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      “Anju's phenomenal Winds of Fire Series returns with Once And For All, and this time, it's Downton Abbey meets Sleeping with the Enemy but set in India! I tore through the pages. Anju's sublime prose creates a truly visceral reading experience, making India come alive with all its sights, smells, and sounds. And the story itself...you better strap in and prepare because you're in for an unforgettable ride!”—Barbara Bos, Managing Editor, BooksByWomen.org

      

      "Anju Gattani's second book in her Winds of Fire series is going to be a sensational blockbuster. I was shocked, surprised, and so engaged I was on the edge of my seat. Five Diamonds in the Pulpwood Queen tiara, has always been my highest mark but this read, the blaze of diamonds sparkling will have you searching for your sunglasses!  —Kathy L. Murphy, The International Pulpwood Queens and Timber Guys Book Club Reading Nation

      

      “How much can one woman endure before her world breaks into pieces forever? This is the question Anju Gattani asks of her marvelous protagonist in Once and For All, the gripping follow-up to Dynasties. Modern India provides a vivid and fascinating backdrop to the drama—all told with an unflinching eye toward emotional truth and psychological depth. Highly recommended!”—David Corbett, award-winning author of The Truth Against the World

      

      “A page turner full of iron-wrought power, captivating characters and immersive storytelling… Anju Gattani's second novel in her Winds of Fire series keeps us on edge to a cliffhanger ending.”—Kathryn Brown Ramsperger, Award-winning Novelist and Humanitarian Journalist

      

      “A beautifully written tale of sacrifice and longing that will captivate readers until the very end. Gattani writes with her whole heart."—Rochelle B. Weinstein, Bestselling author of This Is Not How It Ends

      

      "Once And For All by Anju Gattani is a visceral and compelling tale of privilege and pretense, where the glittering surface conceals the searing truth beneath. As secrets unravel, Sheetal's journey becomes the ultimate quest for liberation in the face of overwhelming odds. With a plot that amps up the tension as it weaves intrigue, Once And For All is a page-turner that draws readers into its world.”—Veena Rao, Award-winning author

      

      “A story rich in cultural detail and complete with the lush language and intense chemistry between characters that readers have come to expect from Anju Gattani. Once And For All spirals an emotionally abusive relationship to a level of self-destruction that you will never forget.”—Barbara Conrey, USA Today bestselling author of Nowhere Near Goodbye

      

      “The author deftly reveals the opulent lifestyle of the upper echelon of Indian society, but it is tempered with an undercurrent of painful secrets. What a page-turning read!"—Bobbi Kornblit, author of Red Carpet Rivals and Shelter from the Texas Heat

      

      “With a richly evoked sense of place and culture, the series 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

      

      “Once And For All is a stunning and brilliant sequel in Gattani’s Winds of Fire series. Powerful, emotional, it challenges the traditions that keep women in their secondary place and gives a voice to women seeking freedom.” - USA Today Bestseller Lauren Smith

      

      “Loved it! A delightful Indian saga giving us a vivid insight into the life of the wealthy, with deftly drawn characters, infused with human empathy and understanding. A very compelling read. Did not want it to end.”—Qaisra Shahraz MBE, Peace Activist, Author of The Holy Woman

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Shruti Daga aka Little Sis...if only everyone could have a sister like you.

        I am so very lucky to have you in my life.

        Today, Always & Forever…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        If the world doesn’t seem to fit your mold

        Look at all your accomplishments,

        Successes, victories and goals.

        Little slips, downfalls and losses.

        Then put all those hallmarks on hold. Aside.

        They were experiences. Merely rides.

        The Real You doesn’t need to be defined.

      

      

      

      
        
        Look at yourself in the mirror

        Then take a step forward and share your story

        With someone who will listen.

        Define Your place in Your world

        Make Your story heard.

      

      

      

      
        
        Remember…

        You don’t have to follow what you’re told

        Just listen to your heart

        And create your own world.

      

        

      
        —Anju Gattani
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      Her husband was often away on business and Sheetal thought that was a good thing until she found out why.
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            TRAPPED

          

        

      

    

    
      A black Mercedes pulled up to the curb, and a security guard standing beside Sheetal opened the passenger door. The boot of the car lifted, and the guard gestured for Sheetal’s shopping bag. “May I, Madame?” he asked. “I can store your bags in the boot, so you are more comfortable.”

      She tightened her grip on the bag’s handle and the sari tucked inside. She didn’t need more room and comfort in the passenger seat. He would never understand how precious the contents of this bag were. It wasn’t just any sari, but a designer sari with elaborate red and gold trimmings, the Karva Chauth gift destined for Megha, to confirm her sister-in-law’s marital bliss.

      If only she could hold the silk between her fingers and squeeze its promise of love and happiness into her married life so she could reunite with her son. Her heart welled in her throat.  Like every other married Hindu woman, she was to fast from dawn until moonrise and pray for her husband’s welfare, longevity, and prosperity. Karva Chauth was intended to bring every couple together and strengthen the foundation of a marriage. It was the tradition of her ancestors.

      Sheetal paused on the sidewalk and looked at the traffic flowing toward northern Raigun, the poorer part of town, where she had once lived with Mama and Papa. But that was in the past, before Papa’s business succeeded and he was able to give her away in marriage to a prestigious family.

      Sheetal’s husband, the CEO of Dhanraj & Son, was away on business, as he was most of the time. The extra work hours, late nights and excessive travel were part of his efforts to recoup the three-hundred-and-fifty-million-rupee debt incurred by her other sister-in-law’s wedding.

      He was working hard. Too hard, perhaps? Like she was on her oil paintings and her ten-year marriage. The marriage ensured their son had a family to return to from boarding school. It gave Mama, who was battling cancer, a reason to endure the chemotherapy and live for another day. It validated that she had done the right thing in marrying the man Mama and Papa had chosen for her.

      Did that mean it was her fault for failing her husband when it came to his health and well-being?

      Sheetal ducked and slid into the car. The door slammed shut behind. She handed the guard a hundred-rupee note through the open window.

      “Dhaniyavad, Madame,” he thanked her and pressed both palms together in namaste, bowing his head several times.

      “Theek hai.” She told him it was fine.

      Was it? Her husband was the one suffering from weight loss and fatigue while she was fine. At least, that’s what the public thought.

      “Aage kahan?” The chauffeur, in his crisp, white uniform, asked where she wanted to go next.

      “Hira Moti.” Diamond Pearl, the jewelry store where the Dhanrajs had their jewelry custom-made.

      The car snaked through trucks, black and yellow taxis, private cars and auto-rickshaws. Pedestrians rushed along the pavements as diesel from the trucks’ tailpipes clouded their bodies, causing them to cough and sneeze. Perhaps if they worked as hard as Papa, they too could rise from the middle class. But what if they weren’t blessed for success or had erred in some way, causing the gods to withdraw fate and good luck?

      Several pedestrians crossing the road paused between the bumpers of honking traffic, momentarily trapped.

      Sheetal sank into the Mercedes’ seat, took a deep breath and exhaled. If she’d married the man she once loved, she could have been trapped like one of those pedestrians. She bit her lower lip. She had been twenty-two at the time. Any sensible Indian girl would also have chosen wealth and prestige over love.

      She ran her right palm over the glossy cover of the October issue of Vogue, India, that she’d been reading on the ride to the sari boutique.

      The cover article entitled ‘Jump-Start His Engine’ was a Top Ten list of guaranteed ways to rake the honeymoon effect back into stale marriages. Suggestions like keeping open channels of communication, talking, being upfront that you want him, telling him you love him, demanding your man’s time and attention, splurging on new lingerie and transforming dinners into dining with a candle-lit ambience “with you as dessert” had caused Sheetal to cringe. Her husband wined and dined clients after work. Where was the how-to for transforming dinners into a dining experience when they hardly ever ate together? On the few occasions when they did, mealtimes included the whole family, and he perpetually turned a deaf ear.

      The family. Sheetal sighed. They were always there. Everywhere. Indian couples rarely expressed affection for one another in public. In private? Sheetal released her lower lip from her teeth. She had spent thousands of rupees on imported lingerie that stuck to her like a second skin by morning.

      The next suggestion? If you were daring enough to not wait, the article suggested an alternative. Grab him in the nude and tell him you have to have him. Now.

      Sheetal closed the magazine and left it face-down on the seat. Those suggestions worked for western women who were known to be forthright and demanding. Not Indian women who accepted their fate.

      There must be another way. Sheetal straightened her posture. A better way.

      “Aa gaye, Madame.” The chauffeur eased the Mercedes to a halt in front of the shop with golden pillars and gold and silver letters.

      Sheetal entered through the glass doors and was immediately greeted by the store manager dressed in a suit and tie. Waist-high glass cabinets displaying ready-made jewelry ran the shop’s perimeter. Salesmen in lime green shirts and gray trousers, and saleswomen in lime green saris with a gray temple-border, were busy attending to several customers. Sheetal followed the manager to the private showroom sealed behind a wooden door on the right. Several customers, probably friends shopping together, turned to look, pointed in her direction, and whispered to one another.

      Sheetal cringed and looked ahead, avoiding their gazes. Her left shoulder, covered by the heavily embroidered sari pallu, slumped beneath the burden of elite status. Out of habit, she raised a hand to her left earlobe and touch the two-carat diamond solitaire earring. Diamond bangles tinkled along her wrist. More people turned to look in her direction, and Sheetal wished she had kept her hand by her side. It wasn’t the expensive pink georgette sari, the diamond earrings, the bangles on her wrist or the ten-carat diamond solitaire on the third finger of her left hand that drew everyone’s attention. She was a renowned oil painter, but that wasn’t responsible for disturbing the harmony of the shop’s rhythm, either. The cause of the disturbance was simple. She was married to a Dhanraj, and the Dhanrajs had a way of making heads turn.

      How she longed to be one of the women who stared and talked in hushed whispers. If only she had friends to confide in so she wouldn’t have to bear the loneliness of living in a mansion of secrets. She could have lived her dream if she’d married the other man. But she didn’t. That decision was in the past. Over.

      Sheetal seated herself on a plush swivel chair at a round glass table in the center of the brightly lit private showroom and turned to the manager. “Please show me the latest full-set in precious stones and diamonds.”

      Several salesmen and women rushed back and forth at the manager’s call to pull from the vault the latest in designer collections. Rings, bracelets, necklaces and earrings in diamond and gold cascaded along a cloth of black velvet on the glass countertop. Fiery rubies, blue sapphires and green emeralds spilled across the plush bed, reminding Sheetal of oceans and lands her husband flew across countless times in search of the next business opportunity.

      The manager unfolded a dark blue velvet cloth. A necklace with pink diamonds, tiny rubies and white gold trim glittered in the yellow lights. “This one arrived yesterday.”

      Sheetal’s breath caught. “How much is it?”

      “Two crores for the necklace.”

      Twenty million rupees? The price of her husband’s Lamborghini? Sheetal gulped. It matched perfectly with the Karva Chauth gift for her sister-in-law, but she couldn’t spend that much.

      “The earrings and bracelet are⁠—”

      “Just as beautiful, I’m sure,” Sheetal cut him short. “But it’s for a friend,” she lied. “Do you have anything less formal?” He was bound to understand that she meant something less expensive. What he probably wouldn’t understand was why a Dhanraj asked for something less expensive. He didn’t need to understand. The debt was her business.

      A good wife hid the family secrets and lived within her husband’s means—the husband didn’t mean to put the family in debt. Like every good Indian woman from a good Indian family, Sheetal’s status at her in-laws’, her position in society, and her sense of self-worth were measured by the strength of her marriage. Sheetal did everything possible to make her marriage appear intact.

      The manager showed her a pendant of mini pearls, rubies and diamonds, and Sheetal laced her fingers through each string of pearls that supported the pendant. The pearls were white like the marble interior of the Dhanraj mansion. The mini-palace offered seventy-thousand square feet of living space, but lately, Sheetal had been suffocating beneath its sixty-foot-tall ceiling.

      She ran her thumb over a pearl. Cold. Like the heart of her marriage. “How much is it?”

      “Four lakhs for the pendant.”

      Four hundred thousand… Sheetal sat up. The price of the Mercedes. Better.

      “The pearls are…”

      Didn’t oysters die when a pearl was extracted from its womb? What if she, like the oyster, had died eight years ago when her sari caught on fire? A shudder rippled up her spine. Like her husband, her son would have also grown up trapped under the cruel dictatorship of her stepmother-in-law.

      She was lucky to be alive. Her marriage? Not so. She released the pendant and it fell onto the bed of plush black. She couldn’t let her marriage collapse and risk her son’s future.

      A good Indian wife didn’t give up. She forgave all sins, including those of her husband. Especially those of her husband because that’s what kept the marriage intact. A good Indian wife was loving and caring. If she had needs and desires her husband couldn’t fulfill, she forgave him and filled her life with all that he could give. Even if he wanted little to do with her.

      “This,” the manager held up a necklace, “is the latest in Jaipur Kundan work. Complete with earrings, rings, bangles…”

      Sheetal took the inch-wide necklace constructed in segments and connected by tiny clasps. It, too, would match the sari chosen for her sister-in-law. She pulled the band of gold from both sides and tested the minute joints to see if they’d come apart. They didn’t. The necklace was sturdy. It would endure and stand the test of time. Rubies. Sapphires. Emeralds. Didn’t they weather the wrath of wind, water, earth, and fire to sparkle and shine?  Her marriage would too. It had to.

      Sheetal ran the index finger of her right hand over a single diamond dangling from the necklace’s center. It slept in a bezel setting surrounded by an ocean of twenty-two-carat gold and held in position by four sharp prongs.

      It was trapped.

      She was trapped.

      And there was no way out.
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      Why was it that the people you trusted most betrayed you first? Rakesh leaned against the edge of the twenty-seater conference room table and tapped his fingers on the wooden surface while waiting for more Japanese board members of Tashukomo Electronics to take their seats. He strode to the pull-down screen in the Grand Hyatt’s Platinum Meeting Room and looked at the men.

      Identical mops of black hair capped their heads except for one bald, overweight man. Five, he counted. Not good. Ten should be here.

      “Gentlemen.” Rakesh addressed them but scoffed at the word. They looked anything but gentle. “Thank you for flying all the way from Osaka to meet here in Hong Kong.”

      The Japanese had a meeting scheduled tomorrow afternoon with the directors of Hutchison Whampoa, Hong Kong’s leading investor in real estate, retail sales, and telecommunications. Hutchison was also the dragon Tashukomo Electronics had been trying to partner with for the last three years. Unsuccessfully. Rakesh had learned of the meeting and seized the opportunity to take Indo-Japanese trade relations to a new level.

      “Should we wait for the others?” Rakesh pointed to the empty chairs.

      “That won’t be necessary.” The bald man rose to his feet. “Others cannot come. I am Daichi Tanaka, CEO.” He stretched the ‘o’ sound, bowed from the waist and righted himself. “We are pleased to meet you.”

      “Likewise. Thank you.” Rakesh narrowed his attention on the man’s navy-blue suit.  Louis Vuitton. He nodded and smiled. You could tell a Vuitton a mile away from the signature cut. He reciprocated with a bow. Japanese customs were all the rage back home thanks to an influx of multinational corporate tie-ups. Rakesh had never bowed to anyone except Papa—not for long.

      “We can begin when you are ready,” Vuitton suit said. “But first, we would like to introduce ourselves.”

      Rakesh’s shoulders relaxed. The six-hour flight, delayed because of Typhoon Susan, hadn’t left enough time to check in and freshen up before the meeting. However, the temp Chinese employee had efficiently managed all those trivialities including setting up the meeting room prior to his arrival. The Japanese mattered most. If the deal went through, he wouldn’t have to worry about the bank’s threat to take over, and Yash wouldn’t have to struggle in the future.

      As the others introduced themselves, a pinprick of pain pinched his chest and rippled around his abdomen. Rakesh took a step back and held his breath. He’d never experienced anything like this before. Jitters? Butterflies? Impossible. He straightened his posture, pulled the edges of his jacket closed, glided the heel of a palm over a brown basket-weave silk tie and buttoned the jacket.

      No mistakes. Not now. He took a deep breath. Not when thirty thousand employees and their families depended on him to seal this deal. He gestured for the temp Chinese assistant to close the door, dim the lights and await further instruction.

      Rakesh tapped several laptop keys and began his presentation about the new era in India’s growth. He ran slide shows and videos that had taken top executives of Dhanraj & Son a month to compile. He focused on today’s tech-savvy, money-loaded, globalized generation, eager to buy the latest car, designer brands, clothes, and electronic gizmos. He shared a map of India that pinpointed the locations of hundreds of new malls built across the country in the last two years and described fortunes waiting to be reaped. More bar graphs, pie charts and statistics followed.

      He finished with a focus on how Dhanraj & Son, importers and warehousers of major home appliances and luxury clothing brands, was positioned to help Tashukomo profit from India’s booming economy.

      The men’s eyes widened, and Rakesh sensed their growing interest. “It’s a shame your colleagues couldn’t be here.” He gestured to the empty seats. “I would have had the pleasure of meeting them in person.”

      “We didn’t think it necessary for everyone to attend just yet.” The Vuitton sat back. “But tell me, Mr. Dhanraj, how can you guarantee that you will fulfill all your tall promises? I don’t see anyone else from your company.” He looked around the room as if in search of someone. “Only you.”

      I alone am enough to take on all of you. Rakesh feigned checking his cell phone before returning his attention to Vuitton. “You’ll meet them shortly on video conference. Isn’t technology wonderful? Anyway, I just sealed a five-million-dollar deal with Hutchison Whampoa.”

      Vuitton raised his eyebrows.

      “I understand your interest in Whampoa and can pull a few strings for you. So perhaps it’s in your best interest to work with us.” He toggled a few laptop buttons. The white projector screen fuzzed and then sharpened a livestream feed of Indian men and women dressed in dark business suits and seated around a rectangular conference table.

      “I’d like to introduce you to the executive board members of Dhanraj & Son. Live from Raigun, India. I hope they can address all your questions and concerns.”

      Two hours later, Rakesh shook hands with the board members of Tashukomo Electronics as they filed out of the room. Papa would have been proud. No, not proud. Surprised at how stellar the meeting had gone. Too bad Papa had died of a heart attack.

      Rakesh experienced another pinprick. Is this how Papa felt when the attack came on?

      The Vuitton broke away from the group and approached Rakesh. “Well, I must say, Mr. Dhanraj, I am very impressed. I think all our doubts have been cleared. I will discuss this with our colleagues in Osaka and contact you after two weeks.”

      Rakesh smiled. There was nothing more to discuss. He’d won them over.
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        * * *

      

      Rakesh scowled past a shoulder in a navy blazer to another two men in the Grand Hyatt’s reception queue and gritted his teeth. If not for the delayed landing, he’d have checked in hours ago and wouldn’t be standing in line. Back home in India, employees jumped hoops to do his bidding. But on foreign shores, the value of the rupee lagged compared to all the major currencies and VIP treatment barely existed on a shoestring budget. Exhausted, Rakesh wanted to force the men out of his way, get his keycard and go up to his room.

      Groups of noisy Japanese tourists littered the lobby in clusters, each one led by a tour guide armed with a clipboard and wearing a cap. On the other side of the hotel’s glass wall that overlooked the entrance, a bus pulled up and one of the groups raced to board the vehicle. Ridiculous! Rakesh turned away, unaccustomed to such unrefined behavior.

      A cramp tightened around his chest for a split second and Rakesh grit his teeth. Molar pushed against molar and pain seared along his jaw. He fished in his breast pocket, pulled out a thick, brown cigar and rolled it between his fingers. It felt good. He lit the tip in violation of the “No Smoking” signs. The aroma of roasted tobacco filled his nostrils, spiraled down his lungs and every tight-wired chord in his body sagged with relief.

      A cough caused Rakesh to turn around. He fixed his attention on a man standing behind and his Adam’s apple bobbing futilely beneath the brown flesh. Rakesh looked up at the blond-and-brown highlights tinting the man’s wavy black hair, the coarse features and light stubble crusting the surface of his chin. A wave of excitement rushed through.

      “Excuse me,” the receptionist called out. “Next?”

      His gaze drifted down past the wrinkled hem of the man’s blue Nike T-shirt, which fluttered about his waist, past the frayed hem of the brown Bermuda shorts that encircled the man’s shins and down the thick, black hairs curling on his legs’ surface. But the tattered threads running the perimeter of the man’s moccasins held his attention. Nice.

      The man cleared his throat again, his expression blank, and then he pointed to the receptionist’s desk.

      Rakesh turned around, picked up his black-leather Versace briefcase and marched forward, leaving a cloud of smoke behind.

      “Good evening. Welcome to the Grand Hyatt.” The receptionist’s high-pitched nasal, Cantonese accent jarred his hearing while the odor of fish thickened the air.

      Rakesh chewed on the cigar held in the right corner of his mouth and blew away the salty sea odor with a fog of tobacco. Her face wrinkled in irritation. A strip of black plastic pinned to her maroon blazer pocket sparkled with ‘L. Leung’ in gold letters.

      “Your name, sir?”

      “Rakesh Dhanraj.” The cigar vibrated with each consonant. He inhaled a mouthful of warm air and blew it to the right.

      She coughed and then paused to look at him. “No smoking, sir. Is not allowed.”

      “What a shame.”

      She waved the air like his wife often did, scattering the smoke. “Hotel policy.”

      In India, in an unbalanced economy where wealth determined more than net worth and having too much money extended all privileges, he defied just about every policy. “Here.” He shoved a hundred Hong Kong dollar note across the counter. “It’s on me.”

      “Payment accepted at check-out.” She slid the red note back across the counter. “No smoking in public places. Government policy.”

      He drummed his fingernails on the marble counter. Leung gave him the glare, the kind of glare his wife frequently did, and Rakesh’s blood boiled.

      “Please, sir, put it out. This hotel is smoke-free.”

      Not if I put your ass on fire. Rakesh grit his teeth harder. He turned to his left and right, then shrugged. “No ashtray. Government policy. Is not allowed.” He drilled the burning end of the Robusto on the sparkling granite countertop and watched her lips freeze in an O. Surrounding people stopped to stare at the glowing red-hot tip of the cigar and then at him.

      Leung immediately looked down, her shocked expression disappearing behind a curtain of falling black hair.

      “Room four-three-three-four.” She slid a plastic card at him and lowered her hands to the keyboard. “Enjoy your stay with us.”

      “How can I?” Rakesh asked. “This hotel is smoke-free.” He was about to head straight for the corridor of elevators when he paused, turned to look at the receptionist one more time, and added as an afterthought, “Please send my suitcase up in two hours. Until then do not disturb.”

      Rakesh stepped into an empty elevator and a group of Asian tourists rushed in. They pressed him against the wall and out of reach of the control panel. Rakesh clamped his jaw as an ache welled up along his gums. Because people knew who he was back home, his stare would have been enough to cordon off the elevator for himself. Here, he was left to balance himself in the throes of the crowd. The odor of stale fish and sweat overwhelmed his lungs. Rakesh pressed his back to the wall tightening his grip on the briefcase’s leather handle. Just as the doors started to glide shut, the front curve of a moccasin shoe plugged the closing door. Oh fuck! “Take the next one.”

      “I’m sorry,” the man in the blue Nike T-shirt replied, the sound of crisp r’s thickening his Indian accent. He stood two inches taller than Rakesh’s six-foot-two. “I’m in a rush.” He squeezed in and the doors closed, sealing in the fragrance of the man’s Gillette aftershave.

      One of the tourists, a frail-looking man, turned to Rakesh. “Ah…which floor?”

      “Forty-three, please. Penthouse suite.” The elevator made its way up.

      “Ah, you speak good English. Like an American.” The Japanese man, apparently the leader of the group, wearing a red baseball cap to signify his position as translator, touched the number crowning the metallic panel to his immediate right and turned to Rakesh again. Luminous red rings haloed the numbers forty-three and twenty-six.

      “Urrr…which floor?”  The Japanese tourist in the red cap, turned-button-pusher, asked the other Indian man.

      “Same.” He balled his fingers as thick as Rakesh’s Robusto into fists and crossed his arms, double the size of Rakesh’s biceps, across his chest while staring at the blinking panel above the elevator’s door.

      Rakesh’s nerves tingled from head to toe, and warmth spread across his body. The zipper of his trousers strained against a swelling.

      The button-pusher turned to Rakesh. “Where you study?”

      “Harvard.” After securing his US MBA, he returned to India to manage Papa’s business empire. An empire he’d been promised upon return.

      “You here on business?”

      “Yes.”

      The button-pusher nodded to the others in his group and a chorus of “Hai” followed.

      “We also here for travel. And business.”

      Rakesh smiled. Other business was always easier abroad where anonymity became a luxury.

      “I here to meet new company.” The spokesman spread his fingers, drew his hands apart, and then pushed them toward each other interlocking his fingers into one fist. “Partnership. Become strong.” He smiled, revealing four golden molars. “Unite. One. Hai!”

      “I too.” Rakesh lowered his leather bag to the floor and straightened. He, too, had wanted to unite with Papa and run the family business as equals. As promised. Never happened. “Here on business. Come to meet new company.” Rakesh made a fist, rammed it against his open left palm and curled all five fingers of the left hand around the closed knuckles' edge. “Become stronger. Unite.” Takeover. “Hai.” The elevator paused on the twenty-sixth floor, jolted as if the doors were meant to open and then rushed up against the force of gravity.

      The tourists frowned and mumbled.

      When the elevator stopped and the doors glided open on the forty-third floor, Rakesh picked up his briefcase and stepped forward. He elbowed the button-pusher out of the way, leaned his arm across the metallic panel as if to regain balance after a stumble and dragged his arm down pushing all forty-two buttons. The Indian man hopped out, and Rakesh turned back to face the audience. “Sayonara.” Manners were important. “Last floor, guys. You won’t miss your stop this time. Promise. Only way is down.” Then Rakesh stepped out and turned around to watch the tourists’ appalled expressions before the elevator door closed.

      Rakesh headed right and dug into his jacket pocket for the plastic card. He slipped it into a paper-thin slit below the doorknob. The door buzzed and a light flashed from red to green. Rakesh pushed open the door to his suite.

      Golden knobs, hand-pleated upholstery, roses in a crystal vase and chandeliers greeted him. A welcome basket of fruit rested on a glass coffee table. Perfect. Rakesh put his briefcase down and took a deep breath. The scent of tea roses cleared his lungs of the fish smell that had nearly suffocated him during the elevator ride.

      Then came a knock.

      He spun round and yanked the door open.

      The Nike T-shirt man entered.

      Rakesh slammed the door shut and locked it. The fragrance of lemony Gillette filled his nostrils. Every molecule in Rakesh’s body throbbed with excitement. Ions of electricity tingled his skin. His heart beat harder, quicker. He ran his fingers along the soft Bermuda shorts. The flesh beneath the fabric yielded under the pressure of his fingers igniting a thrill that rushed through his veins. Fucking sweet. Heat threatened to consume him alive. Rakesh touched the hairs running the length of Kartik’s arms and each strand curled, pricking him with needle-like static. “I missed you.”

      “Same here, man.”

      Kartik yanked his shirt buttons open, and Rakesh inhaled long, deep breaths as the zipper mounting his growing bulge tightened. Every inch of exposed skin shivered under the silent breeze of air-conditioning and his body yearned toward Kartik’s hungry pull.

      When they were done, Rakesh sat up. Their clothing lay in a mismatched heap on the floor mirroring the tangle of their dark and pale limbs on the bed. Rakesh freed himself from the man’s giant arm and lit a Robusto.

      Hard to believe five months had passed after their first meeting at a business convention in Raigun. They’d been together since. He chewed on the tip of the cigar and exhaled. It felt good. So good, these moments. Moments that evaporated like the smoke from the cigar, all too quickly. Moments to be hushed behind hotel doors away from public view because their love was an act of sin. He regarded Kartik. How would Papa react if he could see him now? Surprised? Shocked? No. Rakesh blew a halo of smoke. Mortified.

      He tapped his cigar against the edge of a Swarovski ashtray. Four days, three nights summed up their time together before he had to return home to his wife.

      A pain-in-the-ass wife.

      Sheetal.
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      When one of the servants informed Sheetal of Rakesh’s return from his Hong Kong trip, Sheetal rushed to their bedroom thrilled that Rakesh was home again.

      Rakesh had placed the sixteen-inch soft-top suitcase horizontally on their bed and didn't turn when Sheetal entered. He dragged clothes out of the suitcase, dropped them on the floor and a heaviness appeared to weigh the lethargic motion of his hands.

      “How was your trip?”

      “Good.” He dropped a white shirt on the papaya-colored carpet, rust-colored and stained from alcohol that had spilled five days ago and been left to dry. Sheetal hadn’t bothered to inform the servants to clean up the mess because alcohol stains were such trivial matters.

      “Dr. Kishore called while you were away.” Sheetal paused. One more step within Rakesh’s radius would be equivalent to invading his privacy. “He wants to see you and we should schedule an appointment.”

      “Look, I just got back from a six-hour flight. I’m fizzed.” He let the suitcase lid flop down apparently oblivious to a white shirt dangling on the edge of the bed. “Let’s talk later.”

      Rakesh had been suffering from bouts of fatigue for several months, so before Rakesh left for Hong Kong, Sheetal suggested that he visit the family doctor. Rakesh said he didn’t have the time to schedule an appointment, so Sheetal took the liberty of doing so herself.

      Sheetal narrowed the distance between them, pressed her palm on Rakesh’s left shoulder and firmed her grip. “I scheduled an appointment for Wednesday next week at five-thirty.”

      He flicked the white shirt on the floor, and the fabric crumpled.

      “I think it will help in case you need to go through any testing or just have a check-up.”

      He said nothing.

      Was he afraid? No. Rakesh didn’t fear anything. He just didn’t like being told what to do. “Who knows? I could be wrong.” She faked a laugh to ease the tension and shifted closer. “And this could be one big mistake⁠—”

      He brushed her fingers off his shoulder.

      “Be reasonable, Rakesh.”

      “I am.” He turned around and narrowed his gaze on her. “He’ll say the usual. Stop drinking. Stop smoking. Kick the habit. I’m not going to. So, there’s no point. Ditto?” Ditto meant a forced agreement.

      The weight of his stare pressed down on her. “What about us?”

      “Us?” He unbuttoned his shirt.

      “Yash is only eight.” Sheetal placed a hand on her hip and leaned against the edge of the bed for support.

      “He’s away at boarding school.”

      “For a reason. We put him there to⁠—”

      “Not we. You.”

      Sheetal had never wanted their only child, Yash, to live away from them but she couldn’t keep him here, either. With a tyrannical step-mother-in-law, Pushpa, whom she referred to as Mummyji, and a thirty-year-old clinically depressed, divorced sister-in-law, Naina, all living under the same roof, Sheetal didn’t want Yash growing up in a dysfunctional family the way Rakesh had. So, when Yash turned five, Sheetal convinced Rakesh the best alternative was to enroll Yash at a boys’ convent boarding school in the northern foothills of the Himalayas. “I enrolled Yash at St. Paul’s for his own good.”

      “He needs you. Me. A family for his own good.”

      She stepped away from the bed. Their mansion with a sixty-foot tall ceiling, separate living quarters for the help, an infinity pool that overlooked a lake and extended to a grand view of a mountain range offered luxury that fell short. “He needs stability and that’s something we can’t give him here. You know that.” Sheetal slid her hand down her thigh and the bangles on her wrist clinked. “What if your aches and fatigue are serious?”

      “Aren’t you overreacting? It’s not like I’m dying. Why do you always get Yash involved? And why are you always so highly strung? Have some wine. Champagne. Something to lighten up.” His strong American accent rounded off vowels and swallowed consonants. His pronunciation presented a stark contrast to Sheetal’s crisp, Queen’s English with a light Indian accent. “Everyone drinks nowadays. Except you, of course.”

      Sheetal didn’t drink alcohol because good Indian women from good Indian families didn’t. Rakesh had forced Sheetal to indulge in his whims during the initial years of marriage, but when Sheetal declared it went against her norms and values he surrendered. “You know I don’t agree with⁠—”

      “Anything I want.” He narrowed his eyes.

      Their arranged marriage had forced them together under one roof and into one bed but Yash, the only proof of love between them, was all they shared. Sheetal fidgeted with the decade-old ten-carat diamond engagement ring on her finger.

      The debt had to be eating at him, and she needed to think of something quick. “What if we sell my ring? I’m sure it would fetch a decent amount and the bank⁠—”

      “Are you out of your mind?”

      Sheetal cringed. So, what if love didn’t exist between them? The ring must mean something to him. How could she be so stupid?

      “I don’t need your ring to bail me out. I can handle this on my own.”

      “I meant that we⁠—”

      “This isn’t a family event, God dammit, where everyone has a say. No one else needs to know. My problem. I fix it.”

      Everything was still ‘I,’ not ‘we.’ Their relationship could be so much better if he agreed to professional help.

      Eight years ago, Rakesh had come up with the solution to seek counseling and therapy, and Sheetal elicited a promise from him to work on their marriage. However, the decline in business and mounting tension of the debt had only increased the friction between them. “I have so much jewelry from our marriage that I hardly wear, and it’s all just sitting in the bank locker. I can take it to Hira Moti and find out its current worth.” She followed him to the fading peach-colored sofa arrangement on the right, its back to a mirrored wall. “You are not alone. We’re in this together. You are in our lives as we are a part of yours.”

      “Yes, apart.” He turned away from her. “I don’t have time to waste with all this drama—baazi.”

      Rakesh didn’t waste a minute. Thirteen years ago, shortly after Rakesh turned twenty-seven, his father, Ashok Dhanraj, died of a heart attack and in less than twenty-four hours Rakesh took over Dhanraj and Son. Rakesh, meaning ‘Lord Of The Night’ in Hindi, proved he was just as bold and powerful in every waking hour and didn’t need anyone in his life. Others needed and wanted to be with him.

      “My problem, I deal with it.”

      He flicked the white shirt off his shoulders revealing smooth titanium contours. Tufts of black hair sparsely scattered over his body and graying at the roots were the only signs of Rakesh maturing into his forties.

      Her attention wandered to the Vogue magazine lying face-up on a sofa cushion as Rakesh paced the room. Yesterday’s cover article “Jump Start His Engine,” glared from the upper right corner in bold red letters.

      Could she really seduce Rakesh in the open when couples in her generation didn’t even hold hands in public?

      According to culture, marriage was a means to procreate, to carry on the man’s family name and to establish the woman’s duty to her husband and his family.

      The words circled her head. Don’t wait. Grab him in the nude and tell him. You have to have him. Now. Sheetal gulped and headed toward him.

      Rakesh raised a hand to his forehead, stretched the palm across his eyes and rubbed his temples. His fingers and thumb moved toward and then away from each other, repeating the motion he so often did when he had a headache.

      Sheetal was about to sit down when Rakesh headed for the bathroom door. She followed his magnetic force, the pull of his minty fragrance but stopped short at the huge pile of filthy laundry. She bent to gather the clothes, trapped the cuffs and collars of Rakesh’s shirts and the hem and waistbands of his trousers between her chest and arms, struggling to hold the soiled socks and handkerchiefs in her grip. She almost lost balance and tripped but quickly regained composure. However, tiny articles of alcohol-cigar-and-sweat-stained clothing slipped and Sheetal raised the index finger of her right hand to snag an item. Another scent, a lemony disinfectant-type that Rakesh didn’t wear. She turned and regarded the bedroom behind her. Her attention paused on the chipped wood and paint of the closet door to her left. No…not from there. The fragrance hung like a cloud, so heavy and thick she could hardly breathe. She lowered her head to the clothes pressed against her chest and sniffed. She’d found the source. She loosened her grip and followed, determined to ask Rakesh if he’d picked up a new fragrance in Hong Kong.

      Sheetal peered right and down at the bathroom floor. She walked in measured steps ever so carefully between the clearly defined outlines of each tile ensuring each movement fell within the limits of Rakesh’s boundaries. Then she dropped the clothes into a hamper and parted her lips but stopped. Rakesh hated being questioned and might lose his temper.

      Rakesh stood next to the glass shower box, his back turned to her. He loosened the pair of black trousers hugging his waist and let go of the waistband. The fabric slid down his legs, folded and pooled into two conjoined hoops around his feet.

      A decade ago, Sheetal, like many Indian women, would have blushed and turned away in embarrassment at the sight of her husband’s nudity. But now she watched mesmerized.

      Light blue veins branched wild and unrestricted up Rakesh’s pale calves and thighs to a pair of kidney-shaped mounds tucked tight behind a pair of black G-string Jockeys. He slipped both thumbs between the strips of fabric clinging to his hips and rolled off the underwear causing the fabric to tumble down to his feet.

      A sigh escaped her lips. May, June, July, August, September, October…six months since they had made love.

      Rakesh pulled open the glass shower box, stepped into the five-by-seven-foot enclosure and turned a knob to the right. Streams of water thundered down Rakesh’s chest, waist and hips and snaked down the fine black line running between a pair of his pebble-smooth mounds.

      A rise-sink feeling clenched her stomach. Oh, how she ached to press her body to his.

      Rakesh flexed his arms, and muscles across his shoulder blades rippled and tightened.

      Sheetal’s breathing quickened and she bit her lip unsure where to look and what to do. She tapped her fingers along her thighs to refrain from wanting to touch him. Her attention darted to the hamper’s lid tilting to one side and the urge to straighten the square rattan tingled her fingers. She made for the hamper watching Rakesh from the corner of her eye.

      Rakesh turned the knob further to the right, stepped aside, grabbed a blue bottle from a niche and shampooed his hair. Then he pumped soap from a dispenser, lathered himself and resumed his position under the spray. Suds melted down his frame, pooled near his feet and clouds of vapor rose with another yearning to press her body to his, but Sheetal aligned the rattan on the hamper’s rim and sealed the lid tight.

      Rakesh abruptly turned off the water, stepped aside, and water sloshed. Wetness distilled between her thighs as the mist between them evaporated. What if women abroad found him attractive? Was he drawn to them in the same way? Her throat ached. Be forthright. Demanding, the article had said. He wants to know you want him. The tip-tip of the leaking showerhead pattered to the rhythm of her heart.

      Rakesh pushed open the door, grabbed a towel from a rod on the wall and wrapped the fabric around his slim waist as the fragrance of mint, soap and whiffs of herbal shampoo lifted with the lacy curtain of steam making her dizzy. He ran his fingers through strands of pepper-gray hair, and she inched toward his towering frame a swelling, pulsating sensation throbbing within.

      “You’re hurting me, Sheetal. Let go.” He grabbed her wrist and flicked open her fingers that were curved around the pendulum of his organ.

      “Please.” She pressed her mouth against his nape and nuzzled, oblivious to what she’d just done.

      He pulled away her hand, let go and rungs of bangles collided and clumped along Sheetal’s wrist. “I’m tired.” Rakesh marched up the three marble steps, swung open the bathroom door and left her standing alone.
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      The next morning, Sheetal stood before a white canvas in her studio determined to complete the assignment at hand. With nine years’ experience under her sari pallu and the ‘S.Dhanraj’ signature on every work, Sheetal kept up with orders for her paintings from hotels, restaurants, posh clubs, the occasional art exhibition and balanced her finances with ease. However, she wanted to be better and reach the heights of Indian artists who had claimed international fame like Husain and Tagore. She had a long way to go and to attain that caliber meant commitment, dedication and focus.

      Painting offered more than just a career. Painting meant diving into a world of colors, shades, hues and then bleeding her heart out on canvas. Several careful strokes of the brush and she could erupt mountains, wash lakes, or field forests to life. The right combination of light and dark and she could preserve objects in still-lifes.

      Two weeks ago, Sheetal had delivered a series of orchids to Mr. Bhattacharya, the PR manager for Sheraton Hotel, New Delhi. The rush order was then delayed by two days because Mummyji had taken off a week to go on a cruise and left Naina in Sheetal’s care. Last week Sheetal called to follow up on the delivery of her paintings and payment worth three hundred and fifty thousand rupees, but Mr. Bhattacharya assured her corporate would not hold the delay against her. Since Mr. Bhattacharya had not called, Sheetal assumed the remaining ninety percent balance payment would reach her soon.

      A series of ten oil paintings of the Himalayan Mountain range on four-by-five-foot canvases destined for the Renaissance Hotel’s newly renovated west wing was also due by December fifteenth. Two months was ample time.

      Sheetal’s cell phone rang, and she took the call. “Hello?”

      “Hanh! Helloji! Bhattacharya calling from Delhi.”

      “Hello, Bhattacharyaji.” He’s probably calling to confirm the balance payment due. “I trust all is good?”

      “That’s…uh…why I’m calling. We…uh…the paintings, you know. They arrived two days late. So, I…uh…am having them delivered back to you.”

      Sheetal tightened. “Surely, Bhattacharyaji, we spoke about this and⁠—”

      “I know uh…how disappointing all this is. But please be assured it was not…uh my decision. Corporate didn’t get your paintings on time and purchased another artist’s collection.  They only told me⁠—”

      “Didn’t you explain the situation? We talked last week, and you said⁠—”

      “Big people, Madame. Inauguration of new hotel. Corporate wanting everything in order.”

      “You can’t just send them back. Surely, you’ll pay⁠—”

      “No, no, Madame. We will not take back the ten-percent deposit. It will be an insult if we ask money back from a Dhanraj. But we cannot pay you more.”

      Seven huge orchid paintings. Four by five feet tall. What was she going to do with them? Barricade the windows of the studio?

      He ended the phone call, and Sheetal tucked the mobile into a velvet cell phone pouch that hung off the waist of her sari by a metal hook. This was all Mummyji’s fault!

      At forty-eight, Mummyji believed that any activity on the Dhanraj premises was her business. It didn’t matter whether Sheetal and Rakesh argued, Sheetal received a phone call concerning her paintings, or Naina grew upset with Sheetal over some trivial matter, Mummyji had to know everything. Thirteen years ago, shortly after Rakesh’s father, Ashok Dhanraj, died from a heart attack, Mummyji inherited the mansion and estate. According to Ashok’s will, Rakesh inherited the business, and Naina and Megha received a fixed percentage from their ten-percent shares of Dhanraj & Son. As if Mummyji’s intrusion wasn’t enough interference, Mummyji and her biological daughter, Naina, had to be priority on everyone’s list, which is precisely why Sheetal had lost the Sheraton Hotel account and now her earnings from the sale of the orchids.

      Money had never been an issue for the Dhanrajs because Rakesh earned enough to cover the running expenses of their home, local charities they supported, social events they hosted and he secured enough in savings. However, with the mounting pressure of the debt, Sheetal wondered how much longer this could continue. At least she had not been a burden for Rakesh and had managed overheads like the cost of brushes, canvas, paints, other supplies and saved some money to tuck into her personal bank account as profit.

      Not that it mattered much because Rakesh labeled Sheetal’s revenue pocket money. According to him, her income would never amount to anything substantial. No matter how well Sheetal painted or how many pieces she sold in a quarter, her earnings equated to loose change in his pocket. Rakesh claimed painting was a useful hobby to keep her busy and her revenue would buy her a few designer saris. And when he wanted to be particularly vindictive, he claimed the only reason her paintings sold was because of the Dhanraj label.

      Sheetal cringed. Oh, how she hated the reminder that the Dhanraj label allowed her to bypass the hassle of selling artwork through dealers and being subjected to the standard fifty-fifty share of the revenue or sixty percent share on the sale of her paintings to art galleries. Hotels, clubs and restaurant owners came to Sheetal for business because owning a work of art by a Dhanraj meant status and pride. For Sheetal, painting also represented her independent working-woman status and that she was not just another pretty face as were so many other wives who shared her elite lifestyle.

      Sheetal’s cell phone chimed again. She withdrew it from the pouch and pressed it to her ear. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Kavita here.”

      Kavita’s sing-song voice warmed Sheetal’s heart. “How are you? It’s been so long since we caught up.”

      “Oh, I know. I’ve been tied up. The whole flat is full of boxes. There’s barely any space for me and the girls
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