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Prologue



Manthan, the Churning


Geneva, Switzerland


12 November 2016


DEEPIKA THAKUR STARES AT her handwritten notes and curses her inability to enjoy the weekend and the weather outside – merely for having to deny the undeniable.


There are four serious faces in the wood-panelled room in the Permanent Mission of India to the United Nations: Ambassador Dr Arijit Singh Tomar, a seasoned diplomat with over three decades of experience, the Minister Rohit Mittal, the Counsellor Anurag Sharma, and she herself, the juniormost. The only soothing feature is the aroma of hot Darjeeling tea.


The Ambassador looks grim in a grey suit with a grey cashmere scarf around his neck; the other two are in blue-black tweed jackets. They haven’t put on ties as they usually do. Each holds a copy of the UNHRC Report of the Independent Expert in their hands and has their eyes glued to some part of it.


The Report highlights gross human rights violations in India – emerging from the shadow of caste. This is a setback for the image-conscious government back home that brags of a giant leap in the human development indices. Already, incidents of atrocities against the weaker communities have begun to capture prime space in the media and will influence crucial state elections because caste is a key political issue. The government stands to lose face both nationally and internationally. Naturally their hackles are raised and they want it neutralized. Summarily. Urgently.


As the Second Secretary, for UNHRC matters, she has, indeed, attempted a draft response. She has struggled with it, and has got stuck. To her, the observations in the Report seem so factually true. Much as she has tried, she can’t see what there is to refute. Hasn’t caste been the cause of exclusion and dehumanization of communities for centuries? Isn’t caste-based discrimination deeply embedded in interpersonal and communal relationships? Aren’t Indian women the most susceptible to caste discrimination and violence? Left to herself, she would just accept it. She would be profusely apologetic and say they would do everything possible to correct things in the future. When you’ve been slapping flies for centuries you have to admit that you are a Fly-swatter. Or Flycatcher. Or a Beater, simple as day. It has to be done. It is the honest thing to do.


But they want to refute things anyway. Deny blindly. Deny openly. Denial has become a way of life for governments. Clearly, diplomacy and truth aren’t easy companions. Perhaps diplomacy is war continued by other means.


Thankfully, the Ambassador instructs them to work closely together to save time.


The Minister has completed a posting in Barcelona, and the Counsellor has been in Lisbon, and they know she has had an enjoyable stint in Madrid. So, between their serious discussion, they keep slipping in jolly Spanish tidbits – Rafael Nadal’s capris and sleeveless jerseys on the tennis courts, Christiano Ronaldo’s love for fruits, the saucy Tomatino festival of Buñol and the disco-sunrises of Ibiza. They even lament their poor quality of life in Geneva that pales in comparison to the joyful one in Spain. That helps to keep the mood light, especially when discussing difficult parts of the Report – the cruel exploitation of the weakest caste, the Dalits, particularly in workplaces, and the failure of the State to protect them from atrocities – especially sexual violence against their women.


She looks at her watch. Her eyes fall on the burn scar on her inner wrist – the colour of a wasted onion. Yes, she too has experienced the barbs of caste. It’s just that she has buried all painful memories into the deeper vaults of her mind. That has been the only practical thing to do – to cast aside and move on. Her uncle had cautioned her: when you appear joyful, others rejoice with you; when you appear distressed, even friends desert you.


Strangely, now when she deals with this subject in detail, those memories surface with the quickness of an oil slick in a lake – horrid, nightmarish images – as in a graphic anti-smoking campaign.
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The next evening when the discussion with the Ambassador resumes, there is pin-drop silence except for the ticking of the cuckoo clock in the background.


He isn’t happy with the draft rebuttal. She is dazed to see the stainless clarity with which he decides to comprehensively deny the Report – every single aspect of it!


Each time it is reprinted and reread while she stands on tenterhooks.


‘Madam Secretary?’ His eyebrows are raised quizzically after the nth correction, his voice louder than normal.


‘Yes Sir.’


‘Are you sure?’ He stares at her for a long time.


It is as if she is the only one who is responsible for the rebuttal. She eyes him cautiously. What will be the effect of voicing her disagreement with such a categorical denial? Perhaps, it will lead to her being cannibalized by another Second or First Secretary in the Mission. She would then also give a chance to pundits in her Ministry to surmise that postings such as this are too sensitive to be trusted with people like her. And then, she too might get repatriated home to India. Or, assigned some low-profile, inconsequential desk – Congo, or Syria?


What had her father said to her late that evening, just when she was about to board the train from Bhopal to join the service? When one doesn’t have the capacity to fight the system it’s best to endure. The right time will come.


The System. Built on the scaffold of caste, class and colour. Yes, it is an omniscient gauntlet, from which there is no escape. Legions like her have been proved wrong. She thinks of Vijay – he has already been snuffed out – like the flame from a candle on a child’s birthday cake.


She decides that she won’t flinch. She will tap this occasion to get something added which will be useful for her people. ‘Sir,’ she says aloud. ‘Shouldn’t we say that the government is firmly committed to job reservations for the backward communities?’


The Ambassador looks at the others. Nobody says a thing. They just stare at each other. He nods slowly and says, ‘Let me discuss with Delhi.’


The rebuttal is typed out on clean sheets and finally made ready, like a washed new born. At this point the Ambassador appears unable to decide who should deliver the rebuttal in the UNHRC Special Session. He looks inquiringly around the room – at the Minister, the Counsellor and then at her. He appears to assess them again, one by one, his eyes resting briefly on one and then flitting to another person, like he has to choose who to send on the next space mission. Her heart is pounding. She adjusts the pallu of her saree and steadies her head.


There is hushed silence as all eyes stop at her.


She holds her breath as he looks her up and down and stares at her bold, blood-red bindi. Perhaps he is distracted by the colourful Raza with a mesmerizing black bindu hanging on the wall behind her. A life of unwavering constancy versus a continuum of infinite possibilities ... Or, is he just comparing the size of the dots?


He points to her without speaking.


She suddenly feels taller. It will afford her the confidence to talk about the day she had addressed the Special Session of the United Nations.


But, as she smiles and bows in deference, there is a chilling thought. Is there more to her selection given that her elocution isn’t faultless? Has she been chosen only so that the rebuttal will sound more convincing and credible – if she delivers it, given the text – since she is herself a Dalit?


She quivers at the thought. But, before she can ponder over this any further the meeting comes to an end.


‘It’s quite late,’ the Ambassador says to her with great warmth. ‘I’ll drop you on the way.’
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As she alights outside her building, she notices that everybody is indoors, and it has become cold and breezy.


She shivers the moment she opens the door to her apartment – the living room is as cold as the inside of a fridge – in her anxiety to catch the bus to reach the PMI in time, she had left a window open. Her stomach is empty, but there is suddenly an absence of craving. The green apples and blueberries in the fruit bowl and the still bottle of milk and the cranberry juice on the dining table stare at her. She turns on the television – the news is acrimonious – and insipid. Even the music channels jar.


She opens her laptop and studies the schedule ahead.


Her eyes fall on Vijay’s blog. She needn’t read it again, because she has now internalized it – as if it is her very own. Her mind swirls in disgust.


She stares at the photocopied pages of their rebuttal. She is surprised to notice that she has scribbled inadvertently a title – as a header – on the top right of the first page: THE DENIAL. Cheeky, yet how apt it is!


How she wishes she could throw it away. But the Ambassador’s parting words echo, ‘Delhi’s keeping a close tab. The address is critical.’


Taking a deep breath, she begins reading it carefully again. She recalls the English King who had overcome his stammer to address his nation going to war. Like him she will read this again and again, even before the mirror, until she has a good grip over it.


The tension brings back memories of the civil service Foundation Course, and the frantic last-minute preparation for the role of Sita in the Ramayana Ballet that they had put up in the Cultural Festival. Those were the closing days. Their momentous performance followed by the thunderous applause. And then the tragic, traumatic ending.


She looks out. The geometry of shadows and the grey glimmers of her neighbourhood are being swallowed imperceptibly by the spreading darkness.


In front of her, glinting in the overhead light and looming over the cabinet in the dining space, is the glass-framed group photograph of her Foundation Course. The BATCH of 2010 at the LBS National Academy of Administration in Mussoorie. The batch that had hatched together. She smiles. Yet, it brings alive the sharpest, most bittersweet memories.


Everybody is smartly dressed and poised – the men in black bandhgalas and blue suits and the women in silk sarees. Standing close to her, Vijay Kumar looks very focused with an undefeatable resoluteness, like a fresh military cadet. A few places away, Aman Acharya looks debonair with his quirky smile and polka-dotted pocket square, like he doesn’t have a care in the world. Perhaps he has cracked a joke, as he often does, because there are Arundhati and Rajesh, key members of their foursome, standing ahead – both have their heads tilted towards him and appear to be giggling. She too is trying to conceal her laughter.


At one time, her life had revolved around Vijay and Aman. Like high and low tide to a lonely seashore, they have been the two most important people in her life, in fact, until not too long ago. They had both professed their love for her in their own charming and unique ways. They had brought a new kind of happiness, hope and humour into her otherwise barren life. She too has loved them and had experienced joy in the Academy. Her pulse quickens.


And now she has lost them. One after the other. For the same reason – whose existence she is now going to categorically deny.


She keeps THE DENIAL aside.


Her heart pounds and her mind races back in time to the key events of the past that have shaped her present. And to the LBS Academy at Mussoorie. Where she had first met them.




PART I




1


The Broken Deer


Bhopal, Central India


5 June 2010


THIS WAS A VERY special day. She hadn’t slept the night before and her head spun with anxiety as she sat on her first-floor balcony, awaiting the newspaper boy who would come cycling towards their building. To deliver her future.


There was a cool breeze from across the Bhopal Lake and it carried the familiar tinkling of a cycle bell. She caught the bundle of newspapers in the air as it was tossed towards her and tip-toed inside. She squeezed herself into a corner of the old Jhabua dhuree, and rolled up the sleeves of her kurta. She could see her father shaving in the toilet and her mother busy in the kitchen.


She hunched over the newspapers, and prayed she’d pass the Indian Civil Service Examination. It would be an absolute miracle if she did, because this was only her first attempt.


She focused on the tiny excerpt on the front page of the Times of India:




UPSC Results for the combined All India Civil Service Main Examination Declared. Girls have done well this time. The overall topper is Laxminivas Mahalingam from Vellore. Amongst the girls Arundhati Gupta from Mumbai has come first with the seventh rank. Out of about a million candidates who had appeared, nearly a thousand candidates have been selected for the various Class 1 services. Out of these, 20 seats are for the Indian Foreign Service and 110 for the Indian Administrative Service. Further details with names of successful candidates appear on Page 11.





She turned the pages frantically.


On Page 11, she now scanned the list carefully – name by name. The first paragraph didn’t have any known names.


Neither did the second paragraph.


The pressure-cooker whistled. Mushy swirls of toor-dal invaded the room and she coughed as the spicy aroma filled her nostrils. Her eyes had already become moist with the tension and sweat trickled down her forehead. Just as her heartbeat raced violently in her chest she saw something that made her mind explode. She gasped in sheer disbelief and stared at the name.


The name read as: DEEPIKA THAKUR


That was she!


‘Papa!’ she screamed.


There was no response.


‘Papa!’ she screamed, louder this time.


She could hear somebody urinating and the flush chain being yanked repeatedly. And then the sound of tapwater in free flow.


‘I think I’ve made it!’ she shouted, clapping her palms, but choking on words as she read her name again. ‘Twenty-nine.’


‘UPSC results are out?’ Her mother rushed towards her. She dusted off the mixed-cereal atta that had clung to her wet hands and face with the pallu of her saree and asked. ‘You have passed?’


‘Two hundred and ninety?’ Her father charged towards her, his weathered face lathered and unshaven on one side.


She began counting again from the top. With each digit her voice rose louder, like the final verification for a jackpot lottery. Her parents folded their hands in prayer and held their breath, their eyes oscillating between her and the sky. One, two, three ... twenty. Twenty-one, twenty-two, twenty-three ... TWENTY-NINE.


Then she flipped open the Hindi Dainik Bhaskar and counted the names, Ek, Do, Teen ...


Sure enough she was at the twenty-ninth place. Her parents froze as she ran to her desktop computer and booted it along with the modem. But as usual it didn’t connect to the net.


‘The newspapers can’t make a mistake, can they?’ asked her mother.


‘No,’ said her father. ‘It’s there in black and white. She has made it to the IAS. All top positions in the country are held by Indian Administrative Service officers.’


‘Long live our quota,’ her mother said, referring to the reservation in jobs for people from her community.


‘Ma, I’ve made it without quota!’ she shouted and danced on her toes, crooning a song from the film Chak De India, about a girl’s hockey team that had won a world tournament.


Her mother asked, ‘How is that possible?’


‘It is, I’ve shown it.’


At this stage her parents hugged each other and then passionately smothered her cheeks with their kisses. Even when feathery wisps from her father’s shaving foam clung to her hair she didn’t wipe them away.


‘I can’t wait to see her heading a district somewhere,’ said her mother.


‘That will be super! I may still be in service and may be called for a meeting chaired by Madam Deepika Thakur, IAS, when she becomes District Magistrate. There’s no greater happiness than to see your child occupy the chair you have worshipped all your life. What a magnificent ending to my story!’
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Her father Premkishan Thakur’s story had been one of trial and endurance. He was the sixth child of a Sanitary Supervisor in the municipality of Hoshangabad, a small town deep in central India. At a young age, he’d been recruited at the lowest level into the Madhya Pradesh Government’s Department of Animal Husbandry, Dairying and Fisheries. He’d been posted as a Junior Assistant in the programme for goats, sheep and piggery in Jhabua. After two long decades of mastering the grazing, breeding and parasitic infestations connected with small ruminants, with great difficulty he’d been promoted as the Deputy Superintendent of the government poultry farm in Jhabua. Only now, at the end of three hard decades, he was the Project Officer of the crucial artificial insemination and gender selection programme in the bull mother farm at Kerwa near Bhopal.


His life’s dream was to rise to the head of one of the verticals of the Department of Animal Husbandry, Dairying and Fisheries. Such a feat appeared attainable because such jobs – unlike the ones relating to glamorous subjects such as dam construction, industries, buildings and roads, or taxation – commanded shoe-string budgets, had scant scope for spoils, were politically inconsequential and were, therefore – not so coveted. In fact, they had become traditional parking grounds for those who were considered to be incompetent, inconvenient or worthless. And since he was from the lowest caste, Premkishan Thakur was presumed to fit the bill on all counts.


However, as he rose slowly in the hierarchy, he was horrified to observe that even for these less-sought-after departments, savarna aspirants wanted to monopolize the topmost slots. And they almost always succeeded in cornering them, thanks to their links with the prominent politicians. Further, the head of that pyramid was unfailingly an IAS officer with barely a few years’ experience, recruited directly through the Union Public Service Commission.


Deepika was his only surviving child. She was born before dawn, in his parents’ home close to the Narmada river near Hoshangabad, on a night of heavy rains. His wife had suffered two successive miscarriages back when he was posted in the horse-shoe shaped valley of Patalkot, which was, quite literally, the rock-bottom of Chhindwara. Because it was so remote, it was impossible to get a midwife, let alone a doctor when the time came. When she was born, he had cradled and heaved the feeble newborn in his arms and held her high, like Atlas held the world, yelled with joy, wept and bowed before Narmada, their river Goddess, for answering his prayers. He decided her name would be Deepika, the light – because she had brightened their hopeless lives.


Premkishan Thakur was always forced to be conscious of his Chamar birth, despite concealing it in his own name for many years – people were unsparing in their delineation of inequality. By profession, the Chamars were skinners, the word deriving from the Sanskrit charma, that meant skin. They were socially and culturally expected to perform tasks such as manual scavenging and skinning of dead animals. They were, therefore, systemically ostracized and labelled achhut or untouchables. Some Chamars performed the jobs of mochis or cobblers, while the majority were jamadars who scavenged pit toilets, gutters and sewers with their hands.


Somewhere in the past when he was in his mid-thirties, a Rajput veterinary doctor had taken a fancy to him, perhaps because he was a good sportsman and they shared a common interest in volleyball. On one occasion they had had to camp in the interiors of Bundelkhand, in and around the Chambal ravines, which, in the preceding era, had produced some of the most formidable dacoits in the history of India. A drought had been officially declared there by the government because of a failed monsoon. Massive famine-relief operations had been launched. For days, they had worked across the parched terrain and tried their best to save cattle and livestock from the disaster, stall-feeding them and administering medicines to the cattle that could be salvaged, culling the diseased and the infirm. They had slept in makeshift tents on the edges of the dry forests in Panna and Chhatarpur and had to ward off hungry packs of wild dogs through the day. They would often stay awake through the night, and fall asleep only to be awakened by the blood-curdling roar of ravenous tigers. Their bodies had been blistered in the blazing heat and ravaged by savage mosquitos. Besides, they suffered severe dehydration and infections, often going without proper food for days.


One sizzling hot afternoon, this officer, Ranjit Singh, had thrown up, fainted and fallen sick. Premkishan had hoisted him on his own shoulders and carried him back to his tent. He cleaned and cooled his body with Dettol swabs, even pressing his feet and head many times. He tended to him over several days – with the affection of a missionary nurse – helping him recover. Later, they were estimating the losses of cattle due to the drought, and the discussion came around to the challenge of disposing off the huge number of putrefying dead cattle. Premkishan had mobilized a team of Chamars from different villages and had arranged to get the needful done. After this exercise they had started back for headquarters in a steam-powered train.


They sat by the open window of the puffing train. Deserted villages, burnt trees and scorched earth flew past them. At one point, when the train sped fast and he had peered out of the shutterless window to observe a pile of dead cattle, a blast of coal-laden air hit his face. It blinded him. The gumcha, which served as both his scarf and handkerchief that he had hung around his neck, flew out like a gas balloon in the wind. It was a cheap khadi one, the kind rickshaw pullers wore around their necks to wipe their sweat, but it meant a lot to him because his full name was embroidered on it. Without it he felt naked.


At that moment, Ranjit Singh startled him. He asked in his characteristic suspenseful style and baritone, ‘Premkishan Chamar, do you know what that means?’


‘What Sir?’


‘Your name.’


‘Yes, Sir. Prem is love, Kishan is after Lord Krishna, the God of love.’


‘And your surname?’


‘Sir, that doesn’t mean anything, it only denotes my designated profession by birth.’


‘That’s why I asked. When you have such a wonderful first name, is it necessary for you to use the surname Chamar? Why should a race-horse be slowed by a donkey?’


‘Sir, that’s what my father wrote. Before him his father. Chamar.’


‘See Premkishan, laws can change, governments can change, but one thing can never change in India – our minds.’


Premkishan had kept quiet, entranced by his handsome superior who observed him from behind his black sunglasses, puffing a cigarette. With his hypnotic smile and enticing drawl he resembled the unforgettable antihero Ajit in the popular Hindi film Zanjeer. Intoxicating fumes of nicotine and coal dust suffused the compartment, overwhelming him. He coughed again and again, even as the train rattled and shook, and trundled over a high bridge across a tinder-dry river.


‘Sir.’


‘So tell me, what’s in our minds?’


‘God and love.’


‘Nah, Premkishan,’ he smirked and played with his lips. ‘We Indians boast that we invented zero and astronomy. But, the truth is quite different. Our great Indian head is stuffed with two big things: Gobar and Jaat.’


He gaped in amazement. Gobar meant cow-dung. Jaat was caste. How correct Ranjit Singh was! The cow was a ubiquitous feature of the Indian social and cultural landscape. Both enjoyed divine sanctity, being mentioned in ancient scriptures and had often been the cause of social tension across the country. Caste violence had occurred throughout history. Cowfat-laced bullets had triggered the first mutiny against the British in 1857 and the sensitivity continued with the mushrooming of cow-vigilantes or gau-rakshaks who attacked anybody seen as a threat to a cow, worshipped as mother. When both caste and cow were the ingredients, the cocktail could be ballistic, even incendiary.


‘But Sir, it’s from birth. It’s in my school certificate and my service book.’


‘Premkishan, in India, we say: What’s in a name? A rose by any other name will smell as sweet. We Indians are born hypocrites. Of course, name matters to us. That’s why we want our sons to be born so that they can carry the family name forward. Precisely for that reason I want to ask, why don’t you change your surname? You know, there’s a slur attached to the name Chamar. You’ll always be taken lightly because of your name. We’re allergic to names such as Chamar, Bhangi, Teli. We meet a Chamar and imagine we’ll get a skin disease. Even the Chamar Regiment has been disbanded by the Army. It’ll be good for your children. They will be spared the indignity you’ve faced and will be able to aspire for higher jobs. So, listen to me, Premkishan Chamar. Drop the dirty Chamar in your name. Keep some indistinguishable surname like Verma, Kumar, Choudhary or Thakur. Let other bastards keep guessing what your jaat is. So, you’ll be saved from at least the first layer of contempt. Thakur should suit your build. After dropping Chamar, you should begin to dress better – colourful and fitting clothes. Even if you don’t starch them, at least press them. Stop wearing slippers and sandals to work. Wear shoes and polish them.’


‘Sir, I’m not used to ...’


‘Premkishan, see, my wife,’ he said. ‘She’s very religious and reads the Ramayana and the Gita twice every day. Yet, she’s very sensitive about jaat. If she learns that I’ve been camping out with a Chamar and he has pressed my hands and feet, she won’t sleep with me until I’ve had a bath nine times with Ganga jal from Kashi.’ His hoarse laugh reverberated in the compartment. He twirled his huge handlebar moustache, waved his hands in the air and said, ‘My friend, when there’s a drought everywhere, from where will I get Ganga jal?’


Squarely upon his benevolent senior’s insistence, and on the reckoning that he’d not be persecuted for this since he was only complying with the orders of a superior in both professional and social hierarchy, Premkishan decided to drop the surname Chamar. Strictly, as per the rigid varna system one lived with the social identity they were born into, until their death. But, since there was no legal bar in choosing a new surname he issued a notice in the newspaper and dropped Chamar and assumed his new surname: Thakur.


The first person he visited – carrying in one hand a copy of the Madhya Pradesh Government’s gazette notification announcing his new name, and a box of sweets in the other – was Ranjit Singh. He touched his feet with his head because he felt liberated. It was as if he’d been released from slavery. He also began to grow a bigger moustache to suit his tall and athletic frame. Sure enough, this makeover in name and facial appearance helped him sail through his first promotion from a mere assistant to Senior Assistant in just a few months.


And now, Deepika’s entry into the hallowed IAS was the crowning glory of his life. Whereas he’d failed to get beyond the sub-district team, his daughter had won an Olympic gold.
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‘Deepu, I’ll donate all the clothes I’m wearing to poor people,’ announced her mother. ‘The same day I hear of your District Magistrate posting.’


Deepika cleared her throat to say something. But then stopped. She didn’t know where to begin.


‘What?’ Her mother’s eyes widened with suspicion as if she’d just pulled off a monumental prank.


She mustered courage and said, ‘I had given the IFS, the Foreign Service as my first choice.’ She explained that all ambassadors or rajdoots representing India abroad were chosen from the IFS cadre of career diplomats.


Their faces fell. And when she clarified that the choice of service couldn’t be changed now, they were clearly stunned.


‘What came into you to consider the IFS as your first choice?’ her mother asked, her face a picture of bewilderment. ‘In the IAS you’ll be a District Magistrate in our own lifetime. What bigger opportunity can there be to do justice to us and to our people?’


‘In the IAS she’ll be secretary in the government, controlling everything that goes under that department,’ said her father.


‘Why didn’t you discuss your choice with Mrs Bose? She’d have told you that the IAS is the best,’ her mother said. Mrs and Mr M.N. Bose were both retired IAS officers. Her father had worked under Mrs Bose once and had taken Deepika to her for guidance.


The truth was that she had indeed consulted with Mrs Bose. One evening, just before she submitted her application form, while returning from her college, she’d stopped by at the sprawling Bose residence in Arera Colony. Alighting from her cycle, she had gone in to seek her advice.


Mrs Bose had been unsentimental. ‘I know your father and what he’ll want and why he’ll want it. But, let me tell you something. Today, when I go to a party, even I’m not spared. If they don’t already know me, the conversation always begins with people wanting to know my husband’s name, his occupation, what I do, where I live ... about my children. Then creepingly they’ll ask other questions till they’ve slotted me in some convenient pigeon-hole. It’s so bugging.’ She offered Deepika an arrowroot biscuit and dipped one in her tea, pulled it out and quickly stuffed it into her mouth. She wiped her lip gently with her thumb and raised her eyes. ‘An Indian is an Indian only when she or he crosses Indian shores. Only then do people stop asking about your region, language, religion and social background. Remember, in life you can realize your potential only if you get a chance to be yourself.’ She offered her another biscuit, stood up to shake her hand and said, ‘Go child, try to catch the moon. Give yourself a chance.’


‘Deepu,’ whispered her father, ‘Vilayat-shilayat, a Foreign Service job is for the ruling elite, not for us.’ He bit his lips to hide his crippling dismay.


‘I had no idea that I’ll get such a good result,’ she screamed. ‘Had I got, say, the 529th rank, then naturally I wouldn’t have got the Foreign Service, and this issue would not have arisen.’


‘I feel you should forgo joining the IFS,’ her mother commanded. ‘Resit the exam the next year, with the IAS as your first choice.’


She held her head in her hands in silent surrender to the power of destiny. The tedium of preparing for this multi-stage examination and the tension of awaiting the result had already taken its toll on her serenity.


‘All the people I know are only in the IAS,’ said her father.


She sighed. She had conquered the Everest of examinations. And though she’d succeeded personally, she had failed her parents. She’d perhaps never be able to make up to her parents this tragic loss. Just when they thought their prayers had been answered ... just when her success had begun to translate into their success.


What was it about the Indian Administrative Service that made people like her father treat IAS officers as if they were Gods and also made it the most sought after job in the world? Proximity to all the important levers of political and economic power? And what was there about the Foreign Service, that indescribable distance from Mother Earth and reality that made middle-class people like her parents wary of it? Fear that they might not be able to draw upon her support and strength in their old age?


Her head swam with conflicting thoughts. What was the certainty that she’d be as lucky in the examination the second time? What if she failed altogether? Anything could happen.


With her head hanging down she slunk into the tiny mouse-hole that was her bedroom and closed the door. It was here, in this musty Alcatraz, nicknamed Kaala Paani by her neighbours, that she’d burned the midnight oil the last year. It was crammed with books and career magazines and various op-eds snipped or torn from newspapers. Yellow stick-ons festooned the front wall, like a sea of floral tributes. The sole decoration was an ancient HMT clock next to an old cloth-bound notebook – on whose left side she wrote her poems and used the right side for sketches – of people and events in her life. She knew her room so intimately that she could blindly point out each crack, each stain on the walls.


She flopped onto the cot, covered her face with a pillow, and began to weep.


[image: image]


Her phone rang.


It was her relative, the daughter of her mother’s cousin, Anita Kureel, several years her senior, calling from Faridabad.


After many failed attempts, Anita had got the Civil Accounts Service. She respected Anita for having braved a lot of hardship in her life. The most poignant of her misfortunes had been her first marriage which had collapsed even before it was solemnized. In a shocking incident, the savarnas or higher-castes had fired at the baraat led by her bridegroom, killing him. The mad (had to be mad, suicidal and perverse, not just over-enthusiastic) bridegroom, a bank clerk, had dared to ride a ceremonial horse to the venue and kept sipping water from a bottle of Bisleri. His wedding procession had women in flashy dresses and fake jewellery, and men wearing gold-laced Jaipur pugrees. They also burst firecrackers and tossed coins in the air. What provoked the other side was that he’d got the procession piloted by a musical band that used a powerful amplifier to play Bollywood film songs (and, even an English tune: Come September) at full blast. Further, they had the gall to traipse past their homes at a snail’s pace, halting every now and then, so that the baraatis could dance the celebratory twist to their heart’s content. What a mad night that had been!


Just as the girl’s side had come out to the road and congregated to welcome the baraat, a shot knocked the bridegroom down from his horse, like a ninepin. Soon, one of his burly uncles, a hammal, who held a hockey stick as a walking support, had cracked the sporting equipment bang-on the head of the first savarna he could see – a teenaged boy who along with his friends had stood in the street, lampooning the dancing baraat. The stick snapped into two like that boy’s head. After that, complete chaos reigned with bullets and stones flying around and the sounds of the bodies collapsing and women beating their chests and screaming and wailing. The grotesque purple-blue burn scar on her inner-wrist was a painful reminder of that tragic night. Her first formal dress – a gossamer lehenga – had been destroyed in the fiery mayhem that had ensued when one of the panic-stricken lamp boys had dropped his burning Petromax lantern in their midst and run for his life. In the ensuing pandemonium, the nylon clothes of several ladies from her side had been engulfed in flames.


Were she a historian, and indeed she was becoming one now, Deepika would have recorded that her people had been outmanouevred, mauled and defeated by the savarnas in that BATTLE FOR DALIT RIGHTS OF MARRIAGE PROCESSION in the Bundelkhand region of Central India. The causes for their rout were: One, they were poorly armed in comparison to their opponents, who had high-velocity rifles used for hunting wildlife. Two, they were sitting-ducks, whereas their opponents were strategically entrenched in bunker-like second/third-storey garrets from where they could hurl crude missiles and fire with impunity. Three, some of their troops (the accompanying womenfolk) were susceptible to injury because they wore flammable uniforms (clothes stitched out of cheap nylon, instead of indigenously produced cotton that was dearer – because it fetched precious dollars when exported). Four, the lack of battle-worthy morale – they were simply not prepared for war, since hitherto they had never even raised their voice in an external forum against this enemy (having always maintained uncompromising servility). So fighting a pitched battle was inconceivable. Not surprisingly, after the debacle, when they were all caned and herded in, and piled up, like cattle in an open truck and taken to the police station, they quickly volunteered to withdraw all allegations, including homicide, and swore to never carry out a marriage procession in the same blatant manner. Deepika had felt viscerally singed, not just on account of her physical burn or the ruined outfit, but because this would forever remain a scorching reminder of her own extreme vulnerability and insecurity.


She jumped when Anita shouted jubilantly, ‘Deepu, you’ve made it into the IAS in the first attempt! You chhupa rustam!’


She held the phone close because she could hear her parents arguing with each other. Just then she heard her mother begin to cry aloud.


‘Didi, sadly, I gave my first choice as the IFS, not the IAS,’ she said with tears in her eyes. ‘My over-achievement is my failure. The Foreign Service isn’t for us. I’ll resit the exam.’


‘Wait, Deepu,’ Anita shouted. ‘Have you been abroad?’


‘No. The furthest was Delhi for the civil service interview. I’ve not even been to Mumbai.’


‘Our blood is weak,’ Anita said. ‘That’s why we’re scared of the Foreign Service. Don’t you want to travel?


‘Oh, Didi, I really want to travel.’


‘Then, stand your ground and join the Foreign Service. India isn’t the only great place. One more thing. You’re attractive. Find a good Foreign Service murga and grab him by his balls.’


‘I’m shy.’


‘Scout. Search. Sniff. Every community has a giveaway smell – none as powerful as ours. Don’t be put off if the boy lacks some confidence, dresses awkwardly, looks older with early grey hair, has weathered skin and is less handsome than the other boys. When I noticed Ghasi at the Postal Training Institute, he introduced himself with: HELLO, HOW YOU ARE? MY GOOD NAME IS MR GHASIRAM PASWAN. He wore a striped tie over a checked shirt. Then he said impotent for important, and close for clothes. So I guessed instantly that he was my man. He’s darker than me. When you see him you’ll shriek – Didi, who have you caught? You remember those photographic negatives you find hidden inside the wedding albums from our parent’s days? He’s like that. But so what?’ And then she added, ‘Most IMPOTENTLY, Ghasi is dependable – because he’s one of US!’


She smiled to herself at Anita’s candour and visualized her father and his gaunt cousin Guru Valmiki. How apt her template was!


‘By the way, Ghasi told me his friend Vijay Kumar from JNU has also made it,’ Anita said. ‘He should be joining the Foreign Service,’ she continued. ‘You should make friends with him. Deepu, how fortunate you’re going to be. All your life you’ll travel in a car with the tiranga flying on it. You’ll have a maroon-coloured diplomatic passport and will be able to enter any country without a visa.’


In the next half-hour, Anita had convinced her that she’d be fine in the Foreign Service.


She ran to the kothri, the tiny room with the sliding plywood shutter that once housed her grandmother and turned on the light. It smelt stuffy, like the changing room in a clothes shop that had remained closed over the weekend. She bolted the shutter, took a deep breath, and began to assess herself before the full-length mirror.


On instinct, she quickly removed her clothes. She stretched herself fully on her toes until her head touched the roof and then arched sideways and then back again. She caressed each curve and ripple of her body. As if by miracle, the indifferent paleness on her face had been replaced by a flush of colour, her neck had straightened and the grumpy slouch of her skin over the past weeks had disappeared and it looked spotless and smooth. Her hair looked rich and cascaded down faultlessly. Her butt felt shapely. She nudged her coffee-brown nipples with her fingertips and they hardened instantly and her breasts swelled up firmly with anticipation and yearning. She removed her red bindi, pasted it against the mirror, pulled her hair back and pouted her lips funnily and grinned. Her mind tingled with excitement.


She’d jostled with the pain of social isolation. So far she’d only seen life through myopic eyes – of her tired parents. But she’d make up for lost time now.


[image: image]


‘It’s all right,’ her mother pronounced the verdict in a croaking voice. She kept rubbing her eyes which were moist and pink.


Her father’s hands trembled but he placed his palm over her head and said, ‘My darling, art and beauty shine no matter where they’re placed.’


This was what she wanted to hear! She hugged her parents. ‘Now we don’t need to change our car,’ she announced.


Her baffled parents stared at her. Their old relic, purchased in a second-hand cars auction, had been with them for more than a decade. Many prime moments of their life had been spent debating whether to change it or not for a more efficient low-end model.


‘Now I should definitely change it,’ said her father.


‘No! Our car is called Ambassador. Made for me!’ she said, and stuck her chest out victoriously.


They laughed. Ambassador was the iconic car brand that symbolised a bygone era of Nehruvian socialism and State control when no other car could be manufactured in India. Nor were imports of other brands permitted. This made it ubiquitous on Indian roads – with a significant correlation between the extent of its monopolistic domination of the Indian car market and the fortunes of the Indian bureaucracy – the regulators of industrial licensing.


Her father set out immediately to the market to buy mithai.


When he returned home with a box of laddoos they had their first visitor. It was her father’s cousin, Guru Valmiki, with his bald head, hawk-like face and ebony complexion. Deepika rushed to hug him. He placed his right hand over her head in blessing but smelled of an old rag that had been pulled out from a waste-dump.


She held out to him the newspaper with her name.


‘Jai Ho! I’ll buy more copies and get this historic news item framed and hung in every home,’ he rejoiced. ‘And in our newsletter: Deepu, daughter of Premkishan Chamar in Combined Civil Service!’


‘Not just any service Bhaisahib ... IAS,’ corrected her mother. She preferred to conceal the fact that Deepika would be joining the Foreign Service and going abroad. ‘Deepu will become District Magistrate ... even Commissioner. The police will protect her.’ She didn’t feel like correcting her mother.


Guru Valmiki extended his arms outwards, like a demagogue who was addressing a rally of a thousand cheering acolytes. ‘Jai Bhim,’ he exulted.


She kept quiet. Why did one have to invoke Ambedkar all the time? Politics had to be kept out of academics and employment. But, it wouldn’t be proper to snub him in this happy hour. Though not a blood relative, Guru Valmiki was family. He was a former (according to him, ‘forsaken’) government employee who had founded Navchetna, a popular body that organized scavengers and waste-pickers across the country and advocated recycling. He was also a yoga exponent. His immense popularity amongst his community of Dalits, who comprised seventeen percent of the total population, had led to his being wooed constantly by different political parties for their votes.


‘Our Deepu will have the power to undo the anyaya of centuries,’ Valmiki announced, like a timeless oracle.


The word of her success spread like wildfire. Soon the whole apartment complex was buzzing at her threshhold. They brought along whatever they could lay their hands on – flower petals, handmade cards, garlands, agarbattis, kum-kum, batashas or mithai. They stopped at a distance and first stared at her with awe – as if she had mysterious healing powers and had just performed a miracle.


Mrs Sheba Khan, a school class teacher who lived a few blocks away, rushed in to congratulate her. Holding a stainless-steel bowl, she shouted, ‘Mubarak, Deepu. I’ve brought sewaiyyan for you. I’ll use your example to encourage madarsa kids.’ She pushed ahead and deftly stuffed a large portion into her mouth.


By the afternoon, Deepu Didi was the cynosure of all the young ones. Future civil service aspirants got themselves selfied with her. She was most intrigued to observe the reactions of the elderly women who converged to critically analyze her. Even hitherto indifferent ones now had an opinion.


‘I always knew she was pucca IAS material,’ said Mrs Maurya.


‘She’s been very lucky,’ said Mrs Baghel.


‘Not only lucky, she’s also attractive,’ said Mrs Agarwal. ‘Different from other Dalit girls.’


‘Perhaps she can even bag an IAS match for herself,’ said Mrs Yadav.


‘Arre, these days many Dalit boys also get into the IAS – all thanks to quotas,’ said Mrs Dwivedi.


‘These horrid quotas have killed the chances of our own children,’ said Mrs Shrivastava.


It was after a long time that the self-invited guests left. As soon as they got their first quiet moment, her parents and she gathered around the clay pot in their verandah. It held a tulsi sapling, a stone statuette of the Goddess Kali, an old butter lamp and a brass bell. After her mother had lit the lamp, Deepika touched the feet of the Goddess, and her father rang the bell.


‘Your Deepu has done it, Maa,’ said her mother.


She also bowed with folded hands before the framed pictures on the wall of Buddha (many from her community had already escaped the rigours of the caste system and converted to Buddhism), Hanuman (she adored the handsome monkey God, a metaphor for aboriginal trustworthiness), Shirdi Saibaba (a sufi saint who chose to keep his religion a secret) and Mother Teresa (the Catholic nun from Europe whose life’s mission was to serve the downtrodden in India).


By the evening, the local Sahara News channel had started running her photo with the blurb: BHOPAL GIRL AMONG IAS TOPPERS


Guru Valmiki called to ask if she’d seen this flash. ‘The Sandhya Bhopal will also carry it on the front page in another hour,’ he said.


At her insistence that evening, for the first time in their lives, they departed from tradition, and instead of heading to Arya Bhawan for their customary South Indian dosa and butter milk, or to Manohar Dairy for the chhola-bhaturas, they decided to go to the upscale Jehanuma hotel.


It was Saturday night and the hotel was packed with marriage-party guests. Music played at full blast. Her parents held their fingers to their ears as they scrambled inside the building. She attracted notice instantly. She’d worn a bright-pink saree with a matching blouse and had put on the stainless steel Titan watch that she’d won in a Hindi elocution competition, her silver danglers and high-heeled sandals. She walked erect, like a flag-bearing athlete in an Olympic march past. Under the spotlight young men stared indiscreetly at her.


She climbed the stairs to the mughlai restaurant, taken aback by the loud clattering of her heels. She encouraged her parents to mind their steps as they teetered on the finely polished marble. Once seated, she ordered Hyderabadi biryani along with a kebab platter, to be preceded by watermelon juice.


Her parents smiled as she took command of the dinner etiquette and helped them place the crisply starched napkins on their laps. Initially they fumbled, trying to handle the cutlery, and a fork leapt like a playful dolphin, and clanged onto the floor. She encouraged them to eat as they were used to doing – only with their hands.


She chuckled again when, after the food was eaten, her parents drank from the finger-bowls with swimming rose petals. Her father asked, ‘You know about the Mussoorie Academy?’


Deepika had read about the Lal Bahadur Shastri National Academy of Administration, or LBSNAA, in the hill-station of Mussoorie. Modelled along the lines of the Ecole Nationale d’Administration of France and Sandhurst Military Academy of Britain, it trained centrally recruited civil servants. In her imagination it had begun to figure as paradise on earth.


Suddenly her mother had a deep furrow on her forehead. She asked gently, ‘Because of what we are, will you be troubled?’


‘No, no! I’m told everybody is treated equally there,’ she said, concealing her nervousness. The spoon slipped from her hand. ‘Ma, both your steel trunk and Dada’s leather suitcase are too heavy. Help me buy something with wheels that can be pulled along easily.’


When her father paid the exact bill, she took out a 100 rupee note from her clutch and tipped the waiter who salaamed her.


She observed that a cluck of curious neighbours had now begun to follow her every footstep, peeping out of their windows and doors. When she returned home (Mrs Yadav told her later), one next-door aunty couldn’t hide her astonishment and her feelings. Mrs Garimma Sharma (a haughty English language trainer who spoke only in English and was accordingly, nicknamed by their terrorized neighbourhood as Grammar Aunty) had been forthright.


‘When Nature smiles, even a broken deer can gallop,’ Grammar Aunty said. She’d hitherto mocked her for being a lost case because of being a Hindi bookworm.


A sympathetic Mrs Yadav said, ‘She can now aim for the sky.’


Grammar Aunty twisted her face and prophesied: ‘Time will reveal, and I can place a big bet. A Dalit deer can’t go too far.’
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A Foot in Lutyens’ Delhi


Tughlak Crescent, New Delhi, India


5 June 2010


THAT SAME MORNING, AROUND the same time as Deepika Thakur had searched for her name in the civil service list, Aman Acharya’s mother too began scouring the newspaper.


‘Amu’s made it! We’ll continue to rule India!’ she screamed, careening around, waving her hands wildly, clutching the newspaper like it was a national award.


He dropped his tea, stood up and shouted, ‘UPSC results are out?’


‘We’re 3-G!’ she said. ‘We made it! Three generations, one after the other!’


Her chest heaved outwards with pride. She kissed the Times of India again and read out Aman’s name aloud: AMANDEEP SHANKAR ACHARYA. With a fat marking-pen she circled it, counted his rank from the beginning and then wrote along the margin: 101.


Mr Acharya followed his wife’s gaze as she bowed to the larger-than-life man in the framed picture hanging above the mantelpiece. He was the one who she credited with changing her life from one of meaningless wealth to meaningful glory. Formally dressed in his favorite black bandhgala with a Nehru rose in the buttonhole of his lapel, his father Maharaj Shankar Acharya, of the Indian Civil Service, and former Indian High Commissioner to the United Kingdom, appeared propitiated. Alongside him in the picture stood Aman – clad in khaki trousers and white shirt – and he himself, Rajdeep Shankar Acharya, nicknamed Archie by his friends, dressed demurely in a crisp safari-suit.


She beamed like an enlarged smiley.


He snatched the paper from her unwilling hands and started scanning it himself.


‘Fabulous,’ he said. ‘Considering he hardly prepared for this exam.’


‘We’re a unique family now,’ she said with glee.


‘By the way, even the Rangacharis too are all civil servants,’ he said. ‘And the Anands have top jobs in the corporate sector.’


She pulled back the newspaper and clicked her tongue disapprovingly at him. She rolled it carefully and placed it into the filigreed Burmese-silver bowl on the centre-table.


With a learning gleaned from decades of after-office subjugation, he cleared his throat and stared at her without speaking. Only when she prompted him to respond, he said, ‘Indira, remember, Amu’ll have to return to India. But, that’ll happen only if he gets the Foreign Service. But, that also depends on the preferences and ranks of others who’ve made it.’ He preferred to be risk-averse – lacing his facts with tactical ifs and buts. As a result, he prided not missing any promotions in his IAS career of four decades.


‘The Rangacharis are all in different services,’ said Mrs Acharya. ‘Jimmy was in the IAS, Bunny was in the Foreign Service and Sunny became Army Chief. All Secretary equivalents. Okay. But their third generation? Zilch! And the Anand’s are only private sector types.’


‘Jimmy’s boy Manu? That handsome boy who went abroad the year before Amu. The one whose book-reading we had attended at IIC.’


‘The one who won that wine-tasting competition at Habitat?’


‘Yes, yes. The one in the IFS.’


‘The Foreign Service, a good place for Mister Johnny Walker and Master Chef,’ she said. ‘Just daaru-shaaru, khaana-peena. As Secretary Industry, you’ve ruled India’s private business. The Bhandaris, Seths and the Jains owe their prosperity to you. Besides, Manu is Jimmy’s sister’s son. He has only lived with them. Their own boys are what – economists and environmentalists? And the girls are just designers and writers of English novels.’


He pitied his wife’s naivety. He’d clarified to her many times that the civil service would never remain as powerful after the economic liberalisation of 1991, which had led to the dismantling of the earlier License-Permit Raj. The complex maze of restrictions suited the politicians, the bureaucrats and ambitious businessmen. They could connive to exploit them at their will. Civil servants like him had become the self-appointed guardians of State chastity. A posting in an economic ministry was coveted. But in the present times there was an uncanny ease in the manner of transacting business. However, she continued to nurse the flattering belief that the sun would never set on the IAS Empire.


‘You have to ensure Amu gets the IFS,’ she commanded, nudging him.


‘Considering that from a million candidates only a few hundred are selected, Amu’s lucky,’ he said. ‘But in today’s atmosphere of transparency, there are too many watchful eyes-in-the-sky.’


‘Work on Amu from now so that he returns at the earliest,’ she said. ‘Even in the IAS, within a year he’ll be an SDM. He’ll rule a population of a hundred thousand, travelling in a revolving laal-batti car with siren. He’ll have an armed escort and a battery of servants. With that pomp and authority – even an idiot won’t think of leaving the IAS.’


Just then, the landline phone rang. He rushed to it. His friend congratulated him. But, he wanted to know what service and cadre Aman had got. Clearly, his mediocre rank had been noted by others as well. He looked plaintively at his wife.


She counselled him to portray Aman as both a brilliant intellectual and a born-genius – one who thought highly of the great Indian Government, was obsessed with the idea of dedicating his life to it and that he’d either get the Foreign Service or be in the Delhi cadre of the IAS. He was also to pump pride into his voice when he spoke about Aman – his virtuosity and his steadfastness of character – attributes that would definitely make him the Cabinet Secretary when the time came. ‘The most important thing,’ she said, holding out her finger, arresting him. ‘When anybody asks if Aman is seeing someone, deny it – categorically and completely!’
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Aman was conscious of the fact that he’d hardly ever given his parents a reason to be proud of him. It had taken his mother many years after marriage and all manner of treatments, first to conceive him and later to coax him to emerge into the world when she lay in labour. In school and college, he’d unremittingly given them the nerve-wracking impression that he might fail the critical examinations. And now, he’d proved it impossible for them to discuss a sustained career in the civil service – being frank in his views and describing the Indian government as – clumsy, confused and chaotic.


He was also nowhere near to being either an intellectual or a genius. The truth was that he was lucky and had managed to travel the world. His dream was to make a career abroad. He’d already enjoyed internships with the UN in its various verticals in Vienna, Geneva and Hague thanks to his grandfather’s contacts.


During his Bachelors in English from St Stephens College in Delhi, he had headed both the prestigious Shakespeare Society and the Wodehouse Society while writing for the Kooler Talk. Outside class he was popular, especially amongst the girls, and had been part of the College quiz team, winning prizes in inter-college cultural events. After stunning his friends with an unexpectedly high result, he’d proceeded to intern with an NGO making the Jaipur Foot for physical amputees in Rajasthan and then obtained a hefty scholarship for a Master of Arts in Law and Diplomacy at the Fletcher School in the States. While his parents kept urging that he return to India upon graduation so that he could take the civil service examination, he had applied widely and managed a job as a political affairs analyst with a promising risk-advisory firm focused on South Asia. The firm folded up within a year of his joining, but, luckily for him, one of his teachers at Fletcher moved to Cambridge University and recommended that he should enrol for an MPhil at the Centre for Development Studies, as that would help him get a job with an international organisation in Europe. He immediately followed up on that advice with the added assurance that, in the event he failed to get a suitable job in the UN system, at least he could continue into a fully funded PhD programme and thereby ensure that he remained away from India long enough to give his hitherto dependable luck a fair chance of succeeding.
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