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‘Corruption, the most infallible symptom of
constitutional liberty.’

Edward Gibbon



Prologue: In My Father’s Shoes


THE TALE THAT follows is neither a personal confession nor an apology – for which it can very easily be mistaken – but something much more substantial. It is an explanation or, to be more precise, an elucidation of the excesses that were committed within my knowledge by men of power.

As it turned out, it took only a handful of days for the great altruistic hopes of our forefathers to be trampled upon by the naked greed and self-interest of the few, among whose number, I concede, I must be counted. It all happened so stealthily that everything we once held sacred as a nation became a memory without any sort of public outrage or mourning in this so-called largest democracy in the world. And I witnessed the unfolding act of our disgrace from a front row seat. This truth marks the highest point as well as the deepest regret of my life; the paradox irrevocably entwined in my memory.

I had returned to India confronting a dilemma of destiny, and voluntarily choosing to be Indian once again. The dark blue passport would be my umbilical partner till death do us part. Unlike many of my generation and class, I had never, in my youth, been convinced that if I was to have a great future it would by definition preclude returning to my motherland. Living abroad for most of my early adulthood only helped me further cement a deep bond with my country. I understood more deeply what it meant to be Indian, away from India. The irony is not lost on me – it proved to be a sort of Nehruvian passage of illumination, shining its torch on the darkest depths of myself. My return turned out to be more than just an end of a journey; it became the beginning of another more enlightening one – my re-acquaintance with Delhi.

Prior to my abrupt homecoming I had spent a fairly enjoyable and professionally satisfying few years in Dubai, working as a private banker with a multinational bank. After graduating from business school in the United States and working four years on Wall Street, I had, with some encouragement from my father, strayed from the beaten path. I was hired by an exclusive and relatively anonymous Swiss private bank for their Dubai branch office. Officially, I was supposed to be targeting the affluent non-resident Indian community of the Gulf. But the specific reason I had been hired was to use my contacts to prospect for the ultra-rich of India who had ample surreptitious reserves of foreign exchange to invest; the Government of India being, or pretending to be, oblivious of this fact.

Indian foreign exchange regulations, still unnecessarily schizophrenic about a run on the controlled rupee, did not allow the rich to freely invest their fortunes abroad. Laws, obviously, had not and did not stop these worthies from getting to the promised land of western real estate and capital markets, even if the end result was ultimately to their detriment. Though, in a hard-to-miss historical irony, the money increasingly found its way back into India disguised as welcome foreign investment, the India story coming full circle with the investment needs of our clients mirroring global capital flows. And financial consultants, or account executives or, if you prefer, private bankers like myself, knew nothing better than how to cater to their every need. It was a tricky dance, especially if you met the client in India, because then you had to approach the subject obliquely and could only get to the point after the client’s suspicions were fully assuaged and trust built. The signing of the account-opening documents – always in Dubai or somewhere else outside India – was the other hurdle. Only then did the actual investing begin.

I had been given carte blanche by my superiors, with no one overseeing me, mainly because of the money that flooded in thanks to my labours. As long as the stigma of terror-funds did not taint the bank’s image, my Swiss bosses had no interest in knowing the antecedents of my clients; that was a problem only the regulated American banks were forced to surmount. Even when other governments got tough with the Swiss for their banking secrecy, the Indian Government, whatever it might say for public consumption, could be relied upon to never delve too seriously into the secret wealth of its elite citizenry. Too many skeletons lurked in those Alpine cupboards. If Hawala dealers, bullion traders and dodgy exporters often were conduits for feeding the pipeline at the source, it was with me that the money trail ended – after a decent bit of laundering at various dhobi ghats in the most scenic parts of the world, of course. For the right fee we provided a full array of services for our precious clients.

International private banking was a perfect fit for my talents, and my lineage. I proved to be a natural when it came to the delicate art of client servicing. Yes, I admit, it was not dissimilar to being a whore in an expensive suit. You just had to remember that the client was always right. I was – undoubtedly – their seducer, but there were no innocent victims to be found here. Very little of the money I handled over the years had been earned through above-aboard means. But that was no concern of mine. They gave me the money to make them wealthier – or, at the very least, to maintain their net worth – and that is exactly what I religiously went about doing.

I kept my morals and my conscience (such as they were) locked away – a small rule of business I had imbibed from my father – and concentrated on meeting my targets for assets to be gathered and commissions to be produced from the ensuing investment of these assets. Numbers ruled supreme; they were all I had to worry about.

Life was relatively simple, quite black and white, really, that is until I was abruptly summoned back to good old Delhi a week after my thirty-fourth birthday.


MY FATHER, SARDAR Gurcharan Singh Sidhu, to give it to you straight, had made it his life’s work to bring some of the efficiency and procedures of a commodities market to those behind-the-scenes activities in the nation’s capital that are generally clubbed under the heading of ‘governmental corruption’ – an accomplishment that had earned him his place as one of the most influential public servants of his generation. But he was neither a politician nor a bureaucrat; he was really a hybrid of the two. He made his place in the space between these two worlds and took advantage of the mistrust and lack of communication between them.

My father knew more about the intricacies of administration than most politicians and was better-versed in the uncertainties of politics than most bureaucrats. He played one against the other and using this advantage made sure every decision of the particular department or ministry that he happened to be attached to had his stamp on it. Three decades of statecraft had honed his instincts and allowed him to perfect this role to the full.

Father had grown up in Chandigarh and had gone on to study law from there, but he hadn’t really practised for very long as he’d found his true calling fairly early in life. Starting off as a Private Secretary to a Cabinet Minister in Punjab – the father of one of his closest friends – he first learned the secret of harnessing borrowed political power for the purpose of bringing the bureaucracy to heel. My father became steadily more powerful. His modus operandi was to attach himself to influential politicians using any means necessary and then to quickly go about making himself indispensable. While his basic strategy didn’t change very much, his realm of power expanded. He spent the first quarter of his career in Chandigarh and then moved on to bigger and better things in Delhi.

In both cities, he became so renowned for his special talents that each new government found it could not do without him. In all his career, he never once suffered the inevitable eviction from office and influence that other political appointees suffered after becoming the orphaned legacy of previous regimes. He graduated from the role of Private Secretary to more senior roles that provided him with the garb of exalted titles like ‘Officer on Special Duty’ and ‘Adviser to the Government’. The longevity of his almost continuous service made him a singularity. The politicians could not live without him; the bureaucracy hated and feared him in equal measure.

Most of my friends had seen my father in a government position for so long that they’d just assumed he was a career civil servant; I hadn’t bothered to correct their mistaken impressions. He wielded consequential power and yet the common man didn’t know his name or recognize his face. Talk about democracy at work.

And what exactly was it that he did so well?

In each ministry that he worked – and he had served in more than most bureaucrats – he unerringly identified the areas in the ministry that could produce the kind of deals that would net the maximum amount of cash, for the powers-that-be and himself, with minimum risk of disclosure at the time or, more importantly, later, when the Opposition inevitably came to power.

You could say he was a sort of financial consultant too – maximum reward for minimum risk. Like father, like son. He didn’t exactly hide what he did from me or my brother. Quite the contrary. Father shared the fine details of how he’d masterfully plotted and crafted each transaction as if it were an exalted art form. Perhaps, in a messed up sort of way, it was. He could make the levers of power move when they seemed frustratingly intractable to others, the rich and powerful included, because he knew how the matrix of government reacted to even the slightest stimuli and for that reason his services were highly prized, and highly priced.

I was brought up in this environment of moral ambiguity, so I dearly hope that will be taken into account when I am judged by the big boss in the sky for my part in subsequent events, of which I was a key and more or less voluntary participant.

I was taught to take everything I could by any means possible without feeling any sense of remorse and this necessarily coloured the way I saw the world, a world where the strong stomp on everyone below them and doing good is for the naïve; for bleeding-heart idealists who die the worst kind of death, one of heart-aching disillusionment.

I had been accidentally groomed to meet the requirements of the economic miracle that hit India in the early nineties, where the needs of the individual finally began to be addressed and seen as important, even necessary. Capitalism started seeping into our very marrow and the socialistic gangrene was cut away, having only found a place in history as a well-intentioned failure. Nehru’s dream was finally dead and I think I helped deliver its death knell. I had been summoned back to Delhi to fulfil the destiny for which I always subconsciously knew I was meant – to be a wheeler-dealer in the capital of sleaze, corruption and hypocrisy.

Sardar Gurcharan Singh Sidhu – mera baap – had just gone through another round of shamming retirement, which he enacted whenever a change of government took place as he waited for someone in the new order to come pay obeisance and go through the motions of convincing him that his talents were badly required by the establishment, yet again. This time he had been approached by the head honcho himself, the Prime Minister.

Prime Minister Paresh Yadav, the current overlord of more or less the entire cow belt with his backward-caste-plus-Muslim voting coalition, had appointed my father as his Senior Domestic Adviser. His job, as you may imagine, was as always, to fill the prime-ministerial coffers as quickly as possible. Yadav was heading a Third-Front coalition government, sans the Congress or the BJP, and he knew better than anyone, having brought down more than one government in the past, how brittle they tended to be.

Now, five months after Father’s ascension to the summit of power, I had received a call that changed my life forever.

I had just arrived back at Dubai airport after a business trip to Beirut. But I never made it out of the airport.

You see, Father was dead. It was up to me to take over the family business.

My period of apprenticeship was over.



RULING CASTE




Chapter 1


INDIRA GANDHI INTERNATIONAL Airport is the first warning sign to any visitor arriving from abroad to run back home, for they will soon enter a city and country that lives in many different centuries at once and those used to the certainties and niceties of modernity, particularly the sanitized tranquillity of Dubai, may not survive contact with this reality. Beware, the airport seems to say with its manifestation of barely controlled chaos, you have no idea what you are getting yourself into. I should have listened.

The landscape, both physical and mental, of the capital had changed in the years since I had last resided in Delhi; the great economic miracle was at work, or at least Delhi believed it to be. I had kept visiting during the intervening period, of course, but then you really don’t get the full blast of the transformation in snatched visits in which meetings with clients take precedence. Now I was back for good.

My father had been aboard a helicopter with the pilot and an aide, when it had developed ‘technical difficulties’, and had crashed in the middle of farm land in western Uttar Pradesh. His body was unrecognizable. He was said to have been on his way back from Bareilly, but nobody could ascertain what he had gone there to do. There was some unsubstantiated talk that foul play may have been involved, but that was to be expected considering Father’s profile as a power broker. Unfortunately, aviation accidents had become part and parcel of the narrative of Indian public life; figures far more illustrious than Father had been lost in the air.

On a personal level, it was naturally a brutal blow to the family. Mother, obviously, had taken it the worst. I arrived home to a house spread with white sheets and Mother’s sisters forming an anxious coterie around her. She looked dry-eyed and composed, but when she saw me she broke down all over again. My elder brother, Manbir, was flying in as well, from London where he worked as an advertising man and kept an arm’s length from the family business. He was the good brother, but a bit on the dour side. I think he envied the connection I had always shared with Father. He didn’t let it show but I could tell it bugged the hell out of him. Nor did I particularly care, it was his problem to deal with.

After the initial shock of Father’s death had passed I reacted emotionlessly, no tears or overflowing grief for me; Father would not have approved. I repressed my grave sense of loss at the passing of the most important man in my life and carried on with a stiff upper lip. Fate had decreed it, he was gone, and with him went all his secrets – a fact that lay at the centre of the turmoil that was about to ensue.

Funeral rites were completed in a rush when Manbir arrived. At the cremation, even I was surprised at the dizzying array of political personalities who attended despite the excruciating summer heat. Every member of cabinet was present, apart from the PM himself who was away touring Europe. Present too was the Vice President of India and the ex-chief of army staff, the formidable General Dayal, who watched me balefully as I assisted my older brother perform the final rites. The General and I shared a long and strained history, so I was sure his attendance hadn’t been a voluntary act. Looking at the large gathering I couldn’t help wondering if those present had come to pay their respects, or to look for assurances that their dark deeds would not be revealed to the world by his heirs, namely me.

To my brother’s great irritation, even though I was the younger sibling, I was treated like the belle of the ball. I am ashamed to admit it but, even with my father’s body lying a few feet away, I was having a memorably good time. I’m sure Father would have been proud. His legacy had seamlessly passed into my hands.

Actually, I was already well entrenched in Father’s affairs as my private banking expertise had been increasingly used in recent years to cater more to his clients than mine, all done off the books with my employers unaware of my freelancing. I knew much and they were well aware of the knowledge I possessed. But the period immediately following the funeral was a dicey one, because there was a lot of unfinished business that needed to be dealt with before I could truly become my own man. And the unfinished business, as it turned out, had a mind of its own.

Father’s appointment as adviser had sent shock waves through the corridors of power. Nobody had been fooled about his role as Senior Domestic Adviser. In this last appointment he had achieved his most cherished ambition: to avail himself of the powers of the PMO, armed with which he had been in a position to bend every sinew of government to his will. He had been in office for only a few months but that had been more than enough time for him to use the long arm of the PMO to the benefit of all stakeholders, particularly the PM and his family. Deals had been inked, percentages agreed upon and the illicit monies deployed in appropriate areas of the economy where they could come back laundered and smelling like daisies. Sitting in Dubai, I had been handling less and less of these funds as opportunities in India grew with the increasing sophistication of the economy. In fact, my main business was to reroute the money back to the homeland through Mauritius or Singapore after the requisite lag. That was the reason why Father, a couple of days before his demise, had already asked me to move back to Delhi as soon as I could. Alas, the father and son team had not been fated to be.

OVER THE NEXT few weeks I got busy with the umpteen necessary things that require to be done when a person passes on, some legal and some not. One of them was clearing out Father’s South Block office. Nobody had asked me to do it but I thought it the right thing to do. I entered his office half expecting him to be there, appearing Houdini-like, out of thin air. Father had always seemed so indestructible to me that it would be a long while before I would fully comprehend his loss. I imagined him sitting erect behind his desk with his sharp features, his grand wazir’s beard and his proud turban.

I hadn’t worn a turban since cutting my own impressively long hair just before setting off for college. Often, looking at my father, I had felt a tinge of regret at having relinquished some of my heritage. Though we may not have had much in common when it came to our appearance, there was a strong bond that always held us together. You could say greed had ruled us both and ruled our relationship. Love was present, of course, but largely in the form of a secondary emotion.

It had taken me about a month to finish the housekeeping of my father’s affairs and provide the results to the PM. I had not dealt directly with Paresh Yadav yet, and had been taking my orders over the telephone from his son Shitij, a less than charming character about whom I have more to say later. When someone like my father, the wizard behind the political funding machinery of a bigwig like the Prime Minister, abruptly exits from the scene – as he certainly did – there is an unavoidable amount of pilferage that takes place. Baser instincts were involved in all these dealings, and it was to be expected that those who could, would take advantage of a situation where no documents or legal tenders stated the exchange of government acquiescence for monetary payment. Since the interests in this case involved the Prime Minister, the leakage was of a lesser order, though it did still touch the twenty per cent mark. Father had not made a list of where he had deployed all the incoming funds, at least I could not find one, for understandable reasons of security. No doubt he had the crucial information in his head and could not have been bothered about what would ensue if something happened to him – with Father you could never tell which explanation fit the truth.

The money was normally allocated to the companies of friendly industrialists looking to take on easy money, or else it went to the old favourite – real estate. Both of these types of investments were made in the name of a front organization or person who was not likely to reveal the true ownership of the assets under their stewardship if the middleman, say my father, was not there to hold them to the bargain they had struck. The Prime Minister had trusted Father to such an extent that he was largely oblivious of the identity of more than half of these assets. If I had not had some idea of my father’s maze of investments, the losses to Mr Yadav’s bottom line would have been much more damaging. He was still none too happy that he had lost twenty per cent of his recently ill-gotten wealth.

And this state of mind on his part is where our problem started.

I HAD JUST finished sorting out all my father’s personal effects (and shredding a pile of incriminating documents) when one of the PM’s private secretaries entered and informed me that Prime Minister Yadav was asking for me. So I put away the documents I had begun to pack, locked my father’s office, and walked into the famous wood-panelled interior of the Prime Minister’s office.

Whatever nervousness I had felt at the prospect of meeting the PM to talk business, so to speak, for the first time, was quickly neutralized by his comically underwhelming physical stature. When Paresh Yadav got up from behind his desk to greet me, it was as if he had stepped off a platform. The PM was a midget; television sure can play games with reality. He couldn’t have been more than an inch or two over five feet tall. I am only of medium height myself, but I could look right down the PM’s nose and this gave me an instant feeling of superiority over Yadav that never left me – I suppose it was the dormant martial side of my Sikh identity making a passing visit. The Prime Minister wore a dhoti-kurta and walked with a jaunt in his step. The only feature of consequence in his visage was a prominent forehead that protruded forward like a ship’s hull and seemed capable of ramming anyone or anything in its path.

‘Jasjit beta, I’m really sorry I wasn’t able to come to the funeral or meet you sooner. You must forgive me, but sometimes I feel like a hapless prisoner to the whims and fancies of this job.’

‘No, no, nothing to apologize for, sir. There was nothing for us to discuss until now,’ I assured him.

‘Ah, what a loss, your father leaving us as he did. I feel so helpless without him. He was not only my confidant but my friend,’ he said with genuine emotion.

‘Thank you for saying so, sir. It means a lot,’ I replied.

Then I noticed another person in the room – a man my age, only of a more substantial size, who did not bother to get up on seeing me. It was the heir apparent, Shitij Yadav, who had so far only made an impression on me as the voice that had barked instructions over the phone. He had all of his father’s physical imperfections with nothing of his charm.

The PM appeared lost in thought for a moment – probably observing a two-minute silence for all his lost treasure – but he recovered soon enough and turned to his son: ‘Get up, get up. Where are your manners? Come here and meet Jasjit.’

The reprimand worked. Junior waddled his way towards me and greeted me with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. No charismatic leader of the masses this one, for sure.

‘Forgive him, Jasjit. He is my only son and I fear I’ve spoilt him rotten. But he will learn,’ the PM explained sheepishly, his criticism clearly displeasing the recipient.

We took our chairs and the customary tea was poured.

Taking a long sip of the sweet chai, the PM looked at me and came directly to the point: ‘You have to somehow try to take the place of your father. And remember, you will not have the luxury of making mistakes while you learn.’

‘I’ll do my best, sir.’

‘Good. Now let me be frank, you are being given an opportunity here that doesn’t come very often, if ever, to a man your age, so make the most of it.’ He arched an eyebrow and examined my reaction very carefully.

I didn’t flinch. ‘What do you require of me?’

‘Be my eyes and ears in Delhi and handle any special projects that I may require you to do. Not from an office in the PMO, you understand, but in a behind-the-scenes role.’

‘What about the funds and assets – ?’

He cut me off with alacrity: ‘No, no, beta. Don’t worry yourself with those mundane matters. The second generation needn’t dirty their hands, you must concentrate on larger matters that require vision and energy. I have other people who will take care of those interests now.’ In one swoop he had finessed me and neatly reclaimed control of his wealth. I suppose he had learned the risk of relying too greatly on one man. I was not surprised by his move, but I would be lying if I said I was not disappointed.

‘As you wish,’ I muttered.

‘But we still require your expertise for external matters,’ Yadav offered as a consolation, cryptically referring to his foreign accounts. He knew I knew too much about them for everything to be taken away.

I figured it was something to be grateful for. ‘Is there any special project you need me to take care of straight away, sir?’ I fished – in troubled waters as it turned out.

‘Well, I want Shitij and you to form a team, let him watch you at work for me and let him learn how this town works. Getting elected is one thing, but unless you know how to make practical use of electoral power there really is no point, is there? Take him around, introduce him to the people you know, or your father knew, get to know each other,’ the PM decreed. ‘Okay?’

I nodded. He was the client and the assignment he picked for me was his prerogative.

THOUGH IT HAS a staid reputation in comparison to flashy Mumbai, the city of Delhi more than ably provides for its elite, so long as they are able and willing to finance their deepest, darkest fantasies. And for those of us who have grown up in the city it is easy, if we spend more than a reasonable quantity of time back home, to quickly revert to type.

I’m not sure how I got roped into a night-out with Yadav Junior a week after officially joining the PM’s brigade, but I think his constant moronic presence and my lack of sleep over the previous days had left me a little less deft-footed than normal. Besides, I figured, if the oaf was going to shadow me for the foreseeable future, I had better try and humour him like the big client that he, ultimately, was.

We started off at a new bar in Greater Kailash and then showed up at the launch party of a new luxury watch. A curvy, former Miss India-turned actress – a breed that has overpopulated showbiz of late, this one with especially large hooters – was doing the honours; but nobody even gave her a look. The Page Three socialite crowd – only in India did Page Three signify the over-dressed rather than the undressed – was too busy wagging its tail at the sight of my new pal, the Prince of Yadavland. The past few days had been so full of surprises that I had forgotten who he was and what he represented to not just the common man but even to the most connected social butterflies – pure unadulterated power.

I met a few old friends at the party and when they found out I knew the prime ministerial brat they insisted, indeed begged, on being presented before him. I figured that if I was going to have to play the role of Yadav Junior’s nanny, I might as well indulge the sense of power the position ensured. After witnessing the desperate reaction of the normally self-important crowd, I rather liked the idea of being able to broker the needs of others for a fix of power. I could feel the aphrodisiac of power working on me ‘the gatekeeper’ too – as women fluttered their eyelids and tossed their hair in my direction; not quite at the level of flashing their tits at me yet but it wasn’t bad for a start. And for this suddenly elevated position in the social hierarchy I had to thank the fat piece of cowdung who was trying to impress two young things by making funny shapes with his stomach! I was selling my soul, if not to the devil, then at the very least to some other dark force. I quelled my misgivings with a huge gulp of Scotch, entering the bargain with only a moment’s fleeting repentance. You do not argue with destiny

A couple of drinks later, on the insistence of my pals, after an impossibly long evening with the Prime Minister’s plump papoose, I tore myself free from the clutches of Yadav Junior. He looked sullen as I left. I would deal with him later, I thought, as I headed out with my chums to a party at the south Delhi farmhouse of a friend of a friend. Exactly who the friend was and where the farmhouse was situated were details that do not concern one at that point of the night; everybody is your pal and if someone wants to provide their residence as your evening playground, it is hail-fellow-well-met and you go with the flow.

It was a Friday night. I was exhausted. I was grieving for my father, and more than a little pissed with the Yadav family. So I was really looking to let off some steam after all that had happened in the last few weeks. By the time we arrived, the party was in full swing, a phenomenon that I think is directly relatable to the quantity of alcohol and other stimulants being imbibed. I can tell you that there was no shortage of either at this shindig.

I sat in a corner with my group of seven or eight, evenly divided between men and women, and decided on a whim to do shots of absinthe. Immediately, a bottle materialized. As most of humanity’s drinkers well know, there is no drink worse than the devil’s spirit. And it is especially so for me. Not only does absinthe make me extremely rude and boorish but I cap this by getting somewhat paranoid.

I had done about five shots in quick succession and had brazenly started grabbing the two women sitting on either side of me, who had emerged, like the absinthe, seemingly out of nowhere and could only have been the highest quality East European call girls. Anyway, these subtleties were beyond me by now. In my fog I just thought they were other guests, very pretty and friendly ones, to be sure.

Suddenly, there was a commotion across the room at someone’s arrival. I couldn’t immediately see who it was because the large drawing room in which the party was being held was slightly sunken, with a bird’s-eye view of the entertainment area from the elevated entrance.

Her appearance by itself would have been enough to give me a coronary but the accompanying look that Neena gave me in my compromised situation was of a kind I will never forget for as long as I live. It was contemptuous, hateful, disappointed and sad all rolled into one. And then, having shot the arrow off, she grabbed the arm of the army officer with her and moved on with a regal elegance that is the birthright of only a few.

Since Neena’s grand entrance had grabbed the attention of the entire party – almost a hundred people – they had also witnessed our little silent exchange.

Seeing her now I grew angry and emotional, irrationally so, but then I was imbibing the green devil. And absinthe makes the heart grow fonder. I took a last swig from the bottle, flung the bimbettes off me as if they were cushions, and charged in the direction of the arriving princess.

There was a history between us, one of extreme passion, which made it impossible for me to react any other way. For every man there is born a woman who will be his surrogate mother, his nemesis, and everything else in between – Neena was mine.

I yelled her name as I barrelled my way through the crowd.

She stopped short and turned around.

Luckily for all concerned, I tripped and fell, knocking myself clean out, right at my estranged wife’s feet.



Chapter 2


I HAVE ALWAYS considered my greatest strength to be a brutal self-awareness of my limitations. I have never fooled myself into believing that my looks are anything but plain – I have sharp features but they are marred by a pair of beady eyes that have spoilt every picture taken of me since birth. My hair is thick but I am blessed with a forehead that is much too large. The only saving grace is that years of following a harsh daily regimen of pull-ups, push-ups and sit-ups has given some heft to my otherwise disappointing body. A girl is not liable to give me a second glance but I am known to be able, if allowed the proverbial foot in the door, to grow on a damsel.

Neena Dayal, with her striking good looks, had always been out of my league. Not that this fact had stopped me from ardently pursuing her from the moment we met; though truth be told, she did make the initial move.

The first time I spoke to her she was sitting at the Gymkhana Club bar. I had just walked up to the counter to order another whisky when this woman on a barstool turned away from a guy looking forlornly at her, and grabbed my hand. ‘Oh, here he is now,’ she’d exclaimed. ‘Well, I would have loved to stay and chat about old times, Pradeep, but… erm… um…’

‘Jasjit,’ I had supplied helpfully.

‘Yes… um… dear Jasu here is taking me for a film.’

Then Neena had looked right at me and smiled a smile that had made my heart stop. It may sound soppy and I may be accused of rewriting history with the benefit of hindsight but I swear to you I’d realized then and there that this stunning woman was the one for me. Though I’d winced at her distortion of my name, I’d crocked my arm gallantly. ‘Jasu awaits,’ I’d said. I had escorted her out of the bar, rescuing her from her lovelorn admirer, but not before I had managed to extract an introduction and the promise of a compensatory drink in lieu of the one I had to forfeit to rescue her, at the nearest available hotel bar.

Several drinks later, the official car in which Neena had come was dismissed. I kept her out all night and got her home only at six the next morning. This earned the immediate ire of her early-to-rise father; a first impression that endured in his mind. Neena, as it turned out, was the daughter of General Brajesh Dayal, the then chief of the Indian army. I must say her formidable father’s designation did make my knees buckle a bit but I gritted my teeth through the transitory pangs. I never did get to find out why she’d chosen me out of all the eligible young bucks at the Gymkhana bar that night. A combination of proximity and chance, I would think.

I was taking a break from my job in Dubai, and with Neena newly in my life, I just didn’t want to go back. The days went by and my departure date for Dubai loomed closer. I extended my vacation by an extra few weeks despite the disapproval of my employers. It was love, or at least an infatuation that bordered on it. Ever since her father had been appointed the chief of the Indian army she had been serving as his official hostess. Her mother was the sickly sort and stayed most of the year in Dehradun. Neena was also an artist who had just held her first exhibition in Bombay. She found the army chief’s official residence the perfect place to pursue her passion.

Soon we were inseparable. We went everywhere together, to eat, to shop, to parties, to the bars, to the nightclubs, to my favourite monuments, and to the other places where lovers go. I told her everything about myself. I promised there would be no secrets between us and she did the same. At the end of those blissful weeks I asked her to come with me to Dubai. She didn’t even pause to think before impulsively saying yes.

The General, needless to say, was not pleased with these developments and seized every opportunity he could find to belittle me in the hopes of getting his daughter to change her mind. But Neena was the one person he could not push. He had no choice but to surrender to her wishes. Once he knew there was no talking her out of it he insisted on a proper marriage ceremony before allowing his daughter to join me in Dubai. My father, I must admit, was not thrilled with our marital plans either. The General and he were wary of each other. The General often voiced his disapproval of Father’s Machiavellian ways to Neena, while Father expressed nothing but contempt for the General’s holier-than-thou facade to me.

Three weeks later, we had a splashy Delhi marriage, with both sets of parents smiling fakely together for the wedding pics. It was quite an event – the daughter of a four-star army general marrying the son of the country’s most respected, and therefore feared, political operative. The power elite showed up in full force for the wedding – after all we all belonged to the same caste. We were marrying, in a way, within the power caste of Lutyens’ Delhi. Ultimately, I think our relationship became a casualty to this new form of endogamy.

Neena and I reached Dubai and tried to settle into our new life. But the sterility of Dubai and the sameness of its shopping malls and villas soon began to suffocate Neena. Like me, Neena was a child of parental renown. The anonymity of being among Dubai’s super rich just didn’t appeal to her. Wealth didn’t give her the kick that privilege and power afforded. She would pounce on me the minute I returned from work, telling me how much she had missed me, but I think what she really missed was Delhi and her position of authority as the handsome army chief’s gorgeous daughter. Her painting suffered. She blamed me for the vacuousness of her life. I discovered she could be shrill and hurtful. She discovered I could be aloof almost to the point of coldness when perhaps she was looking for comfort and emotional support.

Some married couples stop fighting after a while and settle down to a life of closed-off co-existence, but that was not the case with us. The bitter fights continued with brief interludes of relative peace. Neena left me a couple of times and only came back after I followed her to India and begged her to return. Then, soon after General Dayal’s term as army chief ended, he was appointed Governor of Rajasthan, and shortly thereafter he was elected Vice President of India. The handsome and aristocratic General Dayal, with his cravats and his sideburns, made such a welcome change from the usual crass and ungainly sort that populates Indian politics that Page Three newshounds followed him around zealously as he went about inaugurating buildings, launching books and proudly attending as chief guest at annual college functions.

The last time she left me was almost a year before my father’s helicopter crash. By then she was tired and so was I. Neena went back, happy to play her part at the Vice President’s side and revel in the limelight that life in Dubai with me had denied her. I was no match for my father-in-law in terms of giving her the status and celebrity on which she thrived, so this time I didn’t go back to cajole her home.

She’d filed for divorce six months later.

SOME YEARS AGO, soon after we were married, the good General had acquired for himself a large estate in Uttarakhand, near Dehradun – a tea estate he liked to say he had inherited, but which he had actually bought with the proceeds of an arms deal that had involved the collusion of all the protagonists of this tale. It went back to the time when the midget PM had served, for one year, as Defence Minister in a previous coalition government, and Dayal had been his army chief. I had helped set up the mechanism for how all the payments were to be made to each party’s offshore accounts as beneficiaries of the deal. My father, who’d naturally engineered the whole thing as adviser to the Defence Minister, had gleefully filled me in on the details and I’d dutifully filed the information away for later use.

It seems, the Indian army had been in the market for a series of high-technology acquisitions like missile defence, enhanced electronic warfare capability, networked communication and information systems, anti-aircraft and fire-finding radar, thermal sensors, unmanned combat air vehicles, special forces gear and the like. The Israelis were in a position to provide every item on the army’s shopping list and were more than willing to grease palms if Dayal could have the defence deal grouped in a multi-year omnibus package and cleared through government machinery in one go.

The deal was approved at a pace not seen since the purchase of the Bofors howitzer; the file in question had flown in a single day, from desk to desk. Such was the combined competence and power of Yadav, Dayal and my father that the trio had pushed through the deal and all the usual vested interests that were likely to cry foul and cause a furore in the media had kept their mouths shut. There was no mystery to this; everybody who could have been a nuisance had been paid off, including some nosey journalists on the defence beat. The defence deal had been structured in such a way that, as and when the Government paid upon delivery of the different equipment over the course of the years, the key trio would get their cut from the Israelis with the largest sum being paid in the end.

But there was more to the story of General Dayal yet to tell. After spending a very brief stint in retirement he had been made Governor of Rajasthan and transported to the cushy environs of Jaipur. Then the midget PM had come to power at the head of a rickety minority government, with the unstated outside support of the Congress party. Two general elections in as many years with three fallen governments – the result of splintered verdicts – had ensured that no party, particularly the Congress and the BJP, was in any mood to return to the hustings anytime soon. Paresh Yadav’s hold on his vaunted caste-coalition was weakening but it had still given him enough seats to finally be sworn in as PM in a government formed in partnership with other regional and caste parties, united only by a common venality and the lack of any national vision.

Such was the state of our polity.

Soon after Yadav became PM, a vice presidential election was held in which no one political grouping was able to elect its candidate to the post as the fractured electorate consisted of Members of Parliament from both the Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha. The days of the dominant ruling party or even the dominant coalition appointing a lackey to the post were long gone. The names of several doddering geriatric politicians were put forward but even their smallest enemy had the power to nix their nomination. The parties then tried out the names of economists, scientists and even, good lord, bureaucrats, but nobody seemed to approach electability. And then a newspaper article mysteriously appeared on the front page of one of Delhi’s leading papers announcing that General Brajesh Dayal was rapidly becoming the leading consensus choice for the vice presidency.

Up till this point no one, especially the leaders of the main political parties, had thought of General Dayal as a possible contender; the political class being allergic to the thought of any senior member of the military brass gaining civilian power even of the largely ceremonial vice presidential kind. But, desperate for a resolution to the electoral impasse, the General’s name began gaining currency, with the PM masterminding the campaign, until he became the longed-for consensus choice.

The idiots elected my father-in-law, a man whom I had surreptitiously nicknamed General Bastard, as the Vice President – positioning a heartbeat away from the Presidency, the supposedly nominal but constitutionally designated Supreme Commander of the Indian Armed Forces. If I ever needed proof, this settled my opinion that the current crop of politicians did not have a clue about what was good for the country, or for themselves. They had managed to instal in the second-highest constitutional post arguably the most cunning man ever to lead the Indian army.

Having never really been anything more than a mediocre field commander my father-in-law had gained and maintained the aura of a hero thanks to the trumpeting of a highly dubious war story. A story that claimed that as a young paratrooper, he had been the first officer to enter Dhaka, during the victorious 1971 war after being daringly paradropped behind enemy lines with his unit, the 2nd Para battalion. Don’t ask me how I can recollect these details of his career, I can only explain it by saying that anything to do with General Bastard tended to concentrate my mental powers. His claim of entering Dhaka first was unverifiable and, knowing him as I did, probably a complete fabrication. But the story had been repeated so many times in so many news publications that he came to be called the ‘Hero of Dhaka’.

In the army it was well known and joked about that he knew as much about military strategy as a camel knew about snow. But, like Eisenhower, he was a politician among soldiers, the best man manager in the business and he assiduously built political contacts at every opportunity. This was done most flamboyantly when he started getting senior field commands that allowed him to put on a show of hospitality, of the kind only the army can, for his political masters. The politicos never had anything but good things to say about their favourite general. He had curried favour at every level and beaten stronger candidates for the job of army chief by pulling all the considerable political strings at his disposal. His reputation for being an arch-manipulator had only grown during his tenure as army chief.

In addition to his many gifts, Dayal looked liked an Indian Caesar – tall, trim, with a face chiselled by the gods. Standing side by side with the midget PM he looked like a bloody king and he was only too well aware of the impression he made.

Neena, unscathed from her failed marriage to me, had also become the toast of the country, standing by her father’s side in vice presidential splendour. I often wondered how the Neena I knew reconciled to this showy image of herself. Surely, deep down, she knew what her manipulative father was up to? Why had she walked out on me for him? I had suspected all along that after General Bastard got elected any hope of her returning to Dubai would be lost. She had found Dubai culturally antiseptic and understandably so. Why would she have stayed with me any longer when Delhi and her newly crowned father beckoned? I suppose I had made it easier for her to make the choice by not asking her to come back.

When I moved back to Delhi after the death of my father, her face was plastered everywhere – in magazines, newspapers and on television. Reminded of her so often, my dormant wounds began to fester. A degree of self-loathing played a part as well. That her rise to national prominence took place at the side of the man whom I detested more than most, added to my sense of grievance. My relationship with Dayal had been a frosty one from the very beginning, and there was ample repressed animosity on both sides. I knew from Neena that he felt that she had married beneath herself, a clear slight at my father. And I suppose he had a point.

I, in turn, had always considered him the lurking third presence in our marriage; always forcing Neena to choose between him and me with his constant phone calls and pleas for her to visit him. By the end of our marriage I had convinced myself that as long as he was a strong presence in our midst, Neena and I didn’t stand a chance. His being elected Vice President and her setting up shop as his hostess, with the enigmatic Mrs Dayal cloistered in Dehradun, was something that was destined to happen.

So, on that night of all nights, when I finally saw Neena in the flesh, and being totally under the influence of Satan’s drink, I had only needed the merest of excuses to allow my resentment to burst forth.

THE DOORS OPENED and Neena walked in followed by two bearers holding aloft two trays. The insignia on their uniforms left me in no doubt about where I was.

I was a guest of the Vice President of India.

Lying in bed, I wondered if General Bastard knew of my presence and felt a need to take my leave as soon as possible. I didn’t want to be around when he found out about the previous night’s events. Even the bravest private banker was not conditioned to mess with dastardly four-star generals and, far worse, their vengeful daughters. Daylight and sobriety tended to transform me into a meeker creature.

Without a word, breakfast was laid out on a table. The smell of food did my stomach no good at all. The bearers retreated on madam’s silent command. We were alone.

I looked at my wife and felt a pang of real loss. Neena wore a tightly draped sari that revealed more than it hid. If there is a part of a woman’s body I have a fetish for it is the hips. And Neena reigned supreme in that area – an asset that was accentuated when she wore a sari. She knew this weakness of mine well so I couldn’t help but notice that she had tied her sari lower than normally acceptable around the waist to reveal that tantalizing part of her figure where the waist dipped and then swelled. There was no way the Vice President’s daughter was going out in public like that. I had to assume the extra skin was for my pleasure.

‘We must be the talk of the town today,’ I said tearing my eyes away from her midriff and going in search of the orange juice and the coffee.

Neena fixed me with a level gaze: ‘What do you think you were doing, running at me like that?’

‘Yeah, sorry about that. I wasn’t myself.’

A perfectly fluffed omelette was eased onto my plate. ‘Looks like you haven’t been yourself for quite a while now,’ Neena said with the maternal disapproval that was prescribed to irritate me.

Wanting to avoid any form of antagonism, I steered the subject away from her opinion of my lifestyle. ‘How in bloody hell did I get here?’

‘Well, after your little accident you passed out on the floor which led your little band of companions to run around screaming hysterically, in their supremely intoxicated state, that you had been murdered. Since there was obviously no one among your chums who wished to claim your body, I was compelled to take charge.’

The memory of falling on my face flashed vividly in my head and I instantly ran my fingers over my key facial areas to check for any major rearrangement of my features, but I appeared to have escaped unscathed; of course a mirror would be required for a closer examination. ‘I assume your burly army officer boyfriend lugged my sorry carcass out of there? Thank him for me.’

‘He isn’t, as you put it, my boyfriend, but one my father’s aides, his military officer on special duty, to be precise. Father prefers someone to escort me to functions ever since… you know…’

‘Yes, I know,’ I didn’t feel I could say much more.

‘Some things aren’t meant to last,’ Neena said, after a small silence, rather unnecessarily, according to me.

I looked up from my now empty plate – the lure of the omelette had overcome my queasy stomach – and our eyes met. She smiled at me for what seemed like the first time this century and it made all the difference. She was the girl I had fallen for at the Gymkhana and who stalked my memory, all over again.
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