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      “Dynasties kept me captivated from the first sentence to the very end. An enticing Downton Abbey-style saga but set in India! I simply adored it and I cannot wait to read the next book in the series. "—Barbara Bos, Managing Editor, www.booksbywomen.org

      

      “Hard to believe this lush, passionate novel is the author’s first. In Dynasties, Anju Gattani has created an utterly immersive reading experience—fascinating characters, evocative details, compelling dramatic turns, all set against the teeming irrepressible vibrancy of modern-day India. A bravura performance.”—David Corbett, award-winning author of The Art of Character

      

      “With stories that take us into the culture and dynasties of India, Gattani introduces us to one powerful woman’s journey against all odds.”—Patti Callahan Henry, NYT Bestselling author of The Secret Book of Flora Lea

      

      “With a richly evoked sense of place and culture, Dynasties is a deeply engrossing depiction of one woman’s struggle for love and independence. It will keep you turning pages until the end.”—Ausma Zehanat Khan, author of A Deadly Divide

      

      "Five Diamonds in the Pulpwood Queen TIARA, my highest mark!"—The International Pulpwood Queens and Timber Guys Book Club Reading Nation.

      

      “The truth of this story will stay with you long after the rich imagery disappears."—USA Today Bestselling Author, Barbara Conrey

      

      “In Dynasties, Gattani brings to life modern day India in a way never before imagined as she breathes life into the pages with her depiction of the lush tapestry of Indian society.”—USA Today Bestseller Lauren Smith

      

      “A young woman, forced into an arranged marriage, battles cruelty, deception, and secrets to find her voice in modern-day India. A compulsive read.”—Barbara Claypole White, Bestselling author of The Perfect Son and The Promise Between Us

      

      “Like all good stories the story of Sheetal conveys deeper meanings about human experiences and relationships.”—Qaisra Shahra, Peace activist, author of The Holy Woman & Founder/Executive Director of Muslim Arts and Cultural Festival, UK

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my parents…

        Mom, Lalita

        The strength of the pen that writes.

        My Dad, G. D. Daga, for

        Perspective and insight.

      

      

      

      
        
        To my husband, Vivek

        The river of my life.

        Vikhyat and Vishesh

        My Darling golden boys.

        You are my creativity and

        My silent writer’s voice.
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      The Day of the Wedding, June 15, 2003

      

      All of Raigun, India, buzzed in anticipation of the five-hundred-million-rupee wedding of the decade.

      

      Everyone…but the bride.
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            TISANDHI (THE ARISING)

          

        

      

    

    
      Six months earlier

      

      Sheetal trudged uphill toward the Broken Fort and glanced behind to make sure no one followed. In the valley, glass facades of skyscrapers reflected the harsh glare of the winter sun. Nearby, several tourists in brightly colored T-shirts, sunglasses and visors gazed across the city of Raigun. Others followed a self-guided trail of the historic, abandoned Hindu temple while a few trekked downhill. A man dressed in worn white pajamas and a soot-smeared vest, a basket of peanuts roped to his neck, caught her gaze and pointed to the basket.

      Sheetal shook her head, continued her climb along the cracked clay path and brushed away a drop of sweat that tickled the side of her face. She needed these final moments, this final goodbye, and for the hundredth time rehearsed the words she needed to say.

      She stumbled on a half-buried chunk of broken masonry and regained her balance, but not before the pink chiffon dupatta that draped her shoulders snagged on a thorn bush and tightened around her neck. She hastily plucked the sash from the thorns of a single white rose, then reached to untangle the cuff of her elbow-length sleeve, now caught on thorns. A prick caused her to jerk back her hand. A drop of blood glistened on her index finger. She pressed the finger to her lips, sucked hard, then rewrapped the two-meter-long dupatta around her shoulders and covered her head while praying no one recognized her.

      Mama and Papa were meeting with the wedding planner to finalize details for next month’s engagement ceremony, and her wedding five months after, but they would be home soon. Sheetal hurried.

      The gentle gradient gave way to a section of ruins closed to the public. Broken walls and marble pillars encircled a blue idol of Lord Krishna, a flute pressed to his lips. Crumbling statues of men and women in intimate poses graced the periphery.

      Help me, please, she begged the god.

      Tears pressed her eyelids. This holy place, renowned for its sense of calm and assurance bestowed on worshippers, offered no peace for her today. She’d come to end an innocent friendship that had blossomed into love over the last eight months.

      Her heartbeat quickened when she spotted Arvind waiting beside a crumbling pillar. He could only ever be a friend. Just a friend. Never anything more.

      As she drew near him, her pulse skipped a beat. He still stole her breath. At five feet eleven, Arvind rivaled the gods with his dark, thick hair and copper-bronze skin that gleamed in the scorching sun. Oh, how she loved the intensity of his stare, as if he could see into her soul and penetrate her thoughts.

      “Did you talk to your father about us?” he asked, his voice tight with male pride.

      Sheetal halted and looked past his shoulder at the broken pillars. If only he’d stop looking at her with such yearning.

      “I didn’t.”

      He stared in disbelief. “You what?”

      “Papa wouldn’t listen,” she lied.

      “Did you try?”

      She looked at the idol from the corner of her eye. Please, Krishna, help me get the words right so it doesn’t hurt. But her only answer came in the form of a sand-coated breeze from the northern Rajasthan desert.

      “All you had to do was say no,” Arvind said. “Simple.”

      Nothing was simple. “Papa. He—”

      “You don’t love me. It was all a game. To lead me on. To—”

      She stepped toward him, intending to touch him and soothe his anger, then stopped. “I risked everything to meet you…be with you.”

      “To tell me you’re going ahead with the wedding. And I should just stand back and watch you marry another man. Is that it?”

      Sheetal bit her lower lip. This was wrong. Falling in love. Promising Arvind they would be together. Now breaking his heart. She dropped her gaze to his tattered imitation suede shoes and her heart sank. Mama was right. He could never live up to their standards.

      Arvind seized her shoulders and she snapped her head up to meet his gaze. “Do you understand,” his voice gentled, “how much you mean to me? How much I love you?”

      Her heart fisted in her throat. She took a deep breath and clasped her fingers together to refrain from touching. No physical contact. No touches. No hugs. She had promised herself this and much more before leaving the limousine parked in the lot below.

      “Love means nothing to Papa. Money, reputation, class, and status. That’s all that matters.” Her attention shifted to the ripped beige front pocket of his shirt, one of many things Mama had brought to her attention last week. “Papa wants me”—she swallowed—“well taken care of.”

      “I can’t dress you as fine as this.” He pressed her shoulders, ran his hands down the length of her sleeves, then caught her hands. “But I can give you a decent life. One with love.”

      Decent? Her chest constricted. How many times had Papa reminded her that wealth passed from generation to generation, and a family’s reputation had to be maintained by preserving the family honor? How could Arvind give her a decent life when they were worlds apart? He was unpolished, she was refined. He was rugged, she was haute couture. But the biggest difference was that he was a free Hindu man and she was a Hindu woman obligated to marry to uphold the family honor. Today, she belonged to Papa. In six months, she would belong to a man of Papa’s choosing.

      The lines on Arvind’s face softened. “I’ll talk to your father.”

      Talk Papa into allowing her to marry him?

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Papa won’t see you.” There was no telling what Papa would do if Arvind spoke with him. “He doesn’t even know I’m with you right now. No one does.”

      “Sheetal—”

      “Why can’t you understand? I’ve tried so hard to make everyone understand. They won’t listen. Neither will you. They said that you…you’re not fit to be my husband.”

      Silence hung between them.

      “Is that how you feel?” he asked in a quiet voice.

      She tried to pull free of his grasp, but he held fast. “It doesn’t matter what I feel. Everything has to be on Papa’s terms.”

      “What do you want?” he whispered.

      No one had ever cared to ask. What did it matter what she wanted when she was a slave to Papa’s wants today and a husband’s tomorrow? Sheetal tightened her grip on his fingers. “It’s over. Let me go.”

      The hurt mingled with anger in his eyes broke her heart. She freed a hand and reached for him. A gust of wind swirled through the remains of a broken dome. She slid her hand around his waist, pressed the taut muscles of his back and dragged her fingers down the thin fabric of his cotton shirt. His arms remained pressed by his sides.

      She had promised herself a swift and simple goodbye. That was still best. But Arvind’s expression had gone from anger to outrage. They couldn’t part like this. She pressed her lips to the skin visible through the plunging V of his open shirt.

      This is wrong. So wrong.

      In the eight months they had been together, Sheetal had never dared such close proximity to Arvind. The custom that forbade an unmarried man and woman from being together like this also denied them the right to choose a marriage partner. She told herself to leave, afraid of what she might do and where she might touch him.

      She ran a hand up his back, into his hair, and pulled his face down until they gazed into each other’s eyes. The scent of his wild musk caused her to close her eyes. Arvind’s mocha breath washed over her eyes, nose and lips.

      She waited.

      At last, he kissed her.

      She tightened her grip on him and sank into his embrace.

      We will never risk returning to the days of hardship and hunger, Mama’s admonition rang in her head.

      Papa had spent a decade toiling blood, sweat and tears to bring the family this far. As their only child, she must marry the man they had chosen, keep the alliance and secure the family’s status. What right had she to throw away her family’s future on love?

      Sheetal squirmed, stepped from Arvind’s embrace and looked up at the man she must surrender.

      “Give me one chance,” he said. “Trust me, I won’t let you down.”

      She forced back tears. “I… I…” Her voice cracked. “It’s too late. I can’t… We can’t. You must forget me.”

      He brushed away a tear that escaped her resolve. “Just like that? You can forget me?”

      A knot tightened in her throat. Arvind’s questions burned into her with the force of the sun’s heat.

      “Do you know how agonizing the last two months have been without you?” he asked. “I have only ever loved you. I can’t live without you.”

      His deep voice pricked with the same quick pain as the thorn that had pierced her finger, while Mama’s caution rang in her ears… Disobey and Papa will throw you out penniless.

      She spun and ran.

      “Shee-tal!” Arvind called after her.

      Her name ricocheted off broken pillars and hollow domes as she pounded one foot ahead of the other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            THRESHOLDS

          

        

      

    

    
      For the fifth time, Sheetal paced toward her bedroom door, then back toward her bed. This time, she glanced through the window and headed in that direction. A topiary hedge lined the stone wall that separated the front yard of her parents’ ten-acre estate from the cars zooming along Rosewood Street. She halted before the window, crossed her arms and sighed at the rush hour traffic. Workers were returning home while she stood there, stalled.

      Shee-tal.

      Arvind’s cry still haunted her, even four weeks later. Guilt clenched her heart. She should have turned back, should have assured him that her decision to end their friendship had been the only right thing to do, had been the only way they could go.

      She ran her tongue over her lips. She could still taste the mocha of his breath and ached for his touch. Was the right way really the only way or could there be an alternative?

      “Sahiba, what you look?” Preeti, her maid servant, asked.

      Sheetal whirled. Preeti sat cross-legged on the floor near the bed’s footboard. When had the girl entered her room?

      Sheetal leaned back against the window’s ledge, trying to appear relaxed. Little surprised her anymore, considering that, for the past two weeks, Preeti had become Sheetal’s personal satellite.

      A teenager barely four feet tall, with skin the color of mahogany and two thin plaits tied at the ends with bright red ribbons, Preeti was half Sheetal’s size, and her native language, Hindi, suffered from a lack of formal education. She had served Sheetal loyally for the last six years as her personal maid, but over the last two weeks, Preeti shadowed Sheetal’s every move. Clearly, her loyally had shifted.

      “Are Mama and Papa back yet?” They had met with the caterers that afternoon.

      “Just come. Downstairs in hall.” Preeti’s voice rose in pitch with excitement, “All talk your wedding about food, desserts…” Ever since the announcement of Sheetal’s engagement to Rakesh, that’s all anyone in the family talked about. Everyone except Sheetal.

      “How long have you been here? I didn’t notice you come in.”

      “Five minutes.”

      An hour ago—for the seventh time this week—Sheetal had called her best friend, Kavita, but a woman on the other end said Kavita had gone out, would return at six that evening and she’d convey Sheetal’s message to call back. That was the first time someone had picked up the phone. “Maybe you should see if Mama needs help around the house,” Sheetal suggested, wanting privacy when Kavita returned her call.

      “Your Mama say keep you company.”

      More like, keep a watch.

      The walls closed in and Sheetal’s chest tightened. She crossed to the wooden doors on the opposite side of the room and threw them open, needing fresh air from the balcony. The breeze that raced past carried the scent of damp grass. She walked onto the balcony and halted at the railing.  She had loved to walk barefoot through the grass after the gardener watered the lawn and savor the curl of grass blades beneath her feet as the damp earth moistened her toes. But ever since she’d said goodbye to Arvind, she hadn’t set foot on the turf. Neither had she helped the servants’ children with their homework, nor watched them practice their handwriting. Although she hoped to become a professional oil painter, she hadn’t completed an oil-on-canvas since she’d parted from Arvind. Several times, she’d tried to engage in past interests, but her attention drifted to the horizon or to a wall behind her easel, and she’d find herself lost in the moment of their first and only kiss.

      The phone rang and Sheetal rushed inside to pick up the receiver. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Sheetal?”

      “Kavita. It’s been ages. I tried calling you so many times, but you didn’t return my calls. Are you okay?”

      Kavita, against her parents’ wishes, had eloped with her college sweetheart, Gaurav, shortly after they’d graduated. The couple had severed all contacts with family and friends shortly thereafter, and no one had heard from them since.

      “We had to leave. You know what my dad would have done.”

      Sheetal knew only too well. Kavita, Gaurav, Arvind and Sheetal had been a foursome on the college campus. Kavita incessantly complained about how her parents would never permit her to marry Gaurav because he was a Gujrati from West India, whereas Kavita came from northwestern Punjab. They were expected to marry within their social rank and caste.

      “Has your family accepted—” Sheetal stopped. Though Preeti flipped through the pages of a fashion magazine, she probably would report every word to Mama. “How about we meet up somewhere? It’s been so long since we caught up.”

      Kavita hesitated. “I’m not sure.”

      Maybe she was worried about being found by her parents? “Surely you can make time to meet for coffee?” Sheetal was anxious to discover how Kavita and Gaurav had accomplished their marriage feat without telling anyone—not even she and Arvind, their closest friends. Sheetal had found out when Kavita’s mom called to ask if she knew of Kavita’s whereabouts because she’d been missing for two days. Sheetal later heard through the college grapevine that the two had eloped.

      Kavita paused. “I’ll have to see.”

      “You must be so happy you’re finally—. You got what you wanted.” She cupped her hand around the receiver. “You’re with Gaurav.”

      “It’s hard to believe we’re married. We had to fight to stick together.”

      “Sheetal?”

      Sheetal whipped round to see Mama at the door. “I’ll talk to you later.” She returned the receiver to its cradle.

      “Who were you talking to?” Mama asked.

      “Nupur,” she lied. If she mentioned Kavita, Mama would start again about how Kavita had disobeyed her parents and brought shame to the family.

      Marriage was not just a phase in life, but a holy sacrament binding a man and woman for life. Children were expected to marry the person chosen by their parents.

      However, after hearing the happiness in Kavita’s voice, Sheetal knew she stood a chance at happiness if she could muster the courage to defy Mama and Papa.

      “There’s a few things we need to talk about.” Mama entered the room, sat on the bed, and patted the mattress. “Come sit, Beti.” She used the term of affection parents lavished on their daughters. “We need to finalize the saris and salwar suits and…”

      Mama referred to Sheetal’s dowry. With the wedding four months away and numerous functions and rituals to coordinate, Mama wanted to check off as many tasks as she possibly could to stay ahead of deadlines.

      “I can’t believe how quickly your wedding day is approaching.”

      Anger rose. Sheetal couldn’t believe it either.

      “Your father’s been in his den, working around the clock coordinating the wedding plans.” Mama’s milky pale complexion was a stark contrast to the evening sky.

      Sheetal’s room, located above Papa’s ground-floor den, both in the Prasad Bhavan’s main tower, offered the best view of the ten-acre estate. Windows of both rooms faced the front lawn, driveway and topiary hedge, and their balconies faced the backyard. Two double-story, rectangular wings branched left and right off the tower in a V that reached toward Rosewood Street like a pair of open arms. The stone wall that encircled the estate separated the Prasads’ home from Raigun City.

      Six servants, two gardeners, a chef and a personal maid, Preeti, were the comforts Sheetal had grown up with. Sheetal merely asked for something and it was hers; except, six months ago, when she asked to marry Arvind.

      “I’ll have to call the tailor for the blouse fittings and go with your father first thing tomorrow to meet with the decorators and—”

      “This marriage isn’t right,” Sheetal broke in.

      “What?”

      “It doesn’t feel right. Don’t make me do this. I hate Rakesh.”

      “You will learn to love him over time.”

      “’Meet Rakesh,’ you said. I did. ‘Go out with him a second time.’ I did.”

      Papa had introduced Rakesh to her at a friend’s party. The second time, she and Rakesh met at a restaurant for lunch. Despite being chaperoned by two of Sheetal’s cousins, they dined in private, talked over lunch and got to know a little about each other. According to Mama, Rakesh was blessed with charm, wit, gracious manners and an athletic body, but sixty-six minutes with him had been more than enough.

      “He’s so mean. Rude. Self-centered. So…so…”—her breathing grew erratic—“full of himself!”

      “You’re forgetting all the virtues a woman can only dream of in a husband.” Mama rose, spun on her heels and headed for the door, her green sari pallu whipping the air like a snake.

      Sheetal followed.

      “An M.B.A. from Harvard,” Mama went on. “The most eligible and wealthy bachelor in Raigun. So well known, respected, and acknowledged by society. Memberships in every prestigious club…”

      Sheetal hurried to keep pace, fed up with the countless blessings she was reminded she perpetually took for granted. “I could study further,” she pleaded. “Work. Get a job like other girls do and—”

      “They need the money to support their families. You have everything you need. It’s how lucky you have been.” Mama stormed down the corridor as she shook her head. “Your father spent his whole life working hard…”

      There it was again, the how-hard-Papa-worked line.

      “Now you want to bring the family shame like Kavita? After everything we have done for you? And prove what?” Mama took the stairs, the heels of her slippers kicking the hem of her sari.

      Nothing! Sheetal gritted her teeth and followed. She had never had to prove anything to anyone. Not even to herself. She had a master’s degree in arts and she wanted to continue her education, but Mama and Papa insisted she marry young and mold quickly to the ways of her prospective in-laws.

      Sheetal wasn’t sure what Mama and Papa wanted her to mold toward—their way of thinking or the Dhanrajs’s. And whose after?

      “Women from our type—our class—don’t go out to work.” Mama took a left at the landing and marched down the carpeted hallway. “Most people would die to have a fraction of what you do and you’re ready to throw it all away?” She stopped, turned and took a deep breath. “I just don’t understand you.”

      “But Mama, listen—”

      Mama’s glare made Sheetal cringe. “It’s Arvind, isn’t it?”

      Sheetal’s heart sank at the spiteful tone and glare.

      “Ours is a centuries-old tradition. You will follow the ancestors and marry the man we have chosen. Is it so wrong if we expect that from you?”

      Sheetal didn’t want their outdated tradition. India had stepped into the global world. Women had torn down walls of class and culture to marry for love, to pursue their careers and live their dreams. How did it matter that she’d been loyal and chaste, qualities Mama and Papa demanded she uphold because she was a good Indian woman from a good Indian family? Being good only forced her to do even more good for the family.

      Mama led her into the dining room, where floor-to-ceiling windows and a glass door flooded the room with sunlight and provided a view of the patio and the backyard beyond. Then she closed the wooden doors behind them with a thud and turned the deadbolt. “You are not like other girls. We’re doing what’s right. What’s best for you.”

      Sheetal’s chest tightened and she looked into Mama’s eyes. “How do you know what’s best for me?”

      “Because I can’t forget the days in Nariyal Ka Rasta. Can you?”

      Disgust lodged in Sheetal’s throat at the mention of Coconut Lane in Raigun’s poor northern district. How could she forget the view from her second story window of murky gray water filling open, choked gutters? Roving street dogs zigzagging through the streets. Cows plopping turds on pavements while swatting swarms of flies with their tails. Human waste dripping from pipe outlets into the main drain below. Odors rose with the day’s humidity and caused bile to rise in her throat. Sheetal turned away. That was thirteen years ago. In the past. Over.

      The Prasads hadn’t begun life wealthy, but a lifetime of labor, perseverance, good luck and good business timing had elevated them from the lower middle class in northern Raigun to this southern posh locale. Not only did Mama and Papa want to maintain their hard-earned prestige, they wanted to secure it for life by marrying Sheetal into the elite class. But she had heard how the practice of upper-middle-class families marrying their daughters into the class of the elite, followed by many of India’s iconic families, enslaved new brides.

      “Look at me when I’m talking to you.” Mama grabbed her shoulders and dug her fingers into Sheetal’s flesh. “Do you want to spend the rest of your life cooking? Cleaning? Scrubbing? Washing up after everyone else? Queuing up for water at some communal tap? Because that’s what will happen if you marry that Arvind.”

      “Stop calling him ‘that Arvind.’ He’s Arvind. Just because you had to queue up doesn’t mean I’ll have to.”

      “How can you guarantee Arvind won’t abandon you at this doorstep”—she pointed to the glass doors—“when he’s done with you?”

      “Mama!”

      “What if he’s using you to get at our wealth?”

      “Mama.” Fury flooded her veins.

      “We’ve been through this before. There is no logic, no security in marrying someone off the street.”

      “He’s not off the street.” He just didn’t have the money or the means, but he would find a way, like Mama and Papa had. And now that Mama and Papa were well off, it was obvious they had no intention of supporting her marriage to Arvind, with or without a dowry. “Today, my life is in Papa’s hands. Tomorrow, Rakesh’s.” Her tone crossed acceptable boundaries. “How can I do what I want when I want to marry Arvind?”

      Mama marched past the ten-seater dining table to the other side of the room and pushed open the glass door. “Then go marry him.”

      Sheetal froze.

      “You want to marry Arvind, then you leave right now with only the clothes on your back and nothing more. Like Kavita.” Her voice brimmed with disgust. “She eloped with Gaurav and look what shame and embarrassment they caused. Her parents can’t show their faces to anyone.”

      Sheetal gulped.

      “And if he leaves you bloated with child at our doorstep, don’t think for a second you can just walk back in. We will have nothing more to do with you.”
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      Café Coffee Day, a franchise coffee shop in the heart of southern Raigun, blared rock music and hummed with the conversations of college students who occupied its tables. The combined aromas of coffee, butter and syrup stirred Sheetal’s appetite. She looked at her watch. 4 p.m. In the past, Kavita had always been the first to arrive. Today she was forty-five minutes late. Maybe she was stuck in traffic or her car had broken down or— Sheetal stopped. Kavita didn’t have a car anymore.

      After their elopement, Gaurav and Kavita’s families had severed all familial ties and financial support. Sheetal figured Kavita used public transport and that’s what took her longer than usual. Kavita had moved from the posh locale of Green Park, several blocks from Rosewood Street, to a one-bedroom apartment in the northern districts around Nariyal Ka Rasta.

      During their college days, Sheetal and Kavita used to tie up the landline for hours, and Mama yelled at her to cut short conversations. Now, Kavita didn’t take calls at her new residence. She and Kavita had spoken twice in the month since Kavita’s first returned call. Kavita’s conversations had been filled with pauses and long eclipses of silence, and Sheetal had struggled to come up with words to fill the one-way conversation.

      At least today, they’d be able to enjoy each other’s company over a cup of iced coffee—Kavita’s favorite—like old times, and Sheetal could figure out a way to still marry Arvind. Maybe she and Arvind could talk to Mama and Papa together and reason with them. If that didn’t go well, they could elope like Gaurav and Kavita.

      A barista in a bright orange apron smiled at Sheetal from behind the glass display of muffins, croissants, sandwiches and pastries. She’d caught him glancing her way while serving customers, and now he turned in her direction on the pretext of arranging food items on display that were already neatly arranged. To avoid eye contact, Sheetal sipped her iced latte, then reached into her handbag, withdrew a Sidney Sheldon paperback, opened it at her bookmark and began reading.

      “Hey, Sheetal?”

      Sheetal looked up, jumped to her feet, dropped her book and hugged Kavita. “You made it!”

      Kavita returned her hug and then pulled away, her sunglasses, two black ovals shielding her eyes. She pulled out a chair opposite Sheetal at the round table for two.

      Sheetal noticed how quickly Kavita had ended their embrace. “Are you okay?”

      Kavita removed a handkerchief from her handbag and wiped sweat from her face and neck. Her blue polyester blouse clung to her with perspiration, and dark patches marred the fabric under her arms. She removed her sunglasses. Dark circles shadowed her eyes and her cheeks were sunken.

      “What happened to you?” Sheetal took her seat. “You look half dead.”

      “Wouldn’t you, if you had to wake up at five every morning because the water supply cuts off at nine?”

      “You don’t have running water?”

      “Rationed water where we live.”

      Some poorer districts in northern Raigun suffered water rationing. Residents collected water in buckets and large vessels during specified hours of operation.

      “Plus, I have to get to work by nine thirty, so there’s a mad rush every morning.”

      That explained why Kavita had returned so few calls. She kept busy with a job, a home to run and her husband.

      Kavita withdrew a reusable plastic water bottle from her handbag and took a long drink. In the ten years they’d known each other, Kavita had never carried a water bottle. Sheetal didn’t know how far Kavita had travelled to meet her, but from the day’s heat and the dampness of her clothes, she must crave an iced coffee.

      “Do you want to order something?” Sheetal asked.

      “I’m fine. Water’s good enough.”

      “But you love the cold coffees here.”

      “Not when it’s two hundred rupees. That’s equal to my bus fare home and a portion of the grocery bill.”

      Sheetal leaned back. Where was the fun-loving Kavita who couldn’t get through a day without her fix of cold coffee? The carefree Kavita, full of life and laughter, the main entertainment at any party? “So, you weren’t ignoring me when you didn’t call back.”

      “How can I ignore you when I don’t have the time?”

      “I called for months and you didn’t—”

      “Gaurav and I didn’t want anyone to know where we were. Then—life took over. Not a minute to breathe.”

      “But aren’t you happy that you’re finally a career woman and living the dream life with Gaurav?”

      Kavita raised her eyebrows and shook her head slowly.

      “I admire what you did, Kavita. It takes guts, and I’ve been thinking hard since we first spoke.”

      “What’s there to think about?”

      Sheetal fished in her handbag and withdrew a white envelope about the size of her palm. “Please give this to Arvind for me.”

      Kavita grabbed Sheetal’s hand and stared at the ten-carat diamond ring on Sheetal’s third finger. “Your engagement ring?”

      Sheetal took a deep breath and nodded.

      “Arvind got you this—”

      “No. I’m not seeing him anymore.”

      “But you love him. I thought you two planned on—”

      “It’s not going to happen. I’m engaged to someone else.”

      “Who?”

      “Some rich foreign-return guy who runs his father’s business.” Sheetal didn’t name Rakesh Dhanraj because everyone knew his name and would say she was a fool to choose Arvind over him.

      “Arvind knows?” Kavita leaned forward. “You told him, right?”

      Sheetal nodded, her heart heavy as lead. “I had to.”

      Kavita took the envelope, slipped it into her handbag, folded her sunglasses and shoved them in. “So that’s why you wanted to meet me.”

      Sheetal nodded. “And I wanted to know how you’re doing. How you’re really doing.”

      “Never mind me, at least you’re doing the right thing. Look at the diamond on that sucker!” She let out a whistle.

      Sheetal looked up, shocked. How could she say such a thing? Kavita knew how much she loved Arvind. It’s not like she’d walked away by choice or chose the money.

      “Look, yaar”—Kavita used the slang reserved for friends—“being in love is one thing, but real-life sucks. Ask me. I’m living it.”

      “I thought you were happy with Gaurav.”

      “We can barely afford rent. Our apartment is half the size of Mom’s living room. We have to scramble for water first thing every morning and we argue every evening after work. We’re both exhausted and just want to sleep. But someone has to cook, right? And guess who that someone is?”

      “Doesn’t Gaurav help around the house?”

      “Of course, he helps.” Kavita crossed her arms. “He helps create a mess, a fuss. Complains from the moment he wakes up to the moment he sleeps. The apartment is too small. The mattress is too rough. The sofa is ripped. What do you expect from second-hand stuff? Where’s all the money coming from when we’ve both been kicked out of our homes and have to start on our own? Our life is shit.”

      Sheetal bit her lower lip. Should she ask for the envelope back? Her attention flew to the hollow at Kavita’s collar bone. Was she getting enough to eat?

      “Look, I’ve got to get home before six so I can get water. Three hours of water, yeah!” She raised her hands and waved them in mockery. “But good seeing you again, and glad you’re smarter than I am.” She stood.

      “About what?”

      “Leaving Arvind. It wouldn’t have worked out. Look at me.”

      The air thickened with the overwhelming scent of coffee. The surrounding student chatter deafened her. “I can drop you home.” Sheetal stood, skirted the table and started toward the door. Kavita pushed in her chair and followed.

      “I’ll make my own way. Don’t want your chauffeur to see me. Besides, no point sitting in your car and remembering what I gave up. It’ll just hurt. Oh look, my bus!” She brushed past Sheetal and hurried toward the door as a double-decker pulled up to the curb and heaved to a stop. On the way, Kavita fished her sunglasses out, slid them on her face, waved to Sheetal and left, oblivious to a thick, rectangular paper that fell to the floor. Sheetal was about to call to Kavita that she’d dropped something, but a crowd of students gathered on the spot, and when they filed out the door, the paper was gone.
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      The warmth of the night closed in upon Sheetal. She whimpered and tossed in her sleep…

      Barefoot and seated cross-legged, she turned her face away from the heat of the agni, the religious fire, burning in a square metal havan on the carpeted ground three feet away. Flames blew in her direction, their tongues reaching, beckoning her closer. She had to get out of there before the fire consumed her. She reeled right and bumped a man who also sat in a lotus-like position.

      “Excuse me,” she blurted, “I—” The statement caught in her throat.

      Embroidery and gemstones adorned the full-sleeve shirt of this gentleman’s bronze sherwani. The hem of his shirt touched the knees of his tightly fit, tapered trousers. Despite his expensive clothing, uneasiness caused her to draw back. Curious, she leaned forward and tried to glimpse his face, but a curtain of tiny white mogra flowers, tied to a cord around his forehead, shielded his face.

      Ninety degrees to the stranger’s right, Mama and Papa—Rana and Indu Prasad—sat in the same austere fashion. They, too, wore costly clothing. Behind them, uncles, aunts and cousins sat on the rug dressed in brightly colored chiffon, silk and organza saris, heavy jewelry and dark suits with bright ties. Whose wedding was this?

      Everyone’s attention remained focused on the havan. Clouds of gray smoke billowed toward the twenty-by-twenty-feet canopy of yellow silk and escaped out the open sides into the star-studded sky. The silk ceiling dipped several inches on all sides under the weight of tiny pearls and small ingots of gold. Four pillars held up the canopy, and seven matkis—earthenware pots—of decreasing size, stacked one atop another, leaned against each pillar.

      Two Hindu pundits, dressed in yellow and saffron-colored robes, sat cross-legged to the left of the fire. The priests poured ladles of ghee into the havan while chanting religious shlokas.

      A fireball spiraled up from the havan. Its heat caught Sheetal in the face. Soot irritated her lungs and grated her eyes. Her stomach cramped. The canopy was bound to catch fire.

      The pundits’ sonorous chants blended as they fed more ghee and dry grains of rice into the havan. Sheetal leaned aside and coughed as beads of sweat oozed down her neck and back and gathered at the curve of her waist, dampening the throttling stitches of her outfit.

      Another billow of smoke spiraled. Sheetal turned her head away and tried again to catch a glimpse of the stranger seated beside her. Her failed attempt incited murmurs of disapproval from other guests. She looked at her father for an explanation, but his attention remained fixed on the havan.

      Unable to bear the heat, she rose to leave, but the stranger grabbed her right hand and forced her down. She tried to wrench free, but he tightened his ice-cold grip, causing the curtain of flowers masking his face to swing like windshield wipers. Sheetal flattened her left palm on the rug in preparation to inch away from the flames, but the crush of people seated behind her prevented escape.

      Suddenly, someone yanked her left hand behind her and ran their fingers up and down the rungs of her bangles. Sheetal twisted to see who held her.

      “Just lovely!” cried the girl who held her wrist. “And ooh…look at her hathphools! Bet they cost a fortune.”

      The girl examined the four rings on each of Sheetal’s henna-laced fingers, each ring linked by golden chains to a bracelet. She traced a finger up the red henna designs that crawled from Sheetal’s fingertips to halfway up her elbows in spirals of thorns and creepers.

      Sheetal tried to free her hands, but her dupatta’s sharp zardozi embroidery pricked her cheeks, and the sway of her heavy earrings tugged at her earlobes. She managed to yank both hands free.

      The stranger tossed grains of puffed rice into the havan, causing the fire to leap in a scorching frenzy and devour the food. A pundit placed a few grains of puffed rice on Sheetal’s right palm and ordered her to do the same. Sheetal stiffened. She didn’t want to. But Papa’s pointed scowl meant, Do as you’re told. She reached to toss the rice into the fire but the grains fell near her foot. Sheetal pulled her knees to her chest and hugged her legs, not daring to meet Papa’s gaze.

      The other pundit ordered Sheetal and the stranger to their feet. The thick choker around Sheetal’s neck tightened. She tugged at the choker. Papa smiled, like he’d been waiting for this moment. She had to run away. Not because of the fire. Because of him. This stranger. His stare drilled into her through the windshield of flowers and caused her to squirm.

      This had to be a dream. Sheetal opened her mouth to say so, but smoke choked her and clouded her vision. Then she glimpsed her reflection in a brass vase that leaned against a matki. This wasn’t just any wedding. She was the bride! And she was marrying this stranger. She raised her right hand to signal Mama for help, but the stranger seized her wrist and forced her to rise.

      A pundit tied the sash draping her left shoulder to the stole hanging from the groom’s shoulder and ordered her to lead the first six of seven sacred perambulations around the havan.

      Sheetal crushed the carpet under her toes, the weight of her golden anklets weighing each step. The skirt of her richly embroidered red ghagra, complete with matching blouse and sash, noosed her in its cocoon. She inched forward and the ghagra dragged behind in a blood-river of red silk.

      A dream. This had to be a dream.

      After completing six of the seven pheras, Sheetal brushed past the groom and glimpsed his face through the slits of mogra flowers before taking her place behind him. Her heart pounded. Had that really been a pair of empty sockets where his eyes should have been?

      A dream, she reassured herself.

      One last phera would render the marriage complete. Clouds of soot billowed under the canopy and smothered the air. She should run. But where to? He glided forward and she followed. Halfway around the fire, inches away from being bound to this devil for a lifetime…

      It’s now or never.

      Sheetal clutched the sides of her ghagra and stepped into the fire. A thousand needles stabbed her feet. Ash rose like a volcano as flames engulfed spirals of embroidery and red fabric. She gasped, but smoke filled her lungs and she coughed. Someone yanked her arm, but she resisted the pull to safety.

      “Sheetal!” Mama’s screams soared above the ocean of panic-stricken screams. Mama reached out to grab Sheetal’s hand but recoiled from the flames.

      A vortex of heat spiraled up Sheetal’s gut. She screamed as flames danced on her hand, leaping to the hathphools, mehndi and gold bangles.

      This couldn’t be happening. But it was real. She was burning. She was on fire. She was fire.

      “Bachao! Bachao!” Papa yelled as men ran back and forth and women lunged to cover the eyes of children.

      No one could save what was beyond help.
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      “Sheetal… Sheetal?”

      Under the bed covers, Sheetal sluggishly ran her fingers down her satin nightgown. Today was her wedding day. She let her hand fall back to her side.

      “When you grow up, you will marry a prince, a Rajkumar,” Mama once proclaimed. “And that will make you happy. Very, very happy.”

      Other childhood images flooded her mind. How she loved to stretch out her arms and spin on her toes under the rotating ceiling fan as her white dress flared and strands of her silky, waist-length hair flew around her face like a dark cloud.

      Mama would clap in time to the music playing on their imported Sony stereo cassette player as rungs of colorful glass and gold bangles jingled to long, melodious notes of the harmonium and sitar. The sari pallu around Mama’s head always slipped, revealing a river of vermilion sindoor running down her hair’s middle parting. Mama was quick to pull the pallu back over her head out of respect, inevitably hiding the mark of a married woman, should Asha, her mother-in-law, suddenly walk in. Then Mama threw back her head and laughed, her diamond nose-pin sparkling in the sunlight against her milky-white complexion. No one was more beautiful than Mama. Not even Sheetal, who didn’t inherit Mama’s fine-cut features, hair that curled natural, or the milky-white complexion that was every Indian woman’s dream.

      “Louder! Louder!” Sheetal called.

      Mama fiddled with the knob on the stereo until music engulfed the room, creating a bubble-like universe no one could burst. The fan, walls and carpeted floor blurred in Sheetal’s vision and the white of her dress was all she could see. She collapsed in Mama’s arms and the two giggled, their laughter reverberating beneath the fan.

      “You’re going to make everyone in your mahal dizzy with all that spinning.” Mama pulled Sheetal close to her chest and the thump of her heartbeat filled Sheetal’s ears.

      “I don’t have a palace.”

      “You will, my darling. When you’re all grown up.”

      “Will I be like you?” No one was more loving or more caring than Mama.

      “You will be better than me.”

      Sheetal jumped up, stretched her arms out and spun in circles all over again. “You! I want to be just like you.”

      Now, thirteen years later, at the age of twenty-two, Sheetal didn’t want to be like Mama. She didn’t want the boredom of Mama’s married life, which had been arranged thirty years ago by some middleman who knew both families and concluded that Mama would be a perfect fit for Rana Prasad. She wanted the dizzy euphoric rapture of being in love. Of meeting the man of her dreams, like so many women did in romance novels and Bollywood films. She wanted a man to woo her, to pursue her in gentle ways and say ‘I love you’ until she said it back. Arvind had fulfilled all those wishes. Arvind was everything she could ask for in a man. But Mama would have none of that.

      “Sheetal? Come now. Wake up.” Mama’s voice blended with the outside coo of the koyal birds and the chirp of sparrows.

      Usually, Sheetal wouldn’t have minded waking. Today, however, she wanted to curl into a ball beneath the sheets and pretend the day didn’t exist. She rolled onto her side and raised the sheet over her exposed ear.

      The mattress dipped near her pillow, causing her body to tilt. Loose wisps of hair were brushed away from her face and she opened her eyes.

      “It’s your wedding day!” Mama sang in Hindi. “The whole house is buzzing. Can you believe this special day is finally here?”

      Sheetal’s head throbbed. She pulled down the covers. “I had a bad dream, Mama. This marriage isn’t right.”

      “It is.” Mama was firm. “And don’t give me the nose. You’re just having butterflies. There’s so much happening. You’re nervous. Worried. It’s perfectly fine to feel—”

      “I’m serious, Mama.”

      Mama wrapped Sheetal’s fingers in the palms of her pashmina-like hands as a summer breeze from the open balcony door carried the scent of jasmines, roses and chrysanthemums into the room. “I know how you feel. Like there’s too much going on at once. But trust me. Everything will go perfectly as planned.”

      “I hate him.”

      “You will learn to love him over time.”

      “Love isn’t”—Sheetal faltered for the right word—“automatic. You can’t just water it like grass and expect it to grow. You and Papa had to marry whomever your parents chose for you, but I don’t. Times have changed. A woman can—”

      Mama pulled Sheetal to her chest. “You must calm down, my darling. This kind of temper at your in-laws’ just won’t do. Even though that dimple on your cheek makes you look so beautiful. Perfect. Well…almost perfect.” She teasingly pinched Sheetal’s nose.

      Sheetal gritted her teeth.

      “You will be a wonderful wife. And soon, an equally good mother. But how will I carry on without you?” Mama rocked Sheetal in her arms, counting each year gone by with a string of kisses on her head. The fragrance of lily joss sticks meant Mama had probably come up from her morning prayers.

      Nineteen…twenty…twenty-one—

      Sheetal waited for one last kiss to mark her twenty-second year, but none came. Or maybe she just didn’t feel it. She flexed the fingers of her right hand. The engagement ring obstructed her movement.

      “Look at how special you are.”

      There it was again, the how-special-you-are line.

      “Every inch… Brahma has truly created you.”

      Her head pounded. She was sick and tired of being special, of being told she was Brahma’s one perfect creation. She pulled away and looked past the pink and yellow sari pallu covering Mama’s head to the wall clock behind. She had fourteen hours to end this wedding nonsense. “I’m not doing this.”

      “You are not like other girls. Remember, we’re doing what’s best for you.”

      Women of Mama’s generation believed that a daughter’s real home was the husband’s home, and until she married, she was a liability for her parents. Did Mama see her that way? No. It’s just that this alliance offered her parents an opportunity to maintain their hard-earned prestige and secure it for life by marrying her into the elite class.

      Technically, the dowry was hers to keep even though it was directed to the in-laws. Her only way out was to go through with this marriage, convert the dowry into cash and then contact Arvind. They could use the money to buy a flat in a decent locale, furnish it with basic necessities, find jobs, and life wouldn’t be as miserable as Kavita and Gaurav’s. Still, the thought of marrying someone else clawed at her heart and tears stung her eyes. How could she go through with this? “You don’t know what’s best for me.” Sheetal’s chest tightened. “Just because you raised me doesn’t give you or Papa the right to—”

      A sharp sting blasted across her right cheek, and Mama retracted her hand. “Look what you made me do, all because of that Arvind. He’s not worth any of this. Forget him.”

      Sheetal closed her eyes to hold back tears, her face burning.

      “If anything goes wrong today,” Mama warned, “it’s your fault.” Then she turned to leave.

      Sheetal clenched her fists. “I hate Rakesh. I will always hate that Rakesh.”

      Mama headed for the door.

      Didn’t Mama hear?

      Mama paused, one hand on the doorknob. “I’ll send Preeti up shortly.” Mama kept her back to Sheetal. “She’ll help you get dressed and escort you downstairs. We are waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      For the next ten minutes, Sheetal paced her room. She could run away. And go where? What would the scandal do to Mama and Papa? What about the caterers, decorators, engineers, and technicians who had worked for a whole week? And family, friends and families of friends who had flown across India and overseas for the occasion?

      A knock at the door intruded upon her thoughts. Sheetal flopped onto the bed. It was useless. There was no escape.

      “Sahiba?” Preeti called.

      Sheetal turned her head toward the door and took a deep breath. A summer breeze swept across the room, drumming the fabric of Sheetal’s nightgown against her curves and causing the scent of lavender, from the bed sheets, to fill the air. The scent usually soothed Sheetal’s nerves, but nothing could ease the present tension.

      “Sahiba?”

      “Come in,” Sheetal answered.

      Preeti entered, dressed in one of Sheetal’s hand-me-down salwar suits. She beamed from ear to ear. “Memsahib say help you get ready. So many people waiting downstairs.” The pitch of her voice rose in excitement as she
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