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For my personal love god, Rich


Chapter One

I first saw her getting off the elevator and my
heart stood still. It was her very first day with the firm, and she
looked every inch a lawyer, a partner, no less. On second look I
wasn’t all that impressed. I’m used to doing lawyers, even
partners. I saw a thirtyish Indian woman with Brahmin-white skin
three shades lighter than mine, skinny maybe but still pretty. She
wore a dark blue, aggressively stylish yet professional power suit,
like all lady lawyers, as if it would be an insult to both of us if
she cut my balls off while wearing anything frumpy.

I also saw the hunger. She’d been hiding it so long,
she probably didn’t even notice.

I thought, This one’s gonna be a
pushover.

But my sex demon senses picked up something else. A
whiff of the old country? The hairs on my arms stood up.

It had been two weeks since I last got laid. Maybe I
was being hypersensitive.

She had good legs. She hadn’t acquired that lumpy
look around the middle some Indian women get after a certain age,
either. Probably plenty flexible. Good thing. I had moves that
called for flexibility.

The senior partner introduced her to everyone in the
reception area. I didn’t expect to be included, but the old bat was
showing off how Bentwater Coralaine was the foremost civil rights
firm in Chicago and everyone had “personhood.” I put on my humble
face when my turn came, dead last of course.

“And this cheerful young fellow is Kamadeva, our
mailroom manager. He also handles bulk copying and supplies, if you
ever need a pencil or a thumb drive.” The old senior partner winked
at me. “In a pinch, he’ll bring you coffee.”

Something about the new partner’s humorless face and
condescending glance made me want to poke at her.

I pouted. “Ayo, for a pinch from you, I vould get
you more than just cauffee,” I mourned in a fresh-off-boat
accent.

The new partner turned shocked eyes to me. After
all, sixty percent of our billable hours came from sexual
harassment litigation.

I put my hands up in apology. “I only made a joke,”
I explained, straight-faced.

The old bat shook her white head at me. As they
passed into the inner offices, I heard her tell the new partner,
“We keep him around to remind us how tempting sexual harassment can
be.”

* * * *

Two hours later, I called the Lair on my break. Baz
answered, my only roommate who’s been a sex demon longer than me. I
warned him I wasn’t sure what time I’d be home.

“Another feminist? This time, get all her stats for
the monthly report to hell. We get paid extra for seducing
those.”

“This will be snaps, yaiss,” I lilted, remembering
my cartoon fresh-off-boat act and her fastidious,
professional-caste, superior smile when we were introduced.

I ripped open an interoffice envelope addressed to
me. Greeting card. Big lipstick print on the outside. Inside:
Thanks, Kama, I was such a mess and you really helped. I still
miss my dad. But I know I’ll make it now. I fed it through the
shredder, smiling.

“‘Snaps?’” Baz said incredulously.

“I am loving these new jobs for certainties. I mean
real success story. Head of firm one day, see if I am not
right.”

I could picture Baz shaking his head. “When will you
pick up somebody fun for a change?”

“Funs is my middle name,” I said. Out of the corner
of my eye, I saw someone had come to the counter at the mail-room
door and amped up the FOB accent. “This job is thee best one yett.
I will have itt sewn together by Thursday. End of week at thee
latest.”

“You’d better, if you don’t want to spontaneously
combust. Twenty-eight days go by fast.”

“Don’t remind me.” I winced.

“But she’s a partner,” Baz said. “Means she can fire
you without having to go through HR. Dude, pick women up in bars,
not at work.”

“I am not worrying.”

“You never do. You’re a four-hundred-dollar-a-week
mail clerk, and she’s pulling down what, six figures?”

I heard a sniff from the doorway and raised my
voice.

“Oah yaiss, six figures this year, seven in the next
two years. Trust me. Hard-asses get paid more. You should have more
faith in me.”

“Hard-ass,” Baz said with scorn. He proceeded to
give me his favorite scold, Don’t shit where you eat. I
pretended to listen while I stuck the phone between my shoulder and
my ear and turned to my visitor, holding out my hand for the paper
she carried.

It was my brand-new partner. She vibrated with
energy—ambition? Feminist outrage? All the women here had those.
She stood pressing her hands on the counter until her fingers
turned white. Something in her eye made me cut my call short.

“I must to go now, love to Papaji, ’bye.” I stuck
the phone in my pocket with an apologetic nod. “Moms.” I shrugged.
“What can I do for you?” I gave her the dimples.

The new partner leaned toward me. Her glare drilled
two eyeholes in me. In a low voice, she hissed, “You should be
ashamed.”

That look made me double take. A very old alarm bell
inside me began to clang. I forgot to use the fresh-off-boat
accent. “F-For what?”

“For lying to your parents.”

I opened my mouth, but she silenced me with an
impatient gesture.

“What’s wrong with you? They spent thousands of
dollars getting you over here and they paid for your education and
you’re treating this like it’s a semester of backpacking through
Europe. What do they do for a living? Don’t tell me.” She sent her
Indian girl’s glance over me, probably running my clothes through
the cash register in her head.

I looked down at myself and then gave her a
What? look. I had on the latest limited-edition Nikes,
unlaced, ching, black khakis that hugged my gymnast-perfect
rear end, ching, and a chaste navy polo shirt so tight you
couldn’t slip a dime between the cuff and my biceps,
ching.

She got to the diamond stud in my ear and her eyes
widened. Ka-ching. “They’re small-town small business
owners, right?”

“They own a drug store in Bangalore,” I confessed.
Six thousand years ago. But she was darned good to get that
close.

“And what are you doing with their hard-earned
money?” she said scornfully. “Delivering pencils?”

“And the mail,” I offered. “Very important in a law
firm, timely mail.”

She looked over her shoulder. Of course it was very
uncool for a partner to be seen talking to the mail-room guy. She
must not have seen anybody coming, for she turned on me with both
barrels.

“Shame. Shame on you! They put all their
hopes into you. They want to be proud of their son. Now they’re
going to tell their friends back in Bangalore about this fancy
six-figure promotion you’re up for. And the truth is, you can’t
afford to send them a dollar, because you blow it all on bling—and
the gym.”

I allowed myself another ka-ching. I’ve
developed my body just so. Too much muscle puts some women off, but
they all like nice abs and nice arms.

I figured I might as well play this hand to the last
card. I drooped my head. “Oah, I am wanting always to send them
money, but this job does not pay many dollars.”

She snorted. “And you can forget the fake accent.
This isn’t The Simpsons and you’re no Apu. Irene Bentwater
told me you’ve been over here nearly your whole life.”

“Been back and forth,” I confessed.

“Did you even go to college?”

I nodded, trying to look shamefaced, keeping my eyes
on the countertop.

Her hands were beautifully kept. I saw a ring on her
forefinger. Huh. She didn’t come across married. Frankly, she came
across like a stuck-up heifer.

“You could do better than this,” she said, her voice
softening. “How were your grades?”

“Okay,” I mumbled. She smelled great. Very clean,
but all girl.

She tapped the counter. “You should be able to do
much better with okay grades.”

That ring…I frowned. It looked familiar.

“Kama.” I gave her points for remembering my name,
which means love. “Look at me.”

I looked up, letting the puppy eyes do their stuff.
I would swear a spark shot between us.

She snorted. “Cute, but you can do better.”

You have no idea, baby. I slumped. “Okay,
okay,” I confessed, dropping the accent. “I can do better. I just—I
just don’t know where to start. I kind of backslid after
graduation, you know? And I got this job, and it pays okay, and
I’ve been having fun…okay, okay!” I blurted, before she could say
what she thought of my having fun. “It’s just—what can I do? I
don’t think I’m good for much more than—than having fun.”

I looked away and worked my neck muscles
awkwardly.

The vibe was running between us like a freight
train.

She put one finger under my chin, and wow, the zing.
Her eyes softened.

“I think there’s a lot in you.” Our eyes met, and
the zing became a deep humming inside that rocked my style. She
pulled her finger away and I swear the connection twanged like a
snapped guitar string. “Why don’t you let me buy you coffee, and
we’ll look into this more systematically. Bring your
transcript.”

“I remember all my courses and grades,” I said,
letting hope into my voice.

“Really?” She looked surprised. I nodded. “That’s a
good sign.”

I widened my eyes, meeting hers, and the
ka-ching hit an all-new high. It wasn’t hard at all to put
humble sincerity into my voice. “If I haven’t screwed myself
forever.”

She patted my arm. “I’m sure you haven’t screwed
yourself forever.” She gave a tiny smile. “Meet me tomorrow with
your transcript after the office closes. What do you say?”

I swallowed. “Sure. Uh, thanks.”

She nodded briskly, then handed over her
requisition.

I gave it a quick glance. “I’ll have this at your
desk by this afternoon.”

She started to walk away.

“Thanks, Ms., uh—” I looked at the form again “—Ms.
Singh.” RathiRaani Singh. DesireQueen Warrior. Perfect.
“Thank you, ma’am, your majesty.” I risked the dimples.

“You can call me Rathi.” She lifted that forefinger
and smiled, this time for real, and walked away.

RathiRaani. Desire queen. Kind of inappropriate for
an obvious virgin.

Well, she wouldn’t be for long. I could make her a
queen of desire.

That little bell chimed in me again.

Was it possible?

I gave it ten seconds’ consideration.

Naw. No way. She was too stuck-up, too bossy, too
much of a lawyer.

But oh, she made me zing.

Holy summer sunshine. My heart was pounding way too
hard for lawyer poon. This was rock-star fibrillation. I took her
req back to my worktable and started pulling pencils and yellow
pads. Coffee tomorrow, score Wednesday.

I decided not to hit the singles bar. My queen of
desire was worth the wait.

* * * *

On the train after my first very long day as a
law-firm partner, I thought about the mail-room boy and shook my
head. What on earth had I been thinking? For my first week at the
firm I could expect to be dining with partners and senior
associates every evening. Having coffee with the mail room clerk
was a career-limiting move.

But he infuriated me. I had been sent to the
States by doting parents, too, but I certainly hadn’t wasted
my time or their money. Of course, I came over when I was only
nine.

According to Irene, he came over as a child,
too.

The nerve of him, faking that accent, trying to fool
me.

Still, he’d looked adorable, ashamed of himself, and
pathetically hopeful. If I haven’t screwed myself forever.
If he had been a puppy, I might have patted him on the head.

He also knew how charming he was. That annoyed me
too.

I would give him an hour over coffee. If he could be
saved, I would know soon enough. And if he was a hopeless fool, I
knew how to freeze him.

My computer was nearly dancing on the desk when I
returned to my apartment. I made a cup of tea, checked my
watch—eight thirty, they might be awake—and Skyped home.

“Well, Rathi?” My mother was dressed up for company.
“How was the first day?”

Oh, dear. She had the whole family over. And
her gin rummy friends. I could see the gilded edges of their saris
behind her, barely within the camera eye. Good heavens, she got
them all up! It’s seven in the morning there!

“Marvelous, Mummy. The senior partner is a cranky
old darling. I love her already. My office is beautiful, has a view
of Lake Michigan. I’ll be joining a big harassment case.”

Mummy nodded over her shoulder at my invisible
audience. My daughter, the big shot. “So explain now please
this partner-shartner business. How come they don’t give you normal
salary like a normal job?”

“I told you. I get a junior partner’s cut, plus a
percentage of my hours. I’ll be vested within two years. Bonuses
will be based on case outcomes.” I had explained this a dozen
times. But the money wasn’t the part of the job that excited
me.

“What hours?” Mummy was clearly in the mood to
impress her friends.

I was a good daughter. “By ‘hours’ I mean the firm
charges four hundred and ninety dollars an hour for my time, and I
get nineteen and a half percent of that.”

The collective gasp of awe in my mother’s living
room wafted across seven and a half thousand miles to mine.

I won’t say it didn’t make me feel warm.

I’ve lived in the States since I was sent to Auntie
Lakshmi in Los Angeles when I was nine. My family, however, has
stayed very closely in touch. It can be stifling at times, but when
I consider what my life could have been if I had grown up back
there with them, I’m grateful—both for the distance between us, and
for their never-waning love and concern.

There’s irony. My mother loves my salary, but she’s
deeply suspicious of me getting paid that much to work for women’s
rights. It makes me especially grateful for the distance.

I changed the subject. “How’s Miri’s pregnancy
coming?”

Mummy scooted forward on her chair. “Well, Rathi,
you know how she—” And off she went into prenatal obstetrics. My
mother is an OB-gynie. I know. More irony. She sputtered out a hail
of prolapsed uteruses and weight gain and serum levels of
I-didn’t-catch-what, and I heard murmuring voices behind her and
saw people getting up to leave. Show’s over.

When that topic wore down, Mummy came back on the
attack. “The priest is asking about you. He says—” She looked
behind her, and I knew she was making sure that the audience had
left. She hissed, “Your stars are very dangerous right now. Be very
careful.”

I rolled my eyes. “Mummy, you’re a scientist.”

“I do my job, and the priest does his job,” she said
flatly. “You do yours. Oh, and he sends a warning.”

I sighed. “Let’s hear it.”

Mummy lifted her chin impressively. “‘The storm may
uproot the trees, but not the mountains.’” She relaxed out of
oracle mode. “This is no time to take chances, with your future
looking so good.”

I thought of my mail-room boy with his dimples and
his smart mouth and his boyish pride in his muscles. Had his mother
ever talked to him like this? If she had not, at least she would
have me standing in.

“Yes, Mummy.”

“Don’t be too lazy to wash the dishes, my
beti,” she added, rather spoiling the high tone of her
earlier message.

“‘A young crow is wiser than its mother,’” I
retorted. She sputtered, so I changed the subject again. “Did my
father get that contract looked at by a real-estate expert? Because
that secondary lease clause didn’t sound right when we talked about
it last week.”

“Yes, and you were right. It was biased against him.
He had it redone.”

“Good. And Lata and Leela?” I hardly knew my
sisters. They’d been born after I was sent to Los Angeles.

“Um, I think they got up early and went
shopping—”

“Hm.” Anything to avoid being dragged into my
mother’s ceremonial Skype to Chicago.

“They’re just jealous,” Mummy said dismissively.

Of what? I wondered, not for the first time.
“And those Delhi Romeos?” I hated to guess what shenanigans my boy
cousins might be up to.

“Healthy. Chasing unsuitable girls. Sunil wants to
change his field of study again.”

“Put him on,” I said grimly.

“Sunil!” she shrieked. I heard my cousin grumbling
from another room.

I got him straightened out, and then Papaji came in
and said hello. By the time I shut the computer and ate my
microwaved macaroni and cheese, it was nine thirty, and I hadn’t
opened my briefcase.

I was paging through piles of the Sandsreicht case
paperwork when my cell rang. Auntie’s ring.

I swallowed the last of the macaroni and cheese.
“Hi.”

“Hi yourself. Did your mother call?”

“Just rang off.”

“Did she tell you your stars are dangerous right
now?”

“She called you?” I said incredulously. “Next you’ll
remind me to do the dishes.” I tossed the plastic pasta tray and
ran my fork under hot water, feeling guilty.

“Just remember to have fun,” Auntie said.

“Do you know, that is exactly the opposite of her
advice? And exactly what I would expect from you?”

Auntie chuckled. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t
do.”

“There isn’t anything you wouldn’t do.” This was
true. My hippie-dippy wild-child auntie had been shocking me since
we met. “How my mother ever reconciled it with her conscience to
put me in your clutches at the tender age of nine, I’ll never
know.”

“She expected you to straighten me out,” Auntie
said.

I smiled. “I know I tried.” Auntie had been married
to my mother’s brother, a very affluent American physician, before
he died. Auntie was everything a good Hindu girl should never ever
be, but she had given me one great social skill and one tremendous
gift: She had taught me how to drink, and she had made me a
feminist.

Auntie whined dramatically, “If you won’t take my
advice, at least follow my example.”

“Tomorrow,” I promised, thinking of my
career-limiting coffee break with a runaway Indian charmer. “I have
thirty depositions to get through tonight.”

She tsked at me. “Love you.”

“Love you.”

I hung up and flipped open a deposition, licking my
lips.


Chapter Two

I made it to the Lair about the time Baz fired up
the Margaritaville machine. We took the pitcher up to the hot tub
on the roof. The sun blazed down and the El trains full of
commuters roared by and we lolled in the bubbles, sucking down
ice-cold, sweet-and-sour ambrosia.

“Where’s Veek?” I said. “He should be home by
now.”

“His boss is sick again.”

My chest tightened for Veek. That skanky old voodoo
priest was his only real friend. Baz made fun of me for fussing
over Veek, so I just shrugged. “Work for assholes. That way you
don’t care when they’re sick.”

Baz gave me one of his looks. “Tell me about the new
job.”

“She’s gonna be fun. She’s wound so tight, she
squeaks when she walks.” I smiled, remembering how she’d scolded
me. Softened right up when I hung my head, though. Hard-hearted
lawyer, my butt.

“Don’t take too long. It’s been what, two weeks?”
Baz never stops nagging. “You wait too long, you’re toast.”

If I don’t get laid once a month, I go up in a sheet
of flame. Theoretically. Hasn’t happened yet, though I’ve had a
couple of close calls.

“She likes my arms, too.” I looked down with
satisfaction at my biceps. “I better hit the bells before
dinner.”

“Suit yourself. I’m off to a take-out at eight
thirty.”

“No dinner?” I said, dismayed. Veek cooked, but if
his voodoo boss was sick, who knew when he’d be home.

I don’t cook. I spent thirty-eight years, ten
months, four days, and three and a quarter hours as a fry cook in a
Toronto greasy spoon. Never again.

“Cheaters has pizza,” Baz said callously, eyeing me
over his mug.

“Don’t you have anything cold in the fridge?”

“Make your own sandwich,” Baz said. “Are you going
to tell her you’re a defrocked lust god?”

“Not a woman at the office,” I said. “I don’t rush
those fucks. I craft them. Takes a few extra days, but it’s
worth it. C’mon.” The no-dinner thing was bugging me. “Tell me you
have a lasagna in your freezer.”

I sucked down margarita and felt steam rising from
the back of my head.

Baz looked at me over his margarita. “What’s it
been? Ten, eleven days now since you got laid?”

My back prickled. “About that.”

He gave me that annoying look again. “So go to
Cheaters and have the pizza. Bring your new girl along. Kill two
birds.”

I smiled, imagining RathiRaani, my queen of desire,
eating pizza. “You don’t think the brand-new partner will accept
dinner from the mail-room guy! No, no, no. Coffee. After work. What
if she were seen with me?”

Baz lowered his mug. “So, not content with risking
your own job, you’re risking hers? She just got there, you moron.
If you find scoring so easy, why are you doing this to her?”

I set my mug down on the shelf and stretched,
letting the water jet hit me low on the back. “She’ll be forgiven.
First week and all. Besides, I’ve hit-and-run so many girls in that
firm, they’ll love her for falling on day two. Sisterhood is
powerful.”

“I can’t see why you haven’t been lynched.”

I pointed at my dimples. “These. No, seriously. And
I’m short. Just a cute lil puppy dog. It doesn’t hurt that I’m
phenomenal in bed. But mostly,” I had to admit, “it’s cuz I’m
short. Big hulking guy with a jaw and a six-figure salary? He’d be
a threat. Kama’s just cu-u-u-u-ute.”

Baz seemed unconvinced.

I insisted, “Believe me, they don’t know about each
other.”

“Bullshit. Women talk. Sooner or later.”

“Not about me. What are they gonna tell each other?
‘He turned me inside out and made me come out my ears until the
pillows were wet?’ How about, ‘He turned me into a cow, and he
serviced me in the form of a giant bull?’ Girls don’t share that
stuff. They can’t know I’ve done ’em all.”

“You know, I don’t need special effects to get to a
woman.”

I leaned forward, letting bubbles tickle my chin.
“You mean you’re afraid to try. I was a love god for six thousand
years. You were what, a war god?”

Baz is only about twenty-seven hundred. The way he
grandpops around the place, bossing us and shaking his head, you’d
think he was a million.

“I was just a king,” he said. “I got over it.”

“Hey, I’m relaxed.” I stretched again to prove
it.

“Then why do you tell the women you screw you’re a
sex god?”

I sat up, splashing. “You fucking hypocrite, that
was your idea.”

“I only said, if you want your old job back,
somebody has to know there is such a thing as a love god,” Baz
said. “It’s called building your customer base. Why do you think
the Home Office funds hate radio?”

“I don’t want my job back. I want my old girl
back.”

“Yeah. The sight of you carrying a torch for the
girl who dumped you in fifteen fifty breaks my fuckin’ heart.”

Veek came out onto the roof in the nude and slid
wearily into the hot tub like a black porpoise.

That solved the dinner problem. But he looked kind
of tired to cook.

Baz handed him the margarita pitcher.

“You okay?” I said.

Veek drank from the pitcher, handed it back, and
slapped himself over the eye. “Merde.”

“Drink slower,” I said. “You look like shit. You
want some weed?”

“Go fetch him some fucking aromatherapy sticks and a
vibrator, cabana boy,” Baz said to me. Then he took in Veek’s drawn
face. “Bad day?”

Wordlessly, Veek shut his eyes and shook his head.
He laid his shaved black head down with a clonk on the wood
and let his tattooed arms float at his sides. The way he wears his
ink makes me want to try it. I don’t dare. Call me a clotheshorse,
but I like to change up my ornamentation. And ink upsets some
women.

We passed the pitcher around. Baz sneaked looks at
Veek. I watched him openly, not too proud to give a damn. He seemed
to be chilling.

I tried letting my arms float, too. The Veek pose
made the bubbles tickle my palms. Twenty thousand feet above us, a
jumbo jet climbed to cruising level and set off eastward across
Lake Michigan.

I thought of my new law partner, her snapping eyes,
the silver ring flashing on her finger as she laid down the law to
the slacker mail-room guy. Bossy female.

I smiled. The bossy ones love to be dominated in
bed.

For some reason, the thought of playing boss-in-bed
games with this one gave me a shiver.

Maybe this really was the one.

Or not. There was no reason why she would have
reincarnated Indian again.

Still, she gave me a hell of a zing. Miss Desire
Queen.

* * * *

I breezed into work feeling every inch a partner.
I’d gone over the depositions and made my notes, and I was
confident we could force a settlement in the case, which would make
my gruff senior partner happy. My mother now knew I’d landed the
job and how much money it would bring, and that made her
happy. I’d straightened Sunil out—there was no reason on earth
besides laziness why he should switch his field of study from
accounting to pre-Gupta art history—and that would make his
mother happy, although Sunil not so much. You can’t please
everybody.

Though, goodness knew, I tried.

I felt successful and full of battle spirit.
Whatever they threw at me today, I could handle.

On my desk I found a pile of legal pads, sharpened
pencils, yellow stickies, pens, and a brand-new digital
recorder-transcriber, still in its blister pack. That made me
smile, too.

If I could handle Sunil, I could handle the
mail-room boy. He’d find I was one person he couldn’t charm.

I only wished I hadn’t arranged to meet him so soon.
My first week was bound to be busy, even after hours. And I didn’t
like having something to hide from my coworkers. Well, not actually
hide. All I would be giving him was a talking-to. But they might
not understand.

And so of course it came up immediately, in my
morning meeting with Irene Bentwater, my senior partner.

“Meet me for cocktails tonight, and we’ll talk about
the team you want for this case,” Irene said.

I gaped. “You’re putting me in charge of the
case?” Then I remembered. “At what time tonight? I’ve made an
appointment for coffee after work.”

She gave me a shrewd look, not unlike my degenerate
auntie Lakshmi’s, as if she hoped against hope that I had a
rendezvous to smoke pot behind the gym.

I confessed, “I’m—I’m meeting the mail-room boy,
Kama, to look at his college transcripts.”

“M-hm,” Irene said without judging me.

“It’s just coffee!” My cheeks grew hot. “You should
have heard him lying to his mother on the phone. They paid good
money to send him over here, and he’s squandering their investment.
I intend to light a fire under him.”

She patted my hand. “He’s very good at what he
does.”

“Well, it’s not good enough,” I said, feeling
militant. “I’ve straightened my cousins out from seven and a half
thousand miles away. I can fix this boy.”

“I’m sure you’ll do fine. A little extracurricular
education never hurt anybody.”

I simmered down. “Thank you for understanding,” I
said. “What time shall we meet this evening, and where?”

“Don’s Fishmarket across the street has good
martinis. Do you drink?”

“Not my first week on the job,” I said, smiling, and
felt comfortable again.

This conversation did make me wonder what I might be
doing to my position in the office, meeting with young Kama. I
didn’t feel guilty about it. I just knew it might
seem…irregular.

I found Janine, my assistant, putting away the
office supplies Kama had left on my desk. She handed me a yellow
sticky and coughed.

It read, Coffee shop by the train station, State
of Illinois Center, 5:30.

A nice public spot. Too noisy for a tryst.

Janine coughed again. I caught her looking at me,
not insolently, but a little too long.

“You should have that cough checked up,” I said. She
turned her gaze to the sticky in my hand. I added, “He needs to be
reminded of his duty to his parents back in Bangalore.”

Her forehead relaxed. “Oh. Indian stuff.”

I looked at her steadily until she flushed.
“Precisely. Indian stuff.”

Great. Now my assistant knew.

By five thirty, my brain hurt. I had been in
meetings all day, first with my new colleagues, and there seemed to
be dozens of them, from the partners down to the assistants of the
assistants, then with clients. Mercifully, I didn’t have to present
anything. I only listened. Still, the strain of committing names
and faces to memory all day left me with a headache and no
particular desire for coffee with Bangalore Slacker Boy.

However, I waded through two blocks of rushing
office workers to the gaudy pink-and-blue government center and
found the coffee shop by the train station.

Kama was undeniably easy on the eyes, all dimples
and sweet brown eyes and thick, straight black hair worn rather
long. His after-work clothes came as a shock—apparently he had
decided to impress me with his best ghetto-wear. He had changed
into puffy five-hundred-dollar Nike high-tops, a black satin jacket
with gold dollar signs all over it, jeans slung so low that he had
to dig coffee money out of a pocket by his knees, and a white tank
top stretched tight over pectoral muscles of which he seemed
boyishly proud. He beamed.

His dimples did charm me, just a tiny bit.

He wanted to sit in a secluded corner of the coffee
shop itself, but I made him come out to a table in the rotunda with
me, surrounded by bustling commuters and families pushing
strollers. I dumped my briefcase at my feet and sat, not unwilling
to take in some whipped-cream-topped caffeine before a cocktail
hour meeting with the boss. My headache began to ease.

“Let me see the transcripts,” I said. He handed them
over silently. “These aren’t originals.”

“You order them online now,” he said, and then
flushed, as if he hadn’t meant to say that.

Why not? I wondered. I read them over. He’d
started with the usual core academic undergraduate program, but
veered off into double volleyball and English for Dummies in his
second sophomore semester. “You speak like an American,” I said
sharply. “What was the clever idea here?”

“I spent five years in Brooklyn with a cousin when I
was a little kid,” he said, hunching a shoulder and looking away.
“My folks have never even looked at my grades. They don’t
care.”

I felt a pang of sympathy. “My parents shipped me to
Los Angeles when I was nine. Mine care.” I touched his chin to make
him look me in the eye. “Yours care, too. I’m sure they want a
better life for you than running a photocopier.”

He gave me a long look, and my finger got hot on his
chin. I let go. His big, dark, pretty-boy eyes seemed to get shiny
for a moment, and then he blinked rapidly.

“What can I do, Ms. Singh?” His voice rose to a
whine.

I felt a hidden hand squeeze my heart. Poor kid, so
far from home, no one to fuss over him as my family had fussed over
me, and this Brooklyn cousin, apparently, not the guiding light my
auntie had been. All right, Auntie Lakshmi’s light had been red.
But she cared.

He swallowed, holding my gaze. “They don’t want me
back.”

Yes. If they love me so much and need my advice so
much, why don’t they let me come home? I could manage things so
much more easily if I were on the spot.

“Let’s take a look and see, shall we?” My voice was
hot and hoarse in my throat. Looking over the transcript, I found
an interesting thread. “What’s this? You went from English for
Dummies to composition…one, two, three quarters of it. And then the
debate society and the poetry club and the science fiction
club—”

I glanced up and caught a smug quirk in the corners
of his mouth.

“Was your advisor pleased with your quick progress
in English?” I said drily. “It must have been almost as quick as
your progress with American this morning.”

“She was thrilled,” he said. “Aw, look. I needed
somebody on my side. Best way to get that was to succeed at
something.”

How did he do that? Everything he told me
seemed to seize me and give me a little shake. He was like a wicked
version of me.

Here was Rathi, striving and striving to succeed,
serving as everybody’s disciplinarian, wise guide, and moral
critic, wrestling with the legal system to protect women from
cruel, greedy men and hostile laws.

Whereas Kama sloped through life—fooling his
professors, dressing like a thug, building his body instead of his
mind, charming everyone at work so that even my hard-eyed senior
partner was soft on him.

At the end of the day, which of us was happier with
life?

Well, obviously, I was.

He watched me drum my fingers on his transcripts.
“Can I see your ring?”

I held my hand out. “It’s been on my hand since I
was a child. I doubt if it would come off now.”

He bent over my hand and examined the ring without
touching. I heard him suck in a breath. When he raised his head he
seemed oddly feverish. His puppy eyes had gone wide and mad.

Before I could move, he leaned forward, right in my
face, and searched my eyes.

Suddenly he didn’t look twenty-two. He seemed far
older, deeper, and wiser—or wise-assed—or something. I was getting
flustered.

Then he came even closer. I could smell the
muskiness of his skin and the coffee on his breath.

He blew on my lips.

I felt terribly odd. In the center of the rotunda,
with hundreds of commuters rushing around us, eating their
fast-food dinners and shuffling about our table, there was
silence.

I heard roaring in my ears.

My heart thudded, as if a door had slammed open.

“Never,” he breathed.

My lips tickled. He was that close.

“Never what?” I said faintly.

“Never take it off.” He gave another gasp. Then he
took my hand in his, kissed my forefinger and my silver ring,
leaped up, knocked over his chair, scattered the pages of his
transcript all over the floor, and fled.

I’d like to think it was his dramatic exit that left
my heart hammering and my thoughts in a whirl.

But it was the touch of his lips to my ring.

I felt I’d put that finger into an electrical
socket. A lightning bolt ran through me and stuck me to my chair,
froze my feet to the floor, and fused my heart into juddering
confusion.

One word growled out of me.

“You!”

I glared after him, wondering why I’d said that, and
why I felt so much indignation, sorrow, hunger, rage, and…joy?

* * * *

I ran the fifty blocks home to the Lair. After a
couple of blocks I had to take my jacket off and carry it,
squeezing it in my fist at every step. I was running sweat, but not
from the heat or exertion.

I was full of fear.

Every time my left foot hit the ground I thought,
flubbed…flubbed…flubbed…flubbed. How could I have flubbed it?
Already!

A few blocks later, I realized how.

I wasn’t prepared.

I simply had never expected to find her.

I’d talked a good line to women, of course. Talked
too much to Baz once, damned Baz, with his nosiness and his
mother-hen complex hidden under fathoms-deep sarcasm.

It was Baz who had suggested I start
advertising—tell the women I bed who I really am.

“Put the word out,” he’d said two years ago. “You
miss her. She’s out there. Women talk. She’ll hear sooner or later.
If nothing else, she’ll e-mail you just to tell you to fuck off and
die.”

What if she did? That was what lent wings to my
feet.

Obviously RathiRaani—Desire Queen—does it get
more obvious, you slacker dumbshit?—obviously Rathi didn’t
remember a thing.

Who she was. Who I was. What had parted us.

As I ran, I found myself unpeeling layers of
oh-shitness.

To reach her, I would have to seduce her. As I
thought of that, my feet touched the ground only about twice per
block. I relived the scent of her breath, fresh and powerful and
new after all this time.

That would be the fun part.

Then would come the scary part, the pit bull at the
bedroom door. The first of many places where I could totally fuck
it up.

Because eventually I would have to remind her who
she was.

Me, I’d spent the past four hundred and fifty years
working at forgetting. Karma was something that happened to other
people. I was no expert on prati-prasav, waking someone’s
memories of past lives. It can be very dangerous. Rathi had a
reason for forgetting, and I, of course, knew quite well what that
reason was.

I felt helpless and underprepared.

I ran on, sweating, stirring cottonwood fluff and
scaring pigeons with my trainers.

Rathi had clearly been reincarnating the
old-fashioned way all this time.

That hurt. She’d really wanted to forget me.

She’d apparently sworn off sex, too, going by who
she was today.

That was just fucking tragic.

If I flubbed everything else, I vowed as my feet hit
the sidewalk, I would bring her kundalini back to life. No woman
that hot should have to live without joy.


Chapter Three

I dreamed that night of a city that was American and
not American, both orderly and brash and full of cars, and tangled
and ancient and full of spicy smells.

I’ve had those dreams since I was nine, shipped from
Delhi to Los Angeles, lost, confused, homesick, terrified of my new
freedoms, wary of strange foods, and appalled at my aunt, who
seemed more like another child than a parent surrogate.

In this dream, I felt a new emotion: hope. I
blundered through darkness toward a light that dodged behind
buildings, always just ahead of me.

I looked up in my confusion. I saw a brick building,
maybe a factory, and on top of it, a scaffold of rusting iron. The
building was wider at the base than at the top, like a
stupa, a square-sided pyramid. The scaffold on top continued
up, as if it were the skeleton of more layers of factory, maybe
invisible layers.

I realized then that the scaffold was meant to
support a water tower. I squinted. Against a strangely swirling
sky, now cloudy, now midnight blue, now starry, I saw the water
tank—but it was so tiny! How could they manage with so little
water?

Then I saw that the tank was really enormous—as
large as the building under it, but upside-down, invisible,
funneling the waters of endless warm monsoon rains down into the
factory.

They had not too little water, but too much.

I realized that I was standing directly under that
giant, invisible funnel. Afraid of drowning, I woke up.

My whole body hummed. Especially my female
parts.

I never allowed myself to be distracted by sex. I
had a guaranteed fix: more hard work.

I got up and microwaved a glass of milk. By the time
I sat down at my computer, I felt calmer.

Instead of working, I wondered about the dream.

Dreams of India came seldom these days. When I first
arrived in LA, I’d dreamed often of home, waking in tears, Auntie
Lakshmi holding me and rocking me back to sleep. As now, my parents
had called almost daily, leaving me crying and begging to be
brought home. What had I done wrong? Why was I sent away? No one
ever told me. Instead I was told to be grateful.

Auntie Lakshmi wouldn’t make excuses for them. She
thought they were being unkind. So I made their excuses.

This was an opportunity for me to get an American
education. I would broaden my knowledge of the world. I could make
invaluable contacts for my work in later life. And so forth. I must
be grateful for my exile.

I had tried so hard to feel grateful.

Eventually I became grateful, as my auntie’s
feminism sank in. I realized what freedoms I had in LA. I could
listen to my mother scolding and preaching and know that however
much she hovered by phone, she could not actually make me live the
stifling Indian girl’s life of duty, obedience, and purity. I had
been cut loose of all that. But unlike Kama I was not adrift. I had
always been driven. I drove myself.

College had been another shock. I lost my auntie’s
comforting presence. Dreams of the endless sunshine of LA got mixed
up with steamy Delhi dreams.

Law school had completed my exile. I stayed in phone
contact with home, but I no longer felt that sick, swirling
yearning, mixed with a confusion of anger and loss and betrayal and
rejection. I buried all that under a relentless drive to make the
best of my American education.

I drank my hot milk and thought of poor Kama,
probably not the brightest bulb in his family chandelier, packed
off to America to fulfill his parents’ dreams. Or, more likely,
since they no doubt knew him pretty well by then, to get him out of
their hair. His slacker tendencies had not emerged overnight upon
his arrival in the US. Of that much I was sure.

Still, my heart bled for him. They don’t want me
back, he had said. They don’t care.

What dreams might he have on nights like this?

At this point I drained my glass of hot milk and my
brain woke up fully.

Don’t be an idiot, Rathi.

Feeling street-smart and pleasurably guilty like a
fan-girl looking up a movie star, I opened my laptop and Googled
the mail-room boy.

Then I realized I didn’t know his last name.

Ah, but it would be on his transcript.

Then I realized I had left his transcript,
which I had collected and neatly piled, on a tray on a table in the
State of Illinois Building rotunda, where it had no doubt gone
straight into the Dumpster.

Well, the name couldn’t be that common.

It wasn’t. There were lots of references to history
of religion, the Kama Sutra, blah blah, hundreds of years
ago. Apparently nowadays nobody named their son “Kamadeva,” not
even in India. Just as my own name was uncommon. Another small
thing we shared.

I checked Facebook. Half a dozen young men on
Facebook claimed the name and trolled for women. None of them was
my mail-room clerk.

Then I found a site that did not seem to be a
scholarly journal or a predatory single male. By now I was curious
about the history—why wasn’t anybody named Kamadeva these
days?—so I settled down to read a page entitled “How the Cult of
Kamadeva Came to an End.”

* * * *

As has occurred around the world in many religions,
the mythos of the Hindu pantheon underwent constant revision, or
iconotropy, to accommodate changes in earthly demographics. The
following story is told to account for the eclipse of Kamadeva
worship and Kamadeva’s conversion into a divinity subordinate to,
and more acceptable to, the conqueror Shiva.

Upon his wife Sati’s death, Shiva went into mourning
and meditated long, disregarding the affairs of gods and men. So
long did he meditate that the rest of the gods became impatient. A
new demon had arisen who was stealing all the gods’ wives, and a
divination had been performed, and a prophecy had revealed that
only a son of Shiva and Parvati, who was Sati reincarnated, could
defeat him. Indeed, Parvati was already born and waiting for her
husband. But Shiva would not rouse from his solemn meditations.

The gods sent for Kamadeva and begged him to cause
Shiva to fall in love with Parvati. Only thus could the prophecy be
fulfilled.

Accordingly Kamadeva took his bow of sugarcane and
his arrows of asoka, mango, navamal lika, pink lotus, and blue
lotus, representing the five senses by which love ensnares the
soul, and he shot them into Lord Shiva.

Shiva, thus roused from his meditation, was enraged.
He opened his third eye and sent forth a bolt of fire, which he
directed upon Kamadeva, reducing him to ashes.

Here the story has differing endings. In one
version, the crops, trees, flowers, and fruits refused to grow
until Shiva restored Kamadeva to life. In another, Kamadeva’s wife
went to Shiva weeping and pleading for her husband’s life; in
another, it was his mother, and Shiva, repenting of his intemperate
behavior, restored him.

However, all versions agree on one thing: Shiva
restored Kamadeva to his spiritual body, but stopped short of
giving him physical form again.

Thus the lusty god of love, whose arrows of the
senses could arouse even the supreme god from meditation, was
converted into a deity representing purity, spiritual affection,
and chastity. His name was changed to Kama the Bodiless.

No one records what his wife thought of this.

* * * *

Well, that was all very boring. I clicked on
Home.

There, in living color, a photo of the mail-room
boy, my Kamadeva, grinned out at me.

Above the photo was a caption in big brilliant red
letters:

HAVE YOU SLEPT WITH THIS MAN?


Chapter Four

Baz was out and Veek was in the kitchen, trying to
make cappuccino. I danced around the kitchen, impatiently waiting
for him to sit down so I could blurt out my news, while he
struggled with the machine.

“Sheesh! Let me.” I took over making coffee. “I’ve
found her, Veek!”

He looked sleepy. “Found?”

“My wife.”

He looked at me for a long moment without
expression. Then his rare grin broke. “C’est bon, eh?”

I waved my hands. “It’s stupendous!” Somehow it felt
realer, now that I could tell someone. “She’s still gorgeous. She
doesn’t hate me…so far…yet.”

Veek pointed his bare black scalp at the cappuccino
machine. “Make my coffee and tell me about it.”

I told him everything. The zing. Her ring—our
wedding ring. Her name. “Her name translates as ‘Desire Queen,’
Veek. It’s like destiny put a big neon sign over her saying ‘This
time you’ll find each other!’” I told him about her sweet breath.
And the headache-inducing bun she made of her hair. “I wonder if
her hair is as long as ever? Naw, it couldn’t be. She could
stand on her hair back then.”

I was so excited I squirted hot foam all over the
counter instead of into Veek’s personal bone china demitasse.

“She even smells the same.” This time I got the
foamy milk into his cup. I put two biscotti on the plate and
presented it all to him. “She’s here. I’m so happy I could
shit.”

Veek seemed amused at my enthusiasm. “Suppose you
wipe the counter instead?”

I waved a hand. “Baz’ll get it. Oh, Veek.” I shook
my head, suddenly speechless, bouncing on the balls of my feet to
the rock band playing in my heart.

“What does she do now? I presume she has
employment?”

I started myself some espresso with a shot of
brandy. “She’s a lawyer.”

Veek burst out laughing.

“I know, right?” I made a face. “She’s not married.
She probably hasn’t ever had a boyfriend.” I thought of the clean,
bright fire of her aura and the hopelessly naive suspicion in her
snapping eyes. “Doesn’t trust anybody.”

“Lawyer,” Veek said.

I slugged brandy while the coffee beans ground.
“There’s something in there.” I remembered the zap I’d had off her
ring. “She has my ring, Veek. After all this time.” A tear,
probably the brandy talking, came to my eye.

“Such things have minds of their own,” he said. I
knew he spoke from experience. “The ring would not leave her.”

“The way she left me?” My mood began to sink as I
remembered all the danger spots ahead. “I guess she had a right to
be mad.”

“So far, so good, though, eh?” he said, as if trying
to jolly me up. Veek had to listen to women complain about their
husbands all day.

I quit whining. “Yeah. So far, so good. If I can get
her to like sex, I’m halfway there. She looks like she’s been
getting by on good works her whole life. I’ll swear her lady parts
aren’t dead yet, though.”

“No woman’s lady parts are dead.”

I thought of my Rathi, wrapped in lawyer clothes
with her hair bound up, yearning and not even knowing what for. I
wanted to strip her naked and see what time had done with her. I
wanted to free her from her cocoon.

“They raise girl children pretty rigidly back home,”
I said, and laughed without humor. “Feels weird to talk about India
as home after all this time. I told her I was an exile like her.
That got to her, for some reason. So, hey, that’s another question.
Why is she an exile? She couldn’t possibly have done
anything wrong. She has ‘somebody’s good girl’ written all over
her. But she went all soft and runny when I told her I couldn’t go
home.”

Veek grunted. He’s an exile himself. He eyed me
across the rim of his demitasse. “So? What’s the plan? To carry her
home in triumph to resume the throne of desire?”

I got up and fidgeted restlessly.

“You have no throne back there,” he reminded me.
“They burnt you to death.”

My back rippled. “Don’t remind me.”

“Will you have to remind her?”

I turned on him, snarling. “Yes, I’ll have to
remind her. I have to tell her everything. Unless I can somehow
wake her memories, which is fucking tricky to do. They call it
prati-prasav, reverse birthing. It could drive her out of
her mind.” I looked at him hopefully. “Any suggestions?”

He shrugged. “Don’t look at me. I teach women to
forget the bad times, not to remember them.”

I sat down at the table and poured more brandy into
my coffee. “Yeah. We spend ninety percent of our time fixing
women’s fucked-up sex lives. It’s job security for us.”

Veek nodded. “I never run out of customers.”

“And hooray for that,” I said, raising my cup in a
toast. “I’m gonna need everything I’ve learned to unkink the
bowknot they’ve tied in her kundalini.”

“What about your worshippers? Are they ready for
your goddess to return?”

I scoffed. “What worshippers? Nobody knows I
exist.”

“Yes, they do.”

“Bullshit.”

“Je vous assure. May I use your
computer?”

“Yes.” I usually left it on the kitchen table, to
everyone’s complaints.

He opened it, tapped for a moment, and then swung it
to face me.

I looked.

I saw my own face, caught in a candid photo,
probably from a phone, laughing and looking up, with the lake and
sky behind me and a seagull going by. And in a large, bright
letters was the question: HAVE YOU SLEPT WITH THIS MAN?

My jaw dropped. “Whut th…?”

I read on. “Kamadeva…Hindu god of love…restore him
to his rightful place in heaven…What is this?” I clicked on
a link called History and found the usual story—Shiva’s version, of
course.

…reducing him to ashes…

Instinctively I looked over one shoulder at the
window. Fuck. I hadn’t had to worry about that bastard since I came
to the States. I clicked back to the home page.

“What the fuck are they doing?” I muttered as I
scanned it. “Membership requirements. Requirements?”

I clicked through. Apparently you had to prove you’d
slept with me if you wanted to join. “List of special effects in
bed. Holy fucking shit. What is this?”

“You have been talking, mon frère.”

I surfed quickly through the site. There were plenty
of links—to old temple carvings, to the Kama Sutra, even to
a description of how they’d rewritten my book around the time Shiva
demoted me with a flamethrower.

“There seems to be only one person behind this,” I
said. “Look—all the contact links refer back to this high priestess
person, Lotus Bride.” I finally found her picture. Masses of black
hair, a soft, brown-eyed, wannabe-magnetic glare, a soft, round
face. She was soft and round all over, with the kind of cleavage
you get with overflowing scholarship and an underperforming love
life. Studying her photo, I couldn’t say it rang a bell. I get a
lot of those girls. They tend to be surprisingly flexible yet
tight, a great combination.

In a zaftig, all-white, suburban American way, she
kind of resembled Rathi.

My heart thumped unpleasantly. “But why?” I
said.

“You wanted to rebuild your cult,” Veek reminded
me.

“I wanted to find Rathi. Maybe make people remember
I used to have a body—according to scripture,” I added sourly.
“This was all Baz’s smartass idea. ‘Tell them who you are.’” I
threw my hands in the air. “So I told a few women who I am.”

Veek said, “It seems to have worked.”

I clicked around the site some more. “Wow. She’s
pretty thorough. Meetings. Testify! Members only. Register. About
us. Survey.”

“She wants to meet you again.”

“They all do.” Behind me, he made a noise, and I
looked around. “What? None of us wants to be bothered with repeat
customers. Baz, Archie, Lido—you don’t, yourself.”

“I do when my priest sends me back. When the lady
pays, she gets repeat service.”

If it’d been Baz scolding me, I’d have made the
obvious comeback. Veek must have seen my retort in my eyes.

He said softly, “These are not your, how you say,
your johns. Not customers, mon frère. Your—no, not
serviteurs, either, but they worship you. They need
you.”

“And they had me. Once is plenty—”

He interrupted me. “Worshippers serve their god, but
a god must also serve. You cannot coast along on one visit per
worshipper. By announcing that you are who you are, you have made a
commitment to them. Now you must keep it.”

I hunched a shoulder. “Yeah. Right.” Veek can be
annoying. He’s so civilized when he rips me a fresh one.

“You have their prayers, their praise. They keep
your name alive. They announce to the world your miracles. You owe
them more than to throw each one un plan cul and ‘fare thee
well, Mademoiselle.’ That is how a sex demon behaves—not a
god.”

I didn’t say anything.

“You will notice she has pointed out the important
part.”

“What?” I snapped.

“There is no record of what his wife thought about
Kamadeva’s fate.”

“Huh.”

I stared into my own pretty face and tried to
remember Lotus Bride, which was almost certainly not her name when
we met.

When I looked up, Veek had that patient expression
he and Baz use on me.

These guys have about forty percent as much fun as I
do, and this is why. “You worry too much,” I said.

He just nodded.

But I was beginning to feel overwhelmed by just how
much I had to worry about.


Chapter Five

Next day at work, I thought I saw what Veek was
getting at. Everywhere I looked, I seemed to see chubby girls with
big hair. They all smiled at me—everybody smiles at me—and for the
first time it made me uneasy.

Have I slept with this woman?

Who the hell knew?

It wasn’t until Rathi came in to work that I began
to realize more of the implications.

The Rathi I left in India hadn’t cared who I had sex
with. It was the job. We were both extremely active—it surprised me
how much I was remembering, now that I was letting myself think
about the past. About us.

She wore a lot of red in those days. Her hair was a
huge black fluffy cloud…her navel was a beaker of nectar…and she’d
been as flexible as I was. I could still feel how she would put the
sole of her foot on my thigh and wrap her arms around my neck. I
heaved a big sigh.

RathiRaani, my newfound Rathi, breezed past my open
copy room door in a dark gray suit and her hair back in a bun so
tight, it gave me a headache. Hairs rose all over my body in
response. I didn’t realize I was smiling until Ellen, Irene’s
assistant, came up to my half door with a requisition in her
hand.

“Oh ho! Kama’s got a crush on somebody.” She poked
my elbow.

I made a what? scowl.

Ellen smiled at me. “Be gentle with her. She’s
new.”

Terrific. Now the whole office would hear I was
after her.

“It’s not nice to gossip about your coworkers,” I
said.

Ellen dropped her jaw at me and gave me a huge,
mocking, incredulous, bug-eyed stare.

I didn’t want anyone to know I was after
Rathi. It was too risky. I’d screwed up before. I didn’t need
help.

“She’s not from America,” I pleaded. “Things are
different over there. It would freak her out if she—”

“If she knew you’ve boinked every assistant in the
firm?” Ellen said.

Now my jaw dropped. “I thought you didn’t—”

“You thought I didn’t know? Or you thought I didn’t
care?” Ellen seemed calm, but she folded her arms, and I didn’t
like the glint in her eye.

“Didn’t care, I guess,” I said weakly.

“I don’t. You were fun. It’s over. You’ve been
discreet.”

“Well, I’ve been discreet,” I said with
reproach.

She lowered her voice. “Kama, you cannot shake that
cute little butt all over the office and date every new girl in her
first week without people noticing.”

“And talking, apparently,” I grumbled. Although I
noticed she had referred to my boinking the assistants. No mention
of the associates or partners. I supposed the lawyers were more
closed-mouthed. “What’s the point of me being discreet if you
ladies aren’t?”

Ellen just shook her head at me.

“So we’re cool?” I raised my eyebrows and gave her
the dimples. “You won’t tell Rathi…anything?”

Ellen smiled, but her head was still shaking.
“You’re an idiot, you know that?”

“Absolutely.” But I wasn’t listening. I was tuned in
to the sound of Rathi’s heartbeat.

She patted my arm. “Good luck, stud.” Apparently
sensing that my attention had wandered, she rolled her eyes and
walked away.

I could feel Rathi’s heart beating anywhere in the
building. I knew when she stepped onto the elevator at lunchtime.
The clean-skin perfume of her fingers still rang in my head from
yesterday.

She had meetings scheduled way into the evening, I’d
learned from Ellen.

This was where I started scoring points.

At one thirty I popped down to the coffee shop in
the lobby and bought chai exactly the way Rathi had ordered it at
the rotunda.

I was turning with it in my hand when I found her
behind me in line.

Her eyes caught mine.

I forgot to be smooth. “For you,” I blurted, and
handed her the cup.

And suddenly I saw a woman I really did recognize,
standing right behind Rathi. Big girl. Pile of unruly black hair.
Earnest brown eyes. Massive cleavage. She looked stunned to see me,
and her mouth opened as if she was about to speak.

I fled.

* * * *

I stared after Kama. I was still holding the cup
he’d given me. I sniffed it. Chai the way I like it. I smiled.

“Do you know that guy?” said a voice behind me. I
turned, bemused, to see a familiar face behind me in the queue. My
memory for faces is good. This was the author of the web site about
my so-charming mail-room boy.

Charm boy hadn’t seemed happy to see her.

“No, who is he?” I said, feeling I owed Kama
something for the chai. My female parts were warming up now, too.
How shameful!

Yet I smiled.

She was gazing after him with saucer-sized eyes. “I
thought I knew him.” Had I any doubts, her yearning tone laid them
to rest.

“Don’t I know you?” I said. “Are—aren’t you the
founder of the American Kamadeva cult?”

She turned to me with surprise. “You’ve heard of
me?”

I gave a one-shoulder shrug and played the immigrant
card. “I was born in India.”

Her mouth made an O. “You’ve heard of me in
India? Wow!”

“I’m Ra—Ms. Singh from Bentwater Coralaine.” I
gestured upward with my cup. “Law firm. You must be Lotus
Bride.”

“Call me Lolly.” We shook hands. “My name’s Laura
really.”

I checked the big clock over the security desk. “Do
you have five minutes? I was fascinated by your web site.”

We talked for more than twenty minutes. She was an
earnest girl, not yet thirty, educated, and a sound thinker about
women’s rights. Her obsession with Kama—or his mythical
counterpart—seemed wildly at odds with her feminism.

I tried to reason with her. “But don’t you see, sex
is the least part of it. If you can put sex into perspective, you
are no longer subject to the threat of unplanned pregnancy, the
burdens of childbearing and childrearing—”

“You’re a virgin, aren’t you?” she interrupted.

I paused, speechless.

“Nothing personal,” she said wisely. “I’m sure
you’ll get around to it.”

I felt myself blushing. “My career is very important
to me.”

“Sure.” She squinted at my gray suit. “But I think
maybe you need some horizontal liberating, know what I mean?”

I laughed and admitted that sex had a place in a
woman’s life. Theoretically. As long as she didn’t enslave herself
to some man over it.

“Well, right.” Before my eyes, Lolly became Lotus
Bride. The big, cheap costume gems in her earlobes and on her
fingers flashed in the late afternoon sunlight as it fell through
the lobby windows. The priestess of the love god leaned forward
earnestly. “You hafta know what you want and just take it.
Including good sex.” She nodded. “That’s something I learned from
Kamadeva.”

I felt my ears pricking up and blushed more warmly.
“What precisely did you learn?”

“He made me see I could have great sex whenever I
wanted it. I had been feeling fat and ugly and he came along and
he—he just showed me. Afterward, he told me who he was. How
he had to keep having sex with all these women because he’s looking
for his long-lost wife. He says the only way he’ll know her is with
a kiss.”

“So he has to have sex with everyone?” I said
drily.

“Well, you can’t just kiss somebody and walk away,”
Lolly said in a reasonable tone. “Besides, he has a mission to
rescue American women from their puritanical body-prisons and
release their kundalini.”

It occurred to me that Indian girls with absolutely
no Puritans in their background whatsoever might also find
themselves imprisoned in their bodies. Chastity was still a number
one virtue for us.

Lolly certainly seemed sexually liberated.

Maybe we could advise one another.

Thinking of Kama and his boyish muscles and his
young-old eyes and the warmth of his lips on my finger, I went hot
all over.

A crowd of people exited the elevators across the
lobby. I remembered I had a long afternoon ahead of me. “I’d like
to talk to you again,” I said.

She smiled at me, a happy, unaffected young woman.
Something like envy touched me. “Sure. Here’s my card,” she
said.

I handed her mine. “It’s been a pleasure meeting
you.”

Back in the office, I was tempted to quiz Kama about
his relationship with his “high priestess.” The look of horror on
his face when he saw her! I chuckled. The boy fancied himself a
player, but when he was confronted by a past one-night stand and
some new woman he was trying to impress at the same time, his nerve
couldn’t handle it. Frankly it made me like him better than if he
had tried to talk his way out of the situation.

Not that I would admit that to him.

Irene Bentwater had invited me to go with her to
judge’s chambers that afternoon to witness the settlement of one of
the firm’s biggest ongoing cases. This was a huge privilege. I made
sure she knew I was grateful. The partners and associates who had
worked on the case for the past four years would be there. If they
were inviting me, too, it was to show my face to the judge and
opposing counsel, to make me known around town, to associate me
with their triumph…and to show off their success to me.

“This is an honor for me,” I told her. “My only
concern is that some documents are coming later this afternoon for
the eight p.m. client meeting in the Sandsreicht case, and I have
not read them.”

Irene made a face. “I see. Well, if they come in,
you’ll have to leave. Put your phone on stun, so Kama can text you
when they arrive.”

“Give Kama my cell number?”

“He’s our in-house messenger service. Don’t worry,”
she said, smiling wryly. “He won’t misuse your number.”

My doubts must have showed in my face.

She just patted my hand and sent me on my way.

Accordingly, I gave my cell number to Kama, who gave
me his in return. “If you get a text while you’re in chambers,
you’ll want to know who’s sending it to you, right?” he said.

I conceded that this would be advisable and took the
number. Then I hustled after Irene. The longer I stood near Kama,
the warmer I felt.

The team met in Judge Green’s chambers to haggle
over the settlement of a sexual harassment suit. The
client-plaintiff didn’t have to be present, as is often the case
with harassment suits, it being felt that she had suffered more
than enough contact with the defendant already. I had looked
forward to watching the defendant and his employer squirm and
whimper and poor mouth their way through the meeting, which they
did.

But I squirmed even more.

The comfortable, leather-upholstered chairs in the
judge’s private conference room were too soft, too sweat-inducing.
The air-conditioning seemed to have quit. Judge Green was
approximately a hundred and thirty years old and dried to a
skeleton, so maybe that was why she kept her chambers at tropical
temperatures.

At first I was glad I’d worn a skirt, since
pantyhose are cooler than slacks. But as the leather seat under me
got hotter and hotter, I began to wonder if my period had come
three weeks early.

Counsel for the plaintiff, Davis Corolaine, my
next-most-senior partner, ran through the charges and the evidence.
He was just getting to the juicy parts—the range of compensation
for which our client would settle—when he shot me a dirty look and
I realized I had been shifting in my chair every ten seconds or
so.

I took a long deep breath through my nose and sat
still.

Ten seconds later, I folded my left leg under me,
trying to get air between my left thigh and the leather.

Fifteen seconds later, I shifted to my right
leg.

Davis glared at me again.

I sat still and tried to focus on the settlement
terms.

Instead my mind wandered. I fancied that the
invisible water tank from last night’s dream had grown huge, the
size of an invading spaceship, blotting out the sky, and as I
watched it, I felt rather than saw the first split in the tank,
felt the first drops falling on my skin, like blessed monsoon rains
breaking the drought.

What woke me was Judge Green’s sharp interrogative
tone. I felt a sharp, terrible pain in the neighborhood of my
underpants and smelled something burning.

I leaped to my feet.

Everyone looked at me. I stared wildly at them,
appalled at how far my attention had strayed. My bottom felt
scorching hot. I snatched my phone out of my briefcase and looked
at it.

“I beg your pardon. Excuse me,” I blurted and ran
from the room.

Judge Green’s clerk was at his desk. He gave me the
restroom key attached to a two-foot-long plastic stick and directed
me down the hall. The smell of something burning got worse, along
with the pain under my skirt.

I thought I smelled smoke.

I raced to the restroom, slammed into the handicap
stall, and thrust my skirt, underpants, and pantyhose down around
my ankles in one swift, undignified, struggling movement.

To my amazement, the underpants were charred and
smoking…right at the point where I felt hottest.

The plastic of my pantyhose was actually fused,
sticking to the charred undies.

And my crotch was still heating up.

By now tears ran down my face, tears of horror,
embarrassment, and pain. There was no one in the restroom with me.
I shuffled out of the handicap stall to the sink, wet a paper
towel, and applied it to my burning female parts.

The wet paper towel hissed on contact.

Grimly I shuffled to the restroom door and threw the
bolt. Then, whimpering like a hurt puppy, I waddled back to the
sink, filled the sink with cold water, hoisted myself up onto the
counter, and lowered my scorching rear end into the water.

Steam billowed up between my legs and also behind
me, fogging the mirror, curling my carefully straightened hair into
tiny woolly kinks, beading my face with moisture that made the
tears spread over my cheeks and drip, diluted with steam, off my
chin onto my suit jacket and my hot, bare thighs.

I cried there for ten minutes, occasionally running
more cold water straight over my burning flesh. At the end of ten
minutes my female parts were still hot and moist, but they weren’t
sizzling any more.

I stared down stupidly at the burnt panties and
pantyhose around my ankles.

Then I became aware of a subdued buzzing sound.

My skirt was still on the floor in the handicap
stall. I hauled myself out of the sink and shuffled across the
now-sopping-wet tile to pull my cell phone out of my skirt
pocket.

Text from Kamadeva. Sandsreicht documents
arrived. What shall I do with them?

Up until this moment I had been unable to think, too
busy hurting, panicking, and marveling at the impossible thing that
had just happened. Now I remembered that I had just run out on an
important meeting in the middle of what was destined to be a very
long evening of business.

I was half-naked. I’d ruined my clothes. I was two
miles away from my apartment.

The rooms outside this one were full of opposing
counsel and both my senior partners and a singularly humorless
judge.

I had cried my makeup off.

My hair looked like a giant black Brillo pad.

I punched Reply into my phone and then, thinking
better of leaving a record, pressed Call instead of Text.

Kamadeva answered. “Yes?”

I had no difficulty making my voice grim and
no-nonsense.

“Listen carefully. I want you to go down the block
to Marshall Field’s. Go to the fourth floor. Buy me a pair of Evan
Picone plain black wool pleated-front gabardine slacks, no belt
loops, women’s size eight. Get a clerk to help you. Bring them to
Judge Green’s chambers. I’m in the restroom down the hall. Do you
understand?”

“Hold on.” Agonizing silence followed. Then he said,
“Was that pleated or non-pleated?”

“Either.” My head swam. “Pleated.”

“Non-pleated is more slimming.”

“Do it now,” I snarled.

“Yes, ma’am.” He hung up.


Chapter Six

I sank down on the toilet, limp with distress.

At least I hadn’t texted all that to him. He could
show a text around the office if he was feeling droll. I was taking
a terrible risk as it was, to ask him for help, but I had to trust
someone, and in some indefinable way I felt I had the goods on
Kama.

Probably that was illusory. What could I do to him?
I couldn’t phone his parents in Bangalore and tell them what a
fraud he was. Well, I could, I supposed, if I were persistent. How
many chemists in Bangalore could there be?

I decided not to worry about it.

For twenty minutes I cleaned the runny makeup off my
face, bundled up my ruined skirt and underthings, and tried, by
climbing back up on the counter and contorting myself into a
pretzel and looking over my shoulder into the mirror over the sink,
to see if my hind end was actually burnt and blistered.

There were definitely puffy, bright red blisters on
my flesh. They hurt to the touch. I checked the lock on the door
and then refilled the sink with cold water, letting it run until it
was icy. Ahhhhh.

The sound I’d been dreading came at last: a faint
scratching on the restroom door. I held my breath. Then my phone
rang.

I snatched it up and answered in a whisper, so the
person outside wouldn’t hear it ring.

“What?”

“It’s me. Open the door. I have the pants.”

I blew out a huge sigh of relief, unlocked the door,
yanked Kamadeva inside, shoved him behind the door, and locked it
again. While he was still gaping at me, I grabbed the Field’s bag
from him, used it to fig-leaf myself, and backed into the handicap
stall, shutting it with a bang behind me.

“Um,” he began.

“Quiet,” I commanded from inside the stall.
“Not a word. Not a sound.”

I saw his feet move over to the counter and heard
him draw some paper towels from the dispenser. Then his feet
vanished. I deduced that he had boosted himself onto the counter,
first wiping it off, since I had left it wet.

Now I felt ready for the next step. I sighed.

The slacks…were perfect. Precisely what I had
ordered. I shook them out, and as I did, something bright and silky
fell to the floor.

Underpants. He’d brought me underpants, too! They
were wildly flowery with peach, white, yellow, and hot coral mango
blossoms, blue-and-pink lotus flowers, tiny white kota
gandal flowers with their shiny leaves, and horticulturally
perfect asoka blossoms. The panties were cut big, but with a loose,
frilly, almost skirt-like hem, as if they could double for swim
bottoms, if they weren’t so utterly flimsy and girly.

And they fit.

I slid into them and felt a spike of heat jump from
my crotch up into my belly. The heat spiked clear up into my heart,
and then sank back down. Oh, no.

I scrambled into the slacks. They fit perfectly,
too. On with my sensible pumps, and I felt human again.

Now for the comedy hour. Surely Kamadeva would try
to take this out of my hide somehow.

He was indeed sitting on the counter when I came out
of the stall. He had not only mopped up the water I’d splashed
about, but also drained the sinkful of cold water I’d been sitting
in.

He glanced up from looking at his hands and then
hopped down, as if I’d caught him sneaking pencils. His adorable,
dimpled, boyish face looked anxious.

We stood looking at one another for a moment.
Finally, I said, “Thank you. They’re perfect.” Under sober black
Evan Picone, the panties felt cool and slick on my skin. “How did
you—why did you—”

He hunched a shoulder. “Not the first time I’ve, uh,
that is, in an emergency like this.” He glanced down at the Field’s
bag where I’d stashed my ruined skirt and underthings and looked
away, giving me a brief but reassuring little half smile.

I blinked. What could he mean? “Oh.” Then I
realized. “Oh! One of your sisters? Did she get her—get—blood on
her clothes?”

He looked at the bag again and gave a delicate
sniff. “Not blood.”

I realized that the room still smelled smoky with a
dark brown, angry, burnt-wool-and-lycra smoke. I felt myself flush.
That heat still lurked in my lower parts.

“What do you mean, then?” My brows snapped
together.

He met my gaze, still looking a little scared. “It’s
the fire,” he said simply. “When it comes—if it’s late—” He
shrugged.

The fire. Oh, I felt the fire. “Oh my God.” I
put my hand to my throat.

Suddenly I couldn’t play lawyer-in-charge. I
collapsed against the stall wall and covered my face with my hands.
The burn…down there…was starting again. I thought wildly of sending
him back to Field’s for more clothes while I locked myself in, to
make the sink boil into steam again.

“Rathi,” he said quietly. “There is a way to bring
it up.”

“Bring it up?” I said, laughing shakily. “I
want to cool it down!” It was so difficult to meet his eyes.

“This cannot be done.” He looked sober and
concerned.

“Well?” I couldn’t believe I was taking advice from
this…this teen kewpie doll, this baby-faced boy. “What’s happening
to me?”

“It has to come all the way up—out the top,” he
said, gesturing to his scalp, making a parrot crest with his
fingers.

I realized I was breathing shallowly, trying to keep
the heat down, trying to stay cool. It wasn’t working.

I heaved a huge breath, then another. That only
seemed to fan the flame. “What do I do? My god, what do I
do?”

He looked really worried. “I dunno for sure. If it’s
that hot, you must’ve choked it off somehow. You’ll have to follow
your impulse. Maybe that’ll bring it up a level, maybe two
levels.”

I pushed away from the stall wall. He took a step
back.

I was breathing hard, as if I’d been doing chin-ups.
“Impulse.” I felt steam rising up my spine, or possibly a streak of
molten lava. “Follow my impulse.” My voice came out a growl. Before
me, he seemed to waver in the heat.

I stepped toward him, grabbed a handful of his
shirt, and shoved him hard against the wall. He felt surprisingly
solid. His black puppy eyes grew round. In my sensible pumps I was
the same height as he was. Fire seemed to shoot up into my navel.
Oh god. Don’t let me burn up my beautiful new panties, was
my last sane thought.

Then I kissed him.

The heat rose as our mouths met. He kissed back, but
he let me take him. I had only been kissed twice before, in
college, by such brutish morons that I had never invited the
experience again. Apparently I had learned nothing but brutishness
from them. I grabbed Kama’s arms in my hands—what lovely, strong,
thickly muscled arms—and squeezed and pushed and ground myself
against him. That growling sound came from my throat. The heat rose
as high as my navel and began to soften. Oh, thank god. I
snuggled closer to him, thrusting my thigh between his thighs, the
way those boys had done to me, and opened my mouth to his. He
responded just enough to spur me on. My eyes were clenched shut.
All I knew was the feel of his firm mouth, his strong body against
mine and the heat, rising slowly like red-hot lava filling a spiral
stairway, one step at a time, filling my bowels, my stomach, my
chest, my throat, cooling as it rose.

After a long moment, I realized I had stopped
moving. The burning was gone, sinking, cooling now from my heart
downward. My hands slackened on Kama’s arms and fell.

I caught my breath. I opened my eyes.

He still watched me with that worried, observant,
almost guilty expression.

I swallowed. “You’re being very nice about all
this.”

Light leaped into his eyes. He smiled a smile so
full of hope, I caught my breath again. How could he be behaving so
well? I had set down Kama as the jokester, the troublemaker, the
youngest brother gone bad. He puzzled me.

As he watched my face, I saw a shadow cross his, as
if somehow I had disappointed him. Disappointed him! I blinked.

“I live to serve,” he said simply.

Before I knew what to say to that, he picked up the
Field’s bag. “I’ll get rid of this. Oh.” He dug into the bag. I
felt my shoulders tense as he pawed through my charred underthings.
“You’ll want this.” He handed me my phone.

A sigh shuddered in my throat. I slid the phone into
my pocket.

“Go, go,” he said, with a shooing motion. “Tell them
I brought forty-one depositions for Sandsreicht and you have to get
back to the office.”

I tried to hand him the restroom key on its orange
plastic stick, but he shooed that away, too.

“Look—thank you,” I began.

“Go!”

I didn’t know what to say. “Forty-one
depositions?”
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