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Disclaimer





This book is written to the best of my memory. Some of the dates may be off, but this is how I remember the events. In the interest of keeping the past in the past, some specifics have been altered to maintain anonymity. At her request, most details of my daughter’s life have been kept out of this story. I have also refrained from naming my guru.









My story of transcendence from a survivor of domestic


violence to an advocate and a coach.


Forming a true relationship with my inner self.


Now living a life of joy and purpose.


All on my own terms and in Alignment.









To my sweethearts, my reason for who I am today:


My parents, Om and Shashi, smiling down at me from up there.


My lifelines: Nina, Kabir, and Kuber.


To all those who rise and fall and rise again with the


rough tides of living with an abusive partner.


And to my guru, my compass in this vast turbulent ocean, 
which points the needle toward the Still, the Source.












Preface






I grew up in New Delhi, India, and my dreams were built on the romance and jubilation in which I was brought up. I imagined my married life to be as blissful and tender as that of my parents, who truly cherished and treasured each other and nurtured their four offspring with love and warmth. They lived more as partners than as a traditional Indian husband and wife.


Having been raised in this progressive environment, I acquired a unique perception of life—a woman was an equal partner in a marriage, one to be honored and valued. Marriage meant love, companionship, and caring. I couldn’t fathom it being any other way. Violence of any kind in marriage was unthinkable. A woman was to be respected—period.


My future husband would not share these perceptions. I found myself in an arranged marriage to a bright and deceptively-charming man, who revealed his true nature only after our wedding. The first time he hit me, my world spun upside down. When it righted, I had gotten myself stuck in a tumultuous, abusive relationship with a narcissistic alcoholic, in whose captivity I was trapped for more than twenty years.


The desperate mother of three innocent children who were casualties of these circumstances, I had to get away, but my escape had to be carefully planned with no room for error. If I divorced, I’d lose one or all of my children to the man I needed to escape from, which was not an option.


There had to be a way out.


I searched until I found it.


This story narrates how I built a ramp to climb out of the abyss, little by little, using a myriad of tools to bring me closer to freedom. Although I was alone in my fight for survival, I had deep faith in the higher power which presented me with collaborators in the form of angels and mentors to light my way.


My work was slow but steady. The ramp collapsed a few times and had to be rebuilt stronger. I shaped myself into a resilient woman, a tigress who could fend for her cubs. It wasn’t easy, and each day was a struggle, yet I remained determined in my single mission to protect my children and provide them with the best, as I had been provided with. This focus gave me the courage and spirit to keep forging ahead relentlessly.


Belief in self and belief in the Universe became my weapons of ultimate escape, the foundation for my liberation and re-earned dignity.


The story doesn’t stop with gaining my freedom but describes my continuing journey on the path of spirituality. In this book, I share my dawning realizations and the period of self-resurgence, which resulted in a triumphant, purpose-driven life.


Belief in spirituality provided the foundation and a new beginning on the path toward the emancipation of mind and soul.


Today a free woman, I’m happily settled in Chicago, living life on my own terms. I walk with my head high and chin up. The first flowers of spring in their divine colors make me smile. I can laugh again at a joke, find stillness in trees, and plan without fear, making up for the lost time.


I’m reminded of my favorite lines, my motto, from Robert Frost’s “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening”:




The woods are lovely, dark and deep,


But I have promises to keep,


And miles to go before I sleep,


And miles to go before I sleep.















A Message from My Daughter





Domestic violence touches everyone involved. Children living in an environment where one parent is abused must learn to deal with violence. We grow up faster than other children, feeling the need to become the protector of the abused. But we cannot protect them, making us feel helpless, frustrated, guilt-ridden, and failures. Growing up witnessing domestic violence undermines our foundations and affects our mental health. We have traumatic childhoods with which we may never come to terms. It also affects our relationships, since the only model we have is our parents.


Children learn from their parents. If they see violence, mental or physical, their map for building loving relationships becomes skewed. It takes a lot out of children to see their loved ones hurt and helpless. And that helplessness changes the way we think, the way we understand the world. We may distrust the world in general and become shy and withdrawn, prone to addiction, violence, and even criminal activity. The children of domestic violence constantly subvert their needs and desires to those of everyone around them. In our effort to please others, we lose ourselves.


I’m lucky to have a tigress of a mother.


She was strong for us through the turmoil. She stood between the ugly world—my father—and us. A survivor, she never portrayed herself as a victim, which in turn showed us that the children of domestic violence could be positive, good human beings and contributors to society. They could maintain healthy relationships and advocate for survivors of—or those still caught up in—domestic violence. She instilled great values in us to become people who are satisfied in their lives.


We were lucky to have such a distinguished role model to look up to, who inculcated important values such as kindness, humility, gratitude, humanity, honesty, and spirituality. Despite everything, we’re thankful to God for having been given such a great mother. She could have earned her own gratification by remarrying and not worrying about our adoption or custody issues, but she made us her life’s mission. Society shamed her, the law did not protect her, and her own husband held her hostage, but she did not deter and kept working toward her single focus of making us good human beings, which shaped us into the kind of parents we will be—loving, thoughtful, kind, and firm—and not victims or abusers ourselves.


If abusers aren’t willing to invest in the children they brought into this world, they will receive no sympathy or empathy from me. If they are grappling with anger issues, alcoholism, or mental illness, they must seek help to remain part of their children’s lives and stop the pattern of abuse. If abusers are willing to change and put in hard work, they deserve a second or even a third chance. My stance may seem harsh, but after witnessing my mother give my father chance after chance, it is my biggest disappointment that he wasn’t willing to change for us kids.


We weren’t important enough for him to make an effort.


Thankfully, we were—and are—important enough to our mother, who left him for the sanity of us all.













Chapter 1

The Beginning




1980–1981





I was a new bride, standing at the rundown, ramshackle Old Delhi railway station on a cold, dark winter night. I was draped in a pastel-pink sari, my head covered with the far end. I was continuously pushing it back from falling on my forehead, trying to tame my hair going wild from my errant sari. The uncaring wind blowing through the open station in the cold December was not helping, either. Handling the sari had been a constant struggle.


I was surrounded by my new family, that of my husband, which I inherited as a result of an arranged marriage. My interactions with them in the ten days since our wedding had been brief and few. They were still strangers to me. Vijay, whom I had met merely twice before our wedding, and with whom I had exchanged a handful of letters during our six-month courtship, seemed less of a stranger, yet he still lacked the familiarity of a husband. Was that enough to really know him?


However, I was filled with hope that the new path set for me was full of wonder, thrill, and whirlwind romance, confirming my dreams since adolescence.


My father-in-law Dev, older sister-in-law, and two brothers-in-law had gathered at the station to see us off, their newly wed son and daughter-in-law. It was time to say our goodbyes as we waited for the overnight train Vijay and I would board to Nandoli, my new home.


A married woman covering her head was a way to show respect toward older men, an archaic tradition accepted by the majority of the patriarchal society, where men were considered superior to women. However, my own brothers’ wives weren’t required to follow this tradition, owing to my parents’ progressiveness, so, in practice, this observance was somewhat new to me.


My sari was a fifteen-foot-long by six-foot-wide piece of silk cloth wrapped around my petite body. The wide portion of the cloth tucked into my petticoat, a long underskirt tied tightly around my belly, suffocated my normal breathing. This reminded me of learning in high school about the Egyptian mummies wrapped compactly in cloth before being buried. I was expected to not only breathe but also walk gracefully, just as my mom had done in this very elegant garment. Discomfort aside, I was nervous about catching the hem of the sari with my heels and tripping. It would be a shame if I were to topple and fall in front of my in-laws. After all, this was all about forming the right first impressions.


I focused intently on holding the sari high with one hand and keeping it from touching the filth on the grubby floors of the Old Delhi railway station. My other hand was constantly engaged in tugging the sari covering my head so the silk material would not slip off. Every time it did, leaving my head uncovered, Shiela, my sister-in-law, would skewer me with a daunting long stare or nudge me hard on my shoulder. I managed to take it in stride, respecting their values and traditions.


Dev tried to make small talk, perhaps in an attempt to break the silence, which required me just to nod or shake my head. Dev looked elegant, a tall, lanky man in his well-fitted, deep-brown, checkered jacket and brown slacks. The golden-framed eyeglasses went well with his fair skin and sat firmly on his high-bridged nose. His eyes brightened when he smiled, which he did most of the time. His erect, military-like walk complemented his authoritative tone. Being the eldest among his four siblings, a sister, and three brothers, he was used to being in charge. He was a sensitive person but good at hiding his emotions. Perhaps the early death of his middle-aged wife three years before had left him embittered and scarred.


I was not supposed to open up with him, even if I wanted to. It was too forward in the family’s eyes. Small talk was the only form of accepted communication between the two of us.


Sanjay, two years younger than Vijay at thirty-one, and Ajay, three years younger, kept smiling warmly when my gaze met theirs without saying a word. Perhaps we had yet to break that ice. My sister-in-law Shiela was two years older than Vijay and ten years older than me. She kept a stiff front, not giving her lips a chance to widen in a smile unless necessary. I gave her the benefit of the doubt. It couldn’t be easy mothering three adult brothers and a widowed father at the age of thirty-three. Her father, I understood, had not been able to find a suitable match for her, and since all the siblings were only a couple of years apart, he decided to marry off the next one in line, my husband, already past the marriageable age. Being a woman, I understood what Shiela’s feelings might be about my engagement with her brother at twenty-two and marriage at twenty-three.


On the surface, it appeared like a close-knit family, but something was awry in the bonding of siblings. They didn’t joke, tease, or share with each other. Everyone kept to themselves. Perhaps a common thread, which bound them together, was amiss. Maybe it was the mother who had kept them together, as that’s what mothers did.


The father was more affectionate toward the younger two sons. Shiela, his firstborn and only daughter, with the burden of running the household, was more like a confidante and a partner in crime, helping him make decisions. He seemed to have pride in Vijay but not the same affection, as if Vijay had broken his trust somewhere down the line.


Since college eight years earlier, Vijay had worked and lived in Nandoli, a small, remote town 435 miles southwest of New Delhi. He was an industrial engineer working at the MGM tire factory on the outskirts of Nandoli in Rajasthan, the largest state of northern India, known for its arid desert lands, beautiful green Aravali hills, and colorful handicrafts. Nandoli was situated forty-four miles from the state capital, Udaipur, also known as the City of Lakes or the “Venice of the East,” a popular tourist destination famous for its magnificent eighteenth-century palaces on an island in the middle of Rajsamand Lake. Though I’d never heard of Nandoli before, I’d seen Udaipur on a map of India in my high school geography class, so I was extremely excited about living near Udaipur with my life partner.


I was leaving my in-laws behind. I didn’t know them enough to feel sad. It was my parents and siblings I was going to miss dearly. However, my joy about going to my future home and a new life outweighed my sorrow.


The long, shrieking whistle of the Udaipur train announced its entry into the railway junction. Smoke diffused from the oncoming engine and filled the air, stuffing my nostrils with the sharp smell of burning coal. I was overcome with nostalgia for my summer vacation trips to my grandma’s house in Punjab each year. Those were my favorite vacations, full of childhood fun: playing I Spy You in sugar cane and corn farms with neighborhood kids, or picking fresh vegetables from the gardens, or bathing under the thick stream of water coming from a tube well run by big buffaloes or oxen going in circles around the well.


The Udaipur Express approached the platform. Its brakes screeched and squealed, followed by a loud thud as it stopped in front of us. Its arrival brought with it a tornado of men, women, and children running in all directions as they pushed, pulled, and shouted with no consideration for anyone, as if getting into the train was their only mission in life.


My eyes burned from coal exhaust, and my body jostled, bruised by passengers ripping through the crowds, yelling “Coolie, coolie!” and waving to the scrambling porters to help with their bags. I inched closer to Vijay.


“There is no need for you to rush,” Dev said. “The train stops here for a good twenty minutes.”


Ajay ran ahead to look for our compartment, and Dev followed him. Sanjay hurried off to buy some water bottles for our journey. Shiela took out a polyethylene bag and handed it to me.


“This is for your journey,” she said, not making eye contact. “I made stuffed aloo paratha [mashed-potato-stuffed, shallow-fried flatbread] and some spicy mango pickles. I put in mild red chilies and packed some extra pickles. I noticed you like them.”


I took the bag and gave her a hug.


A sliver of a smile came to her stiff lips, confirming she did have a heart. The two of us walked quietly in Dev and Ajay’s direction. Vijay stayed behind, waiting for the porter to come back and help with the luggage.


Since it was my first time at this station, I wasn’t expecting it to be so grimy and unhygienic. The air smelled of desiccated garbage and unbathed bodies.


People of all ages, colors, creeds, and races—Hindu, Muslim, Sikh—dressed, for the most part, poorly and shabbily, wearing oversized, mutilated sweaters or shirts with gaping holes, having not washed for weeks, trying to protect themselves from cold. It was the most humbling sight.


Noise was at its peak. It was not only the crowd who hollered and roared, but the vendors shouted incessantly. Tea sellers screeched, “chai, chai, chai,” carrying oversized tea dispensers in one hand and stacked earthen throwaway cups in the other.


“Chaat, samosa, tikki!” bellowed the purveyors of snacks, carrying huge, round cane baskets overflowing with homemade, deep-fried, spiced goodies on their dangling heads, balanced by their typical gait.


“Boot polish, boot polish, boot polish,” called the shoe-shine juveniles.


People slept or merely laid down haphazardly on the floor. Some were tired, some were bored of waiting for late or canceled trains, and others were homeless. Bundles of baggage and huge delivery packages blocked the walkways.


The poverty was appalling. I had been sheltered from this side of the country, and seeing these conditions wrenched my heart. Up ahead, Dev leaned out the window of one of the train cars, waving at us. He had found our seats. I looked for Vijay, still waiting for a coolie to help him.


The lanky coolies—some old, others malnourished—piled and kept one customer’s luggage by the train and then were off to find another customer. The more people they serviced, the more money they would make. Simple logic. The sheer weight and volume they balanced on their heads and hung from their shoulders was astounding. Even a donkey would refuse to carry such a burden. But their poverty, their worry about feeding their large families—their fleet of children, their elderly dependent parents—fueled their drive and gave them the strength to keep going.


Getting closer to our car, Shiela and I approached the tracks. The stink was horrendous. The latrines on the trains didn’t have receptacles to hold the waste, so it landed directly on the tracks. I felt like throwing up. I had a strong urge to cover my nostrils with my sari but avoided it since Shiela did not. It’s okay, I told myself. I can bear it.


At our car, I stopped, hesitant to put my foot on the knee-high first stair. If I slipped, I’d fall into the gap between the train and the platform onto the track. My rebellious sari wasn’t making this any easier. But I grabbed the railing and jumped to the first step. I made it! Juggling between hiking my sari hem and grasping the railing with one hand, I pulled myself into the train, pressing my sari to my head with the other, desperate to avoid another of Shiela’s glares. She seemed much more strident about covering my head than her brothers were. Would Dev be as offended by my exposed head?


What was I doing with such an old-fashioned family? The thought appeared for a flicker of a moment and was soon replaced by thoughts of my new love, my lifelong partner, which was all that mattered. A smile of victory came to my lips. I peeked out the window, looking for Vijay. I saw the coolie running with our bags. He jumped onto the train, with Vijay close behind.


When the coolie had stowed away our luggage, Vijay, a little breathless after following the porter hustling through the crowd, paid him the dues. I handed Vijay a bottle of water. I wanted to stand closer to him and dab the perspiration from his forehead but abstained from showing my open affection in front of Dev and Shiela. There would be ample time later. The train whistle shrieked, announcing it was about to leave the platform.


My in-laws prepared to disembark. In parting, I bent to touch my father-in-law’s feet, another norm of showing respect observed by traditional families.


Knowing he was marrying a modern, fashionable girl, Vijay should have warned me about the conservative ways of his family to avoid any surprises and prejudices against their traditions and rituals. Still, I didn’t take his lack of forewarning to heart. We’d get to understand each other’s ways. I desisted from hugging my brothers-in-law since I was unsure if Dev would approve, and I could guarantee Shiela wouldn’t. Dev took out a five-rupee note and handed it to me. Giving money as a parting gift was customary, though I did secretly judge my father-in-law’s miserliness.


My in-laws now stood on the platform beneath our window. The train gave a sharp jerk before rolling away. My new family waved goodbye as the train gained momentum, taking us to our destination. My husband and I continued waving out of the open window until his family grew smaller and smaller.


I sighed deeply once we newlyweds were left to ourselves for the first time since our wedding. Time for us to settle. We looked at each other and smiled. He has a charming smile, I thought, and not for the first time. We had two sleeper seats, one above the other. Vijay unrolled the bedding we brought, making up both bunks. We were exhausted from the last few days of ceremonies and dinners at the homes of friends and relatives. We sat together, hand in hand, oblivious of attracting the attention of all eyes in the car, my red sparkly bangles on my wrists in both arms, and a red dot—bindi—on my forehead, a typical sign that I was a newlywed. We were both sleepy, so Vijay helped me up to the top bunk.


As I laid down, my thoughts drifted toward the last few days at my father-in-law’s house. How did that dwelling compare to Vijay’s, where we would now live?


His father’s house in Delhi was simple, with the bare minimum of basic necessities and no decoration or homey touches. Yet, everything was kept clean and tidy. The house was unusually packed with relatives from all over, gathered under one roof. The women would huddle in the kitchen all day to wash and cut vegetables, cook three meals, clean, and gossip in hushed tones so their voices would not reach the men sitting outside. The women covered their mouths with the ends of their saris or their dupattas (shawl-like scarves) to suppress their laughter.


Because she was the daughter of the house, Shiela had left her head uncovered, her long black hair parted on the side and neatly braided. And because she ran the household, when she entered the kitchen, the other women—even those older than she was—would stop joking and laughing. They seemed to fear her. Were they simply showing their respect to her and the position she held as the eldest child of the eldest brother? Or was it part of their culture to fawn over the woman who ran the household? Or maybe Shiela was truly the dictator in the family.


The men would sit on the veranda outside the kitchen to chat freely, joke, laugh loudly, and sip cups of masala chai, oblivious to any of the household responsibilities. The eldest men in the clan smoked the hookah, passing the mouthpiece among them, each deeply drawing in the tobacco smoke. They held their breath and made loud gurgling sounds produced by vibrations due to rumbling smoke. It left an atmosphere of lingering tobacco and made them relaxed and laid back.


The younger men weren’t supposed to smoke in front of the elders. Instead, they sneaked out to smoke cigarettes, eating a green cardamom pod afterward to camouflage the smell. The older men pretended they didn’t know what the younger men were doing.


The movement of the train finally rocked me to sleep. And then I heard Vijay yelling. He shook me to wake up. Having barely slept, I opened my eyes, startled.


“Coolie, coolie!” Vijay shouted. He shook me again. “Get up and climb down! We overslept. We’ll miss the local Nandoli train.”


I was dumbfounded. I heard the urgency and desperation in his voice. I jumped from the bunk, ignoring the ladder. Vijay dashed from one compartment to the next in search of a porter, yelling, “Coolie, coolie!” as he battled through the narrow corridor of the train still in motion.


I was disoriented and confused. When we’d discussed the trip, Vijay hadn’t mentioned we had to change trains. I shook my head out of the daze, quickly rolled the bedding, and made sure everything was packed. I had no time to retie my loosened sari or brush my tousled hair. Vijay sprinted back, breathing heavily, with a porter behind him.


“Pick up all the luggage quickly.” He signaled at all the luggage pieces and then, with nervous looks, instructed me to head for the door. The train squealed to a sudden halt, giving a jerk. Our car hadn’t stopped at the platform but a little past it. The terrain was rough, and the steps of the car were higher off the ground.


“Jump!” Vijay shouted from behind me. “Jump, or we’ll miss the train on the Nandoli line.”


Panicked, I blindly jumped on my heels, without thinking of the consequences of damaging my ankle or the sari catching as I leaped from the train. I was mechanically doing what was asked of me. Vijay jumped down after me, followed by the porter balancing our two big suitcases on his head and two bundles of bedding, hanging one on each shoulder. We raced for our train through the middle of the train yard, three tracks to the right of us, and two to the left.


Vijay ran past me, one of the bags hanging from his shoulder, and I heedlessly followed, toward the local line, eight hundred yards away. The porter kept pace. I kept looking back to see if he was okay, running with all the heavy luggage, and then realized it was his profession and he would do fine.


“Run faster!” Vijay yelled over his shoulder.


I kept running, unnerved and flustered. But surely Vijay knew what he was doing. Then abruptly, Vijay stopped, yanked his bag off his shoulder, and tossed it on the track. I continued running until I was next to him, then stopped, following his gaze to the train farthest away as it pulled away from the station.


“Bhanchod, madarchod!” Vijay screamed. “Sister f-er, mother f-er!”


His string of curses was the most vulgar swearing anyone could say. And he shouted it in front of a woman—his wife! He wouldn’t look at me. I didn’t have the courage to ask him at that moment what we were going to do next. His startled movements were rough and angry. He searched in his pants pockets, took out his Wills Gold cigarette packet and a matchbox, and struck the match anxiously at least five times before it ignited. He lit his cigarette and took three long drags, pulling the smoke deep down into his lungs.


“Bhanchod,” he said, spitting on the tracks and launching into another string of cursing.


I was not only shocked but embarrassed—my husband, an educated man, spattering out curses. But this was not the time to express my disapproval. Instead, I gave Vijay the presumption of candor, blaming the situation as an excuse for his swearing and abusing. I grasped his free hand.


“It’s all right, we can take the next train,” I said as we headed across the tracks toward the tiny local station.


Vijay dropped my hand almost immediately. I sensed a moment of rejection but kept walking. Once we were across the tracks, I stopped to catch my breath and remove my heels to give my feet a brief reprieve. My ankles throbbed.


“The next train isn’t until this evening,” he snapped, sounding defeated, inhaling the nicotine, and releasing a cloud of smoke into the air. He took another drag and peered into a void, perhaps thinking deeply.


What does he see? What is he thinking about?


As he inhaled and exhaled quickly, nonstop, and smoke billowed, his widened eyes came back to normal, although from his thick glasses they looked smaller than they were. His lips stopped quivering, his breathing smoothened, his nerves seemed to calm, and his confidence returned.


He threw the cigarette butt onto the tracks. “Follow me,” he said.


Vijay moved fast. The porter ran behind him. I squeezed my feet into my heels once again and followed the porter. After about ten minutes, we arrived at an area where several trucks were haphazardly parked, a chaos of red-, green-, and yellow-colored huge metal bodies decorated with strings of fake marigolds hanging from the tops. Young boys, lean-bodied, their clothes scruffy and unkempt, carried buckets and rags, eager to clean trucks for pennies. These were cargo trucks, their freight covered in tarpaulins, carrying commercial merchandise to Nandoli and Udaipur. The drivers, big burly men in large turbans and bushy mustaches, announcing their chauvinism, lounged on cots and smoked hookahs.


Vijay approached one of the drivers. I asked the porter to rest. After some back and forth between Vijay and the driver, my husband came toward us.


“Grab the luggage,” he instructed the porter, then signaled me to follow him.


I objected to his body language and authoritarian tone, but given the circumstances, I let it go. He walked up to a massive truck with a giant driver and opened the passenger door, waving at me to get in. I pulled myself up, then poised on the step. I looked at him with questioning eyes.


“Are you serious?”


“Unless you want to stay in the isolated station for twelve hours, this is the only solution,” he said.


I nodded and quickly accepted it as part of the adventure of starting my new life. I asked him to sit in the middle, and I would take the window. He nodded and slid past me. I moved close to him until we touched. I felt comfortable and safe with my man next to me. I took his hand, and this time he didn’t drop it … he gripped it. My body tingled. I held it tighter, and he nudged closer. How very comforting and romantic. All my stress and doubts vanished as I melted into his body, while the driver focused on the road ahead.


By the time we reached Nandoli, four hours later, Vijay and the driver were deep in conversation. I stared out of the open window at dry land and bare trees. Am I to live in the desert? Vijay hadn’t mentioned it to me. He had spoken only of Udaipur, the City of Lakes, and that he lived nearby.


Lean trunks of leafless branches were thirsty, desperate for water in the scorching sun. The barren, dry land was sketched with haphazard designs like amoebas, and plenty of dried ditches with cows and buffaloes seeking refuge, shooing flies with their tails. Stray dogs, shown as skeletons, barked at each vehicle with a hope for some compassion from a passerby to throw food at them.


We are in a desert.


Maybe not as barren as the miles of sand dunes shown in Reshma Aur Shera, the Sunil Dutt movie starring Waheeda Rehman, where they shot interiors of Rajasthan—the hills made of just sand, not a drop of water for miles, where it rained sand and only utter poverty existed. A new bride was expected to bring barrels full of water in their trousseaus instead of jewels, as that was the only demand from groom’s family.


This landscape looked better than that. I shook my head at my ignorance. What was I expecting to see in the largest desert state of India? Lush green hills?


None of his family had prepared me for this kind of environment. Normally, a hard-core Delhiite wouldn’t want to spend time in a remote village like this. It was a blessing for Vijay that, although I was raised a city girl, I was down-to-earth and free-spirited, with an open mind. My dad called me gaggri (gypsy girl), owing to my unconventional ways and love of colors and traditional costume jewelry, which I had worn plenty during my college days.


True, I would have loved to have been in a cosmopolitan city like New Delhi, advanced and modern, or a big city like Mumbai. But I was open to this new experience I had only seen in movies.


This small town of fewer than twenty-five thousand people looked like a series of tiny villages with thatched huts and houses made of stone, old and parochial.


All women we passed were dressed ethnically in a ghagra (a long, gathered skirt) and a sexy-looking backless choli (a blouse tied with strings at the back). The garments were dyed in every color: purple, mustard, burgundy, blue, and orange with a patchwork of a contrasting color. The women wore chunris (stoles) like ornate veils draped over their heads, their arms full of thick ivory bangles, made from elephant tusks, reaching up to their shoulders.


Later, I found out they covered their arms to protect their skin from the scorching heat of the sun. Also, because of the scarcity of water to bathe in, they covered their arms so sand and dust wouldn’t settle on their skin. They wore large, oxidized silver earrings. Their noses were studded with oversized silver nose pins. Their features were chiseled, and their bodies were taut. They were true Aryan beauties.


The men mostly wore white frock-like tops with loose pants tapering around the calves and wide Rajasthan-style turbans. All men sported thick, long mustaches curled upward at the ends, showing off their machismo.


Both men and women were adorned in heavily inked tattoos—on their arms, hands, faces, necks, and any exposed skin—often the names of their loved ones or symbols of their deities. They wore thick lines of kohl around their eyes, which was supposed to ward off evil.


Finally, the truck stopped, and Vijay nudged me to get down. “From here, we’ll take a bicycle rickshaw a quick twenty minutes,” he said.


As we stepped down from the truck, a bicycle rickshaw came by, the rickshaw-wallah asking if we needed a ride. Vijay talked to him in broken Mewari, which he’d picked up from the locals. I grabbed the rickshaw frame with both hands and tried climbing on, first leading with my right foot, then trying my left, but with the rickshaw’s slanting seat, I kept slipping off.


Vijay didn’t notice. He puffed on a cigarette, lost in his own thoughts. The rickshaw puller extended his arm to me so I could get seated. Vijay climbed in after me, and the rickshaw-wallah adjusted our luggage before he started peddling.


We passed through narrow lanes paved with stones of all kinds and sizes, heaps of garbage visible around the small houses. Children played in the streets, barefooted. Cows, buffaloes, were tied outside in the courtyard of some houses. I presumed the varying numbers of cattle were reflective of the economic situation of the household. Women were making round pancake-like things from cow feces to use as fuel. A few stray dogs ran alongside the rickshaw.


I had arrived in a tiny village, not a small town as Vijay had suggested. It was already noon, and I was hungry, frazzled, and exhausted. I thought of the stuffed paratha Shiela had packed for us, waiting to be eaten.


Vijay instructed the rickshaw-wallah to stop in front of a two-storied concrete house.


“We’re here,” he said.


I got a boost looking at the concrete building, followed by two more in that lane. I climbed down and found a slim, petite, middle-aged woman, draped in a jazzy sari, holding a platter with marigold garlands, waiting to welcome us inside the gate. She looked at Vijay. “You didn’t tell me your train time. The Udaipur Express has long gone. I was worried.”


“This is Chanda Bai,” Vijay said.


Chanda Bai welcomed us by putting marigold garlands around our necks and a red powder mark in the center of our foreheads, as per the norm. After Chanda Bai went into the house, Vijay told me she was the household help. She did the cooking and cleaning.


“Oh, I thought she was a neighbor.” Or if not a neighbor, at least more than a servant, given the way she was dressed in a nice sari with a matching blouse, big earrings, a dozen bangles on both arms, and how she questioned Vijay with the authority of a relative. This could be part of the culture here, I said to myself.


“Let’s go in,” Vijay said.


I followed him up the four steps from the ground level onto a large, tiled platform. It contained three units with a small common veranda. We stood in front of the three doors.


Vijay pointed at the one on the right. “This is Sharma’s,” he said. “The middle door is Venkateshwara’s.”


The black-painted door on the left was ajar. Vijay gestured toward the entrance, then stepped in. I followed him, placing my hand on my heart before entering my new heaven. This is where my dreams of our future would unfold, although, judging by the neighborhood and the small village, they were not quite playing out as I’d thought. I pushed the thought down and entered into a rectangular room. It was big enough, maybe thirteen by eighteen feet. By the front door sat a black-painted, worn wooden sofa with brown cushions and two black wooden chairs around a rectangular black wooden table. A niche in the wall contained neatly stacked books.


There was a full-sized black wooden bed on the other end of the room, made up with clean white sheets and white pillows. I spotted a door to the left of the bed and opened it, thinking it must be our master bedroom. It didn’t occur to me that the area surrounding the black bed was our bedroom. I found myself in a long, narrow bathroom. Vijay followed inside. The bathroom was equipped with one plastic bucket, a plastic mug, and a brass tap. I indicated the open window on the far wall of the bathroom. “What’s on the other side of the window?” “It’s the kitchen,” he said.


We left the bathroom, stepping back into the rectangular room, the main room of the studio apartment.


“This is it,” he said, spreading his arms wide. “I bought all this furniture, including the bed, in a sale for four hundred rupees,” he said with a big, wide smile, which appeared wider because of his thick, black, trimmed but broad mustache covering the space between his nose and upper lip. His eyes shone with pride.


My heart skipped a beat.


The household was unassumingly basic, just like his father’s. It was not what I expected. I was trying my best to hide my dumbfounded expression, though I was not sure how well I was able to. My face had always been an open book.


“But where’s the door to the kitchen?” I asked.


“It’s not attached to the house. One goes outside and down four steps and then, on the right, there is a long corridor to the kitchen door at the end.”


I quickly walked out of the door to avoid meeting his eyes and followed the directions, to find Chanda Bai at the door to a long, narrow room, the entrance full of boxes and clutter. At the far end of the room, a four-by-four-feet space was the kitchen. A rectangular wooden table, three-by-four feet, held the kerosene pressure stove. I had always feared pressure stoves, which were known for combusting from over-pumping. I preferred kerosene wick stoves, which were much safer. A portion of the table was reserved for cutting vegetables and making roti (a round, grilled flatbread made from whole-grain flour kneaded with water).


Shelves lined the wall above the table, holding bottles of spices, condiments, lentils, and other staples. Near the rectangular table sat another table, small and round, with a battered cane chair next to it. Was this Vijay’s dining table? I didn’t see a second chair for me, yet! The kitchen appeared more like a makeshift cooking space set up in a big room. It was somewhat disheartening, but I was okay with it all. This was probably how bachelor pads were supposed to be.


Now that I’d come into Vijay’s life, I’d make this a home. My focus was to start my married life and bond with my husband. The rest could come later.


Beginnings could be rough. I thought of my parents, how they struggled and built their own lives from nothing. I wouldn’t let my dreams and fantasies of a happy married life be eclipsed by material concerns.


When I returned to the main room, I found Vijay in the bathroom, the door closed. I settled down on the couch, and Chanda Bai brought us tea and cookies on a tray. I searched for the stuffed paratha in our bag and handing the packet to Chanda Bai, asked her to warm them up and bring them. I was famished and thought Vijay must be, too.


Chanda Bai appeared to be a nice woman, a wide smile adorning her long, triangular face. She was older than I initially thought. At first glance, her white dentures had made her look younger to me. She addressed me as Bhabhi Ji, which is how a brother’s wife is addressed, although I noticed later that every younger woman was addressed as Bhabhi Ji and every older woman as Bai Ji.


After the tea and a little siesta, Vijay brought me to the wide front window. He showed me a well across the street under a huge banyan tree where a local woman was bathing. It was a common practice in the villages. I’d seen farm laborers bathing at the well in my grandma’s little town in Punjab. Instead of carrying a bucket or two of water home, they bathed at the well. Men took off their clothes, except for their underwear. Women kept their blouses and skirts on to preserve their modesty, to the extent they could in wet clothes.


This woman who Vijay insisted I watch, had a heavy bosom and a thin, bare waist. Her wet clothes stuck to her petite, well-shaped body. As she poured water on herself, her clothes became almost transparent. It was like the scene from the movie Satyam Shivam Sundaram, where the gorgeous, tall, curvaceous, and very sexy-looking Zeenat Aman stood under the waterfall in one piece of white muslin cloth covering her bare body, taking a shower. Men in the movie halls hooted and whistled at the scene.


With mischief in his eyes, Vijay gave me his charming smile, his tone teasing. “Sometimes my friends and I stand here to watch these women.”


I smiled back, but I felt uneasy. I didn’t know what to make of it.


After we left the window, he pulled a small old suitcase from under the bed and took out a few books he’d hidden away—I wasn’t sure from whom, as he lived by himself. He brought one wrapped in an ancient newspaper turned brown and sat beside me. Carefully, he unwrapped the thin book and opened it. The yellowed pages, half of them loose and falling out, were filled with Kama Sutra poses. “Kama” the name of erotic Hindu God and “Sutra” being the teachings of love, desire, and sex. The poses showing the art of lovemaking were well-depicted in the form of semi-naked or naked figures carved in stones in famous ancient Hindu temples. Khajurao, Madhya Pradesh, which was the nation’s UNESCO world heritage site; Sun temple in Konark-Orrisa; Jain temples Ranakpur, Rajasthan, and many more. The book looked well-used, perhaps passed around among his friends. I was getting anxious about the way the evening was going. But, I was quite open to it.


Although we had lain together in a bed for the last ten days after our marriage and held each other, we hadn’t gone beyond that, as Vijay was conscious of his widowed father and unmarried sister sleeping next door. I’d been modest about it, too. Now I was excited for a romantic evening and the beginning of a new loving life with my husband.


As the night approached, my anxiety increased with the fear of the unknown. My breathing was shallow, and the insides of my hands perspired. At the same time, I was looking forward to being in an embrace with him without any hesitation, just the two of us in the room. I could see Vijay equally excited, as his pace of walking and talking had amplified, so had his coy and charming smiles at me.


It was my first time. Sex before marriage was a taboo and not talked about, even among friends. I didn’t know what to expect but was eager to make love to my husband, which, per my limited knowledge, meant we’d lie down, hold hands, kiss, and embrace each other. No one, not even Leena, my married, older sister, had shared any details with me before. Vijay had lived by himself for eight years now, and I hoped this was his first time, too.


After dinner, we prepared to go to bed by the bathroom door. I asked Vijay to turn off the lights. I was too shy for him to see my bare body. He softly argued but then switched them off. I was comfortable now. He was gentle with me, making sure I was fine, being careful not to force himself on me. Since we had a space of our own, away from his family, we could open up and explore this part of marriage further.


The first morning I woke up in my new home, I found Vijay sitting at the table in the far corner, already sipping his first cup of morning tea—black tea with a few lemon drops—and reading the newspaper. He had his cigarette to his lips. He looked at me with a mischievous smile, and I shied away with the thought that I had surrendered my whole body to him, which I had kept covered so far, to a stranger the night before. He downed two more cups of tea and snuggled the paper under his arm, holding his lungi, made of cotton cloth wrapped around the waist like a towel, which some men wore at home, like his father did.


He paced toward the bathroom to get ready for work. The window between the bathroom and the kitchen was open, which didn’t feel hygienic to me. I noticed Chanda Bai standing by the window, looking into the bathroom. Vijay closed the bathroom door, and all I heard was water running from the tap into the bucket.


The bathroom door opened again, and Chanda Bai again appeared at the window. She had probably just migrated to the window at the sound of the door opening, I told myself. Perhaps that’s how she and Vijay might communicate if he needed something from the kitchen.


The days of our new life were wonderful—love, romance, sharing, and handholding. How lucky I was! Vijay left for work in the morning, came for lunch, and returned at the end of day around 5:30 p.m. Before he came home, I dressed up and sat on the steps, where I could watch him arrive from a distance. Chanda Bai visited three times a day to cook all three meals and clean the house.


Five days passed. Vijay and I were in the kitchen, sitting down to lunch, just as we had done every day. He sat on the cane chair and I on a three-legged stool, which had been added to the kitchen table for me. We had barely seated ourselves and started a conversation, when a plate whizzed by my face, shattering to pieces on the floor. A cold chill filled me. My breath stuck in my throat. I held it there. What had just happened?


Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. Nothing registered. I stared at the smashed china plate, the spicy flat poppadum that had been sitting on it scattered in pieces among the shards.


Vijay, his face red with fury, snarled, “Why is this here on the table?”


I was petrified, not sure whether he was yelling at Chanda Bai or me.


“Don’t you know poppadum is served after the lunch, a last course?” he shouted.


He was yelling at me. I was the one who had asked Chanda Bai to serve poppadum with the meal, as we did in northern India. I hadn’t known it was customary in this part of India to serve the fried paper-thin bread after the meal. Why hadn’t she told me?


I was silent, holding my breath. My hands had gone cold, and my eyes wide and stuck in horror. I didn’t know where to look.


Vijay stared at me, his nostrils flared and his eyes red. “Let’s eat.”


Just like that, it was as though his raging had never occurred. He was back to normal.


I was not. My breathing had not yet normalized, and my hands were still cold. I could barely force any food down my throat, unlike Vijay, who quickly finished his lunch and walked out the kitchen door to go back to work.


The ruined plate, wasted food, shouting, and his red, furious face stayed with me the rest of the day.


Yet, come evening, I sat on the front steps. But this time, I sat as part of my routine rather than waiting to greet my husband. I was still trying to understand his rage. He came back from work his usual self, making small talk. So, I did, too.


Three days later, I sat on the common veranda with Mrs. Sharma, the next-door neighbor. We were sipping a cup of tea when she set down her cup, hesitated a moment, and then asked, “Did your parents ever run a background check on your husband?” Her voice held a tone of concern.


I was perplexed by her question but ignored it, quickly changing the subject. The truth was, my dad hadn’t verified Vijay’s background. He trusted the words of Mr. Behl, who had acted as the mediator between the two families and spoke on behalf of Vijay’s family.


Mrs. Sharma’s words kept echoing in my ears. How could Dad trust Mr. Behl’s words when we didn’t even know him well? Had we been too hasty? Is that what she’d implied? I kept brushing her words away, not wishing to plant seeds of doubt. But why would Mrs. Sharma ask me that question?


As the days passed, I found Vijay to be a chain smoker. At first, he indulged in only a few cigarettes in the evening. Maybe he had been holding back because of me but not anymore. The small house was hazy with his smoke. The couch and bedding stank. But I didn’t say a word.


I hoped he was not hiding his drinking as well. So far, I hadn’t seen him drink, although he’d told me he indulged occasionally. In Delhi, social drinking among men was normal, so when he told me he drank socially, I understood. But now he’d begun to brag about his drinking buddies and how they competed and played games, betting on bottles of local whiskey. It was not something to brag about. His friends seemed to be extreme.


“How about you?” I asked him one night after dinner. “Do you play those games, too?”


“I drink only rarely, just to keep them company. After all, there’s not much for a bachelor to do in this small town. Instead, I smoke.” This, at least, was true. He accepted being a chain smoker. There was no hiding it. His constant smoker’s cough was a proof.


I had no reason not to believe what he’d told me about his drinking.


After all, a married couple’s relationship was built upon love and trust.
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