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			Advance Praise for 
Vineyard Melody

			“Vineyard Melody is a harrowing story of escaping a toxic marriage, but more than that it’s a powerful testament of following one’s dream, especially when that dream leads to the French wine country. Namratha Stanley is a marvelous storyteller and hers is a story we can all toast! Santé!”

			—Susan Blumberg-Kason, author of Bernardine’s Shanghai Salon and Good Chinese Wife 

			“Namratha’s story is so inspirational, so real, and written from the heart. Forget about Eat, Pray, Love…and drink in the world, fight for your future. Her journey is a battle cry to all women—no matter what country they are from. She is brave, strong, and her voice sings off the page. She brings us, the reader, on an emotional ride from Bangalore to Bordeaux with many twists along the way. No spoilers... But, ultimately , her story is about a mother’s love for her daughter and doing whatever it takes to create/blend a new beautiful life…one grape at a time. Cheers! Raise a glass! To Namratha! Cheers to new starts and second chances!”

			—Samantha Verant, author of Seven Letters From Paris, The Lucky Widow, and The Private Chef 

			“I’ve never read a story like this one. The author’s life within a stifling marriage in India, and her literal journey to break free, is only part of the book. She arrives in Bordeaux, France, determined to start over and then send for her daughter, who’s still in India. I rooted for her as she rescued her daughter as she learned the wine business and eventually became an international success in that field. This is a wonderful read, with plenty for book clubs to discuss as well.”

			—Gabi Coatsworth, author of Love’s Journey Home, 
A Beginner’s Guide to Starting Over, and 
A Field Guide to Library Ghosts

			“This memoir is a reminder that even in the darkest moments, a new beginning is possible—and in Namratha’s case, in the world of French wine. People love to know the story behind the wine label—but few stories are as inspiring as Namratha Stanley’s. From an abusive home to personal freedom, she uncorks a tale of strength, hope and second chances. Be sure to pour yourself a glass of Solicantus to toast her success.”

			—Suzanne Mustacich, author of Thirsty Dragon, 
co-host of The Wine Podcast and Wine Voices 

			“A story of resilience and reinvention. A woman who dared to dream beyond the borders she was born into and reinvent herself in the sun-soaked vineyards of France. A gorgeously told story to sip and savour.”

			—Janice MacLeod, author of Paris Letters

			“From a restrictive and abusive marriage to the enchanting world of wine and vineyards, Namratha Stanley’s memoir is a powerful story of resilience, strength, and the unbreaking love of a mother.” 

			—Lyn Liao Butler, bestselling author of 
The Fourth Daughter 

			“Namratha Stanley humanizes the wine industry, offering a peek into the darkest cellars, historic vineyards, and esteemed auctions. But the delight of such a life is tinged with trauma and struggle, which she ultimately, happily, triumphs through.”

			—Amy Thomas, author of Paris, My Sweet and Brooklyn In Love

			“What price would you pay for love? In Vineyard Melody, Namratha Stanley searches for freedom as she grapples with her controlling husband and her in-laws’ expectations and strict rules. Trapped in traditional married life in India, her wings were clipped—but when she immerses herself in Bordeaux’s wine community, she sprouts a vibrant new set of feathers and learns how to soar on her own. Moving and inspiring, Stanley proves it’s never too late to reinvent yourself and live life on your own terms.”

			—Kristin Vuković, award-winning author of 
The Cheesemaker’s Daughter

			“All expat stories I know are tales of radical reinvention—Nam’s more than most. She has found her voice through winemaking. Readers will admire her courage and passion.” 

			—Elizabeth Bard, author of Lunch in Paris, 
Picnic in Provence, and Dinner Chez Moi 

			“I have read many memoirs of survival and transformation, but few have moved me like Vineyard Melody—a story of a mother who fled twelve years of violence in Bangalore to build a wine business in Bordeaux’s vineyards, all while separated from the daughter she was fighting to save. What strikes me most is the impossible mathematics of her sacrifice: four years apart, learning French in secret, entering a male-dominated industry as a woman of color, all to create a life worth bringing her child home to. Namratha’s voice carries both the weight of those who came before her—women who couldn’t escape—and the fierce hope of those who will come after. This book is not simply a memoir—it is a gift of courage, a light for those still searching for their way forward, and a testament to the power of love and perseverance.”

			—Kiersten Hathcock, co-founder of the National Institute for Law and Justice, award-winning 
entrepreneur, and author of Little Voices
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			For my daughter, Shloka—

			&

			For every woman who has ever felt trapped, silenced, or unseen—

			This book is for you. May it remind you that you are stronger than you know, that freedom is always possible, and that your story is worth telling. Your journey, no matter how difficult, holds the power to change not only your life but the world around you.

			&

			For the men who uplift us, support us and believe in us—

			Thank you for standing by our side. Your respect, kindness, and belief in our strength undoubtedly make our world a better place.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			“A real connoisseur does not drink wine, but tastes of its secrets.”

			—Salvador Dalí
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			Author’s Note

			A few years back, I embarked on a beautiful journey of writing this memoir. I didn’t know where to begin or how to give voice to all that life had unfolded before me. I knew in my heart that I must write. With time, this book became my space for reflection and healing. I hope that in these pages, you find echoes of your own story and, perhaps, a reminder that we are all artists of our own lives, capable of shaping even the darkest moments into something meaningful.

			This book is based on my personal experiences and recollections. While every effort has been made to convey the emotional truth of my journey, memory is inherently subjective, and different people may remember the same events differently.

			To protect the privacy of individuals, I have changed names and altered or omitted some identifying details. I’ve condensed timelines so this book doesn’t become a thousand and one pages. Certain scenes have been reconstructed or condensed for narrative clarity and flow, but the essence of my experiences remains intact. Conversations have been paraphrased based on how I remember them. I don’t intend to harm or defame any individual in these pages. It is a deeply personal account of my life, written from my perspective, and is shared in the hope that it may offer support, inspiration and solidarity to others.

			This memoir is not only a window into my world but a testament to my struggles, my successes, and my transformation, which has led me from the lowest point of my life to self-discovery and freedom. Thank you for taking the time to walk this path with me.

			—Namratha Stanley

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Prologue

			Tom Mullen watched as I poured my wine into two Riedel glasses. I placed the bottle back on the garden table, but this time closer to him, so he could inspect it. The golden swirl on the label glittered in the bright afternoon sun. I smiled. It had taken me a good four months to design the label and give it a fitting name. I then glanced at the paper on my lap, prepared for possible questions the American journalist would ask.

			Why did you choose France? Why not America or any other country?

			It was not just for the love of Monet, Louis de Funès, or the sexy president Macron that I had moved. The country was fueled by a combination of the best cheese, bread, and, of course, wine. Its architecture and landscapes were a sort of drug that mesmerized and haunted me, even in my dreams.

			Oh, and I couldn’t forget the most vital reason: Liberté.

			Freedom.

			Or would I confess that I had voluntarily loved and married someone who had turned my life into a living hell for more than a decade? That, against the expectations of his family and culture, I had decided to save myself?

			“Are you ready?” Tom asked as he held his phone close to me.

			I wasn’t ready. I would never be. I was about to discuss my most painful memories—ones that I had buried in a trunk and thrown into the far end of the ocean.

			“Yes,” I said, brushing my fears aside.

			“Three, two, one, and start,” he said and pressed the record button. “Namratha, your journey is very inspiring. Could you tell me what made you leave India to become a wine entrepreneur in France?”

			I took a deep breath and began.

			***

			That evening, when I returned to my apartment, I was exhausted. I dropped my tasting bag on the floor and sat next to it. Shloka’s photo was hanging on the wall to my right. I looked at her as doubts flooded my mind. Would I be able to make up for all those years without my daughter? Would I be able to rebuild my bond with her? We spoke daily, but it was not the same as living together. She had just turned thirteen, and I could sense that her hormones were all over the place. I was balancing being a friend and a mother from five thousand miles away. But how would it be in real life?

			I’ll find out in a week, I thought, and smiled.

			I had waited four long years to move her to Bordeaux, but this last bit of waiting was making me impatient. As for Shloka, would she be shocked to meet the new me? She had seen me as a haggard-looking mom who had no skills outside of cooking, cleaning, and chauffeuring. Now I was forty, with a new wine business that made me optimistic in a very exciting way. I looked trim and confident in my business suits.

			Wine had changed me entirely. I felt uninterested in conversations if they weren’t about wine. My library consisted of books that spoke only about wine. My cellar housed nothing but wine. I couldn’t think of any other gifts to give people on special occasions. I was living in the world’s most beautiful region, far away from my husband, Moksh. I had dared to take one bold step, and I had broken free. This was my reward. The universe had laid a beautiful path in front of me.

			In the corner, an easel was mounted with a large white canvas. The time was perfect. I quickly inspected the wine bottle in my tasting bag. There was a little left after the interview with Tom.

			This should do, I thought as I grabbed the bottle, stood, and went to the kitchen, turning on the radio on the way. I took a glass from the shelf and emptied the wine into it before returning to the living room. The radio was now playing “La Vie en rose” by Édith Piaf. The mélange of her voice, a glass of red, and a blank canvas felt magical.

			I drew a curved line from one end of the canvas to the other. After a sip of wine, I dipped the thinnest brush into the golden oil paint and ran it along the same line. It left a beautiful, glittery trail. Then I blended magenta with a tiny dash of black. It became the same color as the liquid in my glass. I stroked the canvas, swirling the thick Leonardo brush next to the golden line. Finally, the wine label that I had designed was coming alive on canvas.

			Soon my eyes began to droop. I looked at the clock. It was almost 4:00am.

			I should go to bed, I thought, then perked up when I remembered that tomorrow would be another day closer to being with Shloka. I smiled, stepped back, and took one last look at my painting.

			***

			The next day, I was awakened by the buzzing of my phone. It was Tom. I sat up and rubbed my eyes before answering.

			“Namratha, good morning. Your interview is up on Forbes.”

			“What do you mean, Forbes?” I asked.

			It can’t be, I thought with a start. Surely he wasn’t referring to the magazine that featured CEOs and billionaires?

			“I’ve sent you the link. Take a look,” he said.

			I thanked him, hung up, and quickly clicked on the link he had sent.

			“How This Woman from India Created a French Wine Label,” the title read.

			“Oh my God, I’m in Forbes!” I exclaimed to the empty room.

			I hadn’t realized Tom was interviewing me for an article on Forbes. He had only mentioned that he wrote for a lifestyle magazine. I tried to let the news sink in, but how could my brain process this piece of information? I was sleep deprived. My eyes were groggy. My body, covered in pink pajamas, wanted to sink back into the cozy comforter. Instead, I resisted, threw back the blanket, and jumped out of bed.

			My mind must be playing tricks on me, I thought as I walked into the living room. Only famous people are in Forbes.

			I sat on the couch and opened the link again. It was real. I was in Forbes.

			Suddenly, it dawned on me that Moksh would probably read this interview. Would he regret losing me? Or would he plot against me?

			On the bright side, if it were not for him, I wouldn’t be here. He was a perfect example of a man who’d torment you until you harnessed the inner strength you didn’t even know you had. Then you’d save yourself and achieve things you never dreamed of.

			In the article, Tom had beautifully captured my strength and determination to succeed, despite my obstacles. I read on.

			“‘In the initial stage of marriage, they asked me not to work. But I said, can I study? My husband was okay with the idea of me being a student. He said that it was not for him to decide but I needed to ask permission from his parents.’”

			I closed my eyes and journeyed back to my earlier life, then further back to my childhood in India. It flashed across my mind like a movie trailer.

			***

			The late summer of 1988 ushered in balmy days in the little town of Pondicherry, India. My memories are filled with the sounds of lush waves, shrieks of excited children, and flocks of cawing birds wheeling far above the sea.

			During school break, my sister, Megha, and I were packed up and shipped off to our aunt’s, who lived by the sea with her husband and two children, Sara and Raghav. Little Sara was the crowning achievement in the family. Unlike most couples during those times, Aunt Anitha and Uncle Daniel had longed for a girl. Almost a decade after their first child, Raghav, was born, the family welcomed a tiny miracle: Sara.

			If Aunt Anitha wasn’t at the nearby school teaching, she would be baking delicious cakes for us. Uncle Daniel would take us down to the beach and let us play as long as the sun shone bright.

			On one such evening, we walked along with our colorful sand kits. It was a day I would never forget. Our little feet raced up and down the shore, gathering seashells in small buckets. When the heat became unbearable, we dove into the cooling sea, tumbling and falling against the force of the crashing waves. I remember a giant wave suddenly knocked me over, stinging my eyes. I coughed heavily as I tried to expel the salty water from my mouth. I retreated and started to build sandcastles on dry land.

			“Let’s go, kids! Pack up!” Aunt Anitha soon announced.

			She had finished icing her cake and had come to take us back to her home. Megha helped Uncle Daniel collect buckets and spades that were scattered around.

			The light dimmed by the minute, and I knew darkness would soon fall. It was time to return home, eat, rest, then come back again the next day. But my eight-year-old soul wanted nothing more than to stay longer at the beach.

			I glanced at my cousin Raghav, still close to the water. His gaze was fixed on something at his feet. What was he staring at? Then he beckoned to me.

			I stood, dusted the sand off myself, then walked toward him, straining to see what he pointed at. Something had washed ashore. It looked like a bag.

			When closer, I finally saw what had caught his attention. Next to his feet lay a small figure.

			I threw my hands to my cheeks and gasped with delight. “A doll!”

			Her little face shone in the dim light. I picked her up, then dropped her instantly. My heart sank at the sight of her bloated belly and discolored skin. A clip was fastened to her umbilical cord. I looked at my cousin as my mind raced and my pulse quickened. He nodded to confirm what I feared.

			How could this happen? Who would kill a baby? Tears welled in my eyes and spilled onto my cheeks. This was terrible. I ran to inform my aunt and uncle. Uncle Daniel went to inspect, but a big wave soon swallowed the corpse. Aunt Anitha took us back home.

			***

			Later that evening, as we gathered at the table for dinner, we discussed the gruesome discovery that had left us all in shock.

			“She was so beautiful,” I said. “I thought she was a doll.”

			“Her face was calm, like she was in deep sleep,” Raghav added.

			Aunt Anitha was pale. “Unfortunately, this is common practice. Sad, but true.”

			Tears filled my eyes again. Common? My heart was breaking. All I could do was sit helplessly with my hands in my lap.

			She continued. “None of the authorities have managed to crack down on sex-selective abortions, and no hospitals are held responsible for dumping little bodies into the sea. It’s horrible.”

			“I wish she was alive. We could have brought her back home, and I would have a sister,” said Sara in a sorrowful voice.

			“Aunty Anitha, if we had found the baby sooner, could we have saved her life?” Megha asked.

			I looked at Aunt Anitha, who didn’t respond. I couldn’t read her expression.

			Uncle Daniel finally put down his newspaper and came to join us for dinner as his wife ladled a delectable vegetable curry over the hot, steaming rice on our plates. I had forgotten how hungry I was until I inhaled the aroma of curry. I only hoped I could stomach the food after what I had experienced that day. I sat up and tried to push the memory of what I’d seen out of my mind as I began to eat. When my uncle spoke, I knew he was trying to lighten the mood and change the subject.

			“Do you all want to go to Auroville tomorrow?” he asked as he took another serving.

			“I want a baby sister to play with.” Sara wasn’t going to let anyone dissuade her from her thoughts.

			“Why would someone hurt a little baby?” Raghav asked.

			Aunt Anitha looked at Uncle Daniel.

			“Maybe it was a ghost,” Sara gasped. “It must be the work of Annabelle the evil doll! She doesn’t like babies.”

			“She’s right behind you,” Raghav shouted as he grabbed the back of her neck. We all shrieked and laughed, momentarily forgetting the reality that had forced us to stray far from our childish comfort. Uncle Daniel shushed us.

			“Annabelle?” Aunt Anitha said. “There’s no such thing as Annabelle—or ghosts, for that matter. It’s the work of some heartless people who sadly discard unwanted babies into the sea.”

			“Unwanted? Who wouldn’t want a little baby girl?” I said in disbelief. It was unthinkable to even hear the word “unwanted.” We were, of course, living in a different world, far from the harsh realities of life.

			Sara began to cry. Uncle Daniel soon took her in his arms and comforted her.

			“Why would a baby be unwanted?” Megha asked again, growing anxious.

			“It’s unfortunate that some parents do not want to have a baby girl. They think a girl is a burden and a lifelong responsibility.”

			“What?” the three of us chorused.

			“But our parents didn’t do that, and we’re girls,” I said.

			“That’s right. This kind of thing happens in some towns and villages. It is less frequent in the city. A girl brings a ton of value to the family, but some don’t understand that. They perceive a girl as more of a problem than a source of joy. You are all too young to understand this now.” She sighed. “But you must remember, in spite of it all, the world is still a beautiful place.”

			We nodded. Right then, nothing seemed beautiful to me.

			“Now, who wants some delicious mango ice cream for dessert?” Aunt Anitha asked, again trying to lighten the mood.

			***

			Over the next few years, I didn’t bother with questions, as I was too busy living my childhood, but I hadn’t forgotten. Then, as I grew older, the veracity of that memory became starker and couldn’t be brushed aside. In everyday life, I observed the social boundaries placed upon women, the hardships of mothers, and the prejudices against girls. The disparities bothered me, the social norms bewildered me, and the memory saddened me.

			Over time, I understood why a girl’s life was less valued. She would be a liability, and her safety would be a burden to her family, so she would be married off young—sometimes to a man much older than her. Her life skills were taught in the kitchen. School was an option for a few, but never a necessity.

			Huge sums of money and gifts had to be paid as dowry so she could start the journey of being a wife, a personified slave to her husband and his family. If she did produce only girls for her beloved husband, it was her fault, never his. She then would be labelled a curse to the family—and in many villages, even banished. Her parents would be shamed for producing an incapable and unfit daughter.

			A son was glorious. He would work to bring back earnings and carry the family name forward.

			Who sets these norms? Why? When and where did all of this begin? Was it because the Bible said Eve was made to keep Adam company? And Eve was the perpetrator, who offered the forbidden apple to Adam? Or was it because, through evolution, men were physically stronger, and thereby played the role of guarding and hunting, while women stayed home to cook and care for children?

			Did this lead to more power in the hands of men, while subordination became the fate of women? Haven’t times changed? Hasn’t there been a paradigm shift? Haven’t the roles evolved? Shouldn’t the thinking change?

			I’m Namratha, and this is my story.
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			Chapter 1

			The Wedding

			Bangalore, India

			October 2004

			They say marriages are made in heaven. Mine too, maybe, had been decided there and destined to take place on Earth in a magnificent Hindu temple in the city of Bangalore in India. Every stone laid there could tell a story of a couple who began their journey of togetherness. Our story was next. The priest had consulted the position of the stars and chosen an auspicious day and time to unite us. This was it. My big day!

			I was rushed to the dressing room to be draped in a saree. My two best friends, Susan and Pooja, walked by my side, and my sister, Megha, led the way. In the corner of a hall, a man stood on the last step of the tallest ladder I had ever seen. He was decorating walls ornately with orange and yellow marigold flowers, symbols of good fortune. A teakwood mandap elaborately decorated with white roses sat in the middle of the grand hall. Moksh and I were to walk around the fire and tie the knot later that day. The noise from all the final preparations was drowned out by the melodies that came from the musical instruments—nadhaswaram and thavil—played live by the best maestros, who were commissioned by my father. They sat on an elevated platform at the far end of the room. No South Indian marriage was complete without their music. I had witnessed many such weddings since I was little—it was hard to believe that it was finally my turn.

			Like a typical South Indian bride, I dressed in a beautiful red Kanchivaram silk saree adorned with gold weavings. The previous night’s henna had cast its magic and left beautiful dark brown designs deep in my skin. Susan and Pooja hung necklaces around my neck and attached matching jhumkas to my ears. My sister, Megha, carefully slid glass bangles that I had chosen from an old bangle seller’s trunk onto my wrists.

			“Ouch,” I said as the hairdresser tugged on my hair.

			She had braided it and was trying to roll fresh jasmine flowers around it. My mother, Ambika, placed a red dot—a bindi—on the middle of my forehead. It symbolized the Indian woman. She then covered my head with a traditional red and gold organza chunri.

			“Ambika,” a voice called from afar.

			“Coming,” my mother shouted, wiping the sweat off her temples with a tissue.

			Just before hurrying out of the room, she paused, took a long look at me, and kissed my forehead.

			“Darling, you look nothing short of an Indian goddess.”

			“Thanks, Mom,” I said and smiled.

			The hairdresser held a mirror in front of me. I peered into it with amazement. I couldn’t believe this day had arrived. I was finally marrying the man of my dreams: Moksh.

			Moksh and I had met at a family event and fallen in love. I wasn’t sure if it was his bewitching smile or his charming ways that had captivated me. I felt special every time his deep, dark hazel eyes looked at me and celebrated my existence. I found him very attractive. With Moksh, life was fun and adventurous. He would take me to new places, sometimes sneaking me out of my parents’ home to a nightclub, swinging me to the beats until dawn. Moksh had recently started working for his father, but he made sure he spent his evenings and weekends with me. We discussed everything: our jobs, our dream house, our children’s names, their schooling, our grandkids, our retirement, and countless other things.

			As I walked to the mandap accompanied by my parents, I spotted Moksh. He was dressed in a white silk dhoti with thinly woven golden borders tied around his waist. A similar-colored shirt and a silk scarf complemented his light brown skin. The princely white and gold turban that sat on his head made me giggle. It was the first time that I had seen him in traditional dress.

			When we reached the mandap, the priest asked us to sit facing each other with a fire between us on a platform, under a pavilion. Suddenly, I felt anxiousness take over me as scenes from the previous month flashed across my mind.

			“After we marry, will you see me off when I go to work every morning, like my mother does for my father?” Moksh asked.

			I laughed and said, “Only if my job allows that.”

			After four years of hospitality studies, I looked for a job. A well-reputed five-star hotel chain offered me a position in Delhi, but I declined it and looked for work in Bangalore in order to stay closer to Moksh. I loved him deeply, and I would never let anything or anyone keep us apart.

			Soon, I succeeded in another interview and landed a job as a junior chef in a hotel close to home. The salary was decent. I was elated. I broke the news to Moksh, but he had different plans.

			“I’m going to speak to my parents about us this evening. We both are twenty-four. It’s about time we tied the knot.”

			I hugged Moksh. I couldn’t be happier. It was easy to see our future together. I had a job, and I was marrying the man I loved. Life looked perfect from every angle.

			Both our families readily accepted our decision to wed, as we were distant cousins and had the same circle of relatives on my mother’s side. After a few exchanges, the heads of our families decided that the wedding would take place in a few months. My mother got busy with shopping for sarees and jewelry; my father did the rounds to finalize the venue and the caterers.

			One evening, just a month before the wedding, my parents met Moksh’s parents to discuss the last few arrangements. When they returned home, they seemed disturbed and had a worried look on their faces.

			“I cannot believe that they would do this at the last minute,” my mother fretted.

			“What happened?” I asked, feeling nervous.

			“They do not want you to work after marriage,” my father, Arvind, replied.

			During the conversations at Moksh’s house, Patil had disclosed to my parents that he would not ask for any dowry or gifts, but in turn, he wanted a stay-at-home daughter-in-law. My parents were upset. The wedding was so close. The invitations had gone out. All the shopping was done. Advances had been paid to the caterers, musicians, priests, and others.

			“That’s impossible!” I waved my hand in disbelief.

			“They are being unreasonable,” my father ranted. “I don’t trust them anymore.”

			“Financial independence is very important, sweetie. You will feel secure and free when you earn for yourself. My time was different, but you shouldn’t give into pressure.”

			My mother’s words made sense. She and my father had fallen in love and married in a different era. While my father worked, my mother stayed home to care for my sister and me. She was smart and intelligent but felt undervalued, leaving her frustrated throughout her life.

			Both my parents knew how deeply I loved Moksh. They knew I would be devastated without him.

			“We are not happy about this, but will support you in whatever decision you take,” my father concluded.

			I knew I had to ask Moksh to convince his parents to let me keep my job.

			After a few days, Vasumati and Patil spoke to me.

			Moksh had tried to negotiate with them about me working. It hadn’t gone very well.

			“Are you sure you want to marry our son?” Patil began. “If you do, then you must not work.”

			“But how would my working affect anyone?” I asked, feeling frustrated.

			“Listen to me carefully. After you marry, we will be responsible for your safety and well-being. It is not in our culture or tradition to let a woman go out to earn. It will bring us shame. Our family has a certain status in this society. Allowing women of the house to work shows that we are weak and incapable of taking care of the vulnerable.”

			“There are thousands of women who go out and work every day. It’s really not dangerous,” I protested.

			 “I can assure you that we will look after you well and provide you with everything. Our son will keep you happy,” Vasumati said as she ran her hand over my head.

			“I understand, and I really appreciate it, but at the same time, I need my identity,” I said, trying to keep my voice from rising. I knew I couldn’t afford to upset my would-be in-laws if I wanted to be with Moksh.

			“Then you will have to rethink about marrying my son. Either you choose to work and give up on this marriage, or you agree and live happily married to Moksh,” Vasumati concluded.

			I felt as though none of this made any sense.

			Later that evening, Moksh consoled me and asked me to consider his parents’ request. He seemed to have changed all of a sudden; he no longer saw how important this job was to me.

			“You’ll be earning peanuts,” he said.

			“It really doesn’t matter. It’s the experience that counts,” I said, feeling positive.

			“Can’t you sacrifice this much for me? My parents are so generous. They are so happy to have you in the family and are making all of the arrangements for our big day. They have accepted you with open arms. We’ll have a beautiful life together, I promise.”

			I loved him very much, but I couldn’t bear to see myself in the role of a housewife. I imagined long, lonely days of cooking, cleaning, and waiting for Moksh to come home from work.

			“I’ll be happy working, Moksh. It’s better than sitting at home and going crazy.” I paused before continuing. “I only want you and your parents to understand my position and make an exception.”

			I didn’t want to hurt Moksh, but somehow, I felt my insistence would not mix well with the stubborn beliefs I was being forced to accept. I turned around to see Moksh tear up. I had never realized the pain I was causing him.

			“Fine,” he finally relented. “I’ll talk to them after our marriage about the job, since you insist. I’ll tell them you need something to keep yourself busy.”

			Moksh had sounded convincing. However, would he really be able to go against his parents’ wishes after we married? Would this damage his relationship with them? I felt terrible to have put Moksh in a difficult spot. I could not bear to think of a life without him. I hoped he loved me enough to fight for my freedom.

			My thoughts vanished as the priest handed us offerings of puffed rice and clarified butter to throw into the fire while he chanted the mantras. Hindu wedding ceremonies usually have a number of rituals and customs, each emblematic of old traditions. Moksh’s mother, Vasumati, was insistent that all of them were performed, including a ceremony where my parents sat on the floor and washed Moksh’s feet in a large bowl with their hands. Moksh was perched on the chair with an uncomfortable look on his face. I didn’t understand why this was important. Some of these age-old rituals didn’t make sense to me.

			It seemed like the longest morning. I glanced at Moksh, who was struggling to keep his eyes open. The priest finally directed us to stand and handed the holy mangalsutra to Moksh.

			“This thread is a symbol of marital dignity and chastity. It is a promise from a husband to his wife that they will always live happily together,” the priest said, looking at us.

			Moksh smeared kunkum, a red powder at the top of my forehead with his thumb and held up the mangalsutra, a yellow thread painted with curcuma paste featuring a small ornamental golden disc. Once all the ceremonies were performed, this thread would be replaced by a thick gold chain for everyday use. Moksh fastened the holy thread around my neck with three knots.

			The crowd roared and cheered as the drums and trumpet sounded. Moksh and I looked into each other’s eyes, momentarily drowning out the commotion around us. Finally, we were husband and wife.

			The priest then asked us to take the wedding vows by circling around the fire seven times. Moksh held my hand tight while we walked the rounds that symbolized our eternal journey together. The priest chanted once again.

			“May god give you an abundance of food, of strength, of wealth, of happiness, of children, of cattle, and of devotion….”

			He handed us both garlands made of jasmine flowers that we hung around each other’s necks. He then concluded that our marriage was regarded as consecrated and irrevocable because the vows had been taken in front of the fire God.

			Then the evening’s grand reception party began. Blaring lights focused on Moksh and me. We cheerfully stood on an elevated space while five hundred guests walked up to us and wished us a happy life together. The camera had immortalized our memorable day. I was very eager to spend the rest of my life with the one and only man I loved—who loved me equally as much.

			The same evening, I was ceremoniously welcomed into Moksh’s home. His mother, Vasumati, brought out an ornamental plate that contained betel leaves, a red powder called kunkuma, and a burning lamp. Moksh held my hand as his mother moved it around our glowing faces in a circular motion to perform the aarti. Instructed by Vasumati, I kicked a medium-size tumbler of rice grains into the house, splattering it all over the floor. Then I carefully stepped onto a plate that consisted of liquid kunkuma and took a few steps with stained feet to leave red footprints on the ground.

			While I gracefully walked on the white marbled floor, contradictory thoughts reeled through my mind.

			How could I suddenly make this my home? Shouldn’t there be a transition period into this new life?

			I never thought I would have these emotions surface as I walked into Moksh’s house. A feeling of anxiety swept over me that day when I had to bid goodbye to my parents.
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			Chapter 2

			The Family

			Bangalore, India

			November 2004

			Cling, clang, clatter.

			It had been a couple of weeks since I had sacredly stepped into Moksh’s family household, and I could hear the sounds of dishes in the kitchen just below my bedroom. It was six in the morning. Terrified, I jumped out of bed, dressed, and hurried downstairs. The clanking died down as I entered the kitchen.

			“Did you sleep well?” asked Vasumati.

			“I did, thank you.”

			“I’ve decided to make rava upma for today’s breakfast. Here, chop these fine,” Vasumati said in a sweet voice.

			I would give anything not to chop onions so early in the morning, but I had no choice but to obey without a fuss.

			“That wretched cook hasn’t turned up today. I’ll make sure to cut her salary this month. She needs to learn a lesson,” Vasumati fretted, as the morning suprabhātam—a collection of holy hindu hymns—echoed in the background.

			“Here, take these, wash them clean, and then chop the coriander fine—and the tomatoes, too. Cut and dice them small like this.” She demonstrated on the chopping board. I strained to see through the tears from the onions.

			“Rani… Raniii…. Where has this lazy girl disappeared? She was supposed to water the garden and come back to grate coconut by now. Rani… Raniii…. She deserves a beating for this.”

			Vasumati’s voice trailed off as she went looking for Rani, the live-in help. I had watched these types of melodramatic soaps on television and had always believed their scenarios to be exaggerated for entertainment value. But this was real, and I was now a part of it. My mother had managed to feed us without a fuss over the years, so I didn’t quite understand why this kitchen felt like Gordon Ramsay’s Hell’s Kitchen.

			“I hope you have a beautiful baby soon.” Kanakamma, the housekeeper, stopped in the midst of her work and moved her hands in a circular manner on either side of my head, then cracked her knuckles on the sides of her own head in order to give me her blessings.

			“Thank you, Kanakamma.” I blushed.

			“Madam is coming. I better get going.” She sped off to mop the floors of the three-storied building.

			Kanakamma had never been to school. She had worked her entire life in people’s homes earning a meager salary, most of which her parents saved for her dowry. When they married her off, her drunk husband had gambled away all of it. Her life had changed after the birth of her granddaughter. She aspired for her granddaughter what she’d never had: an education. She worked as a housekeeper in five different homes to cover the cost of school fees, struggling hard to give her granddaughter a decent life.

			“I’m so sick of everyone in this house! If I don’t keep an eye on them, nothing will ever get done,” Vasumati’s voice echoed.

			I walked towards the living room in a hope to help calm Vasumati, but stopped when I heard my father-in-law, Patil’s voice.

			“She’s still a young girl, let her be. Why are you yelling at her early in the morning?” 

			I peeped and saw him lighting a lamp in the God’s room. Vasumati was pacing the living room holding a basket of fresh flowers.

			“Now it’s my fault, is it?” Vasumati’s tone changed. “I’ve been running this house for so many years without taking a break. Do I get any appreciation?”

			“Relax, don’t get angry about everything. We now have a daughter-in-law in the house. What will she think? Please serve me breakfast. I have to go to the office in five minutes.”

			As angry as Vasumati was, she would never let her husband leave on a rumbling stomach.

			I decided to head back to the kitchen and continue with the chopping. After about five minutes Rani rushed into the kitchen and pulled out the old, heavy, iron wedged coconut grater. Tears rolled down her tanned cheeks as she sat there grating the freshly cracked open coconut on the long serrated edges. She would turn sixteen in a week. A few years back, her father had died in an accident near their village. Afterward, her brother had been sent to live with her uncle’s family, her older sister had been married off, and Rani was brought to Vasumati, as her mother couldn’t afford her schooling. Vasumati had readily accepted her to keep at home for petty jobs.

			“Please don’t cry, Rani,” I whispered.

			Rani looked up with tears in her eyes. “I wish my father was alive.”

			I felt helpless. I was new to this family myself and didn’t dare correct Vasumati. I hugged Rani and told her everything would be all right, and that she could come and talk to me anytime she wanted.

			Moksh entered the kitchen. “I’m leaving with dad to the office today. Could you please pack my breakfast? I’m quite late.”

			“Sure,” I said and searched in the new territory for a tiffin box.

			“Here, madam,” said Rani, handing me a box, a spoon, a hand towel, and a bag. She had been well trained by Vasumati.

			“Rani… Raniii….” Vasumati called from downstairs.

			“Coming, madam.” Rani sprinted off in fright.

			“Finally, we are alone,” Moksh said, hugging me tightly. “I love you so much. I still can’t believe we’re married,” he said, grinning. “I’ll try to come home early tonight. Maybe we could go out for dinner.”

			I looked into Moksh’s eyes. His shoulder-length hair tied into a pony complemented his light brown skin. I blushed and kissed him. The morning drama was behind me now, and I looked forward to the evening with Moksh.

			***

			It was half past three when Rani knocked on my door.

			“Madam, big madam is calling you. The photographer is here.”

			“Tell her I’ll come in five minutes.”

			I changed and went downstairs. The photographer handed over two big albums and left.

			“Come, sit next to me. Let’s look at them together,” Vasumati said.

			There was great excitement in her voice. As she turned the pages, it was clear that the photographer had captured some beautiful moments at the wedding. There were pictures of Moksh and me performing different rituals.

			“You look like a real princess.” Vasumati ran her hand down my hair.

			“Thank you,” I said.

			“Ohhh, your father-in-law looks so young in this picture. I must show him this evening.”

			We both laughed and enjoyed the moment together. “You look beautiful in that pastel green Banarasi saree,” I said.

			Vasumati grinned. “I had another saree in mind, but in the end, I chose to wear that one.”

			I could see so much of her in Moksh, while Aarav, his brother, resembled his father.

			“If only I had gotten two more hours of sleep the previous night, it could have made me look so much better in these pictures,” she sighed.

			Both sides of the family had gone to great lengths to get Moksh’s and my big day right. They had carefully handpicked five hundred invitees for the day, many of whom we had never seen in our lives. To our parents, this wedding was a special occasion to reconnect with old friends and family, who had disappeared over time.

			“Madam, look at these photos of you wearing colorful

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/1.jpg





OEBPS/image/AdobeStock_334945012.jpg





OEBPS/image/3.jpg
Hnw On ‘Rﬂb"'"
.fe Ont arove
n Time

NAM
R
ATHA STANLEY

N





OEBPS/image/Image1400.jpg





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
“Get ready for a heartfelt and very inspirational journey.”

- Samantha Vérant, author of Seven Letters from Paris
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