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INTRODUCTION



One foggy Tuesday in November 2009, after hours of meetings in Washington, DC, with two dozen top US and Indian business executives, I found myself standing between the president of the United States and the prime minister of India.


Barack Obama and Manmohan Singh had entered the room for an update on our group’s progress, and President Obama began introducing the American team to his Indian counterpart. When he got to me—Indra Nooyi, CEO of PepsiCo—Prime Minister Singh exclaimed, “Oh! But she is one of us!”


And the president, with a big smile and without missing a beat, responded, “Ah, but she is one of us, too!”


It’s a moment I never forget—spontaneous kindness from the leaders of the two great countries that have given me so much. I am still the girl who grew up in a close family in Madras, in the South of India, and I am deeply connected to the lessons and culture of my youth. I am also the woman who arrived in the US at age twenty-three to study and work and, somehow, rose to lead an iconic company, a journey that I believe is possible only in America. I belong in both worlds.


Looking back, I see how my life is full of this kind of duality—competing forces that have pushed and pulled me from one chapter to another. And I see how this is true of everyone. We are all balancing, juggling, compromising, doing our best to find our place, move ahead, and manage our relationships and responsibilities. It’s not easy in a society that changes very fast yet sticks to some age-old habits and rules of behavior that feel out of our control.


The twin demands that define me have always been my family and my work. I joined PepsiCo, in 1994, in part because the company’s headquarters were close to my house. I had two daughters, ages ten and one-and-a-half at the time, and a husband whose office was nearby. PepsiCo’s job offer made sense, we thought, because the commute was short. I’d be able to drive to the school or home to the baby in fifteen minutes. Of course, this is not the only reason I chose PepsiCo, an exuberant, optimistic company that I wholeheartedly enjoyed from the moment I walked in. I also felt that PepsiCo was a place that was open to changing with the times.


That was important. I was female, an immigrant, and a person of color entering an executive floor where I was different from everyone else. My career had started when the dynamics between women and men at work were not the same as they are now. In fourteen years as a consultant and corporate strategist, I had never had a woman boss. I had no female mentors. I wasn’t upset when I was excluded from the customs of male power; I was just happy to be included at all. But by the time I got to PepsiCo, waves of educated, ambitious women were pouring into the workforce, and I could sense the atmosphere changing. The competition between men and women was becoming more acute, and, in the subsequent decades, women have altered the game in ways that would have been unthinkable to me early on. As a business leader, I always tried to anticipate and respond to the shifting culture. As a woman and the mother of girls, I wanted to do everything possible to encourage it.


As my career progressed, and my children grew up, I wrestled with the ever-present conflicts of working motherhood. For fifteen years, I kept a whiteboard in my office that only my daughters could write on or erase. Over time, that board was a comforting kaleidoscope of doodles and messages, a constant reminder of the people closest to me. When I moved out of my office, I kept a canvas replica of its last iteration: “Hey Mom, I love you very, very much. XOXOXOX.” “Hang in there. Never forget that you have people that love you!” “Have a great day!” “Hey Mom, you are the absolute best! Keep doing what you are doing!” the image exclaims, with cartoon characters and pictures of suns and clouds, all in green and blue dry- erase marker.


As a high-profile female CEO, I was asked over and over to discuss work and family conflicts in front of large audiences. I once commented that I wasn’t sure my daughters thought I was a good mother—don’t all moms feel that way sometimes?—and an Indian TV network produced a full-hour prime-time discussion program, without me, on what Indra Nooyi said about working women.


Over the years, I met thousands of people worried about how to be true to their families, their jobs, and their ambitions to be good citizens. This engagement had a great impact on me; I learned and absorbed the details at a visceral level. I thought about how family is such a powerful source of human strength but realized that creating and nurturing families is a source of stress for so many.


At the same time, I was among a vaunted group of global CEOs regularly invited into rooms with the most influential leaders on the planet. And I came to notice that the painful stories about how people—especially women—struggle to blend their lives and livelihoods were entirely absent in those rooms. The titans of industry, politics, and economics talked about advancing the world through finance, technology, and flying to Mars. Family—the actual messy, delightful, difficult, and treasured core of how most of us live—was fringe.


This disconnect has profound consequences. Our failure to address work and family pressures in the senior reaches of global decision-making restrains hundreds of millions of women every day, not only from rising and leading, but also from blending a satisfying career with a healthy partnership and motherhood. In a prosperous marketplace, we need all women to have the choice to work in paid jobs outside the home and for our social and economic infrastructure to entirely support that choice. Women’s financial independence and security, so central to their equality, are at stake.


More broadly, ignoring the fact that the work world is still largely skewed toward the “ideal worker” of yore—an unencumbered male breadwinner—depletes us all. Men, too. Companies lose out because productivity, innovation, and profit suffer when so many employees feel they can’t bring their whole selves to work. Families lose out because they spend so much energy coping with old systems, from short school hours to a lack of parental leave or elder care, that don’t mesh with their reality.


And, of course, the entire global community suffers. Many young people, worried about how they will manage it all, are choosing not to have children. This could not only have dire economic consequences in the decades to come, but, on a very personal note, I find this detail sad. With everything I have accomplished, my greatest joy was having children, and I wouldn’t want anyone to miss the experience if they want it.


I believe that we must address the work and family conundrum by focusing on our infrastructure around “care” with an energy and ingenuity like never before. We should consider this a moonshot, starting with ensuring that every worker has access to paid leave, flexibility, and predictability to help them handle the ebb and flow of work and family life, and then moving fast to develop the most innovative and comprehensive childcare and eldercare solutions that our greatest minds can devise.


This mission will require leadership that we don’t often see. I think the fundamental role of a leader is to look for ways to shape the decades ahead, not just react to the present, and to help others accept the discomfort of disruptions to the status quo. We need the wisdom of business leaders, policy makers, and all women and men passionate about easing the work and family burden to come together here. With a can-do sense of optimism and a must-do sense of responsibility, we can transform our society.


Transformation is difficult, but I have learned that with courage and persistence—and the inevitable give- and- take—it can happen. When I became PepsiCo’s CEO, in 2006, I laid out an extremely ambitious plan to address the underlying tensions in a company still rooted in selling soda and chips. I knew we had to balance supporting our prized Pepsi-Cola and Doritos brands with a full-throttle effort to make and market more healthy products. We had to keep stocking stores and pantries with convenient, delicious snacks and beverages but account for the environmental impact of that growth. We had to attract and retain the very best thinkers in their fields but ensure that PepsiCo was also a terrific place to work for a quarter of a million people. I called this mission Performance with Purpose, and, for a dozen years, I weighed every decision against these measures, making constant trade-offs to achieve a more sustainable, contemporary organization.


In the months before I left PepsiCo, in 2018, I thought about how I would contribute in the years ahead, knowing that I am one in a chain of woman leaders who can help move us forward for generations to come. I set out to write a book and insisted to all around me that it would not be a memoir. Instead, I thought, I would devote every ounce of my experience and intellect to a manual for fixing how we mix work and family.


The book you hold is not that book.


First, I soon found that the research on work and family has been done. From every angle, in every corner of the world, the arguments and ideas for supporting families—from maternity leave to early childhood education to multigenerational living—have been compiled, analyzed, scored, and debated by brilliant minds. I didn’t need to repeat all that.


Second, everything I bring to this issue, I know now, comes from my own life in full.
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GROWING UP
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The women’s living room in my childhood home had a single piece of furniture—a huge rosewood swing with four long chains that were anchored into the ceiling when my grandfather built the house, on a leafy road in Madras, India, in 1939.


That swing, with its gentle glide back and forth in the South Indian heat, set the stage for a million stories. My mother, her sisters, and her cousins—wearing simple saris in fuchsia, blue, or yellow—rocked on it in the late afternoon with cups of sweet, milky coffee, their bare feet stretched to the floor to keep it moving. They planned meals, compared their children’s grades, and pored over Indian horoscopes to find suitable matches for their daughters or the other young people in their extensive family networks. They discussed politics, food, local gossip, clothes, religion, music, and books. They were loud, talked over one another, and moved the conversation along.


From my earliest days, I played on the swing with my older sister, Chandrika, and my younger brother, Nandu. We swayed and sang our school songs: “The Teddy Bears’ Picnic,” “The Woodpecker Song,” “My Grandfather’s Clock,” or the Beatles, Cliff Richard, or Beach Boys tunes we’d heard on the radio: “Eight Days a Week,” “Bachelor Boy,” “Barbara Ann.” We snoozed; we tussled. We read British children’s novels by Enid Blyton, Richmal Crompton, and Frank Richards. We fell onto the shiny red-tiled floor and scrambled back on.


Ours was the big, airy house where a dozen cousins would gather for festivals and holidays. The swing was a set piece for elaborate plays we wrote and performed, based on anything that caught our fancy. Parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles gathered to watch, holding bits of torn newspaper with the words one ticket scrawled on them. Our relatives felt free to critique our shows or to start chatting or simply walk away. My childhood was not a world of “Great job!” It was more like “That was so-so” or “Is this the best you can do?” We were accustomed to honesty, not false encouragement.


The reviews didn’t matter on those busy, happy days. We felt important. We were in motion, laughing and carrying on to our next game. We played hide-and-seek, we climbed trees, and picked the mangoes and guavas that grew in the garden surrounding the house. We ate on the floor, sitting cross-legged in a circle, with our mothers in the center ladling sambar sadam and thayir sadam—lentil stew and curds mixed with rice—from clay tureens and dishing out Indian pickles onto banana leaves that served as plates.


In the evenings when the cousins were visiting, the swing was dismantled—the great, shiny-wood plank unhitched from the silver-colored chains and carried to the back porch to be stored overnight. Then we’d line up in the same space to sleep, boys and girls in a row on a large, colorful mat, each with our own pillow and cotton sheet. Sometimes, we’d be under a mosquito net. If the power was on, a fan turned lazily overhead, pretending to break the heat when the overnight temperature was 85 degrees Fahrenheit (29.5 degrees Celsius). We’d sprinkle water on the floor around us, hoping its evaporation would cool the place.


Like many houses in India at the time, Lakshmi Nilayam, as our house was named, also had a men’s living room—a vast hall with big square windows directly off the entry portico, where it was easy to keep an eye on who came and went.


My paternal grandfather, a retired district judge, had used all his savings to design and construct this grand, two-story residence, with its terrace and balconies. But he spent all his time in the men’s living room, reading newspapers and books and lounging in a large easy chair with a canvas seat. He slept on a carved-wood divan with deep-blue upholstery.


He warmly welcomed visitors, who almost always dropped by unannounced. The men would gather on the room’s two large sofas and talk about world affairs, local politics, or current issues. They had strong points of view about what government or companies should be doing to help citizens. They spoke in Tamil or in English, often alternating between the two. Children came and went—hanging out, reading, or working on homework. I never saw a woman sit in that room in front of my grandfather, whom I called Thatha. My mother was always in and out of the room, serving coffee and snacks to visitors or tidying up.


The Oxford English Dictionary and the Cambridge Dictionary, both bound in burgundy leather, lay on a wooden side table. Thatha once had my sister and me read Nicholas Nickleby, the almost one-thousand-page novel by Charles Dickens. Every few chapters he’d take the book, point to a page, and ask, “What’s the meaning of this word?” If I didn’t know, he’d say, “But you said you’d read these pages.” Then I’d have to look up the word and write two sentences to show I understood it.


I adored and revered Thatha, whose full name was A. Narayana Sarma. He was born in 1883 in Palghat, in the state of Kerala, which, under the British, was part of the Madras Presidency. He was already in his late seventies when I was a schoolgirl, a slight man of five feet seven or so with thick bifocal glasses, regal, very firm, and very kind. He dressed in a perfectly pressed white dhoti and a light-colored half-sleeve shirt. When he talked, no one else did. He had studied math and law and, for decades, had presided over both civil and criminal cases. His marriage was puzzling to me. My grandparents had eight kids, but when I knew my grandmother before she died, they never seemed to speak. They lived in different parts of the house. He was entirely dedicated to his young grandchildren, introducing us to ever more sophisticated books and ideas, explaining geometry theorems, and pressing for detail and clarity on our school efforts.


I was never in doubt that the head of the household—and of the family—resided in the men’s living room.


But the heart and soul of our lively existence was down the hall, in the open space with the red-tiled floor and the gigantic rosewood swing. That’s where my mother kept the household running, with the help of Shakuntala, a young woman who did the dishes at the outdoor sink and mopped the floors.


My mother was always in motion—cooking, cleaning, loudly barking out orders, feeding others, and singing along with the radio. The house was eerily quiet when she wasn’t home. None of us liked that at all.


My father, an unusual man for the times, was around, too, assisting with the chores and helping care for the children. He had a master’s degree in mathematics and worked in a bank. He shopped for essentials, helped make beds, and he loved to compliment my mother when she made his favorite foods. He often allowed me to tag along with him. He was a quiet man, filled with wisdom and a wicked sense of humor. I often refer to the Greek philosopher Epictetus’s saying: “We have two ears and one mouth, so that we can listen twice as much as we speak.” My father was a living example of this. He was adept at walking away from any tense situation without exacerbating it.


Every month, my father handed his paycheck to my mother, who handled the everyday expenses. She documented all the transactions on a paper “cash register” and balanced the accounts each week. It’s a bookkeeping system that she set up intuitively, and it’s still amazing to me that she developed it with no training at all in accounting.


Madras in the 1950s and ’60s was a huge but fairly simple place for children like us. It was a city of roughly 1.5 million people, a sleepy, nerdy, safe town that came to life at 4 a.m., when morning prayer songs and bicycle bells began to fill the air. The lights went out promptly at 8 p.m., when everything—stores, restaurants, entertainment places—shut down. The young people went home to study. The day was over.


The British East India Company landed on this shore in 1639, and, more than three hundred years later, we lived in a mix of ancient Indian temples and nineteenth-century colonial offices, courthouses, schools, and churches. Broad tree-lined streets were full of buses, motorbikes, rickshaws, bikes, and a few cars—little Fiats or Ambassadors. The air was fresh and clear. Once in a while, we went to Marina Beach, which stretches six miles along the Bay of Bengal. To the grown-ups, the ocean was menacing and unpredictable, best to be viewed from a distance. We were only allowed to sit on the sand or the grass and couldn’t go anywhere near the water lest we be washed away.


Madras, which was renamed Chennai in 1996, is the capital of the southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu, with an economy anchored by textiles, automakers, and food processing, and—more recently—software services. It is a city filled with prestigious colleges and universities. It’s also the seat of South Indian classical arts that connect the community—ancient Carnatic music and Bharatanatyam, an expressive, rhythmic storytelling dance form. Every December the city filled with visitors for a renowned arts festival. We listened to the concerts on the radio and enjoyed the insightful critiques of each performance by the many relatives who were in and out of our house for the month.


We were a Hindu Brahmin family living alongside other Hindus and people of different faiths—Christians, Jains, and Muslims. We lived within the rules of a close, devoted family in the culturally vibrant, multifaith society around us.


To be Brahmin in mid-twentieth-century India meant we belonged to a class of people who lived simply, were devout, and were supremely focused on education. We were not wealthy, although the large house that we owned, however sparsely furnished, meant we lived comfortably and had invaluable stability. We came from a tradition of families who lived in multigenerational homes. We had few clothes—fashion was not something we desired. We saved as much as possible. We never ate out or took vacations and always had renters on our second floor for extra income. Despite our modest economic standing, we knew that we were fortunate to be born Brahmin. We had instant respect because we were perceived as learned.


My mother celebrated every Hindu festival with the appropriate rituals, but no one acknowledged birthdays. My parents never hugged us, kissed us, or said, “I love you.” Love was assumed. We never shared fears or hopes and dreams with our elders. They just were not the kind to have those conversations. Any effort might be cut off with the words “Pray harder. God will help you find a way.”


My mother’s favorite expression—often repeated several times a day—was “Matha, Pitha, Guru, Deivam.” It was translated by her to mean “Your mother, your father, and your teacher should be revered as God.”


She would constantly remind us to respect all four. For example, we couldn’t put our feet up in front of elders; we couldn’t snack while studying, as a sign of respect for books; we always stood when a teacher entered the room and sat only when permission was granted.


At the same time, as children at home, we were always allowed to express our points of view, fully develop our ideas, and argue them out but had to be willing to accept the adults interrupting us constantly, not allowing us to finish, and often declaring, “What do you know about this topic? Just listen to us. You will be fine.”


Our Madras household was always noisy, with plenty of laughing, arguing, and shouting. It was a strict environment, and I was spanked—something that was quite common then in most families—when I misbehaved. Our life was steady and pushed me to learn both self-discipline and how to speak up. I got the courage to branch out and prove myself because I was raised within a framework that gradually gave me the freedom to explore. There was always home to anchor me.


My childhood home was defined by particularly progressive thinking when it came to educating women. I was a middle child, dark-skinned, tall, and skinny. I had loads of energy and loved to play sports, climb trees, and run around the house and garden, all in a society where girls were judged on their skin tone, beauty, calmness, and “homeliness.” I overheard chitchat among relatives wondering how they would ever find someone to marry “this tomboy.” That still stings. But I was never deprived, as a girl, of being able to learn more, study harder, or prove myself alongside the smartest kids in our midst.


In our home, boys and girls were allowed to be equally ambitious. That’s not to say that the rules were just the same. There was certainly a sense that girls were to be protected differently than boys were. But intellectually and in terms of opportunities, I never felt held back by my sex.


This came from the top—from our family’s interpretation of centuries-old Brahmin values, from India’s midcentury mission to prosper as a newly independent nation, and from Thatha’s worldview. I was lucky that my father, whom I called Appa, was completely on board. He was always there to take us to any lessons and walked around with a proud smile if we did something well.


He told me he never wanted me to have to put my hand out and ask for money from anyone other than my parents. “We are investing in your education to help you stand on your own two feet,” he said. “The rest is up to you. Be your own person.”


My mother’s view was the same. She is a tough, driven woman who, like many daughters-in-law in those days, was blamed by the elders for family conflicts, even if she had nothing to do with them. She handled those issues deftly and with a firm hand. She would have made a great CEO. She didn’t get the chance to attend college, and she directed that frustration into making sure her girls could soar. It wasn’t easy for her. I have always felt that she lived her life vicariously through her daughters, wishing for us the freedoms she never had.


Family, I learned from the very beginning, is fundamental to our lives on this planet. It is both my foundation and the force that has propelled me. The family that I created in the US with my husband, Raj, and my two daughters, Preetha and Tara, is my proudest achievement. I belong to an Indian family of a particular era and am defined by this heritage, but I know that family comes in every form. We thrive, individually and collectively, when we have deep connections with our parents and children, and within larger groups, whether we are related or not. I believe that healthy families are the root of healthy societies.


I know family is messy, with painful issues that can’t be reconciled. I had twenty-nine first cousins, fourteen from my mother’s side, whom I was very close to, and fifteen from my father’s side, many of whom I barely knew because of historical rifts I cannot begin to fathom. I think these situations are a microcosm of what the rest of life is like, and they teach us about the difficulties that we must navigate and accept.


I was born in October 1955, four years after my parents married and just thirteen months after my sister’s birth. My mom, Shantha, was twenty-two. My dad, Krishnamurthy, was thirty-three.


Their match was arranged. Shortly after my mother finished high school, a couple, who were distant relatives, approached her parents and asked whether she might marry their son. He had noticed her playing tennikoit, a popular sport for girls where players toss a rubber ring back and forth across a net. He liked her spirit, they said. Horoscopes were consulted, the families met a few times, and the alliance was fixed. Among the benefits for my mother, the sixth of her parents’ eight children, was that she’d join a respected, educated family and that she’d get the comfort and safety of the big house that she’d move into right after the wedding.


At their first meeting, my mother and father barely spoke. When I came along, they were contentedly creating a life together, with income from his steady job. My dad, one of eight children, was set to inherit the house. My grandfather planned to leave it to him, his second son, because he was confident that my parents would care for him in his old age. He felt that this daughter-in-law was family oriented and would dedicate herself to him as much as she did to her husband and to her children when they came along.


When I was about six, my sister, Chandrika, and I were assigned daily chores. The most relentless began near dawn, when, on many days, one of us climbed out of our shared bed at the first sound of a grunting, bawling water buffalo at the front door. A local woman would arrive with the big, gray animal and milk her for the day’s supply. Our job was to make sure she didn’t bulk up the milk by adding water.


My mother, whom I call Amma, used that buffalo milk for the yogurt, the butter, and the delicious, aromatic South Indian coffee that were staples of our vegetarian diet. A vendor came a little later in the morning, selling fresh vegetables—cauliflower, spinach, squash, pumpkin, potatoes, onions. Great variety was available, for a price.


By the time I turned seven, I was often sent to the grocery store a few blocks away to drop off a list of items for home delivery or to pick up a few things. The clerk would wrap up the lentils, rice, or pulses into a newspaper curled into a cone and tie it with twine at the top. Large orders would be delivered to the house in more newspaper cones. The grains were poured into glass or aluminum canisters in the kitchen, the paper folded, the twine made into a ball, and both left on the shelf to be used again. Nothing was discarded.


I think of Amma as busy all the time. She’d be dressed and in the kitchen when the milk was carried in and would soon deliver the first cups of coffee to Thatha and my father. Kids were given a cup of Bournvita, a chocolate malt drink. Then she’d make breakfast, usually oat porridge with milk, sugar, and cardamom powder. On very hot days, we drank kanji, cooked rice soaked overnight in water and then blended with buttermilk.


By 8 a.m., she’d be in the garden, working alongside Shanmugam, our gardener, tending flowers and pruning the bushes. She picked flowers to adorn the prayer room, a large alcove in the kitchen, where she said her daily prayers, often while she was cooking. She also listened to Carnatic music and sang along. Amma always wore flowers in her hair, a string of white or colorful blooms around her dark bun or ponytail. Once in a while, on weekends, she tucked flowers into our pigtails.


Once my father and we kids had left home, she’d be back in the kitchen, preparing lunch for Thatha, Chandrika, and me. The stove was fueled with kerosene, and the fumes could be overpowering. Despite this, she always cooked us fresh meals that were packed into neat metal tiffin carriers and sent warm to school. Shakuntala would spoon out the food while we sat under a tree in the playground. Every morsel was consumed; if we didn’t finish what was sent, we’d have to eat the leftovers at dinner, a situation we knew to avoid at all costs. Amma served Thatha his midday meal on a large silver platter with little bowls for the various vegetables and accompaniments.


In the afternoons, she’d take a rickshaw to her parents’ house a mile away to check in, discuss family matters, and help her mother in the kitchen. Then she’d head back home to cook again. Day after day, each meal was uniquely prepared, eaten, and cleaned up, with no leftovers. We had no refrigerator.


Chandrika and I returned home from school at around 4:30 p.m. and were greeted by Thatha and Amma. We got an hour to snack and play until Appa came home at about 5:30 p.m. Then we sat on the floor at Thatha’s feet to do our homework, even though we had our own desks. He checked our work regularly. If we struggled with math, he’d pull out papers on which he’d already composed practice problems. On many days, we also wrote out two pages in handwriting notebooks to work on cursive—usually the phrase “the quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog” because it includes all twenty-six letters of the alphabet. Thatha believed that “a good handwriting meant a good future.”


At around 8 p.m., we ate dinner together, although Amma would serve us first and eat later. Then there would be more schoolwork, chores, and lights out. Often, there would be power cuts, and the house was plunged into darkness. We lit candles and lanterns. Mosquitoes buzzed around, loving the dark and feasting on all of us. Capturing mosquitoes with a clap of the hands was a required survival skill. Before we slept, we had to say our prayers loudly so my mother could hear them—the Lord’s Prayer, which we also recited at school, and then a couple of Sanskrit prayers.


When I was eight, my mother gave birth to a little boy, Nandu, through a complicated cesarean section. He was the pride and joy of everyone—someone to carry on the family name. I absolutely adored him. As was the tradition in families like ours, Amma and the baby spent a couple of months at her parents’ home, a period when my father did a lot of the chores and got Chandrika and me off to school. When she came home with Nandu, Amma was busier than ever, managing a new baby and all her previous activities, even though she was still recovering from major abdominal surgery. As far as I could tell, she never missed a beat. How she did it, I’ll never know.


Chennai, which now has more than ten million people, has always been water starved. The region relies on the annual monsoon rains to fill lakes and reservoirs, some hundreds of miles away and connected to the city by pipes installed in the 1890s. Water is also trucked in from rural areas, and residents wait in line with large plastic urns to collect their share.


Water was constantly rationed in our home. The Madras Corporation, the local water authority, would open the city valves very early in the morning. Water would trickle in and my parents would fill all available pots and pans to carefully deploy it for cooking, drinking, and cleaning.


We also had a well in the yard. It was attached to an electric pump that carried salt water to a tank on the second-floor terrace to then flow back down to the toilets. We bathed by pouring lukewarm water over our bodies with a small steel cup, and I’d scrunch up into a little knot to get the maximum soaking. We’d wash our hair using a handful of water mixed with shikakai powder, the ground-up bark and leaves of a common climbing shrub. Early on, we brushed our teeth using our index finger and a charcoal powder made from burnt rice husks. Then we graduated to Colgate tooth powder. I got an actual toothbrush and toothpaste when I was about nine. I didn’t go to the dentist to have my teeth cleaned until I was twenty- four.


Our life was predictable. Our primary job was to study and get good grades. But Chandrika and I had evening tasks, too—putting away the dishes, grinding peaberry coffee beans in a two-handed manual mill for the adults’ warm drinks in the morning, or, the toughest of them all, churning the buttermilk in the old, manual way to separate the butter. It was tedious and chafed our palms.


Ibegan at Our Lady’s Nursery School in 1958, the start of twelve years on the campus of Holy Angels Convent, an all-girls Catholic institution about a mile from home. For a couple of years, Chandrika and I rode to school every morning with my father on his bicycle or his scooter, first as little girls in gray pinafores with white blouses and then in green-and-white uniforms with round collars and striped belts.


Every May, Amma would buy fifty yards or so of material, hire a local tailor, and order six fresh uniforms for the school terms to come. I can hear her telling the tailor to sew everything two sizes bigger than our current size so that we could grow into it. He also made us a couple of “frocks” for casual events and pavadais—colorful Indian skirts—for everyday use. They were all quite unshapely, but we thought they were high fashion and treasured them. Everything was folded neatly on shelves in a half-empty bedroom cupboard. For festivals and weddings, we’d get very special silk pavadais. Those were kept in my mother’s cupboard and used sparingly. Amma would spend most of the clothes budget on us and then buy herself something simple.


During the day, Shakuntala would wash the men’s shirts and dhotis, my mother’s saris, and our uniforms and hang them to dry. And at night, after homework, Chandrika and I polished our black leather shoes, washed our knee-high socks, and ironed the correct creases into our clothes with starch we made from rice flour stirred with water over the stove. Lumpy starch left white blobs on the fabric, and we became experts at mixing it just right to race through the process. When it rained, we ironed the hell out of those clothes to avoid having to wear anything wet in the morning. If the power went out, which happened pretty often, we wore slightly damp uniforms to school. We weren’t alone. I think many other kids at school were in the same predicament.


We had very few toys. My sister and I treasured our only dolls and included them in our many conversations. We also played what we called “house” with mini pots and pans and “doctor” with crude medical equipment that we crafted out of wire and paper.


From the start, Chandrika and I absolutely loved school. School let us enter the world outside our tight family structure, and our enthusiasm was entirely sanctioned and applauded by the grownups. The whole arrangement set us free. We loved it so much that, some summers, even with cousins around to play with, we posted a calendar on our bedroom wall to count down the days until school started again.


At home, every activity was closely monitored. If we wanted to see a movie, my parents would insist they had to see it first, and they never seemed to have time to see movies—so we almost never went. We could go to the local lending library, a one-room structure a few blocks away with unlimited borrowing for a very low fee, but the books had to be returned the next day. (This is how I learned to speed-read!) Amma played the radio all the time, but, like the rest of India, we didn’t have TV. The internet, of course, didn’t exist. We always had visitors, but, other than seeing my maternal grandparents, we never visited anyone. One of us always had to be home to care for my grandfather.


At school, there was always something more to try. Between classes, I literally ran from one activity to another through the long, shady outdoor corridors. Holy Angels, started by the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary in 1897, had expanded to six buildings, an auditorium, a garden, a courtyard, a netball court, and a little-used tennis court. I often stayed after classes to play ball or volunteer for the teachers.


Early on, I joined Bulbuls, the junior level of the national Girl Scout program. I wore a different uniform, a pale-blue dress with an orange-striped scarf held tight with a ring, and after a couple of years, I was very excited to “fly up” to Girl Guides. I toiled at earning badges for sewing, knots, first aid, fire building, flag semaphores, and a dozen more skills that the scouts espoused. In grade eleven, I even went to a national scouting jamboree. I learned so much from scouting. It taught me about teamwork—how to give and how to get—and about how people have different leadership roles at different times. I learned about trust, with the great example of, literally, pitching a tent. I remember how everyone had to hold the ropes at just the right tension to get the poles to stand up and support the canopy or the whole thing would flop over. Everyone had to do their part or it wouldn’t work.


We learned music at school and our teacher, Ms. Lazarus, had the gift of helping everyone fall in love with many school songs from the United Kingdom. Chandrika and I had Indian classical music and classical dance lessons at home a few days a week, too—absolute necessities for girls like us. These were considered prerequisites to finding a good husband. Chandrika, even then, was a very gifted singer and a dedicated student. I always longed to just go out and play.


Academically, Holy Angels was no picnic. We sat in classes of about thirty girls lined up in close rows of wooden desks. School started at 8:30 a.m. every day with an assembly and ended at 4 p.m. The instruction was brisk and thorough in English, history, math, science, geography, and essential women’s skills like needlework and art. We had an exam period every few weeks that ramped up the pressure.


The teachers, including nuns who’d ventured from Ireland to India to spend their lives devoted to God and education, were warm and formidable. They were also inescapable: dressed in habits with wimples around their chins, Sister Nessan, the headmistress, and Sister Benedict, who led the nursery school, were always walking the corridors. They also regularly stopped by our house to sip coffee and chat with my grandfather or my parents.


On report-card day, the last day of every month, Thatha would move a chair outside into the portico to receive the document the moment we approached. If we were not ranked in the top three in the class, preferably first, he was not happy with himself. He took our education personally. Sometimes, he questioned the teacher’s assessments, not usually in our favor.


Amma, deeply committed to our learning, added her own tests. She drilled us from a general knowledge textbook on the Seven Wonders of the World, the great rivers, and country flags. Chandrika and I would sit in the kitchen as she ate her supper after the men and children had finished and get ten minutes to compose speeches on topics like “If you were prime minister of India, what would you do?” Then she’d pick a winner. The prize was a little square of Cadbury chocolate from a big block she kept under lock and key, and, if I won, I’d lick it for a good half hour. I loved those squares more than all the chocolate I can buy today.


I was a debater in school and signed up for every chance to make my case in local competitions. I picked Elocution as an elective, a course focused on speeches, poems, and public speaking. I was naturally good at debating and was not shy to get on stage.


In eighth grade, when I was almost twelve, we had to choose to focus on either the humanities or science, the next step in our curriculum created by the University of Cambridge. I began years of more intensive classes in physics, chemistry, biology—the whole works. This meant my grandfather, who was steeped in English, math, history, and the classics, couldn’t be as involved as he might have liked in my work. I was on my own.


Biology particularly appealed to me. We dissected cockroaches, frogs, and earthworms in school and had to bring in the specimens ourselves. I would look around for large cockroaches and deposit them in a glass jar with chloroform so they were fresh for dissection the next day. Earthworms were aplenty, but frogs were extremely hard to find outside of the monsoon season. The whole family would get involved in the search. Fortunately, Holy Angels eventually contracted with a specimen supplier to provide frogs, and we got a much-needed break from frog hunting.


Also in eighth grade, Mrs. Jobard, my homeroom teacher, selected me to join a school team going to New Delhi for the first-ever United Schools Organization of India conference, a four-day event intended to build connections among schoolchildren across the country. This was an opportunity of unspeakable excitement both at school and at home. I was the youngest student selected and excited by how my whole family fussed over the trip—and by how quickly they agreed to pay for it.


So Mrs. Jobard, a small woman of about forty-five with intense eyes, and five Holy Angels girls, dressed in our uniforms, boarded the steam-powered train from Madras’s enormous redbrick central railway station. We carried neat little luggage and traveled north for two days, 1,350 miles (2,170 kilometers). We slept two nights in a narrow cabin with three berths folded down from each wall.


Delhi, India’s capital, was like nothing I had ever seen. I was totally enthralled by the majestic buildings surrounded by lawns and gardens; and by the monuments; the wide, car-filled roads; the people on the streets wearing turbans; and the street signs in Hindi, the predominant language of a large swath of northern India, which I didn’t understand. Our little group joined teenagers from more than thirty schools in a conference hall in Vigyan Bhavan for debating competitions, cultural performances, and lectures on peace and politics. We did an Irish dance about “good and evil,” which, as I recall, confused the judges. They gave us a prize anyway. We ate in a giant mess hall and slept in dormitories.


My confidence was really built up by being part of this big group—and my eyes opened wide to the variety of cultures within India.


At home, as I entered my teenage years, our world was changing. My father had become a lecturer in the bank’s training school, and, for almost three years, he traveled a lot. He was only home for two or three days a month, and I missed him enormously. He and I had a special bond, and I liked to think I was his favorite. He would share some of his thoughts about work with me and always made me feel very special.


Around this time, my mother installed a new Godrej almirah, a large metal cabinet made by the Indian lock maker Godrej and Boyce, to stockpile items for our marriage trousseaus. Whenever she saved a little from the family budget, she’d buy two of the same items and put them away for Chandrika and me. She filled that cupboard with stainless steel pots and pans; silver trays, plates, and cups; and a few small items of gold jewelry. She bartered, sometimes taking old saris with a little gold thread to a vendor where she could trade the fabric for new cookware. Our house had three Godrej almirahs, one for my mother’s clothes, one for family valuables, and one for the wedding stuff for her two girls.


I didn’t pay too much attention to this. But I know that Chandrika, the elder daughter, beautiful with curly hair and a great smile, felt the pressure. I definitely benefited from being the second daughter in this case. I could operate below the radar.


One summer day in 1968, my adored father was hit by a bus while driving his Vespa. He was caught under the wheels and dragged down the road. I have a clear memory of Amma answering the door when the police came to tell us about the accident. We didn’t have a telephone.


My mother and I jumped into an auto rickshaw and rushed to the hospital.


When we walked in, he was lying on a bed, bleeding profusely, barely conscious. He was holding his partially severed nose together with one hand. His leg bones were jutting out of his ankles. He had cuts and gashes all over his body. He looked at us and whispered that everything would be OK. Then he passed out.


After six hours of surgery and weeks in a medical clinic, he recovered at home. My mother was his physical therapist, helping him get back on his feet. The bills piled up—there was no state medical insurance in India at the time—and my parents burned through almost all their savings. After several months, he went back to work, and our lives carried on, largely as before. He was forever covered in scars from this dreadful incident.


Had my father not recovered, I realize now that our lives would have been very different and difficult. Thatha’s pension was small, and my mother, with three kids, had no means of earning money. None of my aunts and uncles could have afforded to take us in. With no government support systems in place, my mother may have added more tenants in the big house but would have run full speed into the deep-seated biases against the women of her generation, who almost never went into “business.” Our education, as we knew it, would probably have stopped.


Family, as powerful as it is, can also be so fragile. Every family runs the risk of unexpected hardship. And without adequate safety nets from government or private enterprise, episodes like my father’s accident can ripple through people’s lives for decades or generations.


Most significantly, this event made real my father’s urging for me, as a woman, to always have the means to provide for myself.


In tenth grade, a new girl, Mary Bernard, transferred into Holy Angels, and we became fantastic friends. Mary was the daughter of an army officer, and she was funny and adventurous. More important, she owned a shiny new acoustic guitar and took lessons.


I really wanted to learn to play the guitar, too, but Amma was just not going to buy me one. She was adamant and a little horrified. Good South Indian Brahmin girls did not play guitar and sing English rock ’n’ roll songs, she insisted. This was not appropriate; I should focus on South Indian classical music and instruments, she said.


But this wasn’t going to stop me. And, in a lucky break, Mary and I found an old guitar in a storage cupboard in the school. We took it to Sister Nessan, who unexpectedly agreed to refurbish it for me to use. Contrary to my mother’s attitude, I think she was a contemporary thinker who was not immune to the Beatles and was probably excited by the prospect of a new genre of music at Holy Angels.


Then, with two more friends, Jyothi and Hema, Mary and I formed a band for the school variety show. The nuns billed us the “LogRhythms,” after the math tables we were studying, and we became inseparable. We practiced the five songs that Mary knew: “House of the Rising Sun,” “Bésame Mucho,” “Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da,” “Greensleeves,” and “Delilah.” We were supernerds. But after we hit the stage for that first gig, dressed in white pants and psychedelic shirts, the school had to add two extra shows to accommodate the crowds. Sister Nessan and Sister Benedict sat in the first row, beaming. My dad was especially enthusiastic. He was back living in Madras with us again, and, even though he never saw us perform, he took up the habit of walking around singing our signature songs.


The LogRhythms lasted three years. We began as the only girl group in Madras, and we performed at school festivals and music concerts all over the city. We always started with our core five songs but added a few more—instrumental hits by the Ventures, like “Bulldog” and “Torquay,” and pop hits like “These Boots Are Made for Walkin’” by Nancy Sinatra and “Yummy Yummy Yummy” by Ohio Express.


Our biggest fan and groupie was my brother, Nandu. He came to every concert and helped with the equipment. My conservative aunts and uncles, who I thought might be highly critical of my counter-cultural musical pursuits, bragged about me to their friends. It wasn’t uncommon to hear them singing “Yummy Yummy Yummy” under their breath around the house. At every family get-together, I had to perform a few songs with my guitar.


After about a year, Jyothi and Hema, who played the bongos and guitar, opted out. We added a couple of guys, the Stephanos brothers, to help on drums and vocals. The Stephanos family became dear friends and have remained that way long after the band was dissolved.


Igraduated from Holy Angels in December 1970, when I was just fifteen. There was no graduation ceremony. No fanfare. In fact, my parents had never visited the school in all the years we studied there. Teachers and nuns were given all the responsibility and authority over us. My extensive extracurricular activities had taken a lot of my time, and I graduated with decent grades, but I was not a top student.


Also, as was usual with all graduating high schoolers then, Thatha and my parents didn’t get involved in my college search and admissions process at all. I had the comfort of knowing that they would pay for my undergraduate education and more. But the choice of college, a major, the long process to apply and get in or be rejected—it was all on me.


Chandrika, who always had top marks, had moved on the previous year to studying commerce at Madras Christian College (MCC) in a suburb called Tambaram, some nineteen miles (thirty kilometers) away. MCC was one of the very few coed colleges in Madras and considered one of the best educational institutions in South India. It had a wonderful blend of academic excellence and hippy cool. It had a great music scene. Many observed that the college had something of a scaled- down Haight- Ashbury vibe.


I decided that MCC was the best choice for me, too, and I was happy when I was admitted. I joined the chemistry group, which included physics and math.


Chemistry fascinated me. I loved making one compound transform to another, one color to another, creating crystals of all shapes and sizes, watching precipitates, and learning the most basic information on how our universe works. The class had about thirty boys and eight girls, and I increased my focus on schoolwork to keep up. Wearing a sari every day, which was expected of girls in those days, made things a little harder, both during my ninety-minute commute to school each way and in the daylong labs, when chemicals splashed on our clothing. I spent a lot of time pinning my sari in the morning to cover the burn holes I’d put through it the week before.


I struggled in the advanced math classes. Most of my classmates had completed eleven years of school and then a year of pre-university courses. As a student who took the Cambridge exams, I skipped pre-university and went straight to college. I was OK in most subjects but way behind in math. This is the one time my parents stepped in to help. After hearing me cry over analytic geometry, differential equations, Laplace transforms, and Fourier series problems, they hired a professor to tutor me at home a few times a week. This was a major concession by my mother, who again had to deal with the stigma of my doing something a little out of the ordinary. She thought that tutoring suggested there might be something wrong with me and, by extension, with my parents. This remedial help was absolutely critical though—without it, my life may have turned out differently. I’m not sure I would have passed these courses.


I also joined the MCC debating team, among the best in the city, and we won many intercollegiate and state championships. Debating freed me to study topics unrelated to science—world affairs, politics, social issues. This was time-consuming, but the variety of material and the caliber of my fellow debaters really lifted my game. Looking back, I can say that debating helped me build my confidence and hone my ability to persuade others to accept my point of view, and artfully push back on an opposing perspective. It was endlessly helpful.


India, of course, is a cricket-crazy country and ball-by-ball commentary on the radio brought life to a standstill. My uncles were all cricket fans who coordinated their vacations with five-day test matches and endlessly talked about the games and players. I came to love cricket, too, and played the game in our yard with my brother and his friends.


I attended some of the MCC men’s college cricket matches, and, one day, on a whim, I declared to my friends that we ought to form a women’s cricket team. To my great surprise, the idea took off. The college let us use the men’s equipment, and a few male players started coaching a group of about fifteen women. We batted, bowled, and fielded three times a week; reviewed the rules; got injured; and picked ourselves up. Several women’s colleges in Madras, it turns out, were starting to play cricket, and we organized the city’s first-ever women’s tournament. It was just four teams, but that was better than none.


I borrowed a white shirt and trousers from my father and managed to hold them up with belts and pins. Nandu was again my equipment manager. I haven’t forgotten that wonderful feeling of walking onto the field to play Stella Maris College as the opening batswoman, fully suited in cricket whites, with at least fifty people—families, friends, and many strangers—applauding on the sidelines.


Chandrika and I were on different schedules at MCC, and we didn’t interact much. She was part of the cool clique of boys and girls over in the humanities department. The last thing she wanted was to be seen with the nerdy science types, even if I was part of that crowd. She did very well in college and, when she was graduating, decided to take the exam to get into a top master’s program in business, a gutsy decision for anyone but particularly for a woman. That choice had a huge impact on me.


India had four postgraduate management schools in the early 1970s, but only two were Indian Institutes of Management (IIMs). The IIM at Ahmedabad, affiliated with the Harvard Business School, was the best of them all. Tens of thousands of students chasing 150 seats took the brutally difficult entrance exam and went through grueling interviews. One of our uncles declared that getting into IIM Ahmedabad was like getting a Nobel Prize and told Chandrika she shouldn’t be disappointed when—not if—she was rejected. Chandrika, always cool about her labors, wasn’t fazed. She handled the admissions process as though it was no big deal.


When we heard that she was accepted—one of just a handful of women to get a spot because the school had so few rooms for them in the dorms—the family was in awe. She was blazing a new trail. Thatha immediately set about paying the deposit.


Then came the drama. My mother drew the line. She declared that Chandrika would not go to business school in Ahmedabad, far away from Madras, unless she was married.


“Young, single girls don’t go away from home to study, let alone to a coed college,” she said. She wasn’t wrong. That was certainly the norm in those days. But my grandfather ignored her concerns and noted that the tuition would be coming from his pension.


She was furious and quietly declared, “If you send her, I will fast until I die.”


Chandrika was terrified. And my grandfather and father didn’t help matters by telling the kids, “Don’t worry, if she carries this through, we’ll still take care of you.”


A day or so later, thankfully, Amma came around. She dropped the fast and everybody pretended it hadn’t happened. She busied herself getting Chandrika ready.


This episode is so emblematic of the pressure on mothers in India at the time—one foot on the brake to make sure their daughters were protected and well mannered, and the other foot on the accelerator to help their girls gain respect, independence, and power. Amma’s social sense naturally gravitated to the brake; her dreams for us pressed on the accelerator.


A few weeks later, my father traveled with Chandrika on the train to Bombay and then on to Ahmedabad. I was sad to see her leave but not entirely unhappy about it. Nandu and I would have more space in the bedroom. I could take over her study table, which had a locking mechanism in the drawer. All my secrets could be kept from my brother’s curious eye.


As I was finishing my own three years at MCC, my path had again been revealed by my sister ahead of me. I decided to apply for a master’s degree to IIM Calcutta, on the eastern coast, an intense quant-oriented business program. Chandrika, rightly, didn’t want me to trail her to Ahmedabad.


“You’ve been around for all my time in Holy Angels and MCC,” she declared. “I need a break from you—don’t you dare apply to IIM Ahmedabad!”


I replied, somewhat unconvincingly, that I’d be much happier in a program that was even more focused on math. “Ahmedabad is too easy—I’m applying to IIM Calcutta,” I bravely retorted. The truth is, I didn’t have a choice!


After a grueling admissions process involving a GMAT-type entrance exam, group discussions with other applicants, and a one-on-one interview, I was selected—and relieved. Had I not gotten in, I would have been viewed as the “failed” sibling, I thought.


This time, there was no objection to a daughter heading to business school and no more comparing this accomplishment with a Nobel Prize. In fact, it was sort of a nonevent. My dad took me from Madras to Calcutta on the Howrah Mail train, a thousand-mile (1,600- kilometer) journey.


I was super excited yet a little scared of what the future would hold.
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