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Every few weeks I am on another plane to another destination. Attending the opening of a new hotel, a restaurant, the launch of a perfume, a tea brand. I meet clients on their way to New York and connect with associates inside business-class lounges before their flights from Singapore to Shanghai. It’s inside the comfort of these lounges that I overhear again and again talk of the Asian economic boom, the rise of China and that the future lies in the East.

As I travel through airports I can’t help but wonder if this lifestyle wasn’t birthed from the chaotic years of my childhood. Always moving. Going somewhere. Never staying anywhere for long. On the outside looking in.

There is something about being amid the comings and goings of life, between the arrival and departure gate, that feels reassuring. Airports are where my true self glows.

Yes, it’s in between the destinations where nobody can reach me that I am home.


The Delivery

The package is delivered to my hotel suite on the eve of Diwali, the Hindu festival of lights. It arrives on the same day that Jimmy is returning from another business trip.

I have been living in Singapore for a year now, the Four Seasons Hotel my part-time abode. The luxury hotel overlooks the green leafy area near Orchard Boulevard and is a hotspot for American and Chinese businessmen. It is home to The Bar & Alfresco, where the affluent escape from the heavy humidity, where Singaporean girls sip orange blossom Oolong tea and cooling remedies made from chrysanthemum flowers.

I feel at peace in these five-star surrounds: the soft, thick carpet beneath my feet; luxurious cashmere throws draped over the sofa; the glow of dim lights creating a nurturing ambience; the warmth from the heated marble bathroom floors and a mirror framed with movie star-style bulbs. Reassurance of my success is in every corner.

At first, I am tentative in unwrapping the package that looks like it has travelled several countries to reach here. I glance around the hotel room. Everything is in place. Jimmy will arrive within a few hours and I need to feel strong and empowered. This package may threaten that ability.

I slowly unfold the first layer of brown paper, which reveals a smaller package. My fingers hesitate. It’s as if they know before I do that secrets will be revealed. Nearly two decades have passed since Ravi and I ran wild across the rooftops in Madras, but several months since we last saw each other. I take another deep breath. Not enough time has passed yet.

The phone rings. It’s Jimmy telling me he is about to cross the border from Malaysia into Singapore. He sounds like an eager young boy. ‘I’ve missed you,’ he enthuses.

‘Can we meet at Crystal Jade?’

‘Sara?’ I hear his uncertainty breathing down the phone. Restaurants are not where we usually meet.

I grip the phone. ‘We need to talk – away from here.’

There is a pause at the other end. I know that he knows and he knows that I know he knows.

‘I’ll send my driver to pick you up.’ Jimmy hangs up without saying goodbye.

I leave the unopened letter on the bed and run a bath. As I sink into the warm, foamy water, my heart splits wide open and tears fill the corners of my eyes. I’ve only given my heart to a couple of men in my life, each of them like a teacher. I’ve learnt the painful lesson about the difference between love and infatuation. But the truth is, I’ve never given my soul to anyone since Ravi.

* * *

It takes me five changes of clothes to get ready.

After I have bathed, oiled and selected my jewels, I examine my reflection and the way the silky aqua green fabric slides over and around my curves; it occurs to me that I have spent so many hours of my life looking in mirrors. Wherever I am. Whenever I can, seizing the opportunity to catch a vision of myself, longing, hoping that the most striking woman will gaze back.

I have long been told that I am beautiful. Whatever that means. Well, I do know what this means. When you are born beautiful people stare at you. Into you. Through you. When you are young and beautiful strange men stare at you. Into you. Through you. Older men. Skinny men. Overweight men. Friends’ fathers. Men who shouldn’t (who momentarily forget their boundaries and what it takes to be a man in this world). Some try to touch you, invade your space – even if it’s only with their thoughts. But when you are young and open, you hear everything, including all the words unspoken.

Here in the East I am considered attractive but mostly because I am tall and fair. My bone structure is defined and my skin is clear. Yet if I had to compare myself with an Asian woman, for example, I would not say that I was beautiful at all. Once a lover described me as ‘an awkward foal’ and I think that comes pretty close. On the outside I may appear tall and confident but inside I’m fragile as porcelain. I’m too vulnerable. Too emotional. Broken.

‘You have a mysterious aura and someday you will be a great beauty,’ Ravi’s mother once informed me with the authority of a queen as she fanned herself with an old Vogue magazine. We were sitting on her verandah drinking fresh coconut water from straws, in between oily massages delivered by her personal masseuse. I was not yet fifteen and the days in India that year were long, wet and humid. I remember that day clearly, right down to the startling violet sari she wore that swished around her elegant brown feet.

She looked me up and down. ‘You take after your father,’ she said with a tone of approval in her voice that I did not quite understand back then. Her sparkling black eyes narrowed. ‘But your face changes with your emotions. If you are not happy with your life then your beauty will quickly fade.’

I would love to say that I am one of those girls who grew up not really caring about or focused on the way I look. But the truth is, most of my life has been centred around my external beauty. Without this wall of physical beauty around me, I don’t know what I would have done. Without beauty, then, who am I? I have never accepted a marriage proposal. I have never planted a garden. I don’t yet have a house I can call my own.

I am acutely aware that Jimmy finds me beautiful. We are so opposite that we can’t help but be drawn to each other’s beauty. I am opaque against his smooth, dark caramel skin. He is organized and disciplined whereas I am chaotic and free. He is quiet and thoughtful whereas I am still discovering what life is all about. When he runs his warm brown hands along my thighs he will murmur: ‘I crave your body. I crave your scent, your sensuality, the way your mind is so free.’

Now, as I zip up the silk dress that matches my eyes, push my hair away from my shoulders and turn away from my reflection, I find myself finally making sense of this thing called beauty. After all these years of feeling anxious and not sure where I am going, it’s here, on this small island of Singapore, that I feel I have finally experienced a glimpse of true beauty.

Beauty, for me, is when I am. Right now. In this moment. Not wanting to be anywhere else, not wanting something else to happen. No longer seeking pleasure to avoid the pain. Real beauty is being grateful for how life is as it is. It’s realizing that there are many sides to all our stories and not wanting to change a damned thing. Not even Jimmy, my Singapore lover, who happens to be married to another woman.

* * *

If there is a fragrance for every place then in Singapore it is the scent of heat, water and flowers. If there is a colour to every place then in Singapore it is shades of jade green and temple red that light up the city.

I arrive into Singapore on a wild tropical monsoon day in November with a small suitcase and a heart bursting with anticipation. As the taxi speeds me down the expressway through the relentless rain, the trees along the route sway against a crystal quartz cloudy sky and the scent of heat and rain drench the air. For days I watch from my hotel window as the northwest monsoon rain pounds the streets and I wonder what my life will look like here. ‘This time I am going to make it,’ I vow. ‘This time I will commit. This time I will not run.’

When the sun finally comes out to play I walk through the streets and temples of Chinatown, inhaling the fragrances of drying herbs and blocks of sandalwood. I wander through Little India that clinks with gold bangle stores and bells and I inhale the heady scent of cempaka. I learn that Singapore is not one island but is made up of more than sixty islands and that it is this proximity to water that creates a temperature that is wet-hot year-round. Singapore, known as Lion City, is one degree north of the equator.

On the desk is a box of black matt business cards, below my name the title ‘Editorial Director’ typed in gold font. I have been hired by one of Singapore’s most established publishing houses to take all its magazines, books and other products to the ‘next level’, to give the company a Western feel, to make the products more appealing to expats. While the magazines currently focus on celebrities, skincare and restaurant openings, the chairman wants me to give them an edge through thoughtful stories, clever photographic choices and design work, to make them better than the competition.

‘We want stories that are more courageous,’ is the brief from Mr Ong, chairman of Ong Publishing House that has been in his family for two generations. ‘We want people to talk about what we are doing here. We want you to create a small thunderstorm.’

My first pitch to him is to explore the attraction between Westerners and Asians – a cliché but still true.

I don’t know it back then but I am about to become the subject of my own story.

* * *

I immerse myself in corporate life. I shop at Zara and Mango but mix the pieces so it looks like I spend my salary at Donna Karan. I buy organic food at Brown Rice Paradise and stretch my limbs at the COMO Shambhala yoga studio. Then I balance it all out on Friday nights with my new friends at the Martini Bar at Mezze9.

At events and openings Mr Ong introduces me as his ‘creative guru’ who will take the magazine division of his publishing house into the twenty-first century. ‘She’s highly talented,’ he says to all the people dressed in black suits. There is a slight breathlessness in his voice. ‘I have the highest regard for her work.’

Not one to shy away from compliments, I inhale his words as if they are a sweet and tempting perfume.

It does not take me long, however, to discover that working in a large company is like heading into a battlefield – daily. We all have our drives and motivations in life. Enclose fifty people in a glass box for twelve hours a day and you have to be streetwise to survive all the hidden agendas that flow through the corridors. Pick up your shield and draw your sword. Be unrelenting in your quest and don’t reveal your strategies. Make sure you save some stamina for the next round. While one conflict may be resolved by 5 pm, the following day a new combat has begun.

Initially I receive a slightly cool welcome from the others and, for the first few weeks, I simply cannot read people’s expressions. The faces look permanently composed, tranquil and calm. There are no extravagant gestures, obvious facial expressions, touching, or eye contact. Greetings are slight nods or a delicate handshake. Don’t be fooled by a wide smile or a laugh – these are more likely to be expressions of shyness or embarrassment, not approval.

‘They won’t give you much attention until they know you are going to stay for more than a year,’ Tammy, senior designer at the company, informs me as she slices fried carrot cake with the daintiness of a china doll. Tammy is the most talented graphic designer at the publishing house and we are immediately best friends.

Tammy is, by any standard, stunning. Her glossy black tea-toned hair is long and perfectly straight. She has an enviably symmetrical face that at times can seem haughty, knowing. Her skin is well polished, her perfect, slightly pouted lips a natural rose colour and her black slanted eyes flash from wide-eyed and innocent to calculating within seconds. She is not small and not tall, a magnet for adoration.

She possesses a heightened sense of design; she sees the world in colour and texture. Her fingers are long and slender, the sign of a true artist. She will say: ‘Those curry-coloured leather couches against the cappuccino walls look great.’ Or she will look around a room with disappointment growing in her eyes: ‘They chose the wrong-shaped chairs for the concept.’

‘The staff will never leave work before you,’ she continues, telling me stories about Singaporeans as if she is not one of them. Since Tammy was educated in the United States, she feels separate from this work-conscious tribe and often refers to herself as a semi-expat. She is one of the few people at our company who does not dress in synthetic black. She’s the girl in the room in the brightly coloured silk Hermès scarf or hot pink heels and a canary yellow silk shirt.

‘Everyone here is looking for praise and will never be the first to leave the office,’ Tammy reveals. ‘They are threatened by Mr Ong’s worship of you.’ She pauses dramatically and lowers her voice. ‘But be careful,’ she warns. ‘Mr Ong’s face can change as fast as the wind.’

I take a slow, thoughtful sip of green tea. I’ve known Tammy for less than six weeks. Should I reveal my secret yet? My colleagues may well look at me as a foreigner who is earning a higher salary and considered the golden girl by our Chinese boss but what they don’t realize is that I grew up without a father figure so I will always be the person who seeks praise the most. For someone like me, everything is at stake if I am not receiving acknowledgement from the most powerful man in the room.

* * *

At least once a week Tammy and I leave the central business district and drive in her black Mercedes to the outskirts of the city where most of the creative team work night and day on book cover designs, magazine layouts and product design. We climb three flights of stairs to reach a warehouse-style space crammed with cubicles, walls of magazines and books.

It is here that I meet the only other expat working at the publishing house. Her name is Patricia; she is short, European and loud. Everything I am not. She wears tight, pencil-style skirts that hug her hips and shirts that burst at her breasts. When she speaks, her voice is shrill and she expresses herself with her hands and face – as opposed to all our well-behaved colleagues.

When we were first introduced I gave Patricia a bright, hopeful smile, thinking, ‘Great, another expat for me to talk to.’ But the short, dark, thick-skinned woman did not smile back. She did not even really say hello. She nodded briefly, barely a sliver of acknowledgement, and said: ‘Mr Ong has taken a big risk with you, both financially and reputation-wise. You are required to report to me on everything you do – especially when it comes to budgets.’

Back then I didn’t know what budget she was speaking of so I just nodded in return. When I asked Tammy about this later she looked away with an uninterested expression. ‘Oh, Patricia still thinks that it’s all budgets and financial planning that is making this business grow, but what she does not know yet is that it’s people like you and I who are making them all rich with our creative thinking. Patricia still lives in an age where the analytical and logical have the most power.’

Nonetheless, the short loud woman does have her way. People seem afraid of her. She is involved in everything – from selecting what airline we fly with to the purchase of a notepad. She is not afraid to openly condemn someone in front of others. In fact, she seems to relish it. She never compliments any of the staff unless Mr Ong is in the room to overhear her fake gushing. She is not afraid to lie. ‘Oh, I have a very busy day tomorrow.’ But later her driver will tell the staff she spent two hours at the hairdresser’s and then another two or three shopping.

When I ask Patricia for more time to redesign a book cover for a client she gives me a tight smile and says, ‘Of course, darling,’ but then goes ahead and submits the cover to the client without my knowledge.

Why would we give a client a second-rate cover? When I gingerly ask Mr Ong about this he waves his hands impatiently in the air and mumbles something like, ‘I’m very busy today.’

‘But there’s no rush with this client.’ I persist. ‘I am sure they would prefer to wait another week if we can deliver something of a higher quality.’

Mr Ong does not reply. He just looks away and in that moment I understood this expat woman has some power within this organization.

The creative team who are young and obedient don’t say anything either. They barely move from their computers, designing book covers and advertisements, and smile and nod and agree with everything she says.

If only she were highly talented, I remember thinking, as I watch the way Patricia criticizes others with a glint of triumph flashing in her eyes. When Patricia thinks she has won another battle – getting rid of a staff member (who was possibly more talented than herself) – she can barely hide the upward curve on her thin lips. If only she were highly talented then all would be forgiven. But she does not seem to be good at anything except making people feel unsure about themselves.

‘I have a powerful mind,’ Patricia confesses to me after too much wine at a work function. She is one of the very few people at our company who drinks. ‘A tarot-card reader once told me that I have to be extremely careful if I think negative thoughts as I am the sort of person that could cause harm to others. Just with my mind.’

I look at the creases on Patricia’s face. Deep, hard lines carved around her mouth that make her look like she is always disapproving of others. She looks permanently displeased with the way the world is heading. Disappointed with all the outcomes so far.

I understand the universal laws. In nature, if a plant or flower does not grow and flourish then another species will take over. I feel it is the same with humans. If you do not fulfil your purpose in life then someone else will. Any area of my life I do not empower, someone else will come along and overpower. If I cannot stand up for myself and push through the challenge that stands before me in the form of this woman then how will I ever be able to make it in life?

I think of my new friend Tammy with all her femininity and elegance and I make another vow. No matter how difficult this new experience is, and in many ways I suspect I may need to go against my own truth to survive, I will never ever end up with a bitter mouth like Patricia’s.


Chilli Crab

Crystal Jade is situated on the fifth floor of Paragon Shopping Centre and is one of Singapore’s finest establishments for chilli crab, a local seafood dish. The restaurant is also famous for Cantonese and Teochew dishes like taro with ginkgo nuts and ingredients soaked in coconut husks. It’s where ‘tai-tai’ women meet for yum cha, where the wealthy meet for dim sum.

Inside the plush dining room, the floor is a soft blush of plum and the walls are panelled in dark wood. The high ceiling is held up by 1950s Hollywood-style round ivory pillars. Dim-lit red chandeliers float above glossy black lacquered tables.

I look around the room. The restaurant does not have its usual subdued ambience this afternoon. Instead of quiet murmurs and muted tones, it is filled with well-dressed Chinese and Indian families noisily celebrating Diwali. Waiters dressed in violet shirts ease by carrying trays with bamboo baskets of dumplings and brightly coloured green, yellow and pink cakes. Soon the island of Singapore will light up like the Champs-Elyseés in Paris. Women and their daughters will glide through the shimmering streets aglow with festive sensation, in search of the perfect sari. Diwali comes but once a year and is the celebration of a new beginning.

I wait and watch for Jimmy to enter the restaurant. I sense him before I see him. When Jimmy enters a room something happens. For me, it’s like a sudden thunderstorm has rolled in from the south and I am gone, gone, gone. It’s not just about the way he looks, which has always been appealing. It’s in the way his body moves. I glance around the restaurant to see that others sense something out of the ordinary is occurring. Heads lift. Postures shift. People feel something. Human beings, we have this ability. It’s as if our bodies sense what is truly going on long before we do.

Jimmy’s tall frame moves purposefully through the room now. He walks with the assertiveness of someone who looks as if he has achieved mastery over himself. Living from within, not looking outside of himself for answers. This is also reflected in the way he speaks – his voice resounds with deep certainty. When Jimmy speaks it’s as if he has thought about each word carefully. Nothing is random or scattered.

He is now a breath away from reaching our table. His skin, smooth dark caramel upon his defined, angular face. His thick-lashed eyes are half closed and he looks deep in thought. Then, like a warrior who has found his target, he lifts his eyes to settle upon mine. Those astute eyes so full of knowing. There’s a pause. A look of something crosses his face – I can’t tell if it’s desire or distress. Maybe both. His expression changes again and he smiles.

‘I’ve missed you.’ Jimmy places a careful kiss on each of my cheeks and I feel my body flush with heat. My intention to camouflage my excitement is already failing. He kisses me the European way that has become fashionable in Singapore lately. His cautious lips barely skim the surface of my skin and while his movements may appear courteous to any curious onlooker, the scent of him is full of wanting. Jimmy, the wealthy hotelier, my martial-arts teacher, my afternoon lover.

He slides effortlessly into the seat opposite and then we are sitting, rather formally, in the soft, velvet-cushioned booth facing each other. His eyes capture mine. ‘It’s been … too long,’ he says quietly.

I decide not to reply but regard him coolly in a way that I know will intoxicate him. I want him to suffer for the time he has spent away from me. But in all his eagerness to see me he does not seem to notice the walls I have attempted to build around my heart. Instead, his eyes wander over my face and down the silk dress that clings to my body and gathers around my thighs; I feel a glimmer of satisfaction as he notices all my beauty. I radiate loveliness.

Jimmy raises his hand to signal for a waiter and orders for both of us. Steamed vegetarian dumplings filled with taro and truffle sauce. My favourite. For himself, he orders the chilli crab.

Within minutes a plate of cracked pieces of flower crab soaked in a thick orange spicy-sweet sauce arrives. Jimmy casually picks up the pieces with his hands. It is one of the rare occasions where he allows himself to get messy – a respite from his seemingly controlled life.

In public, our love affair looks more like a business meeting. It is unlikely that a Chinese businessman and an expat woman meeting at a restaurant in the daytime could be anything else. In between dumplings and chilli crab, Jimmy tells me stories about his trip. He smiles and appears relaxed. We go through the usual routine. We chat for a while about this and that and after a while are inevitably drawn to something meaningful. He asks me if I have been practising.

‘Every day,’ I answer without hesitation.

‘Good girl.’ He shifts slightly forward and his fingers are inches away from caressing my lips. If we were anywhere but here his smooth hands would be reaching for me and his mouth would be on mine, and soon enough we would be wrapped in one another and there would be no tomorrow.

‘What’s going on, Sara?’ he asks as he casually picks up his chopsticks. But his eyes betray him. They are alert and clear; I’ve seen this expression before.

I don’t answer but keep my marble-smooth face expressionless.

‘Is everything alright?’ he persists gently.

I smooth my hands over my dress. It’s always like this. Politeness before passion. I am aware the more still I am the more uneasy he will feel. The person with the most certainty in the room rules. ‘Are you sure you’re not Chinese?’ my Singaporean friends often ask. They say I have a Chinese mind.

But I am not an unkind person and my trembling hand betrays me as I raise the teacup to my lips. I take a slow sip of jasmine tea and gather all my strength and lift my eyes to meet his. I hold his gaze for a few seconds and, as I look deeper, I see the questions burning in them.

‘I need to go away for a while,’ I reveal.

His chopsticks remain suspended in mid-air. A hush falls over the restaurant and the movement in the room seems to slow down. It’s as if all the patrons have stopped talking and are hoping to catch more of the conversation between the secret lovers.

Just as quickly Jimmy pulls himself back together. ‘Are you planning on coming back?’ he asks quietly.

The truth is, I don’t want it to be like this. But I can’t stop myself. I feel myself sliding into that familiar place. Slipping downward. There’s a part of me that wants the fight. There’s a part of me that needs the drama.

‘I want to know what you want from me.’ The words burst out of me before I have a chance to catch or censor them.

Jimmy releases a subtle, frustrated sigh that makes me want to cringe. He gives me a look like he is doing his best to remain calm. His voice lowers. ‘Why are you doing this? Now? Here?’

A thousand reasons flood my mind. Because I feel too much when I am around you. Because you will never ever truly be mine. Because of Ravi. Because I need to explore a new path now. Because. Because.

But before I have a chance to tell him my thousand reasons Jimmy leans closer towards me, dangerously close. It is unconventional how close he is. I glance around the room, wondering if anyone else has noticed. He reaches out and touches my hand with his. His skin is reassuringly warm. ‘You are everything I want.’ His voice is full of certainty. ‘You know that by now.’

I am completely still. The room feels as if it is now holding its breath with anticipation. What will happen next?

His eyes soften. ‘You look so beautiful today.’

The warmth of his gaze is already spreading through my every cell, every vein. I feel that familiar, almost unbearable, feeling of wanting taking my senses hostage again.

‘Would you like anything else?’ he asks.

I lower my eyes and shake my head. I already know what will happen. You could reach out and cup the intensity that is filling the air between us. Our bowls are half empty and we won’t be finishing our dumplings today.

Jimmy motions for the waiter who appears immediately at our table. He asks for the bill which he pays quickly.

I raise my eyes to meet his.

‘How long?’ I finally ask.

‘Four hours.’


Three Friends

By December I have three new best friends: Tammy, Manish, Aditri.

Manish is the marketing director for the publishing house and soon becomes my closest male friend. He is also probably the most handsome man in Singapore. He has a boyish energy with dark, hypnotic eyes that seem to hold you to the earth a few seconds longer than they should. His velvety voice sounds rich and warm like a cafè latte. He has a way of making you feel like the most important female on earth.

His family surname ends with ‘Arani’ which, as Tammy explains, is a dead giveaway that he belongs to one of the wealthiest Indian families in Singapore. His father is chauffeured around the city in a gold Rolls-Royce. When I mention to people that Manish is a friend of mine, they pause for a few seconds as admiration flickers across their faces.

Manish’s primary quest in life seems to be finding the perfect woman. Even though he himself sometimes dresses a little square – he’ll dress in polo shirts and Tommy Hilfiger jeans – the women who surround him look like they have slipped from the pages of Vogue and into his arms. If, as it is said, we are a reflection of our inner selves, then Manish must have so much beauty inside. But his conquests are short-lived and most of the time he seems to be in that in-between place, saying goodbye to one and chasing another.

Aditri, also of Indian descent, is the luscious wife of Arthur, the Italian photographer-philosopher who has worked at the publishing house for several years. Aditri grew up in New York and is all warmth, radiance and glow. Her skin is moist with tinges of gold and her large, clear eyes are wide and sensual. She looks at you as if she really knows what is going on in the universe. Aditri spends her days shopping carefully for food or going to the gym and moves through the streets of Singapore with the poise of a dancer – fully aware that she is all female. She is often the most voluptuous woman at the bar, all flesh and curves, and every man in the room, even the most handsome of bankers, gravitates towards her. Because she is so open she gives others permission to be open too.

‘Oh, all my Indian friends are having affairs,’ Aditri informs us over espressos at Baker’s Inn. Her dress code varies from a bright yellow sari to skinny jeans and sneakers, for no apparent reason; today she is dressed casually in a hot pink T-shirt covered in tiny sequins. We are waiting for her favourite store, Armani Exchange, to open and already queues are forming outside Chanel and Prada. She lowers her voice slightly. ‘But that’s because they haven’t discovered the secret to making love,’ she says.

Aditri leaves her tea untouched as she goes on to tell us about the wonders of practising sacred sex. She believes that tantra is the only true way to retain a loving relationship.

‘Is it something you both learned in India?’ I ask. I happen to know a little about the ancient Indian sexual practices.

Aditri’s smile reveals her milky-white teeth. ‘Oh, never mind that. I’ve never even been to India. Arthur knows more about India than me.’ Her gold bangles jangle up and down her slender brown arms.

‘If you are at the dinner table and not enough men are noticing your beauty then simply squeeze the muscles there,’ she glances down between her thighs. ‘Trust me, you will have all the men around you in no time. It’s like a magnetic pull.’

Aditri gives another one of her smooth, chocolate-sounding laughs. ‘If you are planning on a man tasting you there then drink a concoction of rosewater and lemon the night before and you’ll taste sweet as honey.’

The Chinese couple at the next table lift their heads in our direction. Manish, Tammy and I lean in closer to devour more of Aditri’s secrets.

She folds her arms. ‘Strawberries work too.’ She sighs with contentment. ‘Our lovemaking just gets better and better.’

‘I know a guy who is in an arranged marriage but has been seeing another woman for nearly a decade now,’ Manish interjects. ‘He was completely in love with her until she had an affair with another man. Now he’s devastated.’

Tammy arches her eyebrows. ‘Your brother?’

Manish looks down. ‘I forgot I told you about that,’ he mumbles.

‘Oh, never mind,’ Aditri touches Manish reassuringly on the arm. ‘My girlfriend has been having an affair with an Indian doctor since she graduated from medical school. She’s nearly thirty-five now so that’s ten years. They are even discussing having a child together.’
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