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Praise for Anagram Destiny


“Through vivid prose that delicately navigates between two of contemporary history’s most devastating tragedies, Grishma Shah crafts a visceral narrative of strength, vulnerability, and the enduring power of the human spirit that will resonate with readers everywhere.”


—Veena Rao, author of The Purple Lotus


“Aanya and Ayaan are endearing characters who immediately grab your heart and attention. Yet theirs is more than a simple love story; woven across continents and decades, it encompasses the real-life impact of terrorism, the nuances of cultural identity, the arc of grief, and the possibility that one can reinvent oneself. A book you won’t quickly forget.”


—Jude Berman, author of The Die and The Vow


“Anagram Destiny is a sweeping story of an immigrant family, love, loss and new beginnings. At once heartbreaking and hopeful, it is a book to be cherished and contemplated, long after the final chapter.”


—Madi Sinha, author of At Least You Have Your Health and The White Coat Diaries


“Anagram Destiny is a poignant immigrant story that delves into the deep-seated pains prompting people to seek refuge in a new land. Through its vivid storytelling, I was transported to India, experiencing its rich sights, scents, sounds, culture, and architecture from the comfort of my living room. This novel is a profound exploration of love and grief, offering a heartfelt and immersive journey that stays with you after the last page is turned.”


—Beth Biss, author of Redolent


“In a complex, often dark, sometimes terrifying world, it is good to know we can take comfort in new love, that the heartaches of adulthood have roots in tender youth, and that there are storytellers, like Grishma Shah, ready to capture both the hard reality of our world and the sweet bonds that hold us together.”


—Alida Winternheimer, author of A Stone’s Throw and the Story Works series


“Grishma Shah writes an achingly beautiful story of lost love, written in dynamic tension with the unfolding of a new one. Shah writes Aanya’s story with wisdom and compassion while deftly guiding us through Indian culture . . . While Anagram Destiny takes us on a journey through loss and grief, it is ultimately a compelling story of hope and of second chances.”


—Joani Elliott, author of The Audacity of Sara Grayson
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With all my love,


for:


Amit


Your Wisdom, My Words


Ayushi


Your Passion, My Project


Alisha


Your Cuddles, My Comfort









“While the tale of how we suffer, and how we are delighted, and how we may triumph is never new, it always must be heard. There isn’t any other tale to tell; it’s the only light we’ve got in all the darkness.. . . And this tale, according to that face, that body, those strong hands on those strings, has another aspect in every country and a new depth in every generation.”


James Baldwin


“Sonny’s Blues”


1957
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Delhi/Gurgaon

2008







As the plane ascended, bringing a broken New York skyline into view, she couldn’t help but think about how this would end. Were they destined for a soft—and safe—landing? Or a metal-grinding, earsplitting crash into the crowds of people below, going about their daily lives, oblivious to the powerful machine roaring above, its ability to destroy a thousand dreams in the span of seconds?


She clasped her hands, closed her eyes, and repeated her favorite mantra three times.


Fourteen hours later, she was shaken awake by a thundering thrash, wheels screeching against a runway. Her palms pressed hard on the front seat, her whole body fighting the velocity of the landing.


Safe—if not soft.


Good enough.


She scanned the rim of stout men from right to left, searching for her name—nothing—and then backward, from left to right. Still nothing! There was no sign, typed up professionally on thick stock or scribbled carelessly on a whiteboard, reading AANYA or MS. PAREKH or even TECHLOGICALLY.


People hustled all around her, shouting out names, waving to loved ones, struggling with belongings as they navigated the crowd. The air-conditioned chill of the cavernous concourse sent a shiver down her tensing body. Releasing the grip from the luggage trolley, she lifted one hand to her neck, found her silver chain, and grazed it until her fingers reached the solitaire resting between her clavicles. She twirled the single diamond between her fingers, took a deep breath, and released a sigh.


She could do this. This was what she wanted—a new beginning in a new place, a challenge unfettered by the prickling pain of the past. Her touch on the solitaire grounded her on this, her ancestral land, granting her the strength to search the circle of men once again . . . and voila. There he was.


The man reached for her trolley as the echoes of relatives, friends, acquaintances, even strangers, all instantaneous experts—many of whom had not stepped foot on Indian soil for decades—swirled in Aanya’s head like a cluster of gnats clogging her resolve: Be careful not to give your luggage to anyone. Everyone will attack like hawks, trying to offer help and seize your bags. They are all out to get you! Hold on to your belongings. Hold on to your purse. Secure your passport. They know you are a foreigner. They can tell right away. Don’t show them dollars. Carry rupees. Don’t give the beggars anything; more will follow by the dozens. Be very careful. There will be people everywhere—like, everywhere—buzzing all around you. Try not to look like an outsider, especially like an American.


“No, no—it’s okay. I will get it.”


“Please, ma’am,” he resisted, giving her a servile nod.


“I can do it. It’s fine. Which direction is the car?”


It truly required all her resilience not to dissolve and submit to the kind-eyed man earnestly offering his help.


The driver, glowing white from head to toe in a finely stitched Nehru jacket, surrendered uneasily. He placed the placard—with TECHLOGICALLY and then WELCOME AANYA in large capital letters—into a refined leather bag as he directed her toward the large glass doors.


Aanya, looking more like the porter than the passenger, struggled to clear the trolley over the threshold. The driver caught her eye, seeking approval, before he placed one hand at the edge of the cart handle for a final push over the protruding entryway.


Under the scorching September sun, Aanya stepped onto a pressed-gravel parking lot, regretting her midday arrival. Most international flights into India, shaped by colonial remnants, landed during the cool of the night. Now, her midday choice, a subtle form of resistance to this vestige, felt utterly foolish, really damn stupid, she concluded, sweat trickling down her back. She desperately craved the cool of the night and some ice-cold water as her sweaty shirt clung to her body. Perhaps a little help with the unruly trolley on the jagged pavement would have helped, too, she conceded, as the driver, his hands free, led her through the parking lot.


They reached a large SUV, where she cursed herself for not sticking to the prescribed fifty pounds as she struggled to lift her overweight bags into the trunk. The driver observed her once again. Aanya caught his eye and gave him a look that said, Sorry I have been such a jerk. It’s not you; it’s me. It is so hot, I am tired and tense, and people were so wrong about how crazy landing in India would be—please, help me! She couldn’t feign tough girl anymore.


“Ma’am, ma’am, give me, give. I will take care,” he said, smiling wide.


Aanya surrendered completely, full of remorse for her brash behavior. He gave her a forgiving nod, proceeded to the driver’s seat, ignited the engine, blasted the AC, waved her into the surprisingly lavish vehicle, and offered her a bottle of cold water from a foam cooler. Relishing the icy liquid as the blast of cold air tingled her skin, Aanya finally smiled—her very first happy moment in India.


The car slid smoothly down an open tree-lined road as they drove beneath an arched WELCOME TO DELHI sign. She expected the road to deteriorate as they left the airport, but in fact, the opposite came true. The highway expanded into three-lane tracks on either side, one way toward the airport and the other toward the city. Aanya was curious about all that was passing along the side of the road but refrained from questioning the driver.


Only foreigners talk to drivers, Aanya, the voices warned, especially the Americans. Americans want to know everything all the time, immediately—and if something does not sit right, they want to swoop in and fix it, too. The Indians do not talk to drivers, Aanya.


Luckily, the driver broke the silence.


“You from US, ma’am, correct?”


“Yes, from the United States. How did you know?”


“Your accent, ma’am. Very American,” he said with a smile. “What part of America?”


“New York, but I grew up in Georgia.” Aanya spoke as though on autodial.


“Geor-gee-yaa,” he repeated.


“Yes, that’s right. It’s in the South; New York is in the North.”


“Yes, ma’am, everyone knows New York,” he said. “How long is your Gurgaon stay?”


Aanya hesitated.


“I am not sure. I just moved here for work. I don’t know how long.”


“That is very good, ma’am. Many people, they move to Gurgaon. Many foreigners here now. Every day, more people come and stay here. You from India, ma’am?”


Although she had just answered where she was from, Aanya knew exactly what he was asking: I know you said you are from New York, ma’am, but you look like one of us—dark hair, skin a shade of light brown, unmistakably from these parts. So, what is the real deal? Let’s get to the bottom of this—where are you really from?


Again, accustomed to the question, Aanya spoke almost robotically, recognizing the irony. Whether she was in New York or New Delhi, people had the same desire to ascertain her origins, all searching for the right box to tick mark in their heads. Where do you fit in? Let’s figure that out first, so we can all find a comfortable, common space to exist and possibly even move forward.


“I was born in Georgia, but we—my family is from Gujarat. Actually, my father is from a small village in Gujarat. My mother is Gujarati, but she has never lived there. She was born in Uganda—you know, in Africa.”


“Gujarati—nice people and good place, ma’am. It is very good you have come back; welcome home,” he said humbly, ignoring the latter part of her statement.


Aanya understood that this was where the world thought she belonged; these were her roots, the original box checked when she was born. Indian, and then later, Indian-American, and this was the ephemeral motherland—but home?


“Yes—thank you—it—is good to be—ho-ooome.”


Gazing out the window like a goldfish temporarily placed in a clear plastic bag next to its fishbowl, Aanya felt at ease. Comfortable. She could swim and certainly survive, but . . . home? She couldn’t quite digest the journey that had brought her here. Never in all her wildest thoughts had she imagined herself relocating halfway across the world for a job opportunity. As a child, when someone asked her, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” she always shrugged her shoulders with an “I don’t know,” prompting the surveyor to abort mission. She definitely never said, “When I grow up, I want to help the world by strategically introducing technology to make processes, operations, and outcomes more efficient, informative, safer, and more secure for businesses across the globe.” Yet, here she was.


Though never one to have a grand vision or a five-year strategic plan, she was myopically driven, always giving a hundred percent to the task at hand. Her talent and work ethic were well known at TechLogically, so when it came time to move beyond back-office work and build a marketplace in India, she was the top choice. She accepted, not because the work would be exciting, but because she felt an unprecedented and unrelenting need to escape New York.


The car curved toward a sign for Gurgaon as shiny, mirrored buildings appeared on the side of the road, along with billboards, massive cranes, and glaring signs for American Express, GE, Microsoft, and DLF. In a different phase of life, Aanya was well versed in current affairs. And though recently she had disengaged—for she could no longer stomach the media’s incessant peddling of fear and terror—she was well aware of India’s growing importance on the world stage. Yet this, the breathtaking spectacle that was unfolding out the window, dwarfed the headlines. Gurgaon was no small coincidence. It was the manifestation of every “India Rising” Economist cover she had so apathetically ignored, she thought, peering upward to gauge the height of a skyscraper on the side of the highway.


Ninety minutes after the estimated half-hour ride, Aanya found herself in one of those large skyscrapers at the front door of her new apartment, the doorman wheeling in her luggage. Before closing the door to behold her glistening new living room, she thanked the doorman profusely, overcompensating for her rash behavior toward the driver earlier.


Directly across from the front door were wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the stream of cars lining the exit ramp they had just descended. At eye level, beyond the glittery jungle of buildings, a hazy horizon peered out from a jagged skyline. The other walls were layered with textured herringbone wallpaper in alternating shades of cream, a fifty-inch flat-screen television, and abstract paintings in traditional beaded framing. Above the TV, a cool breeze from a wall-mounted AC unit swirled the scent of jasmine radiating from an oil diffuser placed on an accent table. A three-seat leather sofa, chic and modern in design, sat atop white marble tiles. Everything in the apartment seemed to be dipped in gloss, eliciting the chicness of picture-perfect modern spaces often found in Architectural Digest or Modern Home.


The square dining table tucked between the sofa and the kitchen held a leather binder with information on anything and everything you might require in Gurgaon: where to shop, where to eat, where to buy groceries, how to get anything delivered to your home, general safety tips—which upon further examination were only intended for women—and a notably brief history of Gurgaon. All of these followed an opening vignette about the Shalimar Apartments, inaugurated in 2006 and described as “indulgent with modern luxury and a touch of old-world charm,” each flat “styled with utmost attention” by a renowned Delhiite designer.


Just as Aanya pulled out a fresh T-shirt and shorts (conveniently packed in her handbag for a quick shower upon arrival), the doorbell rang. The doorman held up a white, cubed pastry box tied with a sophisticated royal blue ribbon, almost like the white ribbon on a Tiffany box.


Indulgent is right! she thought.


Aanya accepted the box with a “Thank you.” She placed the box on the dining table and admired it for a minute before meticulously untying the ribbon. It was too pretty to throw away, so she placed it on the side, hoping to recycle it for another present. Inside was a gourmet ganache fudge cake drizzled with white chocolate and topped with a fresh strawberry. Taped to the inside flap of the box was an envelope with a small note in a calligraphy font, complete with a royal blue border to match the branding of the packaging.




Dear Aanya,


Welcome to TechLogically, India!


We are excited to have you on board!


Best wishes,


Sid & the TechLogically Team, Gurgaon





Aanya, feeling flattered by the warm welcome, the shiny accommodations, the impressive buildings, the eager doorman, and the luxurious car with the kind driver, went to the kitchen to gather a plate and utensils. As she sliced into the cake, modish knife in hand, the empty room began to close in on her. She swallowed the lump in her throat, placing a chocolate wedge on her plate as the blast of air from the AC unit cooled her scalp.


Just then, it occurred to her that the space around her was too bare, too desolate, too clean, too clinical, too quiet, and just too lonely for a celebratory welcome. A tear dropped onto the parcel of chocolate atop her spoon. The cake; a celebration, a symbol of her new beginning, a rebirth of sorts, a salute to her career accomplishments—and yet, there was no one to serve a slice to, no one to feed a bite to, no one to shove a bite into her mouth, and no one to smear the buttercream on her cheeks. No one to share all this with, the commemoration of her hard-earned triumphs. She placed the spoon in her mouth, the salty tear still fresh against her palate, realizing she had never felt more alone, not even on her darkest days.


Instinctively, she reached for the solitaire resting between her clavicles, twirling the single diamond between her fingers. In the cozy comfort of her dim-lit New York City apartment, the firmness of her father’s reliable arms had wrapped her in warmth as his tears dampened the very shirt she was still wearing. Her mother closed in on them to complete the triad of a perfect farewell family hug, her father’s words echoing in her ear. “Beta, a solitaire diamond always shines brighter than two, three, or many nestled together. You are proof of that. You shine brighter than a hundred diamonds. You shine bright every day, and we want you always to remember your own strength as you embark on this new adventure by yourself.”


Memories of that tender moment during her final hours in New York hardened her enough to grab the leather binder and order pizza from a local chain. By the time it arrived, she had eaten half the cake and was lying groggily on the sofa. She placed the whole pizza box into the fridge. Too spent for a shower or even to walk to the bedroom, she plopped on the cool leather sofa and dozed off, caving to the jet lag.


Up at 4:23 the next morning, by 9:00 a.m., she had brushed her teeth, showered her sweat-laden, plane-infested body, eaten half of the pizza from the fridge, and browsed random TV channels for almost three hours. She caught the tail end of Jab We Met, the latest addition to her list of favorite Bollywood movies, and an episode each of Friends and Seinfeld, back-to-back. She filled the time in between by watching music videos and commercials, finding the Indian advertisements especially amusing.


Midmorning, halfway into another episode of Friends, the landline rang. She picked up on the second ring, curious who would have this number aside from the doorman.


“Hey, it’s me, Sid,” a male voice said. “Welcome to Gurgaon, Aanya!”


“Hi, Sid! Thank you for the welcome cake. It was so thoughtful—and delicious.”


“Anytime. Nothing but the best for our newest addition. You sleep okay?”


“Yes, slept like a baby, but been up since four. Jet lag, I guess. Don’t mind it, though—can’t complain about being in this apartment for sure.”


“Well, that’s Gurgaon! The whole place is on new money steroids, thanks to the IT boom. Allow me to show you some more of it. I was thinking, if you are up for it, let’s grab lunch today, get you acquainted.”


“That sounds great.”


“Perfect. I can pick you up around noon.”


For lunch, Aanya found herself at the far right of a fully air-conditioned indoor piazza surrounded by an excessive number of food stalls—a bit like a food court in an American mall, except this was signature Gurgaon. There was luxury and indulgence all around. The place was upscale, with no signs of grime or grunge, just glistening facades, cushy seating, and shiny floors with an amalgamation of spicy, fishy smells. Among the options available were Japanese, Thai, Tibetan, Malaysian, Italian, Indo-Chinese, all kinds of Indian, of course, and several varieties of pizza—not to be conflated with Italian.


“It is the best place to come if you can’t decide what your palate craves or if no one agrees on a cuisine. Hopefully, it will work for you.”


“Are you kidding me, Sid? Everything looks and smells fantastic. I think I crave it all,” Aanya fibbed, her belly still swollen from the pizza she had downed for breakfast.


Unlike a food court at an American mall and fully yielding to Gurgaon swank, a waiter took their order, placed it at the pertinent stall, and would soon bring them their meals—full service, indeed.


“I am in awe—Gurgaon feels nothing like India,” Aanya said, catching a man, about 5’9”, with light hair, staring at her from a distance. The man looked inquisitive and a little lost. Aanya tried to ignore him.


“When was the last time you were in India?”


Sid raised an eyebrow, looking like a skeptical teenager. His unruly curls matched his laid-back demeanor. His snug white T-shirt with the TechLogically logo in the pocket corner and a pair of artificially weathered jeans made Aanya feel prudish in her business casual navy slacks and silky white button-down blouse. It seemed everyone around her was trendy, hip, and in their twenties—and she had clearly missed the memo on all things young and cool.


“Sometime in the ’90s, but I never left Gujarat—for the most part.”


The staring man sat four tables down, beyond Sid’s shoulders, with two other men, both foreigners, pale and pink from sunburn. Aanya caught him glancing her way again before consciously looking away.


“Well, things have definitely changed, but rest assured, my friend, the ’90s India is not too far away. It’s just around the corner. I can take you there one day if you want to reminisce. Trust me, the glamour of Gurgaon gutters quickly.”


Beyond Sid’s left shoulder and directly in her line of vision, the curious gaze continued to distract Aanya.


“All okay there? Hello?”


Sid waved his hand in front of her.


“Yeah, sorry about that! Was just thinking about something and maybe hitting that jet lag wall.”


“Understandable. Will get you back for an afternoon nap soon. So, tell me, how are Ari and gang back in New York?”


“All good. We had a superb farewell party.”


Aanya had worked closely with Sid for years, as he was the liaison between the New York clients and the software development team based in India. In the last year or so, Sid, without deliberate effort, had developed a small client base in India and personally persuaded TechLogically’s global CEO that they could no longer have just a back-office presence in such a fast-growing economy. TechLogically needed to conquer the Indian market, and to do so, they needed a potent head for business development, poaching Aanya directly from her New York boss, Ari. In India, Aanya’s main objective was to acquire a long list of clients, help them understand the need for TechLogically’s services, and manage those relationships. Sid, the Chief Technology Officer, would build out those services with his team of 158 employees, based mostly in Gurgaon.


“Great. So, not to talk shop too early, but we have a lead. Seems promising. Thought maybe you could start there.”


“That’s what I am here for—tell me more.”


“It is at the Taj Hotel in Mumbai. We did a small project for one of the Tata affiliates here in Delhi, and they liked our work. If we bag the Taj in Mumbai, the rest will follow suit, such as the Taj Delhi and others throughout India. Not to mention they have a bunch of brands under their banner. I am sure you know, but the Taj Mumbai is the flagship hotel, the—”


As Sid spoke, the staring man approached them.


“Excuse me, sorry to be a bother, but I feel like I know you.”


The staring man was standing above their table, speaking directly to Aanya. His tone was soft, genuinely curious.


“I am sorry, maybe you are right, but I can’t recall,” Aanya said as she searched his face.


Recognizing the American accent on both sides, the man scrunched his forehead tight and then released it as if he was struck by the perfect thought.


“Did you go to Emory, by any chance?” he asked.


“No, but—um, I have friends who did,” Aanya responded.


“That’s it! I recall you on campus. You were with one of my friends from freshman year. We lost touch over the years, but he was always with you—ahhh—what’s his name?”


Aanya, feeling a pressing load on her, instinctively sought her silver chain and turned the solitaire between her fingers before speaking his name in the softest of tones.


“Ayaan.”


“That’s right, Ayaan! How could I forget? Such a smart, genuine guy—how is he doing? Are you still in touch?” The man’s face lit up as he spoke of the memory.


“He’s good, I am sure. We haven’t spoken in some time, but I’m sure he is fine.”


“Well, if you are in touch, tell him I said hi. My name is Ethan.”


Aanya, unwilling to delve deeper into the matter, diverted the conversation.


“So, what are you doing here in Gurgaon?”


“Had a few weeks off between jobs, so I took on some volunteer work with Habitat for Humanity. You know the cliché: trying to find myself and all, do something good along the way—what better place than India? We are building some houses about fifty miles from here, but we had the day off, and people kept raving about Gurgaon, so some of us are spending our time off here.


“And you? I’m sorry, I can’t recall your name.”


“Aanya,” she said. “I am here for work. This is my colleague, Sid.”


The two men shook hands.


“Well, I don’t want to impose on you two any longer, but let me leave you my email; maybe Ayaan and I can get in touch. Do share it with him.”


Ethan jotted down his email address on a napkin.


“Good luck with the houses—and finding yourself,” Aanya said, slipping the napkin into her purse.


Ethan gave her a bright smile, looking handsome for the first time.


“Thanks. Good luck with your work as well.”


Ethan shot both of them a smile before walking back to his table.


“So, anyway, this lead at the Taj—I have heard great things about him. If we can get in the door with him, the rest should be cake. He is our man for sure, Aanya,” Sid continued.


“All right, reaching out to him with a proposal offer will be first on my to-do list. You are making my job so easy—keep going.”


Their meals arrived: hers a traditional North Indian chole bhature with bottled water, and his, a tray of assorted sushi with a Diet Coke.


“I will email you the info, but his name is Abhimanyu,” Sid said, picking up a sushi roll with chopsticks. “Now, let’s get to the fun stuff.”


Sid shot Aanya a mischievous look while downing his sushi.


“So, Ayaan, huh?”


“Sid, let’s not. Please.”


Aanya’s face grew tense and her tone serious, making it clear that Ayaan was not up for discussion.
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Georgia

1983







The drab white light did not dampen the cacophony of noise in the room. Ms. Voorhees, a youthful teacher still fresh and passionate about teaching the first grade, flickered the lights three times. Even on this, the very first day of school, like Pavlov’s dogs, all the toothless smiles instinctively narrowed as their heads rotated to the front of the room—right as the PA system beeped twice, prompting her to respond.


“Yes, how can I help?”


The secretary from the main office started speaking with a southern drawl through the brown box in a cheery voice.


“Hi, Katie, an aaa . . . a . . . A—ya-an was dropped off late. I am having a third grader walk him down.”


“Sure,” said Ms. Voorhees, “I will keep an eye out.”


“Katie,” Aanya sounded out in a whisper, and before she could process that “Katie” was Ms. Voorhees’s first name, she thought, aaa . . . a . . . a—ya-an. Oh, wait, she meant “Aa-yaa-n.” Ayaan was in her class. She had known this but was so busy meticulously organizing her new supplies in her desk that she didn’t notice he hadn’t arrived yet.


Weeks earlier, their mothers had opened the letters from the school in unison while on the phone, rejoicing at their common teacher. The two children had grown up in each other’s presence, as the two families had a short yet linked immigrant history. One of only a handful of Indian families in a hundred-mile radius, the new arrivals not only found comfort in the familiarity of a common language and homeland but also a mutual need for friendship. Just like their parents, Aanya and Ayaan were a natural fit—having known each other since the day they were born, they craved each other’s company, always a bit restless if the other was missing.


Ms. Voorhees fussed over something on the board as the classroom door unlatched, and a little boy with a flawless olive complexion and thick black hair in an impeccably manicured pompadour—a style his mother had obsessed with and perfected, making him late for the first day of first grade—walked into the room.


“Aa-yaa-n,” whispered Aanya, and her smile widened just a wee bit as the latecomer plopped into the seat next to her—thanks to Ms. Voorhees assigning desks in alphabetical order by first name.


All the desks had name tags made from colorful construction paper, laminated to sustain the wear and tear of the coming year. On Aanya’s desk, stuck on with Scotch tape, was a lime-green paper with blue writing and butterfly stickers all around the word AANYA—and, on his desk, a yellow sign with tractors and bulldozer stickers that read AYAAN in blue marker.


This was the first time in her short life that she had seen his name in writing. Aanya was fascinated by the letters. There was something there, so connected, so clear, but being new at reading, she was unable to decipher it.


Later that day, when they were allotted some free time to color, Aanya took her colored pencils and copied the letters of her name off her tag and the letters of his name off his tag onto a piece of paper. She rewrote it again, and then again, and then one more time. She scrambled and unscrambled the letters until clarity hit her: their names shared the exact same letters in a different order.


She doodled her name again and then connected his to it, sharing the “A” in common. She did it again, this time using the second “N” as the common letter, and again using the “Y” in between her name to finish hers. She turned to him and pointed to her doodling. He stared at it, taking a minute to digest what Aanya had already deciphered.


When he finally figured it out, he took his red colored pencil and put a heart around her last doodle, the one in which they shared a “Y.” Aanya giggled. Ayaan followed suit.


Their names, Aanya learned much later in life, were an anagram. Ayaan meant “gift of God,” and Aanya meant “inexhaustible.” She was too young to understand then that names could become destinies.
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A confident-looking man stood to the right of a towering, opulent floral arrangement placed atop a grand round table. The arrangement of hibiscus and orchids, centered beneath a magnificently lit bulbous dome, augmented the grandeur of the man’s image. She had corresponded with him a handful of times, and surely, this was one of those rare moments when the individual’s persona matched their real-life image.


“Hi, I am Aanya; you must be Abhimanyu,” she said in her fast-paced American accent, thinking she must use the restroom in this fancy hotel before she left. Sid was right—the glamour of Gurgaon guttered quickly.


“Yes, you have it right! Welcome, Aanya, to the Taj Palace, Mumbai. It is a pleasure to meet you finally.”


He reached out a hand, the shake firm, his touch unexpectedly soft. His palm lingered as he held her gaze, smiling profusely.


She turned to the flowers, commenting on their beauty.


“They arrive fresh every few days, flown in from all over India—sometimes the world,” he said. “This way to my office. We can meet in there.”


While the modern chic of Gurgaon was impressive, here, the luminescent marble floors, the authentic old-world charm—first in the colossal lobby and then down a quaint corridor—radiated charm and magnetism. Light sconces with emerald and ruby stones inlaid in white porcelain lit the pathway. Matching porcelain chandeliers centered beneath domes—shrunken replicas of the large bulbous dome in the main lobby—hung every few feet. Along the hallway, a light fragrance of rose water emanated from the intricately carved marble pedestals, adorned with floating candles and scattered rose petals. Everything was a far cry from what she had expected when Sid described the historic hotel as iconic—the preferred choice for heads of state, international royalty, dignitaries, and Fortune 500 CEOs.


The trendy designers of Delhi might have found the “old-world charm” too much, off-balance with their modern chic, perhaps too ancient and traditional. But she was in awe, feeling as though she was on the set of Mughal-E-Azam, an old Hindi film she had loved as a child that captured the Mughlai era in India. Her head oscillated slightly as she silently hummed a classic song from the film: “Jab pyar kiya to darna kya, jab pyar kiya to darna kya”—the tune about loving without fear flooded her with warm childhood memories.


If only it were that easy.


Though his office was plain—a shed-sized box with an old wall clock that ticked loudly, some crown molding, and a laptop connected to a sleek desktop monitor that wholly undermined the grandeur and antiquity just beyond the office door—Abhimanyu, the Director of Events at the Taj Mahal Palace Hotel, played no small role. In any given year, he was in charge of hundreds of meetings, conferences, weddings, parties, and other events.


Aanya sat; Abhimanyu followed and began. He spoke directly, quick to the point: “Why should we use TechLogically’s software when we could build our own system in-house? Would volume control pricing? What if a head of state refused to have his entourage barcoded and scanned—what about those that wished to remain anonymous and invisible? What if people copied the barcodes and crashed events? What happens when a scanning machine breaks down? Why do we even need this when things are working just fine?” Yet, she noted a softness in his voice, empathy in his tone, a palpable compassion difficult to find in such a straightforward person. He smiled—a lot—and while he was not in sales, Aanya was convinced he was the reason for return business at the Taj. He had what she called the “L” factor. He was immediately likable.


She answered each question with poise and placidity. “An in-house system would take much longer, and we already have a number of patent filings on the technology that may further delay your development. Any hotel client, whether it is the prince of Saudi Arabia or the entitled son of an Indian politician, can refuse to enlist in the system, but opting in actually protects anonymity, as it is the number, not the name, that retains the guest’s data. If the guest still refuses, the hotel may use it internally for back-end operations only. For example, room keys could be coded, but not the guests themselves—yes, barcodes can be copied, but the scanners being used have patent technology built in that red-flags possible counterfeits. A human would be alerted to take additional verification—and do not forget security. I know it is not a major concern as you have in-house measures, but this is an added safety precaution.”


Abhimanyu grinned with a satisfied nod, gazing directly into her eyes—and just like that, he made her feel adequate, like that was enough. She was enough. Damn, he was good.


They agreed on the system’s merits and that the technology would benefit heads of state, dignitaries, and conference attendees before they moved on to weddings. Weddings in Mumbai—the center of Bollywood and the duplicitous underworld, with its thousands of invitees per multi-day affair—could easily benefit from the system. A wedding invite with a barcode could exemplify the exclusivity of the invitation, enabling guests to boast about their mounting stature in elite society.


Their back-and-forth on the uses of the technology for weddings lasted some time, and there was intermittent laughter as they mocked the quirks of the Mumbai elites. As the minutes passed, there was a lightness in the air, and Abhimanyu, in an old aunty impression, said, “Look at this, beta—let me show you this invitation to so-and-so’s son’s wedding. It was hand-delivered with a box of dry fruits on top, but look! Look at this; don’t mind the dry fruits, just some almond falmond—that, too, from India, not even Afghani. But see this, beta, so many people, paparazzi, and street rats trying to crash the wedding; they have put a computer code—you must bring this, get scanned, and then security lets you inside. This is very official and organized, you see; not everyone gets invited to such things. You know we need this nowadays; just too many people up to no good, trying to click pictures and blackmail. Mumbai is just full of those kinds. This is good, I say, good—and you see this; there is a code to scan for every event. I tell you, this is something special—and all do this now, with the dry fruit and all, but to think of this—smart people, I say.”


As Abhimanyu, dressed in a sophisticated suit, performed the petulant monologue with merriment, Aanya couldn’t help but relax. Her gentle smile escalated to a chuckle and then a wholehearted, body-convulsing laugh, her head perched back, wavy hair falling off her shoulder, the solitaire on her bare neck catching the light.


Mid-laugh, realizing her professionalism had tanked, she covered her mouth with one hand, suppressing her amusement.


He straightened a bit, composed himself, and smiled wide again—a smile that left her feeling confident and professional again.


“So, you are sold on the wedding thing, I see. All jokes aside, I am telling you, if you get the wedding parties on board, Taj will be a pioneer.”


“You are absolutely right, Aanya. There is a lot of untapped potential here.”


This exchange, though relatively ordinary, left her feeling extraordinary—significant, as though she were the only person in the world at that very moment, that nothing was more valuable than her and their rather business-as-usual meeting. Most importantly, he made her laugh—and not the fake kind of laugh she did for most clients to keep the mood light and peppy, but a wholehearted, make-the-whole-body-convulse kind of mirth—the kind that was beginning to make her feel slightly uneasy, now that it was over.


“Thank you, Abhimanyu. I really appreciate your time and hope that we can work something out.”


The meeting was not so much an opening as, hopefully, a closing. She had flown to Mumbai to meet Abhimanyu in person after several exchanges and a formal proposal offering to streamline the thousands of guests and VIPs that passed through the Taj for conferences, events, weddings, and parties. She had wanted this deal long before she set foot in Mumbai, but now, after meeting Abhimanyu, she wanted to close it even more. The urgency was shooting up her spine with each passing word. She was not sure why, but something about him made her not want but need this deal.


“Call me Abhi. Abhimanyu is reserved for my parents, Aanya.”


When he spoke her name in the last breath, his eyes smiled candidly into hers before his mouth fully widened to perfectly aligned teeth. She returned a quick, unsure smile before leaning down to pick up her handbag. They walked through the ornate corridor into the grand lobby and stood facing each other again, just as they had an hour ago.


Abhimanyu stared her directly in the eyes and said, “Thank you so much for flying to Mumbai. I think it was worth it. We may have something here.”


Aanya lifted her gaze, pretending to admire the grand dome, fiddling with her solitaire, feeling a continuing unease creep through her senses.


“I am glad we may have something. The Taj Mumbai is special, iconic, and absolutely stunning. I am lucky to be working on this project,” she said.


Abhimanyu gave her what seemed to be his signature grand smile and turned toward Ram Singh, the doorman, who was dressed in a traditional Maharaja jacket and turban. Ram Singh gave Abhimanyu a salute of understanding and gestured Aanya toward the door.


“Mr. Singh can call a taxi if you need,” Abhimanyu said. “It was gre—really great meeting you.”


“Same here. Thank you, Abhimanyu, for your time.”


As she walked down a small set of stairs toward the main entryway, she felt a new weight against the lightness of her earlier laughter. Just before she was about to walk out onto the bustling streets of Mumbai, she turned toward the grand foyer table, sitting amidst the magnificent lobby. Abhimanyu stood there, perfectly still, staring at her with a smile. He looked luminous, strikingly handsome, his hair in an impeccably manicured pompadour.


Aanya’s smile narrowed instinctively at the realization. All of a sudden, she felt a surge of something she could not fathom until much later that evening. In the tranquil still of the night, as she lay alone on the king-size hotel bed, drenched in guilt.
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Sustained Silent Reading, or SSR, was Ayaan’s least favorite period, not because he despised reading—not at all—but because it was so quiet in the classroom that he could hear the buzz of the white tube lights installed in three neat panels above his head. The incessant ringing bothered him so much that he couldn’t concentrate even on the most interesting of words.


Adding to the torture, his SSR classroom was positioned in the inner courtyard of a U-shaped school building, giving one side of the classroom a panoramic view of the playground with a flat, square slab of concrete and a wide green field framed by a distant tree-lined fence. Fortunately, the silver lining of that torment was that Ayaan sat in the last row, at the last desk, on the side of the classroom adjacent to the windows.


Each day, the teacher, Mr. Breza, sat at the front of the room with his round glasses and mustache, fully engrossed in Sustained Silent Reading, each book thicker than the last. Mr. Breza, though a scholarly fellow himself, was wholly unconcerned with what Ayaan—or any other kid in the room, for that matter—did as long as the room was pin-drop silent. (Barring the persistent hum of the white lights, of course.)


In fifth grade, SSR was Ayaan’s fourth period of the day—the same time that Mrs. Lopez’s class had lunch and recess, granting Ayaan a full thirty-nine minutes to stare at a playground replete with sixth graders. With each passing minute, he grew more envious and eager to join the boys and girls playing foursquare, freeze tag, catch, or even chasing a frog.


On this day, the group of sixth graders was scurrying around aimlessly, playing not much of anything. The only organized game he could decipher was two girls facing each other, rhythmically slapping their palms together in a pattern, singing something that was blotted out by the closed, maybe even soundproof, window. Six other girls crowded around them, trying to learn the song, pattern, and rhythm in what seemed like an advanced version of patty-cake. About nine boys ran around them in chaos while five or six jumped around, horse-played, and wrestled each other without rhyme or reason.


Watching this spectacle each day, Ayaan had concluded that boys his age, or at least the boys in Mrs. Lopez’s class, were incapable of playing any systematically organized game unless supervised by an adult or a group of sixth-grade girls. He acknowledged this with the utmost respect, understanding that, on most days, he was one of those boys—unless, of course, his recess overlapped with Aanya’s. It did so every two or three weeks, when the school condensed and staggered the periods in some odd formation to adjust for special events such as a pep rally or a school-wide assembly. On those days, he and Aanya would spend the time together, walking up and down the field until their nine overlapped minutes ended. For the remainder of the semi-overlapped recess, he would go back to the boys from his sixth-grade class and join them in a frenzied game of nothingness. On sensical days, the boys would join the girls in an orderly game of red rover; foursquare; red light, green light; or freeze tag, but on most days, they just bounced around here and there like escaped animals from the zoo.


Today, a new set of girls started to practice patty-cake on steroids, clapping their hands neatly in tune with their newly learned rhythm. Ayaan caught one of the girls who was standing around watching notice a boy calmly standing by her side. The girl had vibrant red hair and a nose full of freckles. The boy had curly brown hair and a pale face. Vigilant of the individual members of the class and their daily playground interactions, Ayaan recognized them but had never noted anything remarkable about the two. The redhead always played on the girls’ side, and the pale boy always scampered about—but today, the pale brown-haired boy had stopped his activity and was standing right next to the girl.


The boy bounced up and down, heel to toe, toe to heel, both thumbs hanging in his pants pockets, while the girl, visibly demure, began twiddling her fingers. Then the boy said something to her. All of a sudden, the girl beamed, smiling as though an imminent rain cloud above had just let in the expanse of the sun. The boy smiled back, equally radiant. The two of them stepped just a few feet away from the cluster of their classmates, but no one noticed their retreat—not the girls playing innovative patty-cake, not the unruly boys tackling each other, and definitely not the teacher standing guard, meticulously picking dry hangnails off her cuticles. No one noticed except Ayaan, of course, through his soundproof window view in the last seat at the last desk.


Withdrawn from the crowd, the redheaded girl and the boy continued to converse, both dawning smiles and a gentleness that made Ayaan more and more curious about their conversation. Then the boy reached for the girl’s hand, clasped her fingers, and held it for a full three seconds—Ayaan counted. She beamed brighter, and the boy, the brightest. Suddenly, the bell rang, ending both Sustained Silent Reading and the recess theatrics that had enthralled Ayaan. The boy and girl grazed their hands goodbye and joined the line of students walking into the building.


For the rest of the day, Ayaan could not stop thinking about that boy and girl. The way they looked at each other, their short walk together, their bashful smiles, their fingers touching each other. Something about observing the episode unfolding before his eyes had made him both happy and abundantly restless. He thought about it through math, then art, and through his science period. He couldn’t figure out why, but he kept going back to the scene, replaying it in his head again and again. There was something about it that made him anxious, almost light-headed.


Finally, right before lunch, as he saw Aanya file out of the cafeteria with her classmates as his class drifted in, it hit him—and it hit him hard, weakening every sensical brain cell he had available. Ayaan was so consumed by the revelation that he forgot to wave “hi” to Aanya.


When he finally realized his mistake and turned around, she shot him a concerned glance. He gave her a thumbs-up—not one thumb, but two. Two thumbs up! What a ridiculously stupid, idiotic, silly gesture to give someone. Two thumbs up! Idiot. He spent the rest of the day thinking of the boy and the girl—and now his stupid two thumbs up to Aanya.


After school that afternoon, he finished his homework, then helped his little sister, Aditi—a first grader—with hers, and then the two played a game of hide-and-seek. In the evening, he had an early dinner with his family. When his father, Kishore, needed to fix a leaky faucet in a room at the motel they managed and lived in, off of I-95, Ayaan and Aditi accompanied him, wobbling on the waterbed until their father finished his repair.


During all these activities, Ayaan was okay, distracted by Aditi and his daily routine. He had almost forgotten about the playground scene and forgiven himself for the idiotic two thumbs up. That night, right before he dozed off to sleep, as he stared at the picture of Lord Laxmi hanging in the bedroom he shared with Aditi, it came back to him: the redheaded girl and her luminous smile. The power of the boy in eliciting that smile. Aanya ambling into the cafeteria, distracted by her friends but almost instinctively pausing to wave at him, then turning around, worried, when he failed to respond. Him noticing her, the revelation, and then his idiotic thumbs-up—two thumbs, mind you, elbow high, hands wide, both thumbs sticking straight up from his fist.


Idiot.


The next day, during Sustained Silent Reading, Mrs. Lopez’s class was running amok again. He saw the redheaded girl playing with her friends and the pale boy with his. Then they both paused momentarily, looked at each other, waved, smiled, and returned to their respective activities. A couple of minutes later, they stopped, waved, and smiled at each other again and then returned to their games.


This loop continued for the rest of the recess. Pause, wave, smile, play. Pause, wave, smile, play. Pause, wave, smile, play. Neither, not once, crossed over to the other, spoke, or held hands, leaving Ayaan wondering why—why were they not talking and holding hands?


Then, just as the bell rang and the class lined up to file indoors, the curly-haired pale boy waited. He paused to see where the redheaded girl would end up in the queue and joined in right behind her. The girl began to giggle, and the boy nervously looked down at his shoes.


Again, no one else noticed this rendezvous, only Ayaan. Although they had not held hands today, to Ayaan, their connection seemed closer, deeper, better, and more satisfying than the day before. This last little bit, the brief moment when the pale boy waited for the redheaded girl to line up so he could join her, his bashfulness, her giggle, the two momentarily recognizing the significance of the other—it made Ayaan happy, leaving him feeling mushy.


Ayaan went through the rest of the day in a distracted but joyful mood. When Aanya crossed him at the cafeteria exit, she waved and smiled. Ayaan, fully conscious, alert, and in complete control of his actions, waved and mouthed a “Hi!” in response, feeling almost proud of not screwing up. Phew, no two thumbs up!


Aanya was no stranger. She was a good friend, both inside and outside of school. They had known each other since they were in diapers, and because their families shared proximity, affinity, and of course a common motherland, they saw each other frequently, especially on weekends and holidays. Yet in the last two days, since the SSR scene with the boy and girl, Ayaan had grown much more cognizant of her—and more so, him around her.


While both of them were in the fifth grade, in the same school, Aanya was randomly assigned to team 1A and Ayaan to team 1B, meaning they shared no classes. For the most part, except for the lunchtime crisscross and occasional nine-minute overlap, they only interacted when their families met on weekend evenings for dinner—usually at their homes, both situated on the premises of the two roadside motels their parents owned just miles from each other.


Unaware of when he would get a chance to speak to Aanya again, that Tuesday evening—a day and a half after the SSR scene—he wrote Aanya a note, folded it into a triangle, and tucked it away in his backpack. The next day, the clouds grew dark around third period, and by fourth, there was a full downpour, leaving Ayaan staring at an empty playground full of puddles. The thirty-nine minutes dragged, as did math, art, and science.


As they lined up for lunch, Ayaan made sure he was at the front of the line. In his left hand was a piece of lined paper, meticulously folded into a triangle with the word “Aanya” across the front. When Aanya appeared amid a cluster of girls, he waved to her and stuck up one finger, indicating that she should wait a minute.


When they crisscrossed, she paused for a split second. He placed the triangle fold in her palm, feeling a tingle when her fingers touched his skin. She gave him a surprised smile. He smiled back nervously.




September 27th, 1988, 6:56 PM


Dear Aanya,


You know you are one of my best friends, but I have to tell you something. I think I like you.


Like, like you, like you.


Please don’t think I am weird. Please. And sorry.


Ayaan





By the end of the day, a hurricane had hit the coast of Florida, and while there would be minimal damage in Georgia, it meant two days’ worth of rain. In fourth period on Thursday, Ayaan sat, both bored and nervous. Watching rain can be fascinating, but its charisma paled in comparison to the playground drama. Ayaan wondered how the redheaded girl and pale boy were doing. He wondered if Aanya had read his note.


The thought of her reading the note made him anxious. Did she think he was crazy? Was she now going to avoid him? When would he even get to talk to her? He dragged his feet to math, art, and then science. Not wanting to seem desperate, he placed himself in the lunch line wherever there was space, but as close to the back as possible. He had never been so nervous to see her.


In the cafeteria corridor, he saw her, and the image was to remain perfectly pristine in his mind for decades to come. She wore a frilly red shirt and blue jeans with a pair of tennis shoes. Her wavy hair was up in a side ponytail in a bright red scrunchie, the same shade as her shirt. He waved, his anxiety unable to release a smile. She waved and held up a finger the same way he had done the day before.


When they crossed, he paused. She handed him a triangle piece of paper, folded just as he had. On it, in pink pen, was the letter “A.”




September 28th, 1988, 8:56 PM


Dear Ayaan,


I do not think you are weird at all. You are also my best friend, and I think I maybe like you, like you too . . .


Sooooo???


Aanya





The next day, Ayaan handed her a note.




September 29th, 1988, 7:12 PM


Dear Aanya,


I am so happy. I like your red shirt. It looks pretty on you.


Soooo—I think I want to hold your hand. That is what we are supposed to do—I am pretty sure.
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