
Chapter 1: Origins

"Sometimes, the most radical act is simply to be seen—and to see each other fully."


Aalia is the one speaking in this chapter.


The moment I saw her, she was already across the room. Still. Too composed. Like she belonged here. But didn’t. Her posture said diplomat. Her silence said danger. Meera Iyer. JNU golden girl. South Delhi polish. Probably the type to post Rumi quotes. With gold filters. And curated melancholy. She didn’t belong in this class. Not really. Postcolonial Feminist Theory at a white Ivy? This place wasn’t built for girls like us. It just… tolerated us. I could feel the walls doing that now— tolerating. Then Thomas opened his mouth. “Isn’t caste mostly about economics now?” “I mean, modern India doesn’t really operate under the same caste system anymore, right?” The room shrank. My pen stopped. So did the blood in my fingers. I inhaled. Through my teeth. This again. I looked up. Slowly. My voice? Low. Measured. “Caste isn’t just economic,” I said. “It’s spiritual. Social. Embodied. It decides who you sit next to. Who you marry. Who you mourn.” Thomas chuckled. Actually chuckled. “But you’re here,” he said. “You made it.” Made it? I leaned in. Just enough. “Yes,” I said. “I did. Despite a system designed to erase me. That doesn’t make the system less violent.” Silence fell. Not respectful. Heavy. Like glass, seconds before it breaks. Klein cleared his throat. Shuffled his papers. Tried to pull us back to bell hooks. Too late. The room had already cracked open. And Meera? She looked at me. Not like a classmate. Not like a friend. Like I was a question. One she hadn’t studied for.



Later. The library. I felt her before I saw her. Footsteps. Hesitation. Jasmine and something sharp. Metallic. She sat down across from me. No invitation. “You were right,” she said. “About caste.” I didn’t look up. Not right away. When I did—Flat gaze. Still. Unshaken. “You’re from Delhi?” She nodded. “JNU. Exchange semester. You?” “Kerala. Kozhikode.” “Boston feels cold.” “In more ways than one.” That made her smile. Not wide. Just enough. Just enough to show she had teeth. She was beautiful. Sure. But that wasn’t it. It was the way she took up space. Carefully. Almost like she’d been taught to. Then unlearned it. Like someone who’d always been told she belonged—And had just started questioning it. I recognized that. Too well.


The email came on Thursday. Subject: Decolonizing Our Words – Panel Invite

My name was on it. So was hers. In class, Meera leaned over. “Looks like we’ve been volunteered.” I didn’t look at her. Didn’t need to. “I suggested your name,” I said. “You sure?” “You’ll hold your own.” She blinked. No smile. No thank you. Just a flicker. Uncertain. Like she didn’t know if that was praise or pressure. Good.


Sunday. Student union. I brought chai. She brought Post-its. Highlighters. A rainbow of outlines. We argued. Immediately. “Start with Spivak or Fanon?” she asked. “Spivak?” I snorted. “Even I need caffeine to decode her.” She laughed. I didn’t. We worked well. At first. Then she said it. “That part of the experience is universal.” I blinked. “Universal to whom?” “I mean—diaspora.” “Your diaspora isn’t mine,” I said. “Your privilege travels. Mine gets detained.” Silence. Again. “I didn’t mean—” “I know.” She didn’t apologize. Interesting. We finished the outline. She avoided my eyes.



A screenshot landed in my inbox. No sender. No subject. A group chat. One of the students.
Mocking my accent. Miss Marxist in a headscarf. I said nothing. Emailed no one. Just screenshot it back. Saved it. Remembered. The night before the panel. Her apartment smelled like sandalwood. And nerves. She paced. I stood by the window. “Postcolonial identity isn’t nostalgia,” I said. “It’s survival. The way we speak. Dress. Love. All of it. Policed.” She stopped. “It’s powerful,” she said. “Even when I don’t fully understand.” I nodded. A little. “That’s honest.” She hesitated. “Do you think I’m fake?” I turned. Slowly. “No,” I said. “Just… agreeable.” That landed hard. Between us. Heavy. And soft. She didn’t flinch. She just nodded.



That night, I get a letter. Handwritten. No return address. Inside— a quote. From the Manusmriti. “A Sudra should serve the twice-born.” Highlighted. No signature. Just my name. On the envelope. I burn it. In the sink. Watch the words curl. Disappear. The panel starts slow. Faculty line the walls. Students scroll. Waiting to be seen. I go first. My voice—sharp. Clean. No smile. Just truth. Like a scalpel. Then Meera speaks. Warm. Polished. She’s digestible. Safe. They love her. Afterward—they gather. “You explained it so well!” She smiles. But her eyes flick to me. Almost sorry. Later—we walk. Quiet. Then she says it. “They don’t know how to hear you.” “They understand me because I’m… easier.” I shrug. “Not your fault,” I say. “But that’s the game.” “You play it.” “I disrupt it.” She stops walking. “And if we did both?”  I look at her. Hard. Then softer. “Maybe,” I say. “Maybe that’s what this is.”


We were both invited to attend a closed seminar. It’s a selective event, one of those rare opportunities that only come around once or twice during the program. There are just two spots open for students, and both of us were in the running. But when the official names are announced, only hers is listed. She forwards me the email without much delay. I see it arrive in my inbox with her name in the “From” field. And I feel a flicker of hope before I open it. Maybe it’s a mistake. maybe there’s a clarification, maybe there’s some room left for me after all. But the subject line alone already tells me what I’m afraid to admit. This wasn’t an oversight that’s being fixed. The subject line feels like a door that was open for a second. and is now swinging shut in my face. It’s like being invited to enter a room I thought I belonged in. Only to realize I was never actually on the guest list. The click of it closing is something I can almost hear in my chest. And yet, somehow, I’m still expected to walk toward it, knowing it’s locked. Her message is painfully brief. Just three words: “They forgot you.” There’s no punctuation—no period to anchor the sentence, no comma to offer breath. No explanation comes with it, and certainly no apology to soften the landing. Just that: “forgot.” The word lands like a bruise, dull but deep, blooming quietly under the surface. As if I were never fully written in, just penciled lightly in the margins, easy to erase. Like I was a formality they meant to return to but didn’t. I feel like a line skipped over in a rushed reading. Like a note scribbled on a sticky tab that fell off before it reached the final version. An asterisk with no footnote. A placeholder that never made it into the body of the text. I don’t write back. I start to, more than once. I type out a sentence—something dry, maybe even kind—but it doesn’t land right. I delete it, and then do it again, and again, until my screen is blank. I hover over the keyboard, unsure if silence feels more honest or more passive-aggressive. My fingers rest on the keys, but no words come that make any of this better. There’s nothing I can say that won’t sound like a wound. So I stop trying. Instead, I just sit there, staring at her message for far too long. The words burn into my eyes like an afterimage. I keep thinking I’ll feel less raw if I read it again, but I don’t. Eventually, I close the email without sending anything.


I don’t blame her. Not really. But I still feel like a footnote in her sentence. They forgot me. Not once. But again. And again. And again. And I? I’m tired of pretending it doesn’t ache. Some people knock on your door. Others? They find the crack in the wall and slip through. It starts with a knock. Three short taps. Uncertain. I’m on the floor. Wrapped in my shawl. Books everywhere. A blinking cursor on an open document I can’t finish. My tea’s gone cold. So has the light outside my window. I’m still thinking—about the panel. The letter. The names people use when they think you’ve gotten too brave for your skin. The knock again. A voice. Low. Familiar. “Aalia? It’s me.” I hesitate. Not because I don’t know who it is. Because I do. I open the door. Meera stands there. Cheeks flushed. Foil-covered plate in hand. Her braid loose. Falling like ribbon over her shoulder. She looks too soft for the day I’ve had. “I brought cake,” she says. “It’s nearly midnight.” “Exactly. Midnight cake. Emergency protocol.” She smiles. Small. Careful. Brave or foolish. Maybe both. I step aside. She walks in like she’s done this before. Sets the plate between my books. Sits. Cross-legged. Like this is hers too. I stare at the cake. “Carrot?” “With cardamom.” She’s proud. “Dangerous combination.” “So am I.” She grins. I breathe out. Not a laugh. Not quite. I peel back the foil. Take a bite. Too sweet. Too soft. Too… thoughtful. I don’t finish it. She watches me. “About earlier,” she starts. I snap my laptop shut. “Don’t.” “No, I mean it,” she says. “You were brilliant. At the panel. Honest. Unapologetic.” “And uninvited to the seminar.” Her lips part. Not used to being answered like that. Not with calm. “I forwarded you the invite,” she says. “They should’ve included both of us.” “But they didn’t.” She nods. “I know.” We sit. Quiet. Her knee almost touches mine. She picks at the foil. “Do you think… we’re friends?” There it is. The real question. The one beneath all the Post-its and outlines and late-night chai. “You always ask questions like there’s a right answer.” “Is there?” I tilt my head. “You want to name this before it even breathes.” “That’s not fair.” “It’s honest.” She lowers her eyes. “Okay,” she says. Soft. “So tell me the truth.” I look at her. Not warm. Not cold. Just real. “I don’t know if we’re friends.” “But I notice when you’re not around.” She stills. Her hand lifts. Unthinking. She wipes something from the corner of my mouth. Cake frosting. Maybe. Her fingers pause. Linger. We don’t move. Not for a long second. Everything stills. Even me. Then—she pulls back. Fast. Like she touched fire. “I should go,” she says. “You came here to leave?” “No.” She swallows. “I came because I didn’t know what else to do.” Her voice is different now. Unraveling. “You’re… hard to reach.” “Maybe I’m not trying to be reached.” She doesn’t flinch. “Maybe I’m not trying to reach everyone.” She looks at me. “Just you.” I say nothing. Because nothing feels safe. She stands. Takes her coat. Doesn’t meet my eyes. At the door—she stops. “Good night, Aalia.” I say her name before I can stop myself. “Meera.” She turns. “I didn’t finish the cake,” I say. “You’ll have to come back.” She nods. Once. Then slips into the hall. Like a ghost not quite ready to haunt me.


After she leaves, I open my journal. Not to write. To remember. Boston doesn’t feel foreign anymore. It feels conditional. Like I belong here only if I smile. Only if I explain my trauma in TED Talk terms. Digestible. Marketable. Clap-worthy. I’m a story they like— as long as it’s polished. Not raw. Not loud. Not real. Meera is the version of me they prefer. Same brown. Less burn. And still— she came. She didn’t have to. But she did. She brought cake. She reached out. Maybe she’s not the villain. Maybe I’m just tired of expecting one. Maybe she’s not here to fix me. Maybe she’s just here. To stay. And that— terrifies me more than being alone.


Midnight Text
My phone buzzes. 12:41 a.m. I’m not asleep. Not even close. The glow lights the room. I reach for it without thinking. Unknown number. Not saved. Not labeled. Not unfamiliar. Just faceless. You should be careful who you let in. Not everyone who smiles is your friend. What if this isn’t random? What if it’s planned? What if it’s patient? What if someone is watching me? Not just my words. Not just my face. Not just my classes. Not just my posts. But the way I look at her. The way I look when I laugh. The way I fold my hands. The way I walk away. The way she looks back. Soft. Hungry. Confused. Are they reading that? Recording that? Marking it down? Are they waiting for a moment to use it? To say I asked for it? To make my softness a crime? To make my anger evidence? To turn our hands into proof? I breathe. Try to tell myself it’s nothing. But my skin prickles. And the thought won’t leave. So I watch now. Quietly. Without telling her. Because looking back is dangerous. And looking away might be worse.


I blink. Once. Twice. The text just sits there. Still. Waiting. Watching. The bubble pulses.

Then vanishes. Like breath held too long. No name. No signature. No follow-up. Just static behind the words. And silence. I sit up. Fully. Like something just crawled inside the room without making a sound. I check the thread. Empty. No past conversation. No previous clues. Just that message. Like a whisper through a locked door. I screenshot it. Archive it. Same folder as the others. The ones from last month. And the month before. The ones I don’t show anyone. The ones that pretend they’re warnings. But really— they're threats with manners.

I tell myself it’s nothing. I’ve told myself that before. But my hand shakes when I set the phone down. Just a little. Enough. Like the body knows what the mind wants to ignore. I lie back. Eyes open. Room quiet. But my chest feels like a drum. Tight. Hollow. Loud. I don’t text Meera. I don’t tell her. She wouldn’t know what to do with it. Or worse— she’d try. And I don’t want to need that. I want to believe I can still handle this. That I’m still harder than the things trying to break me. But in this room, at this hour, with the shadows creeping up the walls—I’m not so sure.

I close my eyes. The room goes still. Just breath. And heartbeat. And memory. Breathe in. Slow. Through the nose. Hold. Let it settle. Let it spread. I am here. Now. In this body. This skin. This moment. I am whole. Even with the cracks. Even with the weight. Whole because of them. Not despite. I am sharp. Edges. Not smoothed down. Not dulled for their comfort. I have corners I do not sand away. Breathe out. Slow again. I am not here to be soft for you. Not your balm. Not your bridge. Not your lesson.

This breath is mine. My chest, my rhythm, my right. My voice is not a favor. Not a guest at your table. Not a decoration you praise but do not listen to. My body is not an apology. Not a mistake you tolerate. Not a thing to explain. Not a burden to make palatable. I picture roots. Not vines. Not chains. Roots. Dark. Strong. Deep. Buried beneath cement they were never invited into. Still— they hold. Still— they grow. Still— they push upward.

I am made to crack pavement. To split the silence. To shake the foundation and make them notice where they’ve built over ghosts. I am here to rise. To remain. To grow wild in the places they tried to keep me small. Even if no one hears me. Even if they only hear her. Even if my name gets left off the list. Even if my face makes them flinch. Even if my truth feels too heavy for their ears. Still, I rise. Still, I hold. Still, I breathe. What if I’m strong enough to fight the world— but not soft enough to keep her? What if I know how to stand tall, how to refuse, how to burn, but not how to lean in? Not how to open? Not how to stay? What if strength is my only language, and she needs something gentler? What if she looks at me and sees iron when she wants water? What if she reaches for comfort and finds only edges? What if she asks for warmth and I hand her fire? What if strength costs me the only thing I want to hold? What if she decides I am too sharp to touch? Too heavy to carry? Too much to love? What if my power pushes her away? What if my silence hurts her more than my words ever could? What if she learns to smile at me politely, to sit beside me kindly, But chooses someone else to stay up with, to fall into, to rest against? I can fight a system. I can fight a room. I can fight a name they try to carve into me. But can I fight the part of myself that is afraid to be soft? Afraid to be held? Afraid that one day, when she reaches out, I won’t know how to reach back?

2:03 a.m. Inbox pings. Dr. Klein. Subject: Clarification on Panel Inclusion Aalia, It appears there was a clerical error regarding the closed seminar invitation. Your name was omitted from the list due to a formatting glitch. You have now been added. – Professor D. Klein I stare at the screen. Not blinking. Not breathing. A formatting glitch. A clerical error. A misstep. A reminder. That I was never the first thought. Only the fix. I should feel relieved. But I don’t. I feel like an extra line someone forgot to bold. A checkbox they almost missed. I feel like a name on the wrong layer of the document. Like someone had to nudge them— Hey, you forgot her. Meera probably sent the nudge. She would. She’s that kind of careful. That kind of kind. And that makes it worse. Because I don’t want a seat she carved for me. I want one that was mine to begin with. I shut the laptop. Hard. The sound echoes. Bites the silence. But it doesn’t fix anything. Doesn’t unclench what curled up inside my ribs. Doesn’t erase the aftertaste of being an asterisk. Sleep? Won’t come. I lie down. But my body doesn’t believe me. My eyes stay open. My hands ache. My mind— louder now. I’ve been here before. This feeling. Of being technically included but not really seen. Like I’m invited to silence. But not to speak. Like I’m a background they color-corrected too late. I curl deeper into my own breath. My scarf still smells like chai and disappointment. What happens if I let her in? Really in. Not just across the table. Not just through the door. Not just late night with cake and soft eyes. But in. To the part of me no one likes to sit beside. The part that remembers everything. What happens if I show her all of it? The heat. The history. The holy rage. What happens when she sees how much of me doesn’t bend? Doesn’t smile just to soothe? Doesn’t dilute just to belong? What if I let her see that I can be soft? But only because I’m steel.

The campus looks different at 5 a.m. Redbrick buildings. Long, cold shadows. Mist curls at the corners. The air holds its breath. So do I. I like it this way. Half-asleep. Unfinished. Feral. My coat is too big. My scarf is loose. The ends flap in the wind. Like a flag no one salutes. I haven’t slept. After Meera left, I tried. Closed my eyes. Counted backward. Whispered the Dua for peace. Nothing worked. My body kept replaying the moment. Her hand. My mouth. That look. The almost in her eyes. That scared me more than any insult. More than being left out. More than being called angry. Because I don’t know how to survive someone seeing me— and still staying. Not without asking me to shrink first. I walk to the river. Charles. Wide. Steady. There’s a stone bench by the edge. It’s cold. Too cold to sit. I sit anyway. My breath clouds. My fingers sting. I pull out my notebook. The same one I’ve carried since Kozhikode. Inside— notes and fury. Class fragments. Confessions. All the things I’ve had to hold when the world wouldn’t. I flip to a blank page. And write the poem that’s been pressing against my ribs since the panel.


Poem – “Before the Names”
Before they named me loud, difficult, too political. I was just a girl with a throat full of thunder. A girl who spoke truth without sugar. No honey. No glaze. Only salt, spice, and fire they weren’t ready for. I wore history like skin— not costume. Not borrowed. Not stitched for display. But lived. Felt. Bled. The weight of ancestors wrapped around my shoulders like wet cloth. Before they called me angry, radical, ungrateful. I was only trying to answer a question they never wanted asked. Not out loud. Not in public. Not from lips that look like mine. Why must my pain be polite? Why must my grief wait its turn? Why must my voice lower itself so theirs can rise?


They saw a girl with too much history in her eyes. Too many names not meant for applause. So they renamed me. Called me bitter. Sharp. Unwomaned. They mistook my clarity for combat. My memory for malice. But I am not the storm. I am the sky after it chooses not to forgive. Before they shushed me with compliments that sounded like cages. You’re strong. You’re bold. You’re brave—I was just a daughter of women who buried their tongues to feed the world. And now— I refuse to starve mine. Before they turned my name into a warning, I was whole. Still burning. But whole. I was a girl who walked into rooms unwilling to leave herself at the door. And if that makes me too much— let them choke on every piece of me they tried to swallow whole. I close the notebook. Let silence settle. But it doesn’t last. A footstep. Behind me. Slow. Hesitant. Her. I don’t turn. “You always show up where I go to disappear,” I say. Meera sits beside me. Says nothing. We stay like that. Not speaking. Just the sound of the river breathing. Wind moving through the trees like it has something to say but won’t. Then— “I couldn’t sleep either,” she says. “Kept thinking… what if I ruined everything by coming?” “You didn’t.” “I might have.” “Not yet.” She laughs. Dry. Crooked. “That’s encouraging.” “It’s honest.”

She pulls her jacket tighter. “I thought coming to Boston would make me brave,” she says. “But I think it just made me loud.” I glance at her. “Loud isn’t the enemy.” “No,” she says. “But it’s not the same as brave.” She looks at me. Carefully. “I’ve spent years being the right kind of brown girl.” Polished. Articulate. Impressive— but never threatening. “Then you walk into a room and say things I don’t even let myself think.”

I watch her. The set of her jaw. The way her fingers twitch on her lap. All nerves. No excuses. “What do you think about that?” I ask. She hesitates. Then— “I think I admire you.” A pause. “And I think that scares me.” Another pause. “Because it makes me wonder if I’ve been playing the wrong game this whole time.” I don’t reply. Not right away. Because I know the feeling. I’ve felt it every time someone praised me for being strong but refused to stand beside me. Every time they clapped but stayed silent. Every time they said “you’re brave” like it was a separate species. Maybe we’re both tired of performing for rooms we never wanted to be in.

A new email lands. Not from Klein. Not from Meera. No subject. No sender. Just a blank line where a name should be. I click it open. My pulse stutters. One line inside. You don’t belong here. That’s it. No greeting. No sign-off. No explanation. Just the sentence. Like a knife left on my desk. I stare at it. Longer than I should. Because it looks simple. Too simple. But it isn’t. It’s loaded. Calculated. Sharp. Delete? Report? Ignore? I can’t. My finger hovers. Then drops. Then pulls back. Like the screen might bite. I know it’s not random. It can’t be random. It feels direct. Pointed. Personal. Not just a warning. A reminder. Stay small. Stay quiet. Stay gone. I slam the laptop shut. The sound too loud in the room. Too final. But the words don’t leave. They hover. On my skin. In my chest. And suddenly, it’s not the email I fear most. It’s the thought of who might have sent it. Who is close enough to watch. Close enough to know. Close enough to see her.


Chapter 2 - The Color of Love



“We learned that love is not a stone to carry, but a shoreline—always remade, always worth the risk.”


Meera is the one speaking in this chapter.

If I had known that joy would feel like a risk, I might've held it tighter. Or looser. Anything but exactly the way I did. Boston smells like lilacs in the spring. Thick. Sweet. Almost dizzying. The scent clings to your skin. To your hair. To your clothes. There’s a tree outside our apartment window. It leans too far into the street. Cars brush past its branches. But it doesn’t care. It blooms anyway. Purple everywhere. Pavement stained. Sidewalks littered. Petals sticking to wet shoes. Like confetti after a parade. It blooms like it’s desperate to be seen. Like it knows it only gets one season. One chance. One reckless burst of color. That’s what being with Aalia feels like. Urgent. Sacred. Finite. Every kiss feels borrowed. Every laugh feels stolen. Every touch feels like a rebellion. We live in a fourth-floor walkup. The kind of place no realtor would brag about. The kind of place you earn with calloused hands and student loans. Squeaky stairs. Every step groans. Neighbors complain. But I love it. Because it sounds like life. Like proof that we exist here. Secondhand furniture. A couch rescued from the curb. Chairs that don’t match. A table too small for two. But it’s ours. Every scratch. Every wobble. Every imperfection. Windows that don’t shut all the way. Winter wind sneaks in. Spring rain leaks through. We shove towels against the sill. Still, I’ve never felt safer. Not because the world outside makes sense. But because I’m not hiding inside of it. For once, I’m not shrinking. Not folding myself in half. Not rehearsing excuses. I get to be me. Fully. Loudly. Wrongly. Rightly. Aalia brings me coffee in the morning. Always too much sugar. Always too much milk. Exactly the way I like it. She remembers without asking. Without writing it down. Like she was made to memorize me. That crooked grin. Half-apology. Half-trouble. It makes me weak. It makes me brave. She wears my hoodies. Sleeves too long. Drawstrings pulled tight. Like she’s hiding. But Aalia never hides from me. She brushes her hair in front of the mirror. Even when it’s already straight.

Even when it doesn’t need it. One AirPod in. Always the left. Music so faint I only catch fragments. Sometimes it’s gospel. Sometimes it’s jazz. Sometimes it’s silence and she just needs the world to think she isn’t listening. But she always is. She listens to everything. We are opposites. Muslim and Hindu. Faith and fire. Discipline and defiance. Quiet and loud. Aalia whispers. I shout. She folds. I fight. Her notebooks and silence. Pages filled with neat lines. Thoughts pressed flat like flowers between glass. My colors and chaos. Paint smeared on old jeans. Laughter too loud in cafes. Dreams I throw at the sky without care where they land. It should clash. It should break. But it doesn’t. It fits. Like puzzle pieces that weren’t meant to belong. But do anyway. Aalia looks at me like I’m something holy. Like I’m scripture. Like I’m a prayer answered too soon. And that’s enough. It’s always enough. Until it isn’t.

Appa knows who we have become…

I find her sitting on the kitchen floor. Back pressed against the oven. Knees drawn to her chest. Phone buzzing where it slipped. Screen flashing. Over and over. her face is blank. Drained. Like the life has been scraped out of her. Empty eyes staring at nothing. Like she’s not even here. My heart stutters. A beat missed. A soundless fall inside my chest. The kind that steals breath before words. “What happened?” My voice cracks. It barely leaves me. But it fills the silence anyway. She doesn’t blink. Doesn’t breathe. Doesn’t move. Her lips part. One whisper. “Appa saw.” That’s all she says. But it’s everything. The world tilts. The air shifts. The floor falls away.

June. Pride Month. The streets alive with color. We kissed under a hundred rainbow flags. We laughed. We spun. We shouted into the sky without apology. Someone must have seen. Someone must have taken a photo. Or a video. And sent it to him. Aalia swallows hard. Her throat working like it hurts. Her voice barely there. “He said I need to come home.” The words slice through me. Sharp. Final. No space left for hope. I drop to my knees. The tile cold against my skin. My palms flat on the floor to steady myself. I lean toward her. Toward her emptiness. “And do what? Pretend you’re someone else again?” She won’t look at me. Her gaze fixed on the space between us. A void I can’t cross. Her silence louder than her words. “Let me come with you.” It spills out too fast. Too desperate. I would go anywhere. Do anything. Stand beside her no matter the cost. She flinches. Her shoulders draw in. Her body folds smaller. Her whisper cuts. “No.” “Why?” My voice cracks open. A plea. A wound. “Because it will make it worse.” Flat. Final. No room for argument. The silence stretches. Longer than a prayer. Longer than a lifetime. The kind of silence that builds walls. I reach for her hand. Fingers shaking. Searching. Hoping. Begging. She doesn’t pull away. But she doesn’t hold on either. Her palm stays limp. Cold. Unmoved. And I wonder if I’ve already lost her. If Appa’s voice has already pulled her back into a world where I can’t follow.


That night, I lie on my back. The ceiling presses down on me. Flat. White. Silent. It feels heavier than it should. Like it knows what I’m carrying. The air feels thick. Hard to swallow. Hard to breathe. Every exhale feels too loud in the quiet. I turn my head. The room is dark. Shadows stretch across the walls. Her shape is there. Soft. Still. But not at peace. I hear her breathing. Not steady. Not deep. Like she’s awake too. Pretending not to be. I close my eyes. Try to shut out the sound. Try to shut out the ache. But it lingers. It grows. The sheets feel too heavy. Trapping me. Pinning me in place. They remind me of everything I can’t say. Everything I can’t fix. I stare up again. Ceiling unchanging. Ceiling unkind. I count the cracks in the paint. One. Two. Three. Each one a reminder that nothing lasts. I think about us. About how many times love has been told it doesn’t belong. How many times it’s been pushed into corners. Forced into silence. Burned down to ashes. How many times can love survive that? How many times can it be broken and still hold together? I roll onto my side. Her back is turned to me. Shoulders curved. As if protecting herself from a storm only she can see. I want to reach for her. Slide my hand over hers. Feel the pulse in her wrist. Anchor her. Anchor me. But my hand stays frozen. Because what if she pulls away? What if she doesn’t want the comfort? What if my touch is another reminder of the problem? The questions pile up. Brick after brick. A wall between us. One I don’t know how to climb. So I lie there. Eyes wide open. Counting her breaths. Counting mine. Counting the spaces between them. The ceiling doesn’t move. The night doesn’t end. And I wonder. How many times can love survive being told it doesn’t belong? How many times before it listens?



We try to be normal. Gallery openings. Walks along the Charles. Dinners with friends. They call us couple goals. But the light in her eyes dims. Slowly. Like a candle out of wind's reach. Flickering. Fighting. Fading. I watch her pray some nights. Hands trembling. Fingers curling skyward. She never tells me what she asks for. But I know. Clarity. Forgiveness. Permission.



One night, I see her packing. The light is low. Her back is to me. The zipper hums. Slow. Careful. A small bag sits open on the bed. Not big enough for much. Not meant for forever. Just enough to leave. Toothbrush. Passport. A folded shirt. A scarf she never wears. Nothing else. Each item lands like a blow. Quiet. Precise. Final. My throat tightens. The air feels sharp. Like glass. Like it cuts me just for breathing. I whisper her name. She doesn’t turn. Doesn’t stop. Her hands keep moving. The bag swallows her silence. It swallows my heartbeat. It swallows everything between us. “Is this goodbye?” The words scrape out. Raw. Ugly. Bare. She freezes. Her hand rests on the zipper. Still. Motionless. Uncertain. But she doesn’t answer. Not with words. Not with a look. Not with anything at all. And the silence becomes louder than any truth.



Poem: In Between
I loved you when we weren’t allowed. When silence pressed heavier than stone. When the air between us held its breath. When the world looked away. And we burned anyway. Between rituals. Between religions. Between rules carved into our skin. Between voices saying no. And the fire inside us whispering yes. In the pauses between your prayers. In the protests caught in my throat. In the tremor of your hands lifted skyward. In the heat of mine curled into fists. Faith tangled with fury. Sacred collided with reckless. Between what we were taught. And what we knew. Between borders we never drew. Between a thousand warnings. And one truth we couldn’t unlearn. I loved you like a secret screamed into a storm. A vow hurled into lightning. A name shouted at the sky. Until the clouds broke. Until the rain carried the confession. I loved you like a candle sparking in the dark. A flicker against the void. A small flame daring the shadows. To swallow it whole. Glow spilling onto walls. Walls that swore they’d never hold us. Not quietly. Not politely. Not the way they asked. Not the way they demanded. But wildly. But fully. With every piece of me broken. And remade. With every truth I couldn’t keep buried. I loved you in colors too bright for permission. In saffron. In midnight blue. In the red of your lipstick. In the gold of dawn. That found us unashamed. I loved you like rebellion. Like prayer. Like a song forbidden. Yet sung anyway. Like a door unlatched. In the middle of exile. I loved you, truly. And if the world called it wrong. We carried it as right. We carried it as ours.



The Shape of Truth
I thought truth was solid. Like stone. A thing you could pick up. A thing you could lay on a table. Something with edges. With a weight you could trust. I thought truth would stay where you put it. Unmoved. Reliable. A story with straight lines. But it shifts. Quiet. Slow. Like sand underfoot. Like a tide that keeps coming back. Like footprints erased by wind. Like faith. Not the kind carved into monuments. But the kind that changes when you wake. The kind that flexes with new breaths. The kind that sometimes surprises you into bending. Like us. Two bodies learning how to be honest. Two histories folding into one. Two quiet rebellions that meet in the dark. We are not a single stone. We are a shoreline. Always remade. For my parents, truth is a map. Drawn and framed. A route they expect me to follow. To marriage. To duty. To a life spelled out in neat letters. For them, truth is my failure if I stray. I’m lost. I’m reckless. I’m throwing everything away. For hers? It’s heavier. Heavier than disappointment. It carries the name of ancestors. Expectations wrapped in prayers. Aalia isn’t just a daughter. She’s a promise. She’s legacy. A living line from their past to their future. She is obedience. A pattern stitched into the family cloth. A shape that has to be kept. So when she moves, the fabric trembles. Lineage sits on her shoulders. Silent. Demanding. Watching every choice like a ledger. But here, in Boston? Here, our truth looks different. It isn’t framed. It isn’t tidy. It is loud and messy. Full of color and cheap coffee stains. We found another truth. One that doesn’t ask permission. One that takes up space. One that breathes. We kissed without permission. In alleys. On porches. Under neon signs. Like it was a protest and a prayer at once. We held hands like protest. Flat palms against each other. A small, stubborn flag. A quiet refusal to shrink. We chose each other when we weren’t supposed to. Not because we were brave. But because bravery felt like the only honest thing left. Because the alternative was living half-lives. And I’m not ready to let that go. Not yet. Not when mornings come with her laugh. Not when nights are soft with her breath. Not when our names seem to fit when spoken together. Not ever. Because truth, I have learned, is not one thing. It is many things pressed together. It is the stone and the sand. The prayer and the protest. The map and the new route. And if I must carry a truth that changes, I will carry the one I helped make. One that fits both of us. One that bears our scars. One that holds our stubborn, stubborn hope.


Sometimes, in the quiet, I hear her whisper my name. Not in love. Not in comfort. But in fear. Like she’s afraid even the walls might betray us. Her voice trembles. Barely audible. Like a ghost moving through the dark. I wonder if she knows I hear it. Or if she thinks the night swallows her secrets whole. I close my eyes. Pretend I’m asleep. Because if I open them, If I turn to face her, I’ll see the truth she’s hiding in her mouth. What keeps her awake. What claws at her chest. What makes her whisper my name like it’s both plea and warning. I want to ask. Want to take her hand. But I don’t. Because if I ask what she’s afraid of, I’m terrified she’ll answer. And I won’t know how to stop it. So I stay still. Breath even. Eyes shut tight. Hoping she believes I’m sleeping. Hoping my silence keeps us safe. Even if it’s already too late.

One morning, I wake up. Her side of the bed is empty. Pillow cold. Sheets untouched. It feels like she never came to bed at all. I sit up fast. Heart pounding. Eyes scanning shadows. The quiet hums too loud. Like the whole apartment is holding its breath. I search the apartment. Kitchen. Bathroom. Living room. Nothing. Her scent lingers, faint and sharp. But she’s not there. Her hoodie is gone. The one she wore last night. The sleeves frayed. The pocket torn. The one she clung to like armor. And for a moment, I think she’s gone for good. That she slipped out in the dark. That she chose silence over me. Until I see it. Her prayer rug rolled out on the floor. Neat. Careful. Waiting. Her phone face down beside it. The screen cracked. Like it fell. Like it was dropped in a rush. But no Aalia. No footsteps. No trace of where she went. Only silence. And the sound of my own heart breaking. Because maybe she didn’t want to be found. And maybe she already left me behind. I sit cross-legged on the floor. Hands resting open. Palms trembling. Breath uneven. I try to quiet my mind. But quiet becomes a battlefield. I breathe in fear. Breathe out longing. Breathe in doubt. Breathe out her name. They say meditation is surrender. But all I feel is the weight of wanting. The ache of not knowing. The sharp edge of waiting. Stillness refuses to come. My thoughts circle her like prayer beads. Each repetition tighter. Each silence sharper. I see her face. Eyes closed. Lips moving. Hands lifted. And I wonder if she prays for me. Or for escape. I breathe again. But all I taste is absence.


Later that week, the knock comes. Sharp. Hard. Relentless. Like someone trying to break the door with their fist. Like someone who won’t be ignored. I freeze in the doorway. The sound drills through me. Each pound louder than the last. Like thunder in a hallway too small. Like judgment arriving dressed as urgency. I glance at Aalia. Her eyes wide. Her lips parted. Her hands trembling. She whispers my name once. Soft. Warning. When I open it, My mother stands there. Her suitcase at her feet. Her face unreadable. But her eyes already knowing. Already judging. Already condemning. “Surprise, beta.” Her voice cuts like glass. Sharp. Cold. Familiar. The word tastes like fire. Like a war. One I never chose. Like the breath Before it breaks. Like the second The dam gives in. Like the instant Truth tears loose. And I know—Nothing stays. Nothing holds. Not after this. The door stays open. And so does everything else.



My love, If I disappear, Know this. It isn't because I didn't choose you. I chose you. Every day. Every breath. Every silence. I chose you In chaos. In calm. In rooms too loud And nights too quiet. In laughter. Yours. Mine. Ours. In every pause. Every glance. Every stolen moment. But love Doesn’t quiet the noise. It doesn’t silence The voices in my head. They rise. They echo. They accuse. It doesn’t erase Appa’s disappointment. The sharp sigh. The silent dinner. Or Amma’s sorrow. The tears she never shed. The ones I still carry. It doesn’t lift The weight on my chest. The weight of A thousand years. Of stories. Of shame. Of sacrifice. Sometimes I wonder. Is love enough? Not because I doubt you. You are truth. But because I doubt myself. The mirror shifts. The past returns. The fear grows. If you wake up And I’m gone—Please remember. The mornings. The sunlight on your back. The warmth in our sheets. The sugar in your coffee. Too sweet. Just how you like it. The hoodies I stole. Your scent. My comfort. The way I looked at you. Like scripture. Because you are. You are scripture. You are prayer. You are rebellion. And refuge. A storm. And stillness. If I go, It won’t be because I stopped loving you. It will be because I never learned How to stay. Not without breaking. Not without fading. Forever yours. Even in absence. Even in ache. Aalia.



Chapter 3 - Friction and Fire 

"You are snow and fire—both. And I keep reaching, even though I burn. Even though you melt."


Snow clings to the window. Like it’s trying to warn me. Like it wants to crawl inside. Like it knows something I don’t. The world outside is frozen. Streets stiff. Trees still. Even the sky holds its breath. So are my hands. Blue at the knuckles. Shaking without sound. Inside Meera’s apartment, everything is too still. Too quiet. Too sharp. Like glass waiting to break. Like we’re standing on the edge of something. Something unnamed. Something waiting to leap. The kettle sings. A thin whistle. A cry that isn’t mine. The scent of masala chai curls in the air. Grounding. Sharp. Sweet at the edges. It drifts toward me. Fills my lungs. Doesn’t reach my heart. I’m unraveling. Thread by thread. Thought by thought. She watches me. From the kitchen. Arms crossed. Lips pressed tight. Eyes like winter. I’m still in her blanket. The one with the maroon elephants. Soft. Worn. My fingers grip it. Like it might hold me together. Like it could stitch me whole. But my insides are all static. Buzzing. Cracking. Empty. I haven’t cried. Not since the kiss. Not since the street. Not since the shouting. I haven’t spoken. Not about the hate. Not the cold sidewalk. Not the way she touched my face. Like I was made of breakable light. Like a lamp about to shatter. I wish she hadn’t. I wish she had. I wish I could stop wishing. “You want breakfast?” Her voice slices through the quiet. Clean. Straight. I shake my head. I can’t eat. I can’t think. I can barely breathe. All I know is—I shouldn’t be here. Not in this room. Not in this skin. Not in this country. Not if belonging means safety. Not if it means erasing myself. Not if it means being wanted Only for a visa. Or for someone’s story. Or for the way my difference photographs. She doesn’t say anything. Just pours her tea. Slow. Steady. Steam fogs her glasses. Tiny clouds. Little ghosts. I want to vanish into that silence. Slide under it. Hide. Instead I say what I shouldn’t. Words like stones. “I can’t decide if I’m tired or just… done.” Her mug lowers. Slow. Like she’s setting something fragile down. “Then rest.” She meets my eyes. Soft. Almost breaking. “But don’t disappear.” Her voice trembles. That’s the thing. Disappearing sounds like peace. Like snow. Like sleep. I stand. Grab my coat. It feels heavier than before. I need air. I need distance. I need anything that isn’t her. I need to remember Who I was Before all of this.
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