an arm.

I remember when this started to happen. Not this size. Not yet. But the shape, the feeling, the whisper under the skin. I didn’t even know how to name it.

But they did. And they hated it.



Diary Entry – Age 16- September

My body is changing. Everyone else senses it but for me I can barely register enough. I see some new lines on my form. Some new flesh under my skin. But it’s not enough. I want more.



I was still sixteen.

Wearing a new blouse Amma had stitched for a school function—light blue with white piping, more fitted than the others. I had grown over the past few months. Subtle things. My arms felt firmer, and my back, when I reached for my braid, seemed... broader. Just slightly. Just enough for the fabric to stretch when I moved too fast.

At school assembly, we stood in lines, hands behind our backs, backs straight, heads bowed.

Except mine wasn’t straight enough, apparently.

“Anita Sankar,” the teacher’s voice cracked across the classroom, cutting through morning prayers. “Why do you stand like that? Are you a boy?”

Laughter. Low, mean, contagious.

I flinched, adjusted my stance, brought my elbows in tighter. Heat flushed up my neck. I remember blinking fast to keep my eyes from watering.

Behind me, I heard one of the girls whisper: “Her arms look like a boys.”

That’s what they thought muscle was. Masculine. Offensive. Laughable. Worthy of public correction.

It didn’t matter that it was barely visible. That my arms just had shape now, that my sleeves hugged rather than hung. That I had done nothing but exist a little more fully than I had the year before.

It wasn’t about size. It was about nerve. I had begun taking up new space.

And that space, in a girl like me, was a sin.



That evening, I didn’t eat much. Just poked at my rice and pulled my dupatta tighter across my chest. Amma noticed.

“What’s wrong with you now?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Nothing, Amma.”

But she was already turning to Appa, whispering: “I told you. She walks differently now. Like she wants to be noticed.”

I did not. I wanted to disappear. But my body wouldn’t let me.



The next morning, Amma handed me an old blouse and said, “Wear this instead. You looked improper yesterday.”

The sleeves were looser. The fabric stiffer. The kind of blouse meant to hide shape. To remind you who you were. Or weren’t.

I wore it without arguing.

I didn’t touch my water pots that day. Didn’t squat in the bathroom. Didn’t do a single push-up.

Instead, I erased the doodle in the back of my math notebook. The one of the woman with broad shoulders. I crumpled the page. And threw it in the dust bin.

And I stopped looking in the mirror.



The week passed slowly. Heavily. I felt dull. Blurry. Like I was watching my life through glass.

My appetite dipped. My energy waned. And then came the wedding function.

A cousin’s engagement, just an hour away. Family gathered, women giggling in silk, gold clinking like music. I wore a green salwar kameez with full sleeves and extra lining stitched in—not for warmth, but to hide my shape.

Still, one of the aunties looked me up and down and asked my mother: “You’ve been feeding her too well, Meenakshi? Her arms are thick like a farm girl’s.”

Everyone laughed. I laughed too. Quiet. Like a good girl.



That night, I stared at the ceiling fan until my eyes burned. I tried to pray. Tried to think about school. Tried to sleep.

But something inside me was growling. Not hunger. Not pain. A resistance. Something that did not want to go back in the cage.



At 4 a.m., I woke in the dark. Slipped into the bathroom. Closed the door. Laid a towel down. Pressed my palms to the tile. One push-up. Then two. Then ten.

My arms trembled. My breath came faster. The cold air met warm skin. I stood up, rolled up my sleeves, looked in the mirror. And flexed.

Still small. Still soft by any measure. But the shape was still there. The intent. My pulse beat in my throat. “I’ll hide it,” I whispered to my reflection. “But I won’t kill it.”



That was the first compromise I ever made with the world.

Not submission. Not yet rebellion. Just this: I would shrink in public. But in private, I would grow.

I would wear the long sleeves. I would nod at the jokes. I would bow when told.

But I would build. Quietly. Patiently.

I would become too much. Even if no one saw it coming.



Present day.

I stash the diary and rise from the stool in front of the vanity. Stretch my arms overhead. The shadows of the posing room ripple across the thick cords of muscle wrapping my delts and triceps. My body doesn’t ask permission anymore.

I’ve stopped apologizing for its size. For its presence. But I haven’t forgotten what it felt like to be told that space wasn’t mine to take.

That’s why I still treasure my first school blouse, tucked in a drawer under my posing trunks.

Not to remind me who I was. But to remind me how far I’ve come.

It’s funny.

People look at me now—at this body, at what it does, what it endures, what it lifts—and they ask when I “started.”

As if it was a date. A decision. A day marked on the calendar, like a wedding or an exam.

I wish I could tell them that. I wish I could give them something clean.

But it wasn’t like that. It started in fragments.

Not with a barbell. Not with a gym.

Not even with knowledge.

It started with a feeling—unnameable, sharp, alive.

And then it started with a lie.



Diary Entry – Age 16

My body wanted to grow. I wanted to help it grow. I did not know how. So I am searching for a way. I looked everywhere. I needed to teach myself how to grow.



I told my cousin I needed her phone to look up a project for school. A biology thing, I said. Hormones or something. She handed it to me distractedly and walked off.

And I did look up hormones. At first. Then... I looked up woman muscles.

Just that. The word.

It led me to a grainy video, barely three minutes long. A clip of a female bodybuilder, standing on a stage, flexing under hot yellow lights. Her number was pinned to her hip, and her hair was slicked back. She wasn’t smiling.

She was posing. Moving but staying still. Serious.

And her body—by God—her body looked sculpted from wet stone. Delts like curved armor. Biceps that swelled and split when she curled her fist. Her thighs pressing together like they were hiding secrets.

I didn’t blink the whole time. It wasn’t like seeing a statue. It was like seeing a blueprint of something that had lived in my bones long before I had words for it.

And then my brain went into overdrive. I looked up muscle building. Bodybuilding. Exercises and training.



That night, I dreamt about her. Not sexually. Not exactly.

But viscerally.

I dreamt that I had her shoulders. That I walked into a room and the walls noticed me. That my blouse tore when I flexed, and no one dared laugh.

I woke up sweating. And smiling.



The next morning, I started planning. I had nothing. Nothing of what the internet said was required. No gym. No trainer. No dumbbells. No phone of my own.

But I had books. I had rubber cycle tubes and nylon ropes from the backyard. I had my schoolbag, heavy with science and trigonometry books.

So I tied one end of a torn tube to the window grille and pulled. Felt the weight in my shoulders. I filled two brass water pots and lifted them, arms straining. Slow. Shaky.

I did squats holding my schoolbag to my chest.

Push-ups on the cold floor. Ihad graduated to proper boy push-ups.

Lunges down the narrow hallway when no one was looking.

I scratched notes into my math book:

Push-ups 3x10

Lunges 2x15

Pull-band 4x8 (arms shaking = good)

I had no one to teach me. No one to see me. But my own breath became a rhythm.

The whisper of movement. The sound of becoming.



Milk became precious. It was my only source of proper protein. I started taking another half my morning glass and drinking it later, cold and in the dark.

I skipped the fried snacks and chewed raw almonds when Amma wasn’t watching.

I didn’t know what macros were. Not then. But I knew what intent felt like. And that was new. That was sacred.



One afternoon, after a particularly long session of resistance pulls, my arms ached with a pleasure I couldn’t place.

I locked the bathroom door. Rolled up my sleeves. Looked in the mirror. And flexed.

Not experimentally this time. Deliberately. Like that woman in the video. And there it was.

The small shape. The minute rise. The little tension under my skin. My breath hitched. Not from pain.

From pleasure. A deep, humming kind that settled between my thighs and behind my ribs. Not arousal in the way books described it. Not about boys. Not about fantasy.

Just desire. Ownership of my own body. The thrill of watching your body obey.

Of sculpting shape from nothing but breath and will. I touched my shoulder lightly. Felt the muscle twitch under my palm like a secret. I whispered: “Grow. Bigger”



I kept the old tubes hidden in my mattress. Smuggled a proper elastic band from a shop in Chalai, rolled inside my prayer shawl. The vendor raised an eyebrow. I didn’t flinch. I hid it behind the headboard, wrapped in my old petticoat. Every evening, before anyone came home, I pulled.

And pulled. And pulled.



No one knew what I was doing. I wore looser clothes. I lowered my eyes again.

I said the right things at temple, recited the mantras without blinking.

But my arms were growing. My legs were thickening. My back was beginning to feel... wide.

And with every inch I earned, I felt less afraid. Not because they stopped watching. But because I finally knew who I was beneath the disguise.



They taught me that women like me should be small. That our bodies should be for use, for worship, for shame. They taught me to be modest. To be light. To be careful.

So I trained in secret. Because I didn’t want to be light anymore. I wanted to be undeniable.



That night, I opened my diary to a new page. And I wrote one sentence. 

“The tools don’t matter. Only the will.”

Then I tucked the band under my mattress. And slept with a smile.



Diary Entry — Age 25, reflecting back on Age 16

I need to become strong and bigger. Don’t know how. Everyone is seeing my changing body. My mind is in turmoil. What will they think? What do I want them to think? Should I hide?

If it allows me to grow, then I must hide.



You don’t hide what you’re ashamed of. You hide what they'll shame you for.

That was the first truth I carved into myself. Before the 26-inch biceps. Before the posing stages and the medals. Before Zubieda’s hands studied my muscle like prayer beads.

Before all of that, there was fear. Not of weakness. I never feared being small. I feared being seen as changing.



I remember the day Amma first looked at me like I was a stranger in her own home.

It wasn’t rage, or suspicion. Not yet. Just a second too long of staring. Just a question too casual to be innocent.

“Why do your sleeves look tighter, mol? Did you borrow someone else’s salwar?”

I mumbled. Said I washed it too hot. Shrugged, and walked away before she could look closer. But I knew.

The muscle was blooming. Not loud yet, but undeniable. My arms had shape now. And my thighs strained the fabric when I climbed stairs.

In the bathroom mirror, I could see the cut along my delts, the way the curve of my triceps peeked out when I lifted my elbow to braid my hair. It thrilled me. It terrified me.

So I adjusted. I stopped braiding my hair. I started wearing a sweater—even when it was thirty-five degrees Celsius out. I picked a new kind of silence.



I trained with the door locked now. Mostly at night. Sometimes barefoot on the tiles, doing slow pushups so my breathing wouldn’t echo into the hallway.

The resistance band—my lifeline—was hidden inside a rolled-up coir mat under the bed. I’d kneel in front of the mirror, wrapping it around my feet, doing seated rows until my arms trembled and the sweat ran cold down my spine.

The mirror was warped and old, the silver cracked behind the glass. But I watched anyway.

I watched my shape shift. I watched my movements change and become fluid, more powerful.

I measured myself with my fingers. Four widths across the shoulder when relaxed. Four and a half when flexed.

Progress. Quiet. Measurable.

And invisible—at least I thought.



Until that one day.

I’d come back from tuition, drained and irritable, and stripped my dupatta as I locked the bathroom door. I had ten minutes. Another Ten, max. I pulled the band from the towel rack, anchored it under the sink, and began pulldowns, arms shaking with each motion.

My shirt had ridden up halfway. My abs—not cut, but firm—rippled slightly with the tension. I felt strong. Deserving. 

And then—a knock. Too fast. No warning. “Anita! What are you doing?”

It was Amma.

My blood went cold. The band snapped back. I nearly lost balance.

“Just washing my face, Ma!”

The silence on the other side wasn’t angry. Worse. It was curious.

“You’re panting.”

“Hot water.”

Another pause. “Don’t waste time. Come help roll the chapatis.”

Footsteps faded. I collapsed on the stool, heart thudding like a drum of war. My hands were trembling. But not from the workout anymore. This was the cost.



That night, I sat on my bed and stared at the resistance band for a long time. Rolled it, unrolled it. Thought about burning it. About shoving it into the dustbin and never touching it again.

But then I flexed my right arm. Held it. Watched it move. And ran my thumb along the edge of the line between biceps and shoulder. There was a faint bulge. Nothing prominent. Just a whisper of what could be.

It felt like a secret no one could steal from me. So I didn’t stop. I just got better at hiding.



I trained barefoot to muffle the noise. I started tracking my workouts by moon cycles—chest pulls on new moon, legs on waxing crescent, arms when Amma was at temple.

I layered my clothes. I exaggerated my school slouch. And I learned how to lie without blinking.

“Yes, Amma. I ate all the rice.”

“No, I’m not tired.”

“Yes, I did my Sanskrit homework.”

Truth and lie wove together, muscle by muscle.



There were moments I wanted to tell someone. But then I’d remember how Appa spoke about the news girl who joined wrestling.

“Spoiled. Like a boy. Why would she show herself off like that?”

And I knew. Even if I won a gold medal, they would see only defiance. Not devotion.



Still, I flexed when no one watched. Practiced biceps poses in the shadow of the window.

And I remember the first time I saw something ripple down my triceps. Not fat. Not flesh. But form. It was a quiet victory. No clapping. No medals.

Just me. The mirror. The lamp. The heat. And the pulse in my throat. I kissed my upper arms and shoulder that night. Like it was the first part of me that I really loved.



I didn’t stop. I never would again. Because hiding had taught me something vital: You don’t need permission to grow.

Just enough room to stretch. And enough reason to endure the heart ache. But let’s get back to before the beginning.
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CHAPTER 2 : CURTAIN RAISER


[image: ]






Diary, Age 16

There is a silence in me that has no name.

It’s not fear. Not really. Fear has edges. This silence is soft, wide, and holy. It comes with folded hands and downcast eyes and never once raising your voice unless you're chanting prayer. It wears a dupatta like a veil and makes your voice small even when your heart is loud.

This is the silence I was raised in. The silence of Tamil Brahmin girls.

We are taught not to fill space, only to tend to it. We keep lamps lit, we press rice into perfect balls, we smooth down pleats. We don’t shout. We don’t interrupt. We don’t need to be seen.

That is the mythology of my girlhood.



Every morning began the same. The jasmine-scented chill of dawn, Appa’s throat clearing over the daily paper, Amma’s measured footsteps on the tile. I would wake before the sun, wrap my shawl tight, and press my palms together beneath the copper idol of Ganesha on the shelf.

My prayers were simple. Dutiful. Rehearsed.

"Make me good. Make me useful. Make me quiet."

I didn’t know then that I was praying for my own vanishing.



At school, I walked like smoke. Never leading, always following, my gaze fixed on the line of the shoulder in front of me. The uniform was a shapeless blue salwar kameez. Mine was always a size too large on purpose. Amma insisted modesty was best.

My dupatta covered everything—chest, shape, movement. Even in the Thrissur heat, I kept it wrapped. My friends joked I’d become a nun before I turned twenty. I laughed because it was easier than saying I was afraid of my own body.

And maybe I was. Not because I thought it was wrong.

But because I had no idea it was mine.



Boys? I didn’t look at them. Not really. They were shadows at the edge of the courtyard. Loud, untucked, greasy-haired boys who ran and yelled and sometimes snuck glances that made the other girls giggle.

But I didn’t giggle.

Not because I was holy. I think now it’s because they never had anything I wanted.



I was sixteen. Still a girl. Still obedient. Still untouched. But something had begun to grow in me, slow and secret like a seed pressed into earth.

And I felt it first when I climbed the temple stairs and my thighs ached—not with weakness, but with weight.

I remember gripping the handrail and feeling the pressure in my calves, the pull in my shoulder as I helped Amma with the offerings. I remember thinking, just for a second:

“What if I pulled harder?”

And that thought bloomed inside me like a bruise turning beautiful.



Back home, I spent hours pretending to study while really just staring at the shape of my wrist. There was no muscle then—just a curve, a hint of tendon. But I began to press my fingers into it. Roll my palm against my own forearm. Feel the tension when I curled a book into my chest.

It was innocent. It was curious.

And still, I felt I was doing something wicked.



Amma never looked at me twice if I was quiet. Quiet girls were blessings. Quiet girls got good alliances. Quiet girls didn’t burn.

But I was starting to feel it. In my stomach, in my teeth, in my chest where the prayers used to echo—a fire, growing with no wind to smother it.

And I didn’t know what to call it. Not yet. All I knew was I stopped praying for disappearance. And started praying for strength.



It was supposed to be just another school activity.

Some lazy Wednesday morning, when the sun hung thick and yellow through the shutters and the fans spun slowly overhead like sleepy flies.

I didn’t even know what the Olympics were. That’s how far my world stopped—somewhere between Sanskrit dictation and the corridor to the prayer hall.

But then our class teacher wheeled in the rickety black television. A knot of boys whooped. The girls groaned. I sat in silence. As always.

“Today’s lesson,” the teacher said, “is about national pride. And watching our athletes, men and women bring praise for our home, our country India.”



Our women.

That phrase was strange to me. I’d never thought of women that way—ours—like something public, proud, on display. The only “our women” I knew were the ones we weren’t allowed to become.

The volume crackled. The screen lit up in static. And then it came into focus: A woman. On a wrestling mat.

Kneeling like a statue come alive.



She wasn’t like us.

She wasn’t slim, folded, demure. She was dense. A compact force. Wide-shouldered, heavy-thighed, hair braided but eyes fierce and sharp. Her uniform was sleeveless, high-cut at the thigh, pressed like armor to skin that shimmered with sweat and muscle.

She bounced on the balls of her feet, her arms like coiled ropes, back slick and sculpted. The announcer said her name—Geeta something—and I didn’t catch the rest.

Because I couldn’t breathe.



She faced another woman, foreign but just as muscled. Both bowed. The match began.

They clashed, hands locking, bodies straining, feet thudding into the mat. There was no apology in them. No hiding. No softening.

Their faces were clenched, their muscles alive, shoulders rippling with every heave. Their thighs fought the fabric. Their waists flexed with each maneuver.

They were fierce. Not despite being women—but because they were women. And they weren’t quiet about it.

Around me, the class buzzed. The boys laughed and pointed at the foreign athletes.

The girls whispered how “mannish” they looked. Some clapped when India scored. Others yawned. I just stared.

Not in judgment. Not in envy. In disbelief.

Because until that moment, I had never once considered that a woman could be powerful.

And not spiritually. Not in metaphor. Not in stories from Amma’s lips about Durga’s thousand arms.

But real. Physical. Now.

I was supposed to be watching them represent India. But I wasn’t thinking of the flag. Or the medals. Or pride.

I was watching their shoulders. Their calves. The curve of their back as they slammed each other down with total permission.

What stunned me most wasn’t their power. It was the fact that they were allowed to show it.

Open arms. Bared legs. Nothing hidden. No shame. No draping. No Amma’s voice hissing “cover yourself, mol” when I stood too fast and my dupatta slipped.

They weren’t vulgar. They weren’t wrong. They were public. They were praised.



And here I was. Sixteen. Covered to the wrists. Skin and bones. Never taught to run, or kick, or flex, or take up space.

My only exercise was grinding coconut or lugging rice sacks when the maid was off.

I didn’t even know the names of my muscles. But I wanted to. I wanted to.

Something flared in me like a spotlight through fog. Not yet hunger. Not yet lust. Just a sudden, terrifying question: What else have they never let me become?



The bell rang. Everyone stretched and yawned and gathered their books.

But I didn’t move for a full minute.

My mouth was dry. My pulse tapped against my ribs like a knock I didn’t know how to answer. I walked back to class that day like I’d swallowed a stone. Heavy. Unsettled. And wide awake.

––––––––
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Diary, Age 16

I can never draw attention to myself. Because it is my nature, for 16 years I have been taught to hide.  So what happens when what I’m hiding cannot be hidden anymore.



It was a normal school day. A little too hot for March. The kind of heat that made your scalp itch under oiled braids, made your thighs stick to the plastic classroom chairs. My white ribbons drooped halfway through the morning, and the geometry teacher was late again.

Then, out of nowhere, a new schedule was announced.

"Today, for social studies period," our teacher said, wheeling in a clunky black TV on a dusty cart, "we’ll watch a recording from the Olympics. Wrestling finals. India’s girls made history."

Some of the boys cheered. Others groaned. The girls, mostly, looked uninterested. I adjusted my dupatta and folded my hands. I didn’t know what to expect.

Wrestling was what Appa watched that day at home. Amma preferred music channels, if anything at all. And for me, sports had always belonged in some distant, loud world where other girls ran around without shame or sleeves. But this time I was eager. But careful not to be seen as eager.

But the moment the screen flickered to life and the match began, something in me stilled.



There was a girl on the mat. An Indian girl, they said. She had a braid like mine, only it was shorter and swung behind her like a whip when she moved. Her arms were bare. Not soft, not slender. Her shoulders were round and strong. Her legs looked like tree trunks.

The uniform she wore clung to her like second skin—sleeveless, short at the thighs, tight across her chest and middle. I had never seen a girl dressed like that outside of dance competitions or foreign films, and even then, not without some warning or sideways glance.

But here... here she stood, upright, proud, under lights and cameras, cheered on by the country.

She wasn’t apologizing for any of it.



I remember feeling confused. Not shocked. Not even jealous. Just... a quiet buzzing in my chest.

Something didn't fit. Not what I was seeing—what I’d been taught.

Because I had always thought being a girl meant not drawing attention. Being gentle. Wearing fabric that moved, not muscle. Hiding your limbs. Sitting quietly.

But she wasn’t quiet. Her very body spoke. Every time she moved—twisting, lunging, slamming her opponent to the mat—her shape told a story I had never heard.

She was powerful. And not in a scary way. Not in a loud way. In a way that looked... earned.

And... beautiful?



I shouldn’t say that.

I don’t even know what I mean by it. I just remember staring at her arms as she raised them in victory. Her biceps flexed for a second, just a little. And I wondered—what does that feel like? To lift your own arms and see something there. Something built. Something that says, yes, this is mine, and I made it.

I looked down at my own wrist. Thin, soft, a little ink-stained. Covered in cloth down to my elbow. It didn’t look like hers. It didn’t say anything.

And I couldn’t stop thinking about that.



Around me, the classroom clapped. Someone shouted, “India wins!” A boy near me tried to copy the wrestler’s stance, and the others laughed. I stayed quiet.

I didn’t laugh. I didn’t cheer. I didn’t even move. I just kept my eyes on the screen, long after the match had ended and the next recording started.

Something had opened in me, but I didn’t know what.



It’s silly, maybe, to write this all down like it matters. Maybe it was just a video. Just a sport.

But something changed that day. I didn’t tell anyone. Not Amma. Not Appa. Not even my friends. But inside, a part of me that had always felt invisible suddenly wondered—what if I’m allowed to become more?

Not louder. Not rebellious. Just... more.



And that thought, even in its smallness, scared me.

But I didn’t forget it.

I don’t know what made me turn and look around the room.

Maybe I was trying to see if anyone else felt what I was feeling. Maybe I just needed to know I wasn’t imagining it—that what I’d just seen on the screen was real.

The girls around me... they didn’t look like her.

They sat in stiff rows, pressed into their uniforms like paper dolls. Hair braided tight, forearms covered, knees together. Some were fair, some dark, some chubby, some slender—but all shaped by the same rules: don’t move too much. Don’t draw attention.

One of them, Saranya, had caught me staring. She leaned toward another girl and giggled. “She’s so big, pa,” she whispered, about the wrestler. “Like a boy.”

I blinked and turned forward again. I didn’t laugh. I just let my eyes drift down—past my own crossed arms, to the hem of my salwar, where it bunched slightly at the thigh.

I thought of how I always walked with my head down. Of how Amma always said, “Shoulders in, not out.” How even the few kilos I’d gained during exams were met with pinched lips and murmured comments about rice portions and laziness.

And then I looked at her again—this girl on the screen, flexing as the referee lifted her arm in victory—and something didn’t add up.
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