
TWELVE MEN,

TWELVE PATHS TO ME

A Journey Through the World and Back to Myself

NINA AZEVEDO
Copyright © 2026 by Nina Azevedo

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

This is a work of non-fiction based on the author's memories. The events are recounted to the best of her ability. To protect the privacy of the individuals involved, all names, identifying characteristics, and some locations have been changed. The "twelve men" and all other persons depicted are real, but they are presented here under pseudonyms.

For anyone learning to see 

the gold in their own cracks.

Table of Contents

Author's Note

Prologue

One – Toronto, Canada

Two – Bali, Indonesia

Three – Kyoto, Japan

Four – Marrakech, Morocco

Five – Naples, Italy

Six – Athens, Greece

Seven – Nicosia, Cyprus

Eight – Istanbul, Türkiye

Nine – Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina

Ten – Split, Croatia

Eleven – Valletta, Malta

Twelve – Seville, Spain

Thirteen – Rishikesh, India

Fourteen – Lisbon, Portugal

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Author's Note
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A life can break in ways that are quiet. Mine broke politely, in a condo in Toronto, leaving behind an echo and a woman I no longer recognized. This book is the story of what happened next.

It records a year-long journey not to find a new life, but to return to an older one. The one I had stepped away from slowly, through accommodation and compromise. The twelve men in these pages were not destinations. They were paths. Guides, mirrors, challengers, and kind strangers who reflected back parts of myself I had learned to overlook.

In Japan, I learned about kintsugi, the practice of repairing broken objects with gold and allowing the fracture to remain visible. This book is my version of that practice. An attempt to trace what broke with honesty, and to see what endured.
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Toronto

Canada

February had a way of making Toronto look like it had given up.

From the twelfth floor, the city was just a smear of grey and sodium orange; the snow on the sidewalks thinned into dirty slush. Cars hissed over wet asphalt. Somewhere below, a siren rose and faded. Inside Nina’s condo, the only light came from the laptop on the kitchen island and the small lamp she hadn’t packed yet.

Everything echoed now.

The bookshelves were empty, their outlines still visible on the wall where the paint had faded around them. The sofa was gone. The plants were gone. Even the rug that used to soften the living room had been rolled up and carried out by a man with kind eyes and too many questions.

Just the important things were left: the bed, the kitchen table, a single chair, a suitcase, her backpack, the lamp. And the laptop screen glowing in front of her, open to three tabs.

One: her bank account.

Two: an email draft to a client in Vancouver.

Three: a flight search.

Toronto (YYZ) →?

Her fingers hovered above the trackpad, then pulled back again. She leaned her elbows on the island and pressed her thumbs into her eye sockets until she saw sparks.

You’re really doing this.

The thought rose up as quietly as breath. Not a shout. Not a revelation. Just a simple fact that felt almost too big for her chest.

She straightened and looked around the condo one more time, as if she might have missed something. A mug. A memory. A reason to stay.

The walls didn’t answer.

On the counter beside the laptop, a set of keys lay on top of a printed lease agreement. One last tenant meeting tomorrow, paperwork, handover. The rent would cover most of her mortgage while she was gone. The numbers worked. The logistics worked. On paper, her life made sense.

It was everything off paper that had fallen apart.

Her phone buzzed beside the keys. For a moment her heart kicked up, toothache-fast, even though she knew exactly who it would be.

Not him.

Her ex-husband hadn’t called in months. They had divided their life the way two people divide a shared hard drive: folders, passwords, furniture, accounts. No shouting, no plates thrown, no dramatic scenes. Just signatures, and a dull ache that never seemed to find a place to land.

The buzzing stopped. A notification lit up her screen.

Mom.

Another one below it, a few minutes older.

Mafalda (Tenant).

She picked up the phone and opened her mother’s message first.

Filha do vento, how’s the packing?

Her mother had called her that when she was little—child of the wind—because she could never sit still. Back then it had meant climbing olive trees and running along the sea wall in Porto until her father shouted for her to slow down. Somewhere along the way, it had turned into a joke about her moving from project to project, always restless.

Nina’s thumbs hovered above the keyboard, then dropped.

Packing is almost done. Tenant comes tomorrow at 10. Then I’m officially between places.

She kept it light at the end, so her mother wouldn’t worry.

Almost immediately:

You still have Canada. You have Portugal. You have us. You have your brain for work. The rest is just... chairs and plates.

A small smile tugged at Nina’s mouth. Her mother’s English always softened the harsh edges of reality. Chairs and plates. As if her marriage had been nothing more than shared cutlery.

Her gaze slid over to the lease papers, then past them to the blank patch on the living room wall where their wedding photo used to hang. They had taken it down together, the day he moved out. His hands had been careful around the frame, his voice almost clinical.

“It’ll just be weird for the tenants,” he’d said. “Having someone else’s wedding picture up.”

He’d smiled then, and she had realized it was the same polite, distant smile he used with new coworkers.

“Right,” she’d answered. “We wouldn’t want anything to be weird.”

She hadn’t cried that day. She hadn’t cried when he carried the boxes to the elevator, or when he kissed her cheek and said good luck, as if she were starting a new job instead of ending a shared life.

The tears had never come. That was the part that scared her.

She set the phone down and opened the other message—Mafalda, the tenant.

Just confirming tomorrow at 10 AM still works. I’ll bring the deposit and the cheques. Looking forward to the place. It has good energy. 

Nina’s lips twitched. If the walls had any energy left, it was from Wi-Fi and coffee. Whatever warmth had been here had left months ago.

10 AM is perfect. I’ll have everything ready for you, she typed back. Buzz 1207 and I’ll come down.

She set the phone face down this time and focused on the laptop.

The airfare page was still waiting for her to make up her mind. A thin blue line jittered at the top of the browser. The site was about to time out.

She clicked refresh, and the fields cleared.

From: Toronto (YYZ)

To: ____________

She let her fingers rest on the keys, tracing letters without pressing them. B. A. L. I.

She erased it. Then tried: L. I. S. B. O. N.

Lisbon would make sense. It was familiar. Close to Porto. She could stay with family, let her grandmother fuss over her, drink galão in the same cafés where she’d watched people when she was a child. Portugal was safe. Portugal was known.

Her chest tightened.

Portugal was also where everything had begun—her parents’ decision to leave, the first rupture she’d never really forgiven. The first goodbye she didn’t choose.

She erased Lisbon.

Her stomach gave a soft, annoyed growl. She glanced at the clock in the corner of the screen—9:42 PM—and the untouched takeout container on the counter. She had ordered pad thai an hour ago because it felt easier than cooking for one in a kitchen that no longer felt like hers.

The noodles had gone cold, clumped together in a sweet-sour tangle. 

She wasn’t hungry, not really. But her body needed something. She picked up the container, took a mechanical bite, tasted tamarind and peanut and something faintly metallic from the takeout fork, and set it back down. It tasted like obligation.

On the facing wall, where the TV used to hang, a faint rectangle of darker paint watched her like a ghost.

She closed all the other tabs and left only the flight search open.

From: Toronto (YYZ)

To: ____________

One year ago, this exact week, she had been at this same kitchen island, in this same condo, watching her husband pour a second glass of wine for a woman who had taken off her earrings in Nina’s hallway like it was her home.

“It’s just talking,” he had said.

“It’s fine,” she had said.

They were so progressive then. So modern. So unbothered.

She remembered the way her cheeks had hurt from smiling the whole night, how she had switched between English and Portuguese in her head, trying to find a word for the feeling that sat under her ribs like a stone.

There hadn’t been one.

Only months later had she realized that the emotion wasn’t jealousy. It was erasure.

She was disappearing, one compromise after another.

Nina inhaled slowly and looked back at the empty “To” field.

Bali had shown up earlier when she’d been lazily scrolling through a travel site, just another thumbnail of turquoise water and green terraces. But something about the way the light hit the ocean had hooked under her skin. A place where it wasn’t February, where the trees were still green, where people didn’t wear winter boots for five months of the year.

A place where no one knew who she had been for the last eight years.

Her fingers moved before her brain caught up.

B-A-L-I.

The drop-down suggested Denpasar (DPS). She clicked it.

Dates. 

She paused, then clicked “Flexible dates” and chose “Next month”. Her cursor hovered, then slid back to “This month”. If she waited too long, she knew herself. She would talk herself out of it. She would start another project, say yes to another contract, patch some new part of her life with productivity instead of questions.

She selected a departure for late February. Enough time to hand over the keys, move into her best friend’s apartment until she left for Bali, finish one last UX audit, and share at least one proper goodbye dinner with her best friend. Not enough time to build a new excuse.

Flights populated the screen. Lines of options. Prices and layovers and airline logos. New routes appeared and rearranged themselves as if the site understood she was hesitant and wanted to overwhelm her into giving up.

She scrolled until she found the cheapest one that didn’t involve an overnight on an airport bench.

Toronto → Vancouver → Taipei → Denpasar.

31 hours, three flights, one way.

Her heart thudded once, hard.

She clicked on it. The screen opened to the passenger details page.

Name: ____________

She typed: Nina Azevedo.

Her Portuguese surname looked strange in the stark airline font. She’d almost taken her husband’s name after the wedding. They had argued about it once over coffee.

“It’s just a name,” he’d said. “It would be easier at airports.”

“It’s not just a name,” she had answered. “It’s... my grandmother. It’s... everything.”

He had shrugged. Everything, to him, had always been negotiable.

She left Azevedo on the screen. 

Date of birth. 

Payment details.

Her hand went to the side pocket of her backpack and pulled out her wallet. The new card felt stiff between her fingers. She had gotten it the week after the divorce because sharing an account with him made her feel like her life was still braided with his.

She typed the numbers in, double-checked them, entered the billing address she’d soon be leaving behind.

The button at the bottom was a calm, indifferent blue.

Confirm purchase.

Nina stared at it. A drop of pad thai sauce clung to the edge of the plastic fork near her elbow, drying. Outside, a gust of wind rattled the balcony door. Somewhere in the building, a child laughed, then a door shut.

Her throat tightened suddenly, an ache rising from someplace old and deep, from Porto and from eight-year-old Nina standing in an airport holding a stuffed dolphin while her parents told her to wave to her grandparents one last time.

She hadn’t cried then either. Not until the plane lifted and the houses turned into toy blocks and her grandmother’s face was no longer visible.

“Vai,” she whispered now, under her breath. Go.

This time, the word wasn’t a plea. It was a decision.

The word came out in Portuguese before she could translate it. Softer. Rounder. The way her mother said it when pushing her toward something good she was too scared to try.

She placed her index finger on the trackpad, felt its cold glass under her skin, and clicked the button.

The screen blinked. For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then a new page appeared. Booking confirmed. E-ticket number. 

Congratulations, you’re going to Bali.

Her chest didn’t explode. The room didn’t spin. There was no triumphant music, no movie moment. Just a tiny, quiet shift, like a door in her rib cage opening by a fraction.

She exhaled slowly and leaned back, then laughed once—short, incredulous.

“Okay,” she murmured, in English this time. “Okay.”

The lamp hummed beside her. The condo, empty and stripped back to drywall and light switches, suddenly looked less like a failure and more like what it really was: a transitional space. Not a graveyard. A hallway.

Her phone buzzed again. Another message from her mother.

You didn’t answer. Are you sleeping already? Don’t forget to eat.

Nina picked it up and snapped a quick photo of the laptop screen, careful not to include her booking reference. A sliver of the browser showed the words Toronto → Denpasar.

She sent it without a caption.

There was a long pause.

Then: Ai, meu Deus.

And, a moment later: I am proud of you. Call me tomorrow. We make a list.

Nina smiled, the first smile of the night that didn’t feel like a mask. Her mother would worry and fuss and ask a hundred practical questions. How many swimsuits was she bringing? What about adapters? Did she have travel insurance? What about vaccines?

There would be lists. There would be more forms. There would be, inevitably, a question about whether she was sure she wanted to go so far away, alone.

But for the first time in a long time, the word alone didn’t feel like a sentence. It felt like a blank page.

She closed the laptop, letting the room fall into shadow except for the lamp.

In the bedroom, the suitcase lay open on the bed. Inside, her clothes were already folded into a careful stack—jeans, linen shirts, two dresses, underwear, a bikini she wasn’t entirely sure she’d be brave enough to wear.

Her backpack waited by the door, still open, ready for the last things: laptop sleeve, sketchbooks, the tablet she used for wireframing, a pouch of cables she checked twice out of habit.

On the nightstand lay the only object she’d refused to pack away yet: a small ceramic swallow her grandmother had handed her on her last visit to Porto.

“For your wall in Canada,” her grandmother had said. “So, you remember you can always fly back.”

The swallow looked oddly small and fragile next to her phone and a half-finished bottle of water.

She picked it up, feeling its cool weight in her palm, and turned it over. The glaze had a tiny chip on one wing; a hairline crack you’d barely notice unless you were looking for it.

Broken and still beautiful.

She set it back on the counter and stepped away, leaving it where it belonged.

When she straightened, she caught her reflection in the bedroom mirror: dark hair pulled into a messy bun, eyes ringed with fatigue, shoulders slightly hunched. Thirty-four. Separated. A renter in her own life. Her accent still softened certain vowels when she spoke fast, tripping up Canadian strangers who asked, “Where are you from, originally?”

From. Originally. As if that were a place she could point to on a map, as if the answer weren’t always split in two.

“Porto, Toronto,” she said softly to the empty room. “Both.”

For a moment, grief flickered through her—wide and sharp, like light off water. For the marriage that had once felt like a promise. For the version of herself who had tried so hard to be cool and generous and unbothered, even as pieces of her chipped away. For the girl who had left Portugal with a stuffed dolphin and a smile she held in place until a plane window finally gave her permission to cry.

She let the feeling pass through instead of pushing it down. It didn’t unmake her. It didn’t break anything that wasn’t already cracked.

“You booked a flight,” she told the woman in the mirror. “You did it.”

The woman looked back at her, the barest hint of something new in her eyes. Not happiness. Not yet. Something like... possibility.

In the morning, there would be emails to clients explaining that her time zone would change, but her deadlines wouldn’t. A call to her mother. One last walk to the coffee shop downstairs for a goodbye latte. The tenant, with her cheerful message and talk of good energy, would come sign the papers and accept the keys.

And in a few weeks, she would stand under a different sky, in air that smelled of salt and frangipani instead of exhaust and snow. No one there would know about the polite emails between her and her ex, about the way she’d bent herself into the shape of his idea of freedom. No one would know how carefully she’d emptied this condo of shared life until only the outline remained.

She reached over and switched off the lamp.

The city outside continued its muted hissing and humming, indifferent to her plans. Somewhere, a snowplow scraped the curb. A delivery truck growled. A dog barked. A plane traced an invisible arc across the low clouds, unseen.

Nina let the city’s noises fade to the background and listened to the quiet inside herself—for the first time in months, without the urge to fill it with a screen, a podcast, another hour of work.

She walked slowly to the bed, lay down on top of the covers beside the open suitcase, and closed her eyes.

In the dark, the flight confirmation floated up in her mind’s eye: Toronto → Denpasar.

It didn’t fix anything. It didn’t answer the question of who she was now or what kind of woman she would be in a world where no one introduced her as someone’s wife.

But it was a line on a map. A first, irrevocable step.

Tomorrow, she promised herself, she would make lists and budgets and sensible plans. She would calculate the hours she could bill from café tables and guesthouse patios, make sure the numbers worked, reassure her mother, meet with her tenant, send one last, neutral email to her ex confirming the storage unit details.

Tonight, all she had to do was this:

Leave.

She turned onto her side, pulling her knees up, the fabric of her jeans rough against her skin.

“Vai, Nina,” she whispered once more, her own voice soft in the dark. “Go.”

And for the first time since she had watched her husband pull the last box out of this condo, since the door had shut and the polite goodbye smile had vanished, something in her obeyed.
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Toronto

Canada

By late morning, the condo felt more like a unit than a home. Clean surfaces. Blank walls. Air that didn’t move. Nina walked through it once, slow, as if checking she hadn’t forgotten anything important. There was nothing left to find.

The tenant arrived on time, cheerful and organized, already half in the future. Nina signed where she was told to sign, handed over the fob and keys, answered a few practical questions, and watched the place become someone else’s in the most ordinary way possible. When the door shut, the quiet returned. It wasn’t the same quiet as the night before. Less aftermath. More pause.

She didn’t stay to sit in it.

*
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For the days between the handover and her flight, she stayed at her best friend’s apartment across town. The couch folded into a bed that was slightly too short, and the living room was crowded with plants and half-finished projects. Open jars of paint. A stack of thrifted frames. A sewing kit that never got put away. Nothing matched, and somehow that made it easier to breathe.

Her suitcase lived by the front door like it belonged there. Before bed, she re-packed her carry-on the way she always did when she was about to be alone in a new place: passport in the same pocket every time, a spare card tucked somewhere separate, a small pouch with painkillers, electrolytes, a pad, wet wipes. Not anxiety. Just experience. The kind you earned by being the only person responsible for your body and your day.

In the mornings, while her friend rushed through her own routine, Nina answered client emails at the small kitchen table and kept her tone steady. Yes, I can deliver by end of month. Yes, the prototype will be ready. Yes, I’m available for a quick call. She didn’t mention time zones. She didn’t mention that her whole life was zipped into two rectangles of fabric and wheels.

In the evenings, they ate takeout from foil containers and moved around the worst parts of the story the way you move around a bruise, careful not to touch it directly. Her friend offered, more than once, “You know you don’t have to go.”

Nina answered with the same tired smile each time, the kind that meant: I already did.

It felt like standing in a doorway for a few days. Not fully inside her old life. Not yet in the new one.

*
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On the morning she finally left Toronto, Pearson smelled like coffee, disinfectant, and cold metal.

The check-in line snaked past chrome posts and screens advertising beaches and loyalty points. Suitcase clicked over tile. Someone argued quietly about carry-on size. Somewhere a baby cried. Somewhere a voice called a name that wasn’t hers.

Nina’s phone buzzed in her coat pocket.

Call me when you are at the gate, her mother had written earlier. Not just photo. I want to hear your voice.

I will, Nina typed back, before she could turn it into an explanation.

The line moved forward until she reached the counter. The agent took her passport, lifted her suitcase onto the scale, and asked questions in a neutral voice, like the answers didn’t matter beyond the screen.

“Final destination Denpasar?”

“Denpasar,” Nina said, and the word Indonesia flickered in her mind, bright and distant.

A printer hummed. Tags looped around handles. Boarding passes slid across the counter, crisp and impersonal proof.

YYZ → YVR

YVR → TPE

TPE → DPS

She tucked them into her passport holder and joined the next choreography. Bag drop. Security. Plastic trays. Laptop out. Boots off. Arms raised in a machine’s indifferent light. On the other side she reassembled herself, belt and coat and backpack, then followed overhead signs toward her gate.

She realized too late she’d left a tube of face cream in the wrong pocket. The agent lifted it like evidence, dropped it into the bin with a dozen other people’s mistakes. It wasn’t expensive, but it irritated her anyway, the way small waste always did. She watched it go and told herself to stop treating competence like it was a mood she could lose in one bad minute.

By the time she got there, the sky outside the floor-to-ceiling windows had settled into a flat winter grey. Planes pushed back in slow arcs. Announcements overlapped in that particular airport way that made everything feel urgent and easy to miss.

She found an empty seat away from the crowd and finally took out her phone. She chose a spot with her back to a wall and a clean sightline to the gate screen. Not fear. Just habit.

Her thumb hovered over messages for a second.

Then she tapped the call button.

Her mother answered on the first ring.

“Are you at the gate?” she demanded, without hello.

“Near it,” Nina said. “They haven’t started boarding yet.”

Nina could picture her immediately, a small kitchen in Portugal, phone pressed too close to her ear, pacing between the table and the window while something simmered on the stove.

“You sound tired,” her mother said.

“I am tired,” Nina replied. “It’s been... a long year.”

A soft exhale crackled down the line.

“You can still change your mind,” her mother said. “You cancel, you come here. We make you a room. You find work close. You rest. No need to go to the other side of the world to be unhappy.”

Nina watched a plane inch away from the gate like it had been released from something.

“I know I could,” she said. “But I won’t.”

Silence, long enough for someone else’s boarding announcement to fill it.

“Then I stop asking,” her mother said quietly. “I only want one thing.”

Nina closed her eyes. “What?”

“I don’t want you to disappear,” her mother said. “Not here, not there, not inside some man’s idea of you. I want you to appear. To be more you, not less. You understand?”

The back of Nina’s throat burned.

“I’ve already done the disappearing part,” she said. “This should be the opposite of that.”

On the other end, her mother made a small sound that might have been a laugh.

“Good,” she said. “You were not born to be furniture. Or optional extra. You know this, yes?”

A short, wet laugh escaped Nina.

“I’m starting to,” she said.

Near the gate, they called pre-boarding for families and passengers needing extra time. People around her stood and shifted bags onto shoulders.

“They’re starting to board,” Nina said.

“Vai,” her mother replied. “And listen to me. If you meet men there, you tell me nothing. I don’t want to imagine.”

“I thought you wanted grandchildren,” Nina said automatically.

“Not from a surfer with no shoes,” her mother shot back. “Go meet yourself first. Then we talk about grandchildren.”

Nina smiled, surprised by how easily it came.

“Deal,” she said.

A small pause. Full, not heavy.

“Okay,” her mother said. “I let you go before I start crying and you miss the flight.”

“If you cry, I’ll blame the onions,” Nina said.

“In this house there are always onions,” her mother replied. “Call me when you land.”

“I will.”

They said goodbye simply. The line went dead. On the screen above the gate, her flight number shifted into the Boarding column.

Nina slid the phone into her pocket, stood when her group was called, and joined the line. Past security, everyone was just another traveller with a destination. No one here knew she was leaving her life behind. No one here would stop her.

She walked anyway.

*
[image: ]


Hours blurred.

The short flight to Vancouver was cramped legs and recycled air. Nina sat in an aisle seat between a young man in a hoodie who slept with his head tilted back and a retired couple who debated the merits of beaches in Mexico versus Cuba like it was a moral question.

She didn’t take out her laptop. She’d already replied to the urgent client email back at the gate in Toronto, keeping her tone steady and her timeline intact. Up here, she let herself do nothing. No explanations. No polishing. No pretending. Just existing between places.

In Vancouver, she walked the length of the terminal during her layover, just to feel her legs under her again. The airport was all glass and distant mountains, the gift shops full of maple leaves and fleece jackets. She bought water and a coffee that tasted faintly burnt, then found a seat by a window and watched planes taxi slowly across the airfield.

Every so often she checked her phone. A string of messages from her mother. A photo her father had sent of himself looking stern but proud. Quick reactions from two friends she’d finally told last week.

No message from her ex.

He knew she was leaving. She’d sent him a straightforward email about the tenant, the lease, the building management contact.

He’d replied with one line.

Sounds good. Thanks for handling.

The kind of email you sent to a former coworker. Efficient. Polite. Finished.

She turned her phone over and left it face down on her lap.

When they finally boarded the long-haul flight to Taipei, she found a window seat. Night had settled over Vancouver. Runway lights lined up in rows like patient eyes. As the plane lifted, the city fell away beneath her into clusters of white and yellow lights, highways like thin ropes, the dark smear of water at the edge.

Clouds swallowed the view. The seatbelt light pinged off. The cabin settled into the low murmur of an overnight flight.

She slept in patches. Woke to the clink of a meal cart. Ate something too salty from a plastic tray. Drifted off again. At one point she cracked the window shade and saw only darkness and the faint glow of wingtip lights, the world reduced to a few points of certainty.

Between sleep and waking, her mind offered images without permission. Her husband’s hand resting lightly on another woman’s shoulder. Her mother tying her shoelaces on a Toronto winter morning. Her own face in a mirror, eyes tired, jaw held too tight.

She let them come and go.

By the time they descended into Taipei’s early morning haze, she felt wrung out in a way that wasn’t dramatic. Just emptied, like something had been poured out slowly over months and now there was less left to hold.

The final leg from Taipei to Denpasar was easier somehow. Shorter. The cabin filled with a different energy: holiday clothes, sunhats, the faint sweetness of coconut lotion. Behind her, someone in Australian English talked about surf breaks. Across the aisle, an older couple flipped through a guidebook, murmuring about temples.

Her laptop was tucked under the seat in front of her, her freelance life condensed into one slim rectangle of metal. In the months ahead she would answer emails from café tables and guesthouse desks, fit wireframes between temples and jet lag and whatever each new city asked of her. Her clients didn’t need the details. They only needed the deliverables.

As the plane began to descend, the captain’s voice crackled over the speakers, first in English, then Bahasa Indonesia.

Outside the window, the clouds thinned. A deep, impossible blue appeared, then patches of green, then the sharp line of coastline. The ocean was brighter than any photo, turquoise in a way that looked edited even in real life.

Nina pressed her forehead lightly to the glass. Her breath fogged it for a second and vanished.

She hadn’t backed out.

The plane dipped lower. Roads appeared. Clusters of red-tiled roofs. Palm trees scattered like punctuation. The light was different here, thicker and warmer, almost golden. Her heart thudded once, twice, then found a steadier rhythm.

The tires kissed the runway. A jolt, then the familiar roar and deceleration, the soft collective exhale of hundreds of people returning to gravity.

“Welcome to Denpasar, Bali,” a flight attendant said. “The local time is just after 2 PM, and the temperature outside is twenty-nine degrees Celsius. We hope you enjoy your stay.”

Nina closed her eyes for a heartbeat and let the words land.

When she opened them, the plane was already taxiing toward the terminal. People stood, yanked bags from overhead compartments, complained softly, laughed, stretched. The cabin bell chimed.

Not long ago she’d been in a winter condo watching a screen blink confirmation.

Now she reached down for her backpack, feeling the weight of the laptop, her passport, her whole scrambled life packed tight.

Her legs trembled slightly when she stood. Not fear exactly. Not excitement either. Something prickly and awake.

She followed the line of passengers into the aisle, shuffled forward, heat already seeping in through the open door ahead.

And when she stepped off the plane, the first breath of thick, warm air caught her off guard.

It smelled like jet fuel and humidity and something sweet she couldn’t yet name.

Nina adjusted her backpack strap, squared herself for whatever waited beyond immigration and baggage carousels and taxi drivers calling out prices.

“Okay,” she whispered to herself. “Let’s see what you do now.”
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Bali

Indonesia

By the time Nina stepped through the sliding glass doors at Ngurah Rai airport, the heat met her like a hand placed flat on her chest.

Not aggressive. Just immediate. Dense. Wet. As if the air had weight here and didn’t bother pretending otherwise.

The heat arrived before the luggage. It clung to her skin, insistent. She drank water too fast, then not fast enough, already doing the quiet math of jet lag and dehydration. At the bathroom sink, she splashed her face and checked herself the way she always did on the first day somewhere new. Not for beauty. Just for coherence. Am I upright? Am I fed? Can I think?

Outside the barrier, scooters swarmed the curb in steady streams. Horns chirped and snapped and called to each other in rhythms she couldn’t translate. Drivers lined up behind a low rail holding signs made from cardboard and marker. Mr. John. Smith Family. Yoga Group. Names that meant nothing to her.

She adjusted the backpack strap digging into one shoulder and stared at the suitcase at her feet like it might offer instructions.

A man in a blue shirt stepped forward and nodded at her suitcase. “Taxi? Where you go?”

“Canggu,” she said. The word came out softer than she intended, rounded by fatigue and the sudden awareness of her own voice.

He didn’t blink. “Three hundred fifty thousand.”

Nina froze on the number. It sounded huge. It could have been a bargain or a scam or a test she hadn’t studied for. Her phone buzzed in her pocket with a roaming notification. She didn’t even look. She’d promised herself she would deal with data later, when she had Wi-Fi and a clearer head.

Too tired to be polite, and too tired to be careful.

She could feel the familiar reflex rise—be easy, don’t slow things down—like it was a form of manners. It was how small mistakes happened: not through danger, through fatigue. Even her own voice sounded borrowed for a second.

She heard herself say, “Too much. Dua ratus?”

She’d practiced the numbers on the plane the way she used to practice presentation lines before meetings, tracing them with her finger on the edge of a magazine. She didn’t know if her accent mangled it. She didn’t care.

He laughed, like this was a game he’d played a thousand times. “Tiga ratus. Good price.”

She did the conversion in her head, slow and clumsy. It landed somewhere around twenty-five Canadian dollars. Less than a short ride to Pearson, on a good day. For once, she let good enough be enough.

“Okay,” she said. “Tiga ratus.”

He lifted her large suitcase as if it weighed nothing and gestured for her to follow. Nina carried the backpack, sweat starting at her hairline before she even reached the car.

The interior smelled like artificial citrus and something smoky, incense or old air freshener. As they pulled into traffic, the world outside smeared into movement. Scooters with riders in sandals. Families balanced on one motorbike like it was normal physics. Trucks piled high with sacks of something she couldn’t identify. Roadside shrines tucked into corners, each with fresh flowers.

Every few hundred meters, small offering baskets sat on the ground. Palm-leaf trays holding rice, petals, sometimes a cookie or a cigarette, as if the city itself needed feeding in tiny increments.

He honked twice and swerved gently around a dog sleeping in the middle of the lane, unbothered, as if the road belonged to the dog and the cars were the guests.

“You first time Bali?” he asked.

“Yes,” Nina said.

“From where?”

“Canada,” she replied. 

“Far.”

“Yes,” she said. “Far.”

He didn’t ask why. He didn’t ask how long. The questions she’d braced for didn’t come. They drove mostly in silence after that, gamelan music ticking softly from the radio, all chimes and small percussion like someone moving carefully around glass.

The concrete sprawl near the airport gave way, slowly, to green. Rice fields appeared between buildings, bright squares divided by narrow paths. A man in a conical hat stood ankle-deep in water, bent over new shoots.

Something in Nina’s chest loosened by a notch, as if her body had been holding itself tight for the entire flight and had only now been given permission to unclench.
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Her guesthouse was down a lane barely wider than the car. The walls on either side were damp with moss. The driver stopped in front of a gate with a hand-painted sign: Sea Breeze Homestay.

A woman stepped out to meet her, slender, hair in a neat bun, long dress that looked like it would stay cool in any weather. She smiled with her hands pressed together, as if greeting mattered here.

“Hello, welcome,” she said. “You are Nina?”

“Yes.” Nina forced her face into what she hoped was a normal smile and not the stretched, exhausted version she’d worn through airports. “Hi.”

“I am Ayu,” the woman said. Her voice was soft but steady. “Come, I show you your room.”

They walked through a narrow courtyard. A small shrine sat in one corner; bright flowers laid carefully on its steps. A shallow pool held water lilies. Somewhere above them, a gecko clicked, sharp and insistent, like punctuation.

Nina’s room was simple in a way that felt intentional. White walls. A double bed with a mosquito net draped over it like a tent. A small desk under a window. A bathroom with smooth concrete walls and a showerhead that looked like it had been attached as an afterthought. On the bed, two towels had been folded into something vaguely swan shaped.

“It’s beautiful,” Nina said, and meant it.

“You stay one month, ya?” Ayu asked. “We clean every three days. Breakfast here.” She pointed to a small table on the veranda outside, then to a laminated menu hanging on the wall. “You choose: pancake, nasi goreng, omelette.”

Nina stared at the list as if it were an exam. “Pancake is... okay?”

Ayu nodded once, as if the decision had been made properly. “Tomorrow, pancake. Today you rest. Wi-Fi password there.” She pointed to a paper taped beside the desk. “If you need SIM card, scooter, anything, you tell me. I know a shop.”

“Thank you,” Nina said. She tried, “Terima kasih.”

Ayu’s smile widened at the effort. “Sama-sama. Welcome to Canggu.”

When the door clicked shut behind her, the silence that filled the room was different from Toronto’s emptiness. Not hollow. Not echoing. A soft, humming quiet. Outside, a motorbike passed in the lane. Water splashed as someone rinsed something in the courtyard. A bird called out in a sound she didn’t recognize.

Nina dropped her backpack on the floor and sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped under her with a faint sigh.

Her brain flicked automatically through its list, like it was trying to prove it could still run the old program.

Message Mom.

Email clients.

Shower.

Exchange money.

SIM card.

Figure out how to not get hit by a scooter.

She pulled her phone out. Messages blinked immediately.

Mãe: Already checking flight tracker. You are between Vancouver and the ocean. Eat something.

Another: Send picture when you land. Make sure the place is clean.

Nina typed: Landed. Guesthouse is beautiful. Will call later once I shower and find my face again. She attached a photo of the bed and the towel swan.

The reply arrived fast.

Too small for husband and children. Perfect for beginning.

Nina let out a breath that might have been a laugh.

She opened her email. One client had sent a thumbs-up and a short line: Travel safe. Another asked if she could squeeze in a redesign next month.

The old reflex lifted its head. Say yes. Be useful. Fill the empty space so it couldn’t fill you.

Her thumb hovered. Then moved to the three dots instead.

Mark as unread.

Future Nina could decide how much of her year she wanted to sell back to her old life.

She showered under lukewarm water, pressure weak but enough. A tiny lizard skittered across the bathroom wall and clung to the ceiling, delicate feet splayed, completely at home.

When she lay down afterward, hair damp, fan whirring overhead, she meant only to close her eyes for ten minutes.

She woke to roosters and golden light slanting through the curtain, as if the day had already begun without waiting for her permission.
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Pancakes arrived as promised.

Ayu knocked gently and set a plate on the veranda table: two thin pancakes with banana slices, honey, a cup of coffee darker than what Nina was used to.

“How you sleep?” Ayu asked, leaning lightly against the post.

“Like a dead person,” Nina said automatically, then winced. “I mean. Very well. Thank you.”

Ayu laughed. “Good. Today you explore? Beach is that way. Five-minute walk. Many cafés. Many laptop people.”

Laptop people. The phrase made Nina smile despite herself.

“I’ll go to the beach first,” Nina said. “Then I’ll work later.”

“You can work at café,” Ayu added. “Everybody do now. Very modern.”

The mock-serious way she said it warmed something in Nina’s chest, small and unexpected.

After breakfast, Nina changed into the lightest clothes she had: linen shorts, tank top, sandals. She stepped out into the lane and into the already-thick air.

The street was a collage. Surf rentals. Cafés with big glass fronts where people sat behind laptops like they were in offices that happened to serve coconut water. Boutiques selling dresses designed to be worn once at sunset. Small warungs with plastic chairs and hand-painted menus.

When she reached Batu Bolong Beach, the noise changed.

Scooters faded under waves. The sand was darker than she’d imagined, soft and hot. The ocean stretched wide in blue-grey sheets, broken into sets of waves that peeled in regular lines. People dotted the water like small silhouettes waiting for their turn: paddling, catching, falling.

A cluster of surfboards leaned against a wooden stand under a faded umbrella. A man sat in the shade with a notebook and a bottle of water, watching the water like it might tell him something useful.

He looked up as Nina approached.

“Morning,” he said. His English was fluent but lightly accented, the rhythm different from Canadian speech. “You want board? Lesson?”

Up close, he looked like the surf-town cliché and then something more real. Early thirties. Sun-lightened hair that had grown out of what was probably once a neat cut. Tanned skin. A white T-shirt gone slightly transparent at the collar with salt. Pale scars on his knees. His eyes were grey blue, like winter light on Lake Ontario, but warmer.

Nina shook her head quickly. “Oh, no. I don’t... surf.”

“No one does until they do,” he said, as if it were a fact, not a pitch. He leaned back in his chair, front legs tipping in the sand. “First time in Bali?”

“Yes,” she said. “Is it obvious?”

He glanced at her sandals and the careful distance she kept from where the waves reached. His mouth curved. “A little.”

The smile wasn’t sales. It was easy, like he was smiling at the joke they were both in on: the new arrival who didn’t know what to do with her hands.

“You can sit and watch,” he said, nodding at the water. “Best way to arrive.”

“I thought walking was the best way,” Nina said.

“That also,” he agreed. “Walk, watch, breathe. Same thing.”

Nina didn’t ask his name. She didn’t offer hers. It felt oddly comforting, this anonymity. She nodded once, slipped off her sandals, and stepped onto the sand.

The water rushed over her toes, warmer than she expected, almost gentle. Her mind tried to build a list again, but the
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