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A client at the restaurant
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Back at the restaurant, Chopra parked the van, then carried the vulture into the rear compound.

He found the chef, Azeem Lucknowwallah, sitting out on the veranda, a thick cheroot stuck out of the side of his mouth, concentrating fiercely on an ancient typewriter perched on a rickety table before him. As Chopra looked on Lucknowwallah lifted a finger and hammered at a couple of keys. He then ripped out the vellum sheet, examined it, swore, curled it into a ball and hurled it into the compound, adding to the drifts of abused paper littering the parched earth.

‘What are you doing, Chef?’ asked Chopra, temporarily halted by the odd sight.

‘I am penning my memoirs,’ said Lucknowwallah, as if this was the most obvious thing in the world. The cheroot jacked up and down between his lips. ‘But I just cannot seem to get the opening right.’

By now Chopra was used to the chef’s eccentricities. Highly combustible and intensely driven, Lucknowwallah had cooked for some of the finest restaurants in the country, only coming out of retirement to work at Poppy’s because his own father had been a policeman, killed tragically in the line of duty by a rampaging bullock.

‘Your memoirs?’ he echoed.

‘These days every two-chip burger mechanic is out there hawking his autobiography, so I thought why not Azeem Lucknowwallah? There are people who would literally bite my arm off for my life story.’

‘Why are you using a typewriter?’ he asked, for want of something else to say. ‘Don’t you have a computer?’

‘You can’t make tandoori chicken in a microwave,’ replied the chef airily. Then he seemed to notice, for the first time, the bird clutched in Chopra’s arms. ‘Why are you carrying a vulture?’

‘Her wing is broken. I’m going to keep her here till it heals.’

Lucknowwallah plucked the cheroot from his mouth and stared at him. ‘Is that so?’

‘I have to keep her somewhere,’ said Chopra desperately.

‘This, my friend, is a restaurant. One does not keep a carrion-eating scavenger near a kitchen.’

With some effort Chopra stopped himself from noting that his mother-in-law was already employed front-of-house.

‘This is my restaurant,’ he mumbled.

‘Well then,’ said Lucknowwallah acidly, ‘perhaps you would like to take charge of this evening’s service?’

Chopra gave up. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I will find somewhere else.’
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He walked through the kitchen, where the sous chefs Rosie Pinto and Ramesh Goel were busily prepping the evening service, and into his office.

Here he found Rangwalla waiting for him.

Chopra set the vulture gently down on to the tiled floor, where she immediately attempted to gouge a chunk out of Rangwalla’s leg.

His assistant detective leapt up from his chair, back-pedalling smartly to the room’s corner, as the bird waddled after him, her one good wing flapping furiously in the confined space. ‘Get this damned thing off me!’ he spluttered, ending with a strangled cry as the bird lunged for him again.

Chopra grabbed the creature and shoved her under his desk, where she huddled into herself. ‘It’s probably your aftershave,’ he muttered.

Rangwalla gave his boss an acerbic look.

The former policeman had served as Chopra’s deputy for twenty years at the local Sahar station, and had always suspected that Chopra was a little too straightforward for his own good. Rangwalla believed that sidling up to a problem was often the best way to catch it unawares. He came from an upbringing where, usually, the only thing that stood between success and failure was a swift kick to the nether regions. After Chopra had left the force, Rangwalla had found himself in the crosshairs of ACP Suresh Rao. Infuriated at Chopra’s final act of rebellion – pursuing a case that Rao had declared off-limits – but unable to do anything to the man himself, Rao had taken out his frustration on his second-in-command, securing Rangwalla’s dismissal from the force on trumped-up misconduct charges.

As if to underline the stark difference in the two men’s moral compasses, it was Chopra who had subsequently come to his former sub-inspector’s rescue, offering him a role at the detective agency.

Rangwalla, a slight, bearded man with a dark, volcanic complexion, invariably dressed in a black kurta and blue jeans, had always possessed the uncanny ability to blend into the streets; it was a skill that Chopra had yet to master, and for this reason alone his old deputy had proven to be a valuable addition to the agency.

They sat to discuss the day’s events. It was a ritual they had established when Rangwalla joined the agency; in this way Chopra could keep abreast of the cases he had delegated.

‘There is someone I wish you to meet,’ said Rangwalla, glancing nervously under the desk. He had pulled his chair well back, in case the vulture attempted a surprise attack. ‘He’s waiting outside.’

‘A new case?’

‘Potentially.’

Chopra hesitated. ‘I have just taken on something important. It may tie us both up for the foreseeable future.’

He quickly outlined the Zorabian investigation, and his early inroads into the matter.

‘Those Parsees are crazy,’ said Rangwalla. ‘It’s all that drinking and inbreeding. Is there anything you need me to do?’

‘Not yet,’ said Chopra. ‘I am still working my way through the original investigation.’

‘In that case, will you meet this man?’

‘Is he an acquaintance of yours?’

‘Yes. He lives in my building.’

‘What is the case?’

‘It’s better if he explains it himself.’

Chopra frowned. It was not like Rangwalla to be so cryptic. His suspicions were always raised when his deputy avoided giving straight answers.

‘Very well.’

Rangwalla left the room, returning briskly with a bald, elderly gentleman in tow. The man – who must have been in his sixties – wore wire-frame spectacles, a wispy white moustache, and was dressed in a plain shirt, trousers and sandals. A row of pens poked out in regimental fashion from the front pocket of his shirt. Rangwalla introduced him as Prem Kohli.

Chopra bade him take a seat, which he did. ‘How can we help?’ he asked.

Kohli blinked, as if composing himself for a difficult task. There was a quality of sadness about the man that Chopra recognised. It was the distinctive air of tragedy.

‘Two years ago, my daughter was killed. She died when the building she was working in collapsed. Many others died with her. The official investigation ruled that it was an accident – a gas cylinder had exploded, causing a fire, which, in turn, led to the collapse. I do not believe this. I wish you to investigate. I wish to know the truth.’

‘What makes you think the investigation is at fault?’

‘It does not feel right,’ said the man. He patted his chest. ‘Here. It does not feel right here.’

Chopra leaned back in his chair. ‘Please explain.’

‘I am a structural engineer by background,’ said Kohli. ‘The building where my daughter died is located in Marol. It was scheduled for demolition by the BMC. The owner of the property, a man named Hasan Gafoor, is an old friend. He gave my daughter a job at my request. She was studying textile design at Bombay University and wished to gain some practical experience.

‘Gafoor asked me to look over the property after the BMC engineers filed their demolition order. I did so. My conclusion was that there was nothing fundamentally wrong with the building, certainly not enough for it to be condemned. Gafoor threatened to challenge the BMC ruling. A short while later the building collapsed. Everything became moot, after that. The shock of losing my only child sent me into illness; it took a long time for me to recover.’

‘Is that why you have waited two years?’

‘That and the trial. I wanted to see if justice would be done, if the truth would come out. I am convinced that it did not.’

Chopra knew that he was in a difficult position. Dealing with a parent’s emotions was something that had always to be handled with care. Besides, he had already taken on one investigation that challenged the official version of events – did he really wish to take on another? The BMC – the Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation – was a powerful outfit. As the body responsible for the civic infrastructure and administration of Mumbai, it had a budget larger than most states in the country. Such wealth, combined with the power BMC officials wielded, meant that the organisation was routinely accused of corruption and malpractice. Yet that same Byzantine structure made any investigation into its inner workings an endeavour fraught with difficulty.

Kohli reached into the pocket of his trousers, then set down a thick bundle of five-hundred rupee notes. ‘I am willing to spend every rupee I have. I must know why my daughter had to die. If necessary, I will mortgage my home.’

Chopra glanced at Rangwalla. He knew now why his deputy had brought the matter to him. Saying no to this man would have been beyond him.

‘Put your money away,’ he said eventually. ‘We will look into the matter. But I can make no promises. If it appears that the original investigation was sound then we will proceed no further.’

‘And if it does not?’

‘Then we will do whatever we can to uncover the truth,’ said Chopra.

‘That is all I ask for,’ said Kohli.


An Englishman’s office is his castle
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Cyrus Zorabian maintained an office not far from his home. At precisely 10 a.m. the following morning Chopra left Ganesha in the van and was shown into a newly renovated tower block on Lal Bandar Road by William Buckley, the deceased industrialist’s PA.

Buckley had agreed – at Perizaad Zorabian’s request – to assist Chopra in poking around Cyrus’s office; but he did not seem particularly happy about it. ‘This was Mr Zorabian’s most private place,’ he said, as he unlocked the door. ‘It has been left untouched since the police investigation.’

Chopra shouldered his way past the PA, shaking himself out of a halo of maudlin thoughts from the previous evening . . .

As he had suspected, his wife had been less than thrilled to discover that he had returned home with a vulture in tow. Poppy was a woman of vast emotional latitude – less than a year earlier she had given Ganesha sanctuary for a night during a monsoon deluge that had almost drowned the little elephant – but this was one vertebrate too far. She had vowed not to speak to Chopra until the carrion-eating menace was removed from her home. Her mother, the widow Poornima Devi, had been little better. ‘Who do you think you are? The vulture whisperer?’ she had sneered. ‘That scavenger will probably peck out my heart while I am asleep.’

‘What heart?’ Chopra had muttered, under his breath.

He forced himself back to the matter at hand.

He stood now in Cyrus Zorabian’s office, a lavishly appointed space that would not have looked out of place in a Merchant Ivory production. The theme was clearly Edwardian gentleman’s study: the walls were lined with oak bookcases, walnut wainscoting and embossed wallpaper. Beneath Chopra’s feet was a thick, emerald-green Oriental rug flecked with gold coins. The furniture, including the expansive desk, was baroque; the wing chairs upholstered in chintz. The only thing missing was a draconian fireplace.

Chopra inhaled a sense of the man from this space. ‘He was an Anglophile,’ he concluded.

‘The Zorabian family worked closely with the British during their time in India,’ said Buckley. ‘The respect was mutual.’

Chopra examined the bookshelves.

The bulk of the reading material was non-fiction, encyclopedias and the like, as well as entire shelves dedicated to yellowing copies of National Geographic. There was a shelf dedicated to classical poets, both Persian and English – Firdausi, Rumi, Byron, Keats – but Chopra got the feeling these had been ordered wholesale for the purposes of fleshing out the canvas.

‘Was he a big reader?’

Buckley hesitated. ‘Mr Zorabian regretted not having as much time for reading as he would have liked.’

In other words, thought Chopra, this was all largely for effect. What did that say about the man whose murder he was attempting to solve?

‘What exactly was Cyrus’s role in the family business?’

‘He was the CEO,’ said Buckley simply.

‘How long has he been at the helm?’

‘He took over when his father died. And then he handed the business over to his son a few years ago, but when he left, Mr Zorabian stepped in again.’

‘Why did his son leave?’

Buckley blinked rapidly behind his spectacles, as if he had let slip something better left unsaid. ‘Mr Zorabian and Darius had a difference of opinion regarding the direction they wished the business to go in. In the end, it was deemed prudent by all parties that Darius should branch out on his own.’

‘So Cyrus kicked his son out,’ mused Chopra. This was something he could not recall reading in the newspapers.

‘It was a mutual decision,’ countered Buckley stiffly.

‘I wonder if Darius would agree?’

‘Perhaps you can ask him when you speak to him?’ replied the Englishman testily.

Chopra gave a brisk smile. ‘You don’t approve of Perizaad hiring me, do you?’

‘It is not my place to question Miss Zorabian’s decision,’ said the PA, his eyes drilling straight ahead.

‘Tell me, Buckley, why are you still here?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, it has been three months since Cyrus’s death. You were his PA. He is no longer around. So why are you?’

A flush stole over Buckley’s parched cheeks. ‘The winding up of Mr Zorabian’s affairs has been a complex process. I have been helping with the arrangements.’

‘Is Perizaad the new CEO?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you her PA?’

Buckley pushed his spectacles up his nose. ‘She has her own personal assistant.’

Chopra allowed the awkward silence to stretch, until Buckley could stand it no longer. ‘It is my hope that I will be retained. If not, I shall move on. There are plenty of opportunities for a man of my experience.’

‘How did you end up working for Cyrus?’

‘How does anyone end up anywhere?’ replied Buckley cryptically. ‘I grew up in England, but travelled extensively for many years, working all over the world before arriving in India. I found employment with a British expat living in Mumbai. Eventually he decided to return to the UK. He recommended me to Mr Zorabian before he left. The rest is history.’

‘Did you like him?’

‘Like him?’ echoed Buckley.

‘Cyrus. Did you like him?’

‘We had an excellent working relationship,’ said Buckley. ‘I was by his side for nine years. He was a great man. A great man.’

So great, you had to say it twice, thought Chopra.

He was beginning to get a measure of the Englishman, and what he sensed made him uneasy. There was something about Buckley that didn’t quite ring true. He wondered if Perizaad Zorabian had sensed it too, and that was why she had not offered him a new role.

He made a mental note to take a closer look at the man’s background.

Chopra next took out a photocopy of the sheet found in Cyrus Zorabian’s wallet, with its enigmatic jumble of letters: INDUKNAAUIKBAHNXDDLA.

‘Have you any idea what this means?’

‘The police already asked me this. No, I have no idea.’

‘Does it seem curious to you that the first five letters are IND and UK?’

‘Curious? Why?’

‘One might read them as “India” and the “United Kingdom”.’

‘If that is indeed what they stand for, then, yes, it is curious. But what of it?’

‘You are from the UK. Cyrus was from India.’

‘I do not see your point.’

Chopra continued to lock eyes with the man, then put the paper away. He wasn’t sure what his point was. The line of text would have to remain an enigma for now. He struck out in another direction. ‘The police gave me a movements timeline for Cyrus on the day of his death. That morning he visited a woman named Geeta Lokhani. Lokhani has been in the news recently. She is one of only a handful of very senior women in the BMC – Mumbai’s municipal council. But she is leaving to enter politics. She plans to run for member of the state Legislative Assembly. By all accounts she is a shoo-in for her local seat when the elections take place later this year. Why was Cyrus meeting with her?’

‘He met with many politicians. He was a man of influence, constantly being courted for his patronage. There was nothing unusual in that.’

‘Was this the reason the chief minister disliked him? Lokhani is running for the key opposition party.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Buckley. ‘He never discussed that with me. But it was no secret that he and the CM didn’t see eye to eye.’

‘I would like to speak with Lokhani. Today, if possible. Can you arrange it?’

‘I will try,’ said Buckley, somewhat sullenly, Chopra felt.

He turned his attention to his immediate environment. ‘I need to go through Cyrus’s desk.’

‘The police have already searched the office.’

‘I suspect their search would have been cursory, at best,’ said Chopra. ‘If Perizaad’s assertion is correct that they had been all but ordered to bungle the investigation.’

Over the course of the next hour he went through the desk, and then the rest of the office, meticulously looking into every nook and cranny, pulling out books from the various shelves and checking behind them, exploring any potential hiding places. Buckley stood in silence, watching him with a cold look in his blue eyes, as if he fully expected Chopra to make off with the family silver.

It was as he was leafing through one of the poetry books – a copy of Omar Khayyam’s Rubaiyat which had caught his eye because of its worn spine – that a folded paper fell out.

He scooped it up from the floor.

It was a clipping from a popular Mumbai newspaper. The story was about a burned car wreck in which two unidentifiable human bodies had been discovered. The article was dated four months earlier.

He held up the clipping. ‘Do you know anything about this?’

Buckley scanned the article. ‘No,’ he said eventually.

‘Why would Cyrus have kept this article?’

‘How do you know Mr Zorabian put it there?’

‘Most of the books here have never been touched. But this one is the most well-thumbed of the lot. You say he wasn’t much of a reader, but I think he liked it.’

Buckley said nothing.

Chopra scanned the clipping again. There was little he could glean from the scant details provided. He noted, however, that the car had been found in an out-of-the-way corner of Marol, the neighbouring cantonment to his former police station in Sahar, the biggest in the region. That gave him a thread, at least, because it meant that any investigation might well have landed up at his old station.

He continued to stare at the article. There was something about the deaths, the horror of burned flesh, that sent a shiver through him, a premonition, perhaps, that this seemingly insignificant and possibly unrelated crime – if, indeed, it was a crime – would somehow haunt him.

Why had Cyrus held on to this? What did it mean to him? Because there was no doubt that it meant something. If there was one thing Chopra had learned over the course of his career it was that seemingly inconsequential details often helped shed light on what made a man tick. So often, that was the difference between solving a case or not.

He folded the clipping into his pocket, then put the book back. ‘Is there anything else you would like to tell me? About Cyrus’s affairs? Anything that might be tied to his murder?’

‘No,’ said Buckley.

Chopra bit his tongue. The Englishman’s clipped responses were infuriating. ‘Very well. I will wait for your call regarding the meeting with Lokhani. Thank you for your time.’
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When he was once again inside his van, Chopra called Perizaad Zorabian. ‘How much do you know about William Buckley’s past?’

‘He was my father’s man. Why do you ask?’

‘I get the feeling he wishes you hadn’t employed me.’

She gave a tell-tale sigh, one of tiredness, stress. ‘William believes the matter should have ended with the police investigation. He feels there is little to be gained by pursuing things further. That, in some ways, I am refusing to allow my father to find peace. Perhaps he is right.’

‘We shall see,’ muttered Chopra.
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Rangwalla wavered in the street, lunchtime crowds passing by him in a din of chatter and industry. Before him was the Sahar police station where he had spent two decades of his working life, until he had been unceremoniously ejected from the ranks of the Brihanmumbai police. Even though he knew it was ACP Rao who had engineered his dismissal, he could not help the bitterness he still felt towards his old employers.

And yet without his khaki uniform, he felt strangely naked, and, more importantly, vulnerable. For the first time, perhaps, he understood how daunting it was for the ordinary Indian citizen to enter such dens of law enforcement, given the dubious reputation of the service.

He walked across terracotta tiles towards the saloon-style doors of the station. As he reached them, a jeep screeched into the courtyard behind him. He turned to see two policemen, one he did not recognise, the other the man he had come to see, spilling from the vehicle, dragging behind them a ragged-looking individual wailing at the top of his lungs: ‘But it wasn’t my fault! They didn’t have any cash – what was I supposed to do?’

Rangwalla winced as the larger of the two cops thrashed the man across the back of his legs with a wooden truncheon. ‘Tell it to the judge,’ he said, bundling him through the doors.

His colleague’s eyes widened in recognition. ‘Rangwalla Sir!’ He snapped to attention and shot off a quick salute.

‘How are you, Surat?’ said Rangwalla.

Constable Surat – now Sub-Inspector Surat – had once been Rangwalla’s understudy at the station. Young, overweight and irredeemably idealistic, Surat had seemed to Rangwalla to encapsulate everything that was wrong with the modern generation. He had taken the recruit under his wing, attempting to educate him in the ways of the world, but, for some strange reason, his cynical view on matters had simply washed off the junior policeman’s back.

‘How is Inspector Chopra Sir?’ asked Surat. He had always hero-worshipped the man, Rangwalla now remembered.

‘He needs your help. That’s why I am here.’

Surat practically vibrated with enthusiasm.

‘About two years ago there was a fire at the Gafoor Fashions Textile Factory over in Marol. The building collapsed, killing a number of the employees working inside. A police complaint was registered against the building’s owner – here at the Sahar station. The investigation ruled it an accident, caused by negligence, but the father of one of the victims believes there was more to it. I need to talk to the officer who carried out the investigation.’

‘I remember the case.’ Surat nodded. ‘It was handled by a colleague sent here from another station – he was an expert in that sort of thing, apparently. But he has since been transferred to Kolkata.’

Rangwalla swore under his breath.

Kolkata was on the far side of the country.

‘However, a copy of the case file is still lodged with us. Would you like to see it?’

Rangwalla hesitated. Surat had always been an expert on stating the obvious. But he did not wish to place the young man in a moral quandary. He knew that the woman who now ran the station was not the type to look kindly upon outsiders rooting around in official police records. Malini Sheriwal – known in the force as Shoot’em Up Sheriwal – had once served on Mumbai’s notorious Encounter Squad, taking down gangsters at will, usually in a hail of bullets. Rangwalla had no desire to become the focus of her ire.

‘It is OK,’ said Surat, sensing his indecision. ‘The case is officially closed, so no one will mind if you take a look. In fact, I will show you the site, if you like. It will give us a chance to catch up.’

The boy has become a man, thought Rangwalla, a lump stealing into his throat.

Surat vanished into the station, returning swiftly with the file. As he hopped into the jeep, Rangwalla couldn’t help but ask him about the miscreant he had dragged in earlier.

Surat grinned. ‘He is surely the most stupid criminal I have come across. Yesterday he attempted to rob an electronics store, only to discover that they carried almost no cash. You know, ever since the government recalled all five-hundred and one-thousand rupee notes.’

Rangwalla understood. The government’s recent demonetisation push had been an attempt to clamp down on money laundering, counterfeiting and ‘black money’ – money that had escaped the taxman’s attentions or had otherwise been obtained through corrupt means. One of the unintended consequences had been the effect on small businesses, many of which ran almost entirely on cash.

‘And so our thief asked them to write him a cheque,’ said Surat. ‘In his own name.’

For an instant Rangwalla was speechless, and then he burst into a wild bray of laughter as Surat edged the jeep out into the road.


A fool and his money
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‘I have had to do a lot of growing up in the past three years,’ said Perizaad Zorabian, her eyes fixed on the pile of cash on the table. ‘Ever since my father lost his mind.’

Chopra waited. In the silence of the locker vault, buried deep beneath Mumbai’s streets, the only sound was the soft hum of the air-recycling unit. It was clear that Perizaad was dredging through difficult memories; whatever it was she was seeking to tell him would soon become clear.

‘Three years ago. That was when he disinherited my brother and threw him out of our home, and out of the family business, to the ruin of us all. The Zorabian fortune was built on traditional industries. But India has changed. These industries are not as important as once they were – and only those organisations that have adapted, or those that have become the most efficient, have survived. We did neither.

‘My father sent my brother abroad, to study business management at Harvard. When he returned, he immediately took stock of all the Zorabian enterprises – and concluded that if we did not make immediate changes we would be bankrupt within the space of a few years. He wanted us to shut down all our big, non-profitable businesses and venture into modern fields such as telecommunications and software. My father disagreed. He saw himself as something of a patron to all those employed in his old businesses. He was horrified at the thought of moving into industries he did not understand. I am afraid that he was a little set in his ways.’

‘He would not be alone in that,’ said Chopra. ‘Nevertheless, it seems a harsh reason to disinherit his only son.’

Perizaad gave a sad smile. ‘That was not the reason he disinherited him.’

Chopra waited once more, but this time Perizaad did not expand. Instead, she said, ‘That is my brother’s tale to tell, not mine. Besides, it has nothing to do with my father’s death.’

‘You must allow me to be the judge of that. When I took the case, I promised you that I would be thorough. I must speak with your brother.’

Perizaad hesitated, then nodded. ‘I will ask Buckley to give him a call.’ She sat down, picked up one of the bundles of cash, eyed it morosely. ‘After my brother left, the business continued its ruinous decline. My father, incensed to be told that he had husbanded our ancestral wealth into the ground, tried to shore up the existing businesses, throwing good money after bad, and then, as the futility of his efforts began to dawn on him, he finally took my brother’s advice and began investing ludicrous sums in new businesses. The problem was that he did not actually take my brother’s advice. In fact, he decided that he did not need anyone’s advice.

‘He invested badly. All manner of ridiculous ventures, things he read about in the papers, things someone at the racetrack told him about, things he saw on the Internet. An Uber-style business for handcart delivery-wallahs. A social media dating site for pampered pets. Do you know he even ploughed millions into a tech firm that intended to build novelty robots to serve as bridge partners for the wealthy? He made these investments via new companies he set up – just to try to disguise his involvement.’ She shook her head. ‘Of course, I only found out all this after he died. My father said nothing about it all – only his chief accountant knew, and he was sworn to secrecy. I suspected things were bad, but I had not realised that he had all but squandered what had once been one of the largest private fortunes in the country.’

‘I do not remember seeing any of this in the news.’

‘That is because my father – and then I – did everything within our power to keep it from the media. We are a privately owned company, which has made it that much easier. There are no shareholders to report to, no public accounts to be published. I have been quietly working to try to stop the rot, to salvage what is left.’

Chopra realised once again how superficial Rao’s investigation had been, to have failed to uncover the fact of Cyrus Zorabian’s true financial situation. ‘You should have told me about this,’ he said, allowing his irritation to show.

‘I did not think it was relevant,’ she said. ‘More importantly, I did not want to risk word of our precarious financial situation leaking out. It would hinder my attempts to turn the business around. It’s hard to obtain credit when lenders already believe you are finished.’

‘It is my job to exercise discretion,’ said Chopra sternly. ‘The state of your father’s business affairs means there were potentially many with a financial motive for wishing him ill. Had the police known this they might have followed up, though it would not have been feasible for them, or me, to track down and interview every such individual. I have to wonder,’ he added gravely, ‘do you really wish your father’s murder to be solved or not?’

‘Of course,’ she said, colouring.

‘Then I must ask you to stop keeping information from me.’ He relented. ‘Given the state of your father’s commercial ventures, why did you not ask your brother for help?’

‘I did,’ she said ruefully. ‘But he refused. I’m afraid we had a falling out.’

‘Is that why Buckley has to call him to make an appointment, and not you?’

She looked pained. ‘He won’t take my calls. He feels that I sided with my father when he threw him out. He is right, of course. Back then I thought my father could do no wrong. It has been a painful experience to find out that the man I held up as a giant had feet of clay.’

Chopra did not tell her that this was a rite of passage for many children, the discovery that their parents were only human, with all the fallibilities of ordinary mortals.

‘Did your father leave a will?’

Perizaad nodded. ‘He changed it just before he died. Left it all to me, much good that it did me.’

Another reason for Darius and his sister to fall out, thought Chopra. Had Darius known about the will? If so, it might have been the catalyst for a confrontation with his father . . .

He picked up the blueprint of New Haven, the Vashi slum redevelopment. ‘I’d like to hold on to this as well. There must be a reason Cyrus kept this under lock and key.’

Perizaad nodded. ‘Yes. Of course.’

‘There was something else.’

He took out the newspaper clipping he had discovered inside Cyrus’s office about the burned car, and the bodies found inside it. ‘Does this mean anything to you?’

Perizaad examined the article. ‘No.’

‘Why would your father have kept this? I found it hidden inside a book in his office.’

‘I honestly have no idea.’

‘Very well.’ Chopra returned the article to his pocket. ‘One last thing: William Buckley. I wish to know more about his background.’

Perizaad frowned. ‘Buckley was my father’s man.’

‘Yet you did not take him on as your own PA when you took the reins.’

She hesitated. ‘No. I needed a clean break from the past. But that does not mean I think less of him. Frankly, without his help it would have been difficult for me to make any headway with my father’s affairs following his death.’

‘Nevertheless, I am certain that he has not been completely truthful with me. And given that he was one of the people closest to your father . . .’

‘William Buckley served my father loyally for almost a decade,’ said Perizaad. ‘There is nothing for you to find there.’

‘When he joined your organisation, were background checks carried out on him?’

‘I assume so.’

‘Such records would be with your Personnel office?’

‘Yes. I suppose so.’

‘May I have access to them?’

She hesitated, then shrugged. ‘If you feel it necessary. But frankly, you are wasting your time. If there is anything you wish to know about William Buckley, you should ask him directly. My father always believed him to be a scrupulously honest man.’
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Back in the van, Chopra called Homi. ‘Darius Zorabian,’ he said. ‘Can you tell me why he was disinherited by his father?’

Homi asked him to hold. He heard sounds of banging and shouting, then, ‘The official version was that Darius was branching out on his own. The prodigal son flexing his Harvard-educated business muscles while his father sat back and gave him room to breathe.’

‘But that wasn’t the truth, was it?’

‘Of course not. Nothing was ever publicly confirmed, but we’re a small community. Gossip travels fast. And there’s nothing we Parsees like better than a family





An old friend comes in handy
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Back at the restaurant Chopra left Ganesha in his compound, then waited in his office for Rangwalla to arrive. When his associate detective finally showed up, wiping the dirt and sweat from his throat with a dirty handkerchief, he seemed less than satisfied with his lot in life.

‘What is the matter?’ asked Chopra.

‘I was thrown out of a rickshaw,’ said Rangwalla, smacking dust out of his jeans.

‘What did you do?’

Rangwalla scowled. ‘Why is it that whenever something like this happens you automatically assume I was the one at fault?’

Chopra waited.

Rangwalla slumped into the seat before him. ‘The rickshaw driver had a picture of his father on the dashboard. I merely commented that he was a striking-looking man.’

‘He took offence at that?’

Rangwalla had the decency to look away. ‘Apparently, it was not a picture of his father. It was his wife.’

They ordered fresh lime juices. Irfan brought them in, whistling a jaunty Bollywood tune as he entered.

‘Did you finish your homework?’ he asked as Irfan set down his glass.

Irfan puffed out his cheeks. ‘Yes.’

Chopra raised an eyebrow.

‘Weell... I’ve finished most of it,’ said Irfan.

Chopra smiled. Irfan had grown up on the streets and as a consequence had received little in the way of formal schooling. Poppy had tried to rectify the matter by hiring a tutor to visit him at the restaurant, in between his shifts. Initially reluctant, Irfan had, in time, taken to the new regime. He still refused to move into their apartment, however, preferring to stay at the restaurant where he could be close to Ganesha.

In a way, Chopra was glad.

The boy had a streak of independence, a rebelliousness that he hoped he would never lose. Poppy’s intentions were well-meaning, but she didn’t quite realise that Irfan’s upbringing had left him with a mind all of his own.

‘What case are you investigating now?’ Irfan asked.

‘A very complicated one.’

‘Uncle Rangwalla said you were working with Parsees?’

Uncle Rangwalla. Chopra tried to picture his deputy in an avuncular light, and failed.

‘It’s true that my latest case involves the Parsee community.’

‘Is it true that they are all crazy and that they secretly eat their dead when no one is looking?’

‘Where did you hear that?’ said Chopra.

Irfan’s eyes swivelled towards Uncle Rangwalla, who looked as if he’d swallowed a small bird and was now choking on it.

‘That is untrue as well as being unkind,’ said Chopra eventually. ‘We should never make fun of others just because they are different.’

‘But Uncle Rangwalla is always telling jokes about the Parsees.’

Chopra glared at his assistant detective who blushed under his beard.

He stood up and ruffled Irfan’s hair. ‘Go on. Off you go.’

Irfan paused at the door. ‘You’re very busy these days, aren’t you?’

Chopra understood the question behind the question. ‘I’m sorry. I have been very busy. But I promise, once I make some headway on this case, I will find time to take you out. Perhaps a day trip to Elephanta Island? We’ll take Ganesha as well. He will enjoy that.’

‘That boy’s as eager as a Gurkha with two grenades,’ said Rangwalla, after Irfan had left.

Quickly, Chopra brought him up to speed with the investigation into Cyrus Zorabian’s death.

‘You seem to have waded into a swamp,’ commented his deputy. ‘Do you really think there was more to his death than a random attack?’

‘It’s too early to say. But there are matters here that I believe the initial investigation either did not uncover, or could not be bothered to follow through.’

‘Does it surprise you? With Rao in charge?’

‘I suppose not. Anyway, how did you get on?’

It was Rangwalla’s turn to describe his prison meeting with Hasan Gafoor.

‘Do you believe him?’ asked Chopra, when he had finished.

Rangwalla looked uncomfortable. ‘He seemed genuine. Perhaps he’s the one true innocent in this city. The mythical virgin in a whorehouse.’

Chopra winced. His deputy had always had a colourful grasp of language. ‘What will you do next?’

Rangwalla shrugged. ‘What do you think I should do?’

‘I think you should use your initiative. You are no longer my junior officer, Rangwalla.’

Rangwalla gave him a sour look. He hated the idea of using his initiative. In his experience using one’s initiative usually got people like him into trouble.

‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’ he muttered.

Chopra suppressed a smile. He had always suspected that his former sub-inspector had a keen mind, though one that worked in a different manner to his own. Men like Rangwalla hated the limelight; yet, so often, when the dung hit the fan, they rose magnificently to the occasion.

Rangwalla squirmed in his seat for a few moments longer, before a flash of insight jolted him upright. ‘I need to find out who it was that tried to strong-arm Gafoor into selling his plot.’

Chopra nodded approvingly. ‘And how exactly will you do that?’

Rangwalla hesitated. His mind had gone alarmingly blank, as if the effort of deduction had drained him of further inspiration.

Chopra relented. ‘Do you remember ACP Ajit Shinde?’

‘The one with the wooden leg? Married whatshisname’s sister, the girl with the squint and the donkey? Used to drag it around with her everywhere she went. She was a bit soft in the head, by all accounts. Then again, Shinde was no catch himself.’

‘No,’ said Chopra stonily. ‘That was Constable Shankar. Shinde always used to say that in situations such as this, the best thing to do is to follow the money. If I were you I would find out precisely who benefited from Gafoor’s misfortune.’
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When he entered his apartment Chopra’s first task was to check on his impromptu houseguest. He stepped into his office, expecting to find the vulture lodged on the perch she had found for herself on his bookshelf.

But there was no sign of the bird.

‘Poppy,’ he said, stepping back out into the living room, ‘where is the vulture?’

Poppy, who was sitting at the table filling out a complicated-looking form, did not look up. He guessed that she was still upset about the matter. ‘I think my mother took him,’ she finally ground out.

Chopra paled. ‘Your mother?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You didn’t ask?’

‘I was busy,’ said Poppy, signing her form with a flourish.

‘Where did she take her?’

‘Her?’ Poppy looked up.

‘Yes. The bird is a she.’

Her brow furrowed. ‘It’s strange. I’ve never thought of a vulture as a she. I suppose there have to be female ones otherwise they’d die out. Possibly due to lack of common sense.’ Chopra smiled, but Poppy did not smile back. ‘I think she said she was taking her up to the terrace.’

When Chopra reached the building’s roof he discovered his mother-in-law, Poornima Devi, sitting with Mrs Subramanium in a pair of bamboo chairs, the pair of them bent deep in conspiracy. Before them lay a steel tray upon which were stretched out a trio of dead rats, the vulture hunkered in front of the tray.

As Chopra looked on, the bird grasped one of the rats with a talon, then tore off its head with her beak.

‘What are you doing?’ he gaped.

‘What does it look like we’re doing?’ replied Poornima, pulling at her white sari as a gobbet of half-masticated rodent fell from the bird’s mouth to land beside her sandalled foot. ‘We are training the bird to eat rats.’

‘Why?’

‘So that it can help clean up this building. We are infested with them at present; all coming over from that new slum. Belligerent ones, too. The other day one of the little devils was sitting on my dresser, bold as brass.’

‘I must say, Chopra,’ chimed in Mrs Subramanium, ‘we haven’t always seen eye to eye, but this is a most excellent idea of yours.’

‘Mine?’ said Chopra weakly.

‘Well, you brought the bird home, didn’t you?’ said Poornima.

‘That bird is part of an ongoing investigation,’ protested Chopra.

‘That doesn’t mean it cannot earn its keep while it is staying with us.’

‘But you’re feeding her dead rats!’

‘It is a vulture,’ pointed out his mother-in-law acidly. ‘What were you intending to feed it? Lentil soup? Samosas?’

Chopra realised that for once, contrary to all that was holy, his mother-in-law had a point. He looked down at the vulture; the arch scavenger had gobbled down the first rat and was tearing enthusiastically into the second.

‘There really is no need to get your bowels in an uproar,’ continued Poornima, squinting at him out of her one working eye. ‘Bahadur will bring it back down again when we are done.’

Feeling somewhat light-headed Chopra returned to the flat where he found Poppy humming around the kitchen; she had completed her form and was beginning preparations for dinner.

He noticed the form was still on the table.

He picked it up and scrutinised it.

It was an application to join the Poo2Loo campaign’s ‘Volunteer Leaders’ programme. The form began with a formal petition, which each applicant was required to sign:

Hon’ble President of India,



I call on you as Head of State to ensure that India rises to the challenge of ending open defecation. As a citizen of India, I am proud of our country’s rich and varied culture; we have a beautiful land. However, over 620 million people do not use a toilet and nearly as many accept this practice. The result is an unacceptable level of filth in our environment. This is why I have chosen to take a stand. Together we can change India.



Poppy’s complicated signature was inscribed beneath the text together with two carefully drawn hearts and the official mascot of the movement – an animated turd named Mr Poo.

Chopra, shaking his head, put down the form, then took out his notebook.

As Poppy made dinner, chattering animatedly about her upcoming activities on behalf of the campaign, he went through his notes from the day. He counted his blessings that she appeared to have temporarily forgotten about Vulturegate.

The investigation had thrown up more questions than it had answered. He felt the ripple of familiar currents moving around him; the swirl of things both seen and unseen. The cash found in Cyrus’s locker, the Latin letters, the feud with Boman Jeejibhoy, the press article about the dead boy and girl. Again he sensed that there was more to Cyrus Zorabian than had met the eye.

But was that not often the way?

How often during his career had he dug behind the public mask only to discover an altogether different reality underneath?

He had learned to rely on his instincts. Those same instincts now nagged him to pick up his phone and dial a number he had not employed for some time.

‘Superintendent Bomberton, please,’ he said, when the phone was answered.

‘That’s Mr Superintendent to you,’ said Maxwell Bomberton on the other end of the line.

Chopra smiled. ‘If they keep promoting you at this rate you’ll soon be commissioner.’

Bomberton gave a growl of laughter. ‘How are things over in the cesspool of dreams, Chopra?’

‘Don’t let the Mumbai tourist board hear you call it that.’

They shared a chuckle.

A few months earlier Max Bomberton, a senior detective in the UK’s Metropolitan Police, had assisted Chopra in the recovery of the famed Koh-i-Noor diamond. The priceless jewel had been brought to Mumbai as part of a special exhibition of the British Crown Jewels, only to be promptly stolen in a daring heist. With Bomberton’s help Chopra had managed to track down and recover the diamond, earning the gratitude of both British and Indian governments. Bomberton’s star had been on the rise ever since.

‘I need your help with something,’ said Chopra.

‘What can I do for you, old friend?’

‘I have been hired to look into the murder of a wealthy industrialist. His personal assistant is an Englishman. He grew up in a place called Yeovil. I need some background.’

‘Is he a suspect?’

‘I don’t know. But something about him is not sitting right with me. I suppose I am simply being thorough.’

‘Why change the habit of a lifetime, eh?’ said Bomberton. ‘Do you have some details for me, or shall I just read your mind?’

Chopra took out the photocopy of William Buckley’s passport provided to him by the Zorabian company’s HR office, photographed the relevant pages using his mobile, then texted them to Bomberton. He also sent over details of Buckley’s previous employer in Mumbai – Peter Brewer – the Englishman who had eventually returned to the UK.

‘It would be useful if you could also locate this gentleman,’ said Chopra. ‘He may provide valuable insight into Buckley’s past.’

‘Anything else I can do for Your Highness? Back rub? Breakfast in bed?’ Bomberton’s sarcasm dripped down the phone.

‘No. This will be enough,’ said Chopra, who was tone-deaf to irony.

‘Grim-looking bugger,’ remarked Bomberton, meaning Buckley. ‘I’ll get someone on it asap. Right. Must dash. Got a meeting with the chief super. He’s not in a good mood. Hairdryer at the ready, if you catch my drift.’

Chopra frowned. ‘Your commanding officer styles your hair for you?’

‘I mean he’s a shouter,’ snapped Bomberton. ‘Last week he gave my deputy such a blast the man’s glass eye fell out.’


Author’s Note

[image: _img1]

For the record: the Take the Poo to the Loo campaign is very real. Widely praised for its innovative approach, this Unicef-led social media campaign has achieved immense public awareness in India since its launch in March 2014. The initiative, part of the larger Total Sanitation Campaign launched by the Indian government in 1999, emerged from a conference organised by Unicef India and the Indian Institute of Technology. The Poo2Loo campaign, as it is informally known, has opened up a robust discussion around the previously taboo topic of open defecation.

The petition depicted in this novel is also accurate in its wording, calling upon the President of India to embrace the challenge of ending open defecation.

Finally, as incredible as it may seem to some readers, the official mascot of the movement is indeed an animated human-sized turd by the name of Mr Poo.

Sometimes truth can be stranger than fiction.
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