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To every woman who has been a victim of gender crimes
in this country that deifies umpteen goddesses.



PROLOGUE


AUGUST, 2003

In Delhi’s Tihar Jail, a corridor leads you past a row of dingy cells to a slightly more spacious ‘VIP’ cell. Seated inside this confinement, with her back against the wall, her dusky, dark-eyed face resting on her knees, her long hair dishevelled, is politician Shruti Ranjan. At 33, she is petite and slim but looks older than her years. She glances up. Her face reveals nothing.

Amidst drizzle, in a Connaught Place bookstore window, a more cheerful image of Shruti is visible on the cover of a book that is selling like hot cakes. The Edge of Desire is what she calls her memoirs. The owner of the store proudly announces that the book has sold over 2000 copies from his shop in just two days – a record of sorts. The book has become something of a craze with everyone trying to get an inside into Shruti’s tumultuous rise and fall from power.

In his official Boring Canal Road residence in Patna, State Cabinet Secretary Rohit Verma sits watching India News, along with his wife, Shyamlee. It is raining here as well. On the news channel, anchor Abhay Sarkar talks about the political fallout of the revelations made by Shruti in her book. Rohit quietly lights a cigarette. His wife can sense Rohit’s awkwardness. Rohit walks up to the window.

Broadcast live from Humayun Road in Lutyens’ Delhi, two prominent national leaders rave about Shruti’s guts on Sarkar’s show. Shruti has written in her book that while she had known that not all of Home Minister Sharad Malviya’s decisions were completely above board, she had purposely decided to kowtow to him as Malviya was promoting her and opposing him would have jeopardized her career.

One of the two leaders, who has known Shruti for several years, simply says, ‘If Shruti had realized that she had played into Malviya’s hands, she would never have done this.’ The other nods sagely.

Back in Patna, Rohit feels increasingly uncomfort able as Abhay begins to dissect each section of the book with his guests. Seeing his discomfiture, his wife turns off the TV and places a hand on his shoulder but Rohit can’t keep his eyes off the book, a copy of which lies on the table in front of him.

The mild rains give way to violent thundershowers…



PART ONE




1


KISHANGANJ, BIHAR, 1997

Sporadic thundershowers greeted us as our car entered the district on the morning of second July, after an excruciating sixteen-hour journey from the state capital. Rohit and I had been married two days ago in Patna but our marriage had not not yet been consummated. Nor did the long journey give much scope for romance, considering there was a gun-toting guard on the front seat who didn’t miss any opportunity to peer back at us, gauge our proximity to each other, and exchange sly glances with the driver. I’m not sure if I felt particularly romantic, anyway. After all, ours was a conventional arranged marriage.

Dad had put out a standard ad in the newspapers. You know, the kind that says, ‘High status, IAS/IIT/IIM groom for professionally qualified, beautiful, modern yet traditional, 25/5’5 bride from decent, well-educated family of doctors. Dowry seekers excuse.’

This ad is what had brought Rohit Verma into my life.

Government servants, I’ve realized, attach a lot of significance to terms that hold their worth only for effect. Rohit wanted a beautiful bride, as any prize government official would. More importantly, even though he would not explicitly say so, he wanted someone who would willingly play second fiddle to him. I have a strong feeling the inclusion of the word ‘traditional’ may have influenced his liking. No, the Veronicas of the world did not excite him. After all, as the wife of an IAS officer, I’d be expected to accompany him to social dos of all kinds, from flag-hoisting ceremonies on Republic and Independence Day, to undertaking some social work of my own, to being his arm candy when he assumed more important responsibilities in the state capital. Anyhow, that’s how he had explained the responsibilities of an ‘IAS wife’ to me on one of our arranged, pre-marriage dates.
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When our car entered Kishanganj town its speed had to be reduced to a crawl – about ten kilometres an hour – so bad was the flood situation. The nullahs were overflowing. River water had, in fact, entered several parts of the town. At one point, we were compelled to stay put for two hours on a small stretch of road till the water receded.

As we sat staring at the rising water, I looked at Rohit glumly. He was my husband. I was going to spend the rest of my life with him. Why did he then still seem a stranger to me? Why couldn’t he just hold my hand and act more like my man?

Or was I, perhaps, expecting him to be like Abhay, the guy I had once been in love with?

Rohit and I had met just three months ago. I was in Patna staying with my parents. I had quit my job as a correspondent with one of the first private Indian news channels in Delhi and had taken a sabbatical from work. I guess I was trying to find meaning in things – to understand why stuff that I had not anticipated was happening to me.

Being ditched by Abhay after five years of living together had taken the sheen off my existence. After all, we had been a couple right from our second year in college. We had done our Mass Comm. together. Abhay was lanky and dark and by no means good looking, but he exuded a confidence that made him appear quite cool. And in college – when most guys are a bit unsure of what the future holds for them – the swagger he displayed attracted a number of girls. That he, discounting their advances, showed his preference for me, naturally flattered me. It was only later that I realized he was not what he seemed to be.

Living with him I so enjoyed the comfort zone that his company provided that I never realized we were growing apart. We had our differences, sure, but by then my emotional attachment to him was so strong that it didn’t matter what kind of man he really was; I would still have happily continued living with him. We were both quite content in our careers; we were both being noticed by our bosses and moving smoothly up the ladder. Abhay Sarkar had joined the print media; I, the electronic.

Sometimes, it takes a jolt to acquaint you with the truth. Mine was the discovery that Antara, my best buddy and colleague, whom I had introduced to Abhay, was secretly having an affair with my guy.

I’m not sure how many other women have experienced what I did that fateful night: the sight of my boyfriend and my best friend entwined in an unclad and passionate embrace. They weren’t expecting me home that early; I had a late-night reporting assignment that was cancelled at the last moment.

Strangely, when I was subjected to this horrid sight, my mind focused on the bedspread. It was the violet velvet one that I loved so much and which I had bought after much searching, to make our nights together more dreamy. The same sheet now draped Abhay and Antara as they stood in front of me trying to conceal what little they could.

I’m not sure how I would have reacted to an apology from Abhay. But the fact is that Abhay did not apologize; nor did Antara. In fact, Abhay tried to justify his actions by telling me that ours was a ‘confused, overstretched college romance that had outlived its life’.

His words shattered my self-belief. I found it virtually impossible to get a hold on myself. When I moved out and rented a single room apartment, I felt such a sense of forlornness that it killed me from within. How could a man dismiss three years of courtship and another two of living-in together as a confused, over-stretched college romance? And how could I have not seen it coming? How could I have been in such denial of the state of our relationship?

The sight of them together did not cease to haunt me. I desperately tried to erase the last five years from my life, forgetting that human existence hadn’t yet found a way to do that. The image of them together would not let me forget anything. My mental state was that of a dead woman walking.

My parents, both of whom were doctors, knew as much about my romance as one could share with educated Bihari parents of the generation who like to believe they are progressive and communicate well with their children. I had thus, without divulging the intensity of our bond, told them about my ‘special friendship’ with Abhay. It was even implied that we’d get married one day. When I subsequently informed them about my break-up, it was only natural for them to press the panic button. After resisting their persuasion for nearly six months, I finally gave in. I took a sabbatical from work and came back to Patna, the city where I had gone to school.

Leaving Delhi, which I’d begun to feel would be my home for the rest of my life, wasn’t easy. But then, at that point, my journey with the city too seemed to have reached an impasse. Professionally, I’d been covering the same stories over and over – a young French Embassy official molested in the heart of Lutyens’ Delhi; the exploits of Delhi’s infamous Red-Line buses; stories of the various protests that Jantar Mantar had become synonymous with. None of these stories contained the fodder to excite me. About the only assignment I remember with some sense of satisfaction was a press conference convened by the young and dynamic leader of the Opposition, Sharad Malviya. Those were the days when the PM’s post seemed to be decided by a game of musical chairs, what with two of the most unlikely people – Deve Gowda and I.K. Gujral – suddenly occupying the top post thanks to them somehow getting the required numbers on their side. Sharad, in his press conference, had been scathing about the tenets of ‘Westminsters’ democracy’ that enabled any combination of parties to cobble together a government at the Centre if they managed to conjure the required numbers. He called for a massive overhaul of our democratic process.

I’m not sure if Sharad’s party subscribed to his views. That, of course, never deterred him from saying what in his opinion served the country’s interest the best. In hindsight, I sometimes feel that had I got more assignments like Sharad’s press conference maybe I would have sustained my interest in my profession and not quit it as abruptly as I had when Abhay dumped me.

To be honest though, the main reason for leaving Delhi went beyond my profession. I’d got to know the city with Abhay. Without his company, the city and its roads and lanes seemed to leer at me; the landscape turned unfamiliar – alien, unknown and hostile. What was worse was when I chanced upon Abhay and Antara holding hands as they walked past me through the buzzing Connaught Place market. Yes, they were officially a couple now. After seeing them in public together once, I’d get paranoid about spotting them again whenever I visited the India Gate area or North Campus.

I realized the streets of the city had begun to taunt me.

Once back in Patna, Dad convinced me that the best way to move on was to get married. I scoffed at the thought. My first reaction was like – with a stranger? That night however I pondered over how people whom you think you know well can suddenly seem strangers. Who then is a stranger? A week later, one evening when Dad broached the issue again, I relented. My sudden change of heart, though, was triggered by something else; Abhay had called that morning. His call had taken me by surprise. There was still some faint hope in me that he would repent. Instead he said, ‘Shruti, Antara and I are getting married next month. and we’d like you to come…’

I froze. For an hour or two after talking to him I felt sick to my stomach. My head throbbed and I felt waves of nausea assault me. Luckily, both my parents were not at home and I managed to compose myself before they came.

My parents were relieved by my decision. The next Sunday, the TOI matrimonials’ page carried the familiarly-worded ad. Ten days after that, Rohit, whose parents lived in the same Kankerbagh locality of Patna as us, met me when he came home on a short Holi break.
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The thundershowers had cleared; only a mild and lovely drizzle remained. Slowly the water levels receded and the driver got ready to start the ten-kilometre drive to the Collector’s bungalow, my new home in Kishanganj.

‘Chai?’ an old, fragile woman enquired rapping on the car window.

I didn’t mind the luxury at all. But where would she get it from?

I was explained that the poor, in difficult situations like these, often made money by offering small services to the rich. So, while they weren’t professional tea-vendors, they’d double as them to make money. Similarly, people sold food and even provided shelter in their homes for a fee. Rohit asked her for four cups.

‘I quite love the rains. In fact, when it rained in Delhi like this, I’d spend the whole day moving around from one place to the other. It’s romantic, isn’t it?’ I said, trying to lift our spirits and relax the strained formality between us.

Rohit’s response was strange. ‘Moved all alone?’ was all he asked. Before I replied he added, ‘Rains in these parts are such a dampener. They ruin your day.’

I nodded, still hoping that I would fall in love with him, sooner than later, as Dad had assured me I would. As we sipped our tea, I couldn’t help thinking back to our first meeting.
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It was the day after Holi. The venue was a restaurant in Hotel Samrat. We were both nervous; I, because I found it strange to go through the process of an arranged marriage after having been ‘mentally married’ to someone else; Rohit, because he hadn’t really been in a serious relationship before. As such, he was a bit inexperienced in ‘handling women’.

That inexperience revealed itself more prominently in his oblique queries about my past.

‘So have you been in love before?’ he asked me with sudden, bluff confidence.

‘Yes,’ was my terse response, while my expression clearly said – you’d be abnormal if you haven’t.

‘Was it a long relationship?’

‘Yes.’ My responses to both of Rohit’s questions were so cryptic that they cut short any further queries.

Rohit was a decent looking chap of average height – 5ft 8 inches, average build, fair skin, a neatly trimmed moustache and a formal disposition; just the sort you’d imagine a character artist playing an upright sarkari officer in a Bollywood movie would look like. He spoke slowly; his words were always guarded and carefully emphasized. This obviously impeded impulsive reactions on my behalf and often had me wonder, especially in our early days of courtship, whether everything that he spoke was considered and weighed before it was uttered.

Rohit was happiest talking about his job. I discovered he was a diligent worker and had a mission plan for his district, which was famous for all the wrong reasons. He was driven by an urge to bring about real change in the quality of people’s lives. He was really bugged by corruption at all levels; yet was pragmatic enough to know he could not wish it away. He had a strong point of view on almost every social or political issue; yet knew when to put these aside lest they become a hindrance in the discharge of his job responsibilities. Rohit was clear about his role – he was a catalyst between the government and the people; moreover, he was an instrument of the government, at the service of the people. He was a workaholic and a proud one.

Rohit wasn’t quite into music or the arts. He did like watching movies though; his preferences were confined to Madhuri Dixit Hindi films or international action flicks. And like most Indian smalltown men, he feasted on cricket.

Our first date can’t be called romantic by any stretch of the imagination. I guess Rohit had some apprehensions in his mind; worries that I might not like him. This had probably prevented him from being more expressive of his sentiments to me. Perhaps I just liked to think that Rohit was not the sort of guy who demonstrated his feelings. But when we parted he did mention to me that he’d had a great evening, perhaps the best in many years.

That still did not prepare me for what happened two days later. Rohit’s mom called up my dad to say that Rohit wanted to marry me. It took us all by surprise. I mean, things were happening far too suddenly; my meeting with Rohit two days ago hadn’t given me the vaguest idea that he would be so prompt with decision-making. Rohit was supposed to leave for Kishanganj the day after and said he wished to meet me once again before he left.

This time round we met for dinner. Rohit surprised me once again with the suddenness of a question that I hadn’t anticipated. ‘So, how far did you tread in the relationship that you were in?’

‘Sorry?’

‘I mean, was it a physical relationship?’

I paused, uncertain how to feel about this query. Was he probing, inquisitive, or just plain envious?

‘Yes. We lived together as a couple.’

He took a long pause to absorb this. ‘And why did it break?’

‘Because he lost interest in me, while I kept thinking love is eternal,’ I said bitterly. I found it hard to hold back my emotions. ‘One part of me still loves him as much as I hate him. Because that part of me belongs to him. A close relationship often moulds you in a certain way without your realizing it.’

What I said was heart-felt; I couldn’t stop myself from saying it. I was certain Rohit would not want a future with me after hearing me out.

‘Will you allow me a part of you?’ he asked unexpectedly. ‘A part to begin with, and then, maybe if we do fall in love, we could belong to each other completely?’

I was completely bowled over by Rohit’s words. Sure, he was less fun; a bit of a chauvinist too. But he seemed like a nice, honest bloke. He did have a sensitive side, which was often camouflaged by some of his more mundane preoccupations. Maybe this was due to the largely administrative nature of his work and the fact that his job required him to deal with boring, lesser evolved, junior-level government employees.

I was emboldened enough to ask him how come he hadn’t been in a serious relationship yet.

He shook his head. ‘I guess relationships are destined. I’ve been meaning to experience one, but never quite felt as inspired as I do now… there is something about you that makes me want to spend the days – and nights – with you.’

When Rohit said this he seemed less a stranger to me than Abhay had these last few months. If anything, Rohit was a positive stranger, who meant well. That was the subconscious trigger that made me want to go for him at that point.

I had experienced the perfunctory existence of a big city. I now felt a craving to live in the far-flung interiors. Besides, I would have a doting husband for company. To my surprise I did not feel any aversion towards an arranged marriage.
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By the time we entered the Collector’s bungalow in Kishanganj town, the rain had ceased. Looking around my new home I saw that the bungalow was quite modest. Even though Rohit had invested in new furniture and curtains, they did little to lift my spirits. I wondered why Rohit’s favourite colour had to be violet. The vivid brightness of the curtains took me back to the day I’d bought the same shade of fabric with Abhay after a whole day of searching and shopping.

‘What’s happened, Shruti? Are you alright?’ Rohit said, looking at my suddenly pale face.

‘Y… ye… yeah. I’m fine. I’m fine.’

After a pause, I asked hesitantly, ‘Rohit, can we change the curtains?’

‘Sure,’ he responded casually.

I wondered at that point if Rohit was aloof and oblivious to some things because he was insensitive, or because he was way more mature – comprehending things without articulating them?

I was to realize later that he was a bit of both.

Our first night was expectedly unexceptional. New things had to be learnt and a lot of things I knew had to be unlearnt. After all, Rohit and I had to achieve a certain synchronicity between us to make things work. We ended up merely embracing each other. A laboured peck on the lips is all that it led to. The restraint was mutual. My fatigue notwithstanding, I fell asleep only in the wee hours of the morning as strange thoughts floated through my mind.

The next day I was up in time to see the sun rise, which in itself was pretty amazing considering that the sun was making an appearance after almost a week of heavy, unyielding clouds. I went out into the garden to watch the sun’s luminous glow fall upon the drops of water on the plants and leaves. The sight wasn’t new, yet its surrealism seemed reiterated. I basked in the morning sun and for a moment felt so charged that I felt I could indeed fall in love with the world all over again.

I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was Rohit. He seemed amused to see me so excited. ‘It’s nice to see that small things can make you so happy,’ he chuckled and drew me close.

On an impulse, I reached up and kissed him on the lips. I guess I wanted to know if I could kiss him with the same passion I had felt for Abhay. His surprise notwithstanding, my kiss was reciprocated well. That we had the beatific rays of the morning sun bathe us, made the moment so special that sometimes I yearn to live it again.

Soon after, Rohit left for work. As I started to arrange stuff inside the house, I remembered Rohit’s words – It’s nice to see small things can make you so happy.

At that point, I didn’t know that small things did not necessarily make him happy.
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Later that day, I went to the market to do some shopping. Fish, I’d been told, was Rohit’s favourite dish. But even before I bought the fish, I wanted to buy new curtain fabric and give it for stitching. That I had to make do with inferior material was okay, as long as it was another colour.

Talking to Rohit’s driver, Harish, who was remarkably well-informed about the area, I learnt that nearly 70 per cent of Kishanganj’s population comprised of Muslims. Burqa-clad women and bearded men with ‘tagiyahs’, could be seen all around. I was to learn that inter-religion marriages were also pretty common here with many couples following both faiths. The ex-journalist in me revelled in these details.

Even though I hear that commendable development has taken place of late, in those days the roads were deplorable: a minefield of pot-holes, uncovered man-holes, piles of rubble, open drains and other accident-inviting disasters. It goes without saying that travelling on them in the rains was worse than a nightmare.

Another interesting aspect about Kishanganj was its location. It borders Nepal to its north, whereas only a very narrow portion of West Bengal separates it from Bangladesh on its east. It was therefore only natural that the influx of illegal migrants and criminals were issues of concern.

It was in the fish market that I had my first brush with the underlying anarchy in the town. A bunch of men were abusing a fish vendor. The abuse was about to escalate to physical assault. As the drama unfolded, all the other vendors fled from the scene. The attackers cautiously steered clear of me, realizing who I was, but even so I had to return without buying any fish.

As we drove back, the driver, Harish, explained to me who the goons were. ‘Rangdari… that’s what it is called in the local lingo. Extortion is the biggest menace in this place,’ Harish said to me.

‘But why doesn’t the administration stop it?’

‘It’s tough. The kingpin here is a man called Salim Yadav; he is related to the State Revenue Minister.’

‘Ah, so he does his own revenue collection,’ I reacted, sarcastically.

That evening Rohit and I had a lengthy talk on the issue – an unusual evening conversation for a newly-wed couple.

‘It’s a vicious circle, Shruti,’ said Rohit. ‘A year ago, when I was first posted here, the situation was far worse. I suspected even the local Superintendent of Police had a nexus. I’ve finally had him transferred. But extortion and embezzlement is simply all-pervasive. Even major government funds that had been given to contain the kala azar outbreaks have fallen into the hands of these goons.’

‘And what’s the solution?’ I queried.

‘Support from locals. I’ve tried to involve some prominent local citizens in our drive against crime. These include a respected cleric of the local mosque, Maulana Ashar, the principal of the local college, Dayanand Tiwari and Dr Nusrat Khan – a prominent doctor and social worker. They have been asked to counsel people to take a stand against crime and inform the police of the slightest disturbance. Moreover, the informer network is being strengthened. Whenever Salim Yadav or his men are seen headed for a tamasha, we expect the locals to inform us immediately so that we take pre-emptive action.’

I sighed. ‘Well, I really hope your measures work. What I saw today frightened me.’

In answer, Rohit hugged me tight.
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A few days later, we went to see an evening show of Yes Boss, which had recently released. I am a total Shah Rukh Khan fan. Two years ago, I’d seen DDLJ all of seven times – once every day on the first week of its release! There had been two drastic and distinct changes in my cinema experience since then. One was the venue, the other the company.

From the plush Chanakya Cinema in Delhi, it was now the downmarket Iqbal Talkies in Kishanganj town. From the indulgent Abhay, it was now the somewhat phlegmatic and propriety-conscious Rohit who sat on the seat beside mine. The cinema hall, supposedly the best in Kishanganj, was like a seedy cinema hall in far-flung Azadpur in north Delhi.

I wasn’t complaining, though. I had this ability to find happiness in simple things. And this time round, I did so by enjoying some of the delightful comments from the spontaneous, happy-go-lucky crowd that whistled and cheered and threw coins at the screen every time they loved a scene! They were oblivious to the presence of us ‘VIPs’ in the top row; not that it would have mattered to them had they been aware of us.

That night Rohit and I exchanged notes on the movie.

‘You liked the movie?’ he asked me, sounding as though I was expected to say no.

‘Yeah… it was good fun,’ I said.

‘Nowadays four good jokes coupled with Shah Rukh’s hamming passes as a film…’

‘Come on, Rohit, didn’t you find it entertaining?’

‘It was a bore.’

I suspected he was a little jealous of my fondness for Shah Rukh. Or maybe he believed Shah Rukh had got more success than he deserved.
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Two days later, we threw a small party at our place. The party was meant to be our marriage reception for Rohit’s friends in Kishanganj. Our house could accommodate about twenty people and that’s how many we had over that evening. Among those whom I met that day were the local SP, Samarkant, and his pretty wife, Ritu; the Deputy SP; the Asst. DC Anwar Khan; Maulana Ashar; Dayanand Tiwari; Dr Nusrat Khan and some other prominent locals including an eighty-year-old freedom fighter, Kamleshwar Dubey, who blessed me and gifted me with a shawl in the colours of our tricolour. In fact, Dubeyji was particularly upbeat that day as he had just received news that the government was going to bestow a special honour upon him and several others on our 50th Independence Day, which was barely a few weeks away.

I mingled with all the guests, making them feel at ease as best I could. I figured that was what Rohit would have expected his IAS wife to do. And I could see he wasn’t disappointed. I noticed him keeping a tab on me with oblique glances; I’m not sure whether he was being watchful of my demeanour or whether it was his chauvinist streak that made him do so.

I particularly enjoyed talking to the affable Maulana. He told me an interesting anecdote of how Kishanganj got its name. Settling back on the sofa he recounted the tale:

‘During the period of Khagada Nawab, a Hindu saint is said to have arrived at this place. He was exhausted and wanted to rest, but when he heard that this place was called “Alamganj”, the river “Ramzan” and the landlord “Fakiruddin”, he refused to enter. When the benevolent Nawab got to know of this, he renamed the portion of land from Kishanganj Gudri to Ramzan pool “Krishna-Kunj”. Over time the name got converted to “Kishanganj”.’

Hmm, interesting bit of local folklore, I thought.

When the Maulana learnt that I used to be a journalist, he affectionately extended an invitation to me to teach in one of the madrasas in my free time.

I also enjoyed talking to Ritu, the wife of the SP. I have to confess that Ritu was far more attractive than I was and seemed completely at ease being an ‘IPS wife’. She taught science in the local Kendriya Vidyalaya. I’m sure she was able to effortlessly command the attention of her students.

When it was time to serve dinner, Rohit and I cut the cake that I had ordered from Altaf Bakery – the only bakery in town back then. Though the cake was no match to the ones that I’d had at Nirula’s in Delhi I realized I was truly enjoying the evening and liking my new world. Were I to compare the people here with those I’d interacted with in Delhi, they’d have seemed to belong to another planet. This planet though was far less complicated. These people didn’t worry about speaking faultless English. There was a certain honesty to their speech and intentions, which I had found increasingly hard to come by in my big city friends. Kishanganj seemed a very interesting place and I decided I wouldn’t mind plunging into it.

My optimism was shortlived.

The bonhomie of the evening was disrupted by the entry of a guard who walked in and informed us that Salim Yadav was at the gate insisting that he be allowed in. Before he could be stopped, Salim actually barged in carrying a huge bouquet of roses and ignoring the protests of the guards. I gathered from his name that he was the same person of whose exploits I had heard from Harish, the driver.

Salim was bearded and big built. Both his eyes and his smile had something distinctly lecherous about them. He sported a white khadi kurta-pyjama with a dark green gamcha thrown rakishly around his neck. From the reactions of the other guests, I could tell he was detested by them all.

Salim swaggered up to Rohit. ‘Collector sahib, it’s a happy moment for you. Even though I was not invited I couldn’t resist coming and wishing you. That’s how happy I am for you and your beautiful wife.’

I admired Rohit for the restraint he showed. He acknowledged the remark with a curt nod and then turned to talk to someone else.

‘Won’t you introduce me to my beautiful Bhabhiji?’ Salim persisted brazenly. He came and stood in front of me. I must say that every time he called me beautiful, my skin crawled.

‘Namaste, Bhabhiji. Myself Salim Yadav, social worker.’ He introduced himself in his rustic insult of the English language and added, ‘Both of you look so nice together. I pray to God to keep you both happy forever.’

Even as Salim uttered these supposedly well-intentioned words there was something evil about his expression that shadowed everything else. I could not decipher what it was. He left soon after, leaving us all bewildered by his abrupt entry and exit.

That night Rohit and I made love for the first time. I was allowing a man to make love to me after almost a year. Frankly, I had some apprehensions before it happened. What if it would remind me of the man whom I’d thought I’d be making love to all my life? Would that mean I’m not faithful to my present partner? I’ve always believed the nuances of morality are purely subjective; that infidelity need not always be physical. Many a times it is purely psychological. This is precisely the reason why I’d delayed our love-making, first citing adjustment issues and then saying I’d got my periods.

When Rohit and I finally consummated our relationship, I was glad the experience was a lot more mystical than I’d imagined. My apprehensions were allayed. About the only thing that jarred, if at all, was an image that perturbed me. It was the memory of Salim Yadav sitting in my living room and leering at me.
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Kala azar is a chronic and potentially fatal parasitic disease that damages the spleen, the bone marrow, the liver and lymph-glands. It is transmitted by a seemingly innocuous breed of sand-fly. That we seldom hear about the disease despite it affecting several thousand every year in Bihar, Jharkhand and West Bengal is testament to how inured urban India is to the real problems the country faces.

You would wonder what makes me talk about the disease. That’s because the disease in its own unsuspecting way filled the void between Rohit and me. Despite our increased communication and sexual engagement, a certain unfamiliarity persisted between us and was hard to overcome. There were moments when we had nothing much to say to each other. That is when the kala azar menace broke out in the district. Hundreds were afflicted by the disease. Rohit dealt with it with a crusading zeal that sharpened my respect for him and inspired me to contribute my bit. Shared motive and passion did our marriage a lot of good, as I was to realize later.

It started with news reaching us that the disease had struck with vengeance in one of the low-lying villages called Majhua in the far-flung Thakurganj block. Some three hundred people had reported sick in the last two weeks. Rohit was headed for a visit to the affected region when I asked him if I could accompany him.

What I saw there will remain one of the most disturbing images that I’ve ever seen in my life. Nearly a hundred children, all afflicted by the disease, lay in a large emptied cowshed, whimpering feebly. The enlargement of the spleens and intestines of many of them had resulted in a grotesque distortion of their bodies. Most of them had been down with high fever for many days and were extremely weak.

In Kishanganj the victims of the disease had to deal with three demons – one was the disease itself; the other was the ignorance attached to it; and the third and most disturbing demon was the total collapse of the government machinery in dealing with the menace.

I must tell you here that, for all its deadly implications, the mortality rate from the disease is quite low. The disease is treatable provided the rigorous medication schedule is strictly adhered to. But the only government hospital in Kishanganj had exhausted its medical supplies. This was particularly shocking considering the government had sanctioned Rs 50 crore to twelve of the worst-affected districts for the purchase of drugs only the year before. So where did the funds allocated to Kishanganj go?

Initial investigations pointed to embezzlement. These medicines were being sneaked out of government hospitals and sold to private hospitals in some of the better-off districts at exorbitant prices. And the kingpin behind this was once again speculated to be that swine, Salim Yadav.

I had never seen Rohit as furious as he seemed that day. He ordered SP Samarkant to raid all possible warehouses and hideouts of Salim Yadav. Rohit personally accompanied the SP on two of the raids; and indeed huge quantities of drugs were recovered from at least four places.

Salim was arrested but instantly obtained bail, thanks to his connections in the government. He man aged to convincingly plead innocent by disowning his own goons. Thanks to the vast clout he enjoyed, he portrayed himself as the victim instead of the culprit. So while cases against Salim’s men were filed, he simply hired new goons and continued to make merry, albeit, on lesser crimes.

Rohit subsequently retaliated with a cornered attack on Salim. Thus, in one week, more than a hundred of his extortionists were arrested. As there was sufficient evidence from those taken into custody to prove that they were working at Salim’s behest, there was little that Salim could do to avoid arrest this time round.

So he went underground.

Rohit had to subsequently tone down his drive on instructions from the State Chief Secretary. He was told that there were several complaints of bias against him for ‘torturing innocents’. I still shudder to think how any state administration could be so callous, and shudder even more to think that the State government always got away with it.

The truth was the government at the Centre was critically dependent on the support of the Bihar Lok Morcha that ruled the state. Thus for its survival, the Central government invariably pretended ignorance on the issue of the misdeeds of the State government.

Salim’s disappearance spelt a victory of sorts for Rohit. The law and order situation in the district marginally improved; new funds were organized to combat the kala azar epidemic. Rohit was viewed as some kind of hero, gaining overwhelming respect in the district.

[image: images]

I vividly remember our fiftieth Independence Day. Our marriage had completed a month-and-a-half. I accompanied Rohit to the flag-hoisting ceremony at the municipal grounds, where he unfurled the national flag. I have to admit the occasion made me feel important; more important than I had ever felt in public until then. And yet for the first time it sort of made me feel guilty. What business did I have basking in a ceremony of which I was part merely by virtue of being the DC’s wife?

That evening I felt awful.

Ironically, our Independence Day made me feel more bound down than ever: to my home, my husband, and to the incumbent situation. It reminded me with a sense of loss of all the career aspirations I’d once had: had they all died with Abhay?

That night over dinner, I spoke my heart out to Rohit. Rohit was as understanding as a staid stickler for logic can be. He suggested I apply for the job of teacher in the local Kendriya Vidyalaya.

So I met the principal of the Kendriya Vidyalaya the very next day. He was an overly rule-bound old man who told me there were no vacancies for permanent teachers as they were in the middle of the session. However, I could substitute for two months for a teacher who was on leave. Walking out despondently from his office I happened to bump into Ritu, who taught at the same school.
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