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Chapter 1: The Name That Was Not Mine

I was once known by a simple village name, a collection of soft
syllables that meant carrying the earth’s quiet burdens. It was a
name whispered in the modest, sun-baked clay courtyard of our
Brahmin family home, usually accompanied by the gentle rustle of
palm leaves and the distant, rhythmic thud of a wooden pestle
grinding spices. At nine years and nine months, my world was
infinitely small but vibrantly alive. It was constructed of brightly
painted clay dolls, frayed scraps of indigo and saffron cloth salvaged
from my mother, Shanti’s, sewing basket, and the carefree, echoing
laughter of my siblings chasing each other through emerald rice
fields. The air always carried the sweet, intoxicating scent of wild

jasmine, mingling with the rich, loamy promise of approaching



monsoons. My spirit moved freely in those days, unburdened by the
heavy chains of adult expectation, basking in the golden, honeyed

light of a rural afternoon.

Then came the arrangement that upended my universe. A proposal
from an illustrious family, residing in a grand mansion in
Malleshwaram miles away, reached us like an unexpected, violent
summer storm. The groom was a brilliant young poet of twenty-
three, already renowned for verses that stirred the hearts of men
and women across the region. When the letter arrived, the paper
crisp and smelling faintly of expensive sandalwood, my family was
struck silent with awe. They felt honored beyond the limits of
language. Preparations began in a flurry of blinding colors and
deafening sounds. | was dressed in a heavy red wedding sari that
smelled of sharp dye and mothballs; it enveloped my small, fragile
frame like suffocating chains of spun gold and stiff silk. My eyes
were heavily lined with thick, cooling black kohl that stung the
corners of my vision, and my oiled hair was tightly braided and

adorned with heavy garlands of fragrant tuberose and roses.

"You shall be called Komal now," the village elders
declared, their voices solemn over the crackling sounds
of the sacred fire. "You are the Silent Lotus—rooted in
deep waters, rising pure and unblemished to the

surface."

But to me, shivering beneath the weight of my jewelry, it did not
feel like an elevation. It felt like the quiet, systematic erasure of the
wild, sun-kissed girl I had been, replaced by a symbolic role | could

scarcely begin to understand.

The journey to the grand mansion in Malleshwaram was a

disorienting haze of creaking wooden carts and entirely unfamiliar



sights. The golden greens of my village faded into the harsh, dusty
grays and blinding whites of the sprawling city. The world expanded
into a vast, intimidating cacophony of shouting merchants, ringing
bells, and the acrid smell of coal smoke. When we arrived, the
Malleshwaram estate rose like an imposing palace ripped from
ancient, terrifying tales. Tall, fluted pillars cast long, knife-like
shadows across echoing marble halls. The courtyards were vast
expanses of intricate, dizzying geometric patterns, overflowing with
blooming hibiscus and bougainvillea in blinding shades of magenta
and scarlet. A heavy, cloying perfume of burning incense, camphor,
and rich sandalwood hung in the air, mixed heavily with the greasy,

metallic scent of hundreds of flickering brass oil lamps.

Women draped in elegant, rustling silks—emerald, sapphire, and
gold—moved through the corridors like graceful, untouchable
shadows. Their voices were measured, refined, dropping like
polished pearls onto the stone floors. | was presented for their
inspection in a grand parlor illuminated by a massive crystal
chandelier that fractured the light into sharp rainbows. Their kohl-

rimmed eyes assessed every detail of my trembling form.

"She is terribly young,” one noted softly, her silk sari hissing as she
shifted her weight, the scent of attar of roses washing over me.
"But Komal will learn her place. She is a lotus; she will adapt to the

water.”

The wedding rituals that followed unfolded in an exhausting blur.
The booming, hollow blasts of conch shells and the piercing, high-
pitched ululations of the women vibrated in my teeth. The sacred
fire roared, radiating a blistering heat that caused sweat to pool
beneath my heavy jewelry, filling my nose with the smell of burning
ghee and scorched mango wood. | sat beside him—my new

husband, Phanindra. He was a stranger whose deep-set, dark eyes



seemed fixed on distant, invisible realms rather than the terrified
child trembling at his side. We circled the roaring flames seven
times, our garments knotted tightly together with coarse thread.
The blinding red vermilion was smeared violently into the parting of
my dark hair. I was now bound to him, a wife in name and duty,
though my heart raced with the frantic, deafening rhythm of a

trapped bird.

That first night in the vast bridal chamber was a sensory nightmare.
The room was draped in heavy, maroon velvet curtains that
swallowed the light. Flickering brass lamps cast monstrous, dancing
shadows against the ornate floral carvings of the teakwood walls. |
trembled violently beneath the sheer, white mosquito net, the air
tasting stale and heavy with the scent of crushed marigolds and
nervousness. Phanindra sat at the very edge of the enormous bed,
his broad shoulders slumped in a posture of profound melancholy,
bathed in a sliver of silver moonlight piercing through the heavy

drapes.

“My life has been overturned,” he murmured. His voice was a deep,
resonant baritone that vibrated in the silent room, but he spoke

more to himself than to me.

I offered him a silver tumbler of water, my small hands shaking so
badly the metal clinked loudly against my glass bangles. | was
entirely unsure of how to respond. His words carried the crushing,
suffocating weight of unseen sorrows. Outside our high window, the
sprawling Malleshwaram mansion hummed with the distant,
rhythmic thumping of drums and the melodic strains of a sitar, but
within our room, the silence stretched out like an endless, dark

river.



In the grueling days that followed, | learned the strict, unforgiving
rhythms of the household. My mornings began in the indigo light
before dawn, accompanied by the low, murmuring chants of early
prayers and the sharp scent of burning camphor. My days were an
endless litany of chores, navigating labyrinthine corridors lined with
the stern, oil-painted portraits of ancestors whose judging eyes
seemed to follow my every move. My hands, once playfully stained
with village mud, were now raw from scrubbing massive brass
vessels with ash and folding endless piles of crisp, white fine linens.
I missed the vast, unobstructed blue skies of my village; | missed
the comforting, off-key lullabies Shanti used to sing while grinding
wheat. Here, everything was structured, grand, visually
magnificent, and completely suffocating. Hushed, buzzing whispers
trailed me like flies—murmurs about my youth, my dark skin, my
modest origins. | was the unpolished young bride, brought in

merely to anchor a restless, brilliant spirit.

Evenings found me sitting quietly by a high, arched window, gazing
out at the distant river waters that reflected the bruised purple and
charcoal hues of dusk. I wondered endlessly about this poet-
husband, Phanindra, whose lyrical words moved the outside world
to tears, yet who offered me nothing but polite, emotionally barren

household instructions.

“See to the evening arrangements for the guests,” he would say
gently, his voice kind but echoing from a million miles away,

smelling faintly of the pipe tobacco and ink that clung to his clothes.

I practiced my new name in quiet whispers to the glass pane,

willing the identity of Komal, the Silent Lotus, to fit my small frame
like an ill-fitting, heavy garment. The family’s towering expectations
weighed heavily upon my collarbones. | was commanded to embody

the perfect young wife—silent as falling snow, obedient as a hound,



