




“Oindrila Mukherjee’s The Dream Builders is such an impressive 
feat of storytelling, a novel that examines the constraints of class, 
of gender, of history, while showcasing the sheer expansiveness 
of the endeavor, skillfully shifting the point of view amongst a 
group of characters who each demand a claim on the story. It’s a 
marvel of a structure, built by a great talent.”

 —Kevin Wilson, 
 bestselling author of Nothing to See Here 
 

“The Dream Builders is a novel of epic proportions that follows 
Maneka Roy and those around her as they each ponder the power 
of forgiveness and learn none of them can wield that power with-
out first forgiving the self. Oindrila Mukherjee allows full life 
for these characters who are often real enough to remind us of 
ourselves, even as they betray one another . . . even as they betray 
themselves. This is a lovely debut.” 

 —Jericho Brown, 
 Pulitzer Prize–winning author of The Tradition
 

“Mukherjee has written a funny, moving, and often deliciously 
cynical novel about the illusive ideal we sometimes call the New 
India. Written from almost every angle imaginable, the novel 
demonstrates how each of us might be a hero in our own narra-
tives while being the potential villain in someone else’s.”

 —Tiphanie Yanique, 
 author of Monster in the Middle
 



“A multitude of voices and visions—arresting, wrenching, 
desiring—come together to create an astonishing, and aston-
ishingly accurate, portrait of contemporary India. Oindrila 
Mukherjee has done a superb job.”

 —Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, 
 bestselling author of The Mistress of Spices
 

“The Dream Builders showcases a vibrant cast of characters whose 
complex lives are a testament to India’s astonishing diversity. 
Oindrila Mukherjee has written a soulful novel that’ll break your 
heart with its truth.”  

 —Samrat Upadhyay, 
 author of Mad Country
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for my parents



Safe upon the solid rock the ugly houses stand:
Come and see my shining palace built upon the sand!

—“Second Fig,” Edna St. Vincent Millay, 
A Few Figs from Thistles
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From the sky, the buildings of Hrishipur look 
smaller and smaller, shrinking into shadows of themselves. Some 
corners of the city flicker with lights like stars fallen from heaven. 
Others lie in darkness, pools of quiet amid the surrounding noise. 
From up here, the city is a stranger, remote and foreign, not unlike 
herself a few months ago. The distinct shapes of the many lives 
and stories that coexist there have already begun to coalesce into 
a dream with blurred edges. The aircraft ascends gradually until 
clouds sweep beneath it in dramatic fashion to obscure the view 
of the people she grew to love. What remains is the memory of a 
burning-hot summer, in a land that will always be hers, no matter 
how time transforms it, no matter how far she wanders. There 
will always be the possibility of return.       



5

MANEKA

The invitation arrived in her inbox just hours 
after her own arrival in Hrishipur. She was lying in bed, bruised 
from the long flight and slightly stunned by this return to a coun-
try she no longer recognized, a home without her mother, and 
the prospect of an endless summer, when the cell phone next to 
her lit up with the new text. As soon as she glanced at it and saw 
who it was from, Maneka knew she would accept. She would 
appear at this party, even if her reasons were all wrong. 

She clutched the phone in a tight grip, afraid that if she let 
go the text might disappear like many other things in her life. 
The glow of the screen was the only glimmer of light at the 
end of the long, dark tunnel she had inhabited these past few 
months. The damp and trembling cloud she had been living 
inside had solidified only a few hours ago, with the proverbial 
return of the expatriate, the return they had always warned her 
would be the hardest. 

The moment of landing at Indira Gandhi International 
Airport earlier that night had been one of confusion, when she 
couldn’t quite tell if she was departing or arriving. This airport 
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was nothing like the small, sedate one in Calcutta that she had 
used in the past. Inside the lounge, a bewildered Maneka had 
stared up at the wall where gleaming bronze hands twisted in 
various mudras of classical dance to welcome visitors to a land 
of ancient traditions. But just beyond the lobby, the luxurious 
duty-free shop made her feel like she was in an airport in another 
country, somewhere in the Western world, somewhere she was 
just passing through. 

She had lingered for a while among the bottles of Scotch and 
cartons of expensive cigarettes before forcing herself to walk to 
the entrance and confront the sight of her father standing alone. 
His solitary figure looked unmoored without her mother’s next 
to it. His hair had turned completely white since she had last 
seen him six years ago and he had acquired rolls of fat every-
where—under his chin, around his waist, over his previously slim 
shoulders. Her once handsome, athletic father looked old, almost 
as if he were someone else’s father. Her throat had ached as she 
tried to smile for him. Six years was a long time to stay away 
from your country. Long enough to lose one parent and become 
a stranger to the other. 

The familiar and unfamiliar had blended together as Maneka 
stepped out of the airport into the blast of dry, scalding air. What 
she had known all her life growing up was that heat, those chat-
tering crowds, the cacophony of car horns, the sea of brown 
faces, the aunties in their salwar kameezes, and the scent of Old 
Spice on her father’s body next to her. And then there was every-
thing that had changed since the last time, since her parents had 
uprooted their lives and moved across the country to this new city 
just outside the capital, the city everyone in India talked about 
these days, the one she was about to finally discover for herself. 

When they were leaving the airport, she had craned her 
neck to look back at it so she would remember this bittersweet 
homecoming for the essays she was supposed to write over the 
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summer. What she saw was a billboard with a pertinent question: 
Trump Has Arrived. Have You? The letters were scrawled across 
an outline of a building that stretched all the way to the top of 
the billboard, as if it were trying desperately to touch the sky. She 
had flown thousands of miles but the shadow of America had 
nonetheless preceded her here. 

As their car sped along the broad expressway that led to Hri-
shipur, Maneka had moved her head from left to right as if she 
were at a tennis match. On either side, neon signs flashed the 
names of multinational corporations. Sony. Google. Microsoft. 
ESPN. Bank of America. Even in the dim light, she could discern 
the silhouettes of the buildings, glass and steel, rising like trees in 
a forest. Despite her grief at the gaping hole that was her moth-
er’s absence, Maneka had also felt something else. A little stirring 
inside as if something dormant was finally awakening. The bright 
lights and clusters of tall buildings reminded her that this was 
life in a big city, life among people. Her own people. Already, 
Heathersfield seemed very far away, and with it, Mike’s face had 
begun to recede as well. 

 That night, before the text came, she lay awake in the room 
her mother had decorated with such apparent enthusiasm as 
she waited for her daughter to finally pay them a visit in their 
new home. Maneka had looked up at the old photographs on 
the wall, fragments from the life she had lived in their home-
town of Calcutta before she first left for America twelve years 
ago. Photos of her winning prizes at high school debates, of her 
thirteenth birthday celebration surrounded by friends, of a vaca-
tion with her parents among the hills of Kalimpong. Her mother 
was only present in the last one, where she smiled indulgently at 
the camera, her eyes twinkling with mirth. But Maneka, gazing 
up at it from her bed, knew how that smile could shift, suddenly 
and without warning, into a thunderous rage. And she knew her 
mother was present everywhere. 
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The first night back in India was one she had always treasured 
in the past, when the memories had warmed her and made her 
feel safe. Now they mocked her. Had her mother known all along 
that her daughter would come back only after she was gone? Was 
this her idea of revenge, placing these souvenirs of the past stra-
tegically so they would stare down at Maneka as she lay in bed? 
Here in this rented flat, where her father now lived alone, with 
only a maid out in the servant’s room, Maneka covered her face 
with her hands, still unable to weep, but overcome with exhaus-
tion. What would happen to them without her mother? How 
would her father live by himself, without any income apart from 
the meager interest from his modest savings? The future was an 
unknown void and this summer was the beginning. 

That was when she had seen the phone flicker beside her pil-
low. The sender also apparently unable to sleep at three in the 
morning, but in her case perhaps due to excitement.  

Dearest Maneka, I hope you will come to our party this Saturday. 
My husband and I want to make a special announcement. There will 
be people, music, dancing, drinks. But the best part will be seeing you, 
after all these years. Oh, please, do come. Love, Ramona. 

Nobody in America signed off casual messages with love, not 
even Maneka’s friends from graduate school when they used to 
all get wasted together, not even the men she had dated briefly, 
not even Mike in the last year. 

Salil and I want to celebrate our good news with friends.
Ramona had included her among those whom she called 

friends. She had said please and love. She had declared her eager-
ness to see her, Maneka, a girl she had never even spoken to back 
when they went to the same posh school eight hours a day, five 
days a week, year after year, for fifteen years. Maneka was sur-
prised Ramona even remembered her name, but Facebook did 
that to people these days. It forced them to recollect obscure 
acquaintances from their pasts no matter how little they might 
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have known of each other. It made them believe they were all 
friends. But was friendship even possible with someone from 
Ramona’s set? Maneka did not think so. But the invitation had 
come, nonetheless, and she grasped at it as if it could save her. 

Her father did not want her to go. 
“You have only just come home, Mishti,” he said. “Aren’t you 

jet-lagged? Are you ready to go to a party? Perhaps you should 
wait.” 

Wait for what, Baba? she wanted to say. For Ma to come back 
and yell at us? For more deathly quiet nights in a town covered in 
snow? For a lifetime of loneliness?

The look on his face told her he wanted her at home with him 
so he wouldn’t have to spend another evening alone. 

“Maybe you should come with me,” she suggested. “Maybe 
you should stop sacrificing everything for her.” 

He looked away into the distance outside the window, where 
the city skyline was incandescent in the light of the morning sun. 

“You will need to forgive her,” he said finally. “If you want to 
find any peace.” 

The sunlight was too strong in this place. It was only the 
beginning of summer but a drought had already been declared 
in the north. The monsoon would come late, if at all. Inside the 
flat, the air conditioner hummed without pause for her benefit. 
Maneka wondered what it would do to the electricity bill. She 
longed for rain, heavy, dark rain that would pour down in sheets 
and wash away their memories and her regrets. 

It was difficult to forgive her mother. She was the one who had 
made the decision to move out of Calcutta. After years of being 
a housewife, just a month after her husband’s mandatory retire-
ment when he turned sixty, and within a few weeks of Maneka’s 
return to the States following her last visit, she had wrenched 
them from everything beloved and familiar and brought them 
here so she could take a job at a new school that was looking 
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for French teachers. It was Maneka’s mother who persuaded her 
father to sell—yes, sell—their cozy flat in Jodhpur Park, the home 
where Maneka had grown up, and book a new condo in one of 
the many properties under construction in Hrishipur. Who knew 
the traditional woman from one of the oldest neighborhoods in 
Calcutta had so much adventure in her? Who knew she could 
take such risks? 

The risk had not paid off. The new property with the ironic 
name of Jannat, heaven, never materialized. We made a mistake, 
her mother had said on the phone a few months ago. It had been 
several years, by that point, since the first investors had made 
their down payments, and not a brick had been laid.

In India, Ma, you cannot afford to make mistakes, Maneka had 
shouted that night on WhatsApp from the other side of the 
world. Her voice had risen until it cracked. She had screamed 
and screamed, getting revenge for all the tantrums she had been 
subjected to in her childhood. She blamed her mother for ruining 
their lives. It was the last time they had spoken.  

“Who is this Ramona?” her father asked her now as he 
took a bite out of his toast and orange marmalade. Crumbs flew 
across the table. “I’ve never heard of her before. Was she a friend 
of yours?” 

Maneka shrugged, eyeing the toast warily. Was his blood 
sugar under control? Was the marmalade sugar-free? She would 
have to take a look at his latest prescription.  

“We went to school together,” she said. “We were all friends.” 
What she remembered of Ramona and her girls was that they 

were beautiful and rich. They were driven to Burton House in 
Daewoo Cielos and Mitsubishi Lancers. They knew all the pop-
ular boys in the school across the street. In the afternoons when 
classes ended, they went to the Saturday Club to play tennis and 
swim and eat chicken sandwiches and lemon tarts. They lived in 
leafy neighborhoods like Alipore and visited relatives in London 
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or New York every summer. They didn’t excel at anything in 
school, but it didn’t matter, for their lives were cocooned from 
any troubles. They looked through Maneka and her middle-class 
friends as if they were transparent. They never invited her to any 
of their parties. 

“What do you think they will announce? A baby?” she asked 
her father.

“What else could it be? If they don’t have children and she is 
your age, it’s long overdue. Naturally they must want to celebrate.”

Maneka felt sorry for him, for having let him down in so 
many ways. She had wanted to fly to India the day after he called 
her at four in the morning and said her pet name like a ques-
tion. Mishti? She had known in that instant, from the sound of 
his voice, that this was the phone call immigrants were warned 
about. They were supposed to brace themselves, but she had not 
of course. Not yet. Not for the news of her mother’s death, which 
came like the slamming of a door, sudden and loud and leaving 
the world closed behind it. 

She had wanted to come. She really had. But the semester 
was in full swing and the flights were too expensive. The winter 
storm made it hard to drive to the nearest international airport 
three hours away, and she didn’t want to ask Mike, whose teen-
age daughter was recovering from an opioid overdose. She could 
come only for a couple of weeks, and it would be too late to 
even see her mother’s bloated body lying in the middle of the 
room wrapped in one of her favorite saris. It would be too late to 
accompany her father to the burning ghat where she might smell 
her mother’s flesh as it caught fire. She had asked her father what 
she should do, knowing well what he would say. She had allowed 
him to make the decision for her. Of course she should wait, 
no point wasting money now that her mother’s schoolteacher’s 
salary was gone. She should come in the summer, the entire 
three-month-long summer, for that would be more meaningful 
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for them both. She had agreed and told herself she was being a 
good daughter. 

Maneka had stayed in Heathersfield for the rest of the spring 
semester. She had continued to drive to campus along the pretty, 
tree-lined lanes, walk between the red brick buildings named after 
rich Republican donors, and teach her creative writing classes to 
the undergraduates who found her intimidating no matter how 
hard she tried to smile for them. She had continued to grade 
their assignments in the small coffee shop behind the school 
where the music was loud enough to drown out her thoughts. In 
those weeks, she ate little and lay awake at night next to Mike, 
who remained preoccupied with his own family drama. She had 
listened to the deafening silence that always surrounded her in 
Heathersfield. The silence of winter that persisted all year long in 
the small towns of the American Midwest. 

The party would have music, dancing, drinking. It would have 
Ramona, whose parties had been legendary. 

“I should buy her a present,” said Maneka. “For the baby.”
It was an excuse to venture out to one of the malls Hrishipur 

was famous for. But Maneka couldn’t drive a stick shift on the 
right side of the road in crazy Indian traffic, and her father didn’t 
want her to call an Ola cab.

“It isn’t safe,” he said.
“Baba, I live alone in a foreign country and drive across states. 

I drive in the middle of the night in snowstorms. I’m thirty-five 
years old.”

He shook his head. “This is not your little postcard town in 
America, Mishti. It’s North India. It isn’t safe here for women. 
Haven’t you read all the reports about the rapes? And you’ve 
only just come back. How will you even find the mall? There are 
forty-five of them. What if the driver takes you to the wrong one?”

It was a predicament she had not considered. Heathersfield 
had just one mall on its periphery. It was where you went if you 
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wanted to watch a movie, buy shoes, or see the giant Christmas 
tree around the holidays. It was located at the end of a single 
long street; you couldn’t get lost on your way there even if you 
wanted to. 

She finally accepted his offer to drive her, not because it was 
practical but because she knew he too wanted to get out of the flat. 

The roads were crammed with traffic, chaotic and swirling, 
even worse than the jams she remembered from Calcutta. But 
it was the cars that caught her eye. Audis, Mercs, BMWs, even 
a Ferrari glinted in the light of the midday sun as they made 
their way past several malls until they arrived at Eternity, whose 
facade was plastered with billboards announcing shops, movies, 
and restaurants such as Subway and Ruby Tuesday. 

Their car was searched for explosives and weapons before 
being waved through to the basement parking lot. Then Maneka 
and her father were frisked at one of the entrances, where a bored 
security guard rifled through her purse with glazed eyes. She 
emerged onto the smooth, tiled floor inside feeling like she had 
accomplished something. But it was only when the blast of cold 
air touched her skin that she realized why there were so many 
people here in the middle of the day. The malls were oases of 
shade and respite from the heat outside and from the astronomi-
cal electricity bills that were a part of summer in India. 

Maneka tried to imagine Mike with her now, walking through 
the mall with his tall, lanky frame, but the fantasy was too strange 
to sustain. Once again, she felt him slip away from her as if he 
belonged to another planet. 

She bought a stuffed elephant, a gender-neutral purchase for 
an unborn baby in India, where determining a child’s sex before 
birth was still illegal. The elephant was pink and gray and small 
enough to stuff inside her purse that evening. It made her feel 
like an adult. Look Ma, I remembered to buy a present. She stroked 
the faux fur as she threaded through the crowd after her father, 
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and hoped that Ramona, who no doubt was stocking up on toys 
and clothes from the most upscale malls and designer stores, 
would find it endearing.

That evening, the gates of Magnolia Gardens parted to 
let the BMW in and immediately closed behind it, secluding the 
world she was entering from the one outside. The car that had 
been sent to fetch Maneka glided past a cascading waterfall, a row 
of shops, and a swimming pool whose turquoise waters sparkled 
in mockery of the drought that was driving farmers to suicide 
across the northern states. When it finally came to a stop at one 
of the towers surrounding the smooth lawn, Maneka thanked the 
driver just like she thanked all the cab and Uber drivers back in 
America, automatically, from habit, without giving it any thought. 
He glanced at her quizzically in the rearview mirror, surprised to 
be acknowledged. She stepped out into the warm air and looked 
up at the pale-pink buildings. Thousands of windows stared back 
accusingly. Why are you here? they seemed to ask. 

She was here because seventeen years after they left high 
school Ramona had finally invited her to a party. She was here 
because the last five days enclosed in the flat with her father, 
surrounded by her mother’s things, had been unbearable. She 
was here because she and Mike had decided on a break to “reas-
sess” how they felt. She was here because she had spent too many 
nights alone in the heartland of America. Shut up, she whispered 
to the windows that reflected the orange light of the setting sun 
back to her. Let me have this night. She wanted a night free of 
anger, regret, grief, or worry. If anyone could provide such a dis-
traction, perhaps even amusement, it would surely be Ramona. 

There were two elevators in the lobby. No, no, lift; she was back 
now, back home, remember, she told herself. Two girls with rib-
boned braids giggled and talked loudly in Hindi as they entered 
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the service lift with manually collapsible gates. Maneka was 
debating whether to join them when the automatic steel doors of 
the lift next to it parted and an unseen force propelled her into its 
mirrored interior. Thankfully her left-leaning English department 
colleagues back in the States couldn’t see her now. They couldn’t 
see the silver BMW that had just dropped her off like Cinderella’s 
coach, or the gathering upstairs to which she was headed. 

The buttons inside went from twelve to fourteen. Maneka 
wondered if all the gated high-rise condominiums in Hrishi-
pur, with names like Sunset Boulevard, Orchid Petals, Belvedere 
House, and Palm Springs, names that evoked faraway worlds and 
lifestyles, had eliminated the thirteenth floor in hopes of banish-
ing ill luck to other, less fortunate, places. She wondered if Jannat, 
had it ever seen the light of day, would have had a thirteenth 
floor. She had never asked her parents on which level they had 
planned to live out the rest of their lives.  

On the fourteenth floor, she stood outside Ramona’s flat, lis-
tening to the music and shrieks of laughter coming through the 
door. The sounds reminded her of Ramona’s friends back in high 
school. The beautiful girls. How carelessly they had all laughed. 
How coolly they had regarded her. She had hovered on the 
periphery of their lives, watching from a distance as they stood 
near the school gate after the final bell rang out, untying their 
hair and applying lip gloss for the boys. 

And now here she was, at their door, suddenly more nervous 
than she’d been before. But no matter—she would use Ramona’s 
guests for research. She would indulge in superficial chatter for 
a few hours to take her mind off the lingering ache. She would 
have a drink or two and pretend to have a good time until she 
forgot what was real and what was not. The lime-green plant 
climbing the wall next to the door already comforted her. Her 
mother, who had loved plants, would have wanted her to come 
tonight. She steadied herself and rang the bell. 




