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DISCLAIMER

	This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real events is purely coincidental. References to movies and songs have been made for storytelling purposes only. The copyright in the respective songs and movies belongs to the respective copyright owners. 

	Older names of certain places have been used in this book, reflecting the time period in which the story is set. These usages are intended solely for historical and narrative authenticity and should not be taken as a commentary on or disrespect towards any present-day location, community, or individual.
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ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

	This book is dedicated to my favourite Indian actor, Satish Shah, who died in 2025. Among countless performers from across the world, he held a special place in my heart for his unparalleled ability to blend humour with heart.

	Satish Shah's genius shone brightest in roles that captured the chaos and warmth of everyday Indian life. As Indravadan Mehta in Sarabhai vs Sarabhai, he embodied the quintessential nosy, middle-class patriarch—pompous yet lovable, delivering punchlines with impeccable timing that left audiences in splits. His expressive face, booming voice, and razor-sharp wit turned ordinary scenes into comedic gold, making family dynamics hilariously relatable.

	Though that might be one of his most famous characters but for me, he will forever be the eternal Commissioner D'Mello from the iconic Jaane Bhi Do Yaaro.

	In Kundan Shah's 1983 satirical masterpiece, Satish Shah bursts onto the screen as the corrupt Municipal Commissioner D'Mello—a pompous bureaucrat whose untimely “demise” early in the film turns his lifeless form into the chaotic heart of the story. Dragged, dropped, and disastrously mishandled through Bombay’s absurd underbelly, D'Mello’s “corpse” embodies the film's genius: a deadpan (pun intended) critique of corruption where even in silence, Shah steals every scene with impeccable comic timing.

	That role captured Satish ji’s magic—transforming the grotesque into the hilarious, mirroring India’s bureaucratic farce. No one else could make a coffin chase unforgettable. Though he passed in 2025 at 74 from cardiac arrest, D'Mello lives on, as irreverent and immortal as ever.

	What set him apart was his versatility beyond comedy. He infused characters with authenticity and depth, often stealing scenes with subtle nuance. Shah wasn’t just an actor; he was a mirror to our quirks, reminding us to laugh at ourselves. His passing marked the end of an era, but his legacy endures in every rewatch.

	Rest in peace, Satish ji!

	
FOREWORD

	When Jasveer first asked me to write the foreword for this book, my immediate reaction was: why me? I am no literary critic, no academician, no seasoned book reviewer who can claim the authority to introduce a novel with the kind of gravitas a foreword traditionally demands. I am a filmmaker. Words on a page (well at least the pages of a book), are not my usual currency. But then, Jasveer and I go back to the Covid years, I have read parts of his earlier work, and he has been a co-producer on one of my short films. There is a certain trust that builds in those kinds of collaborations. So I thought: why not? Consider this my debut as a foreword writer. You have been warned!

	And then I noticed the dedication. To Satish Shah, and to Jaane Bhi Do Yaaron. If you know that film, and if you love Indian cinema, you must, you will understand instantly why that dedication alone made me lean forward. That iconic, chaotic, darkly comic masterpiece about two ordinary men stumbling into extraordinary corruption. Something in that dedication hinted at the spirit of what lay ahead in these pages. And I was not wrong. Because what Jasveer has built here is, at its heart, a love letter to a world that no longer exists: the India of the 1980s.

	There is a particular kind of nostalgia that this book unlocks, one that our generation carries quietly within us. A world before screens took over everything. A world that ran entirely on the analogue. Pat Shah does not google a suspect. He calls in favours from a switchboard supervisor to trace a trunk call. He decodes a Morse Coded message. He loves to listen to Best of Kishor Kumar on his most prized possession, a cassette player. A Philips Prestige radio hums in the background while clues are pieced together over tea. Personal diaries, not a hard drive or cloud backup, hold the key to unravelling an entire criminal empire. 

	And the world around Pat Shah is equally tactile and alive. The atmosphere on railway platforms, the clack of wheels, chai-wallahs shouting prices, families boarding in a blur of luggage and farewells, the smell of samosas and chana mingling with diesel. The dockyard at Bombay, with its stench of salt, fish, and rust. The trams of Calcutta. The clubs in Goa. The bungalows in Pune. A pink Cadillac Sixty-Two waiting outside a Bombay building. Pure nostalgia!

	Songs drift through nearly every scene: Chura Liya Hai Tumne Jo Dil Ko, Kiska Rasta Dekhe, Raat Kali Ek Khwaab Mein Aayi crackling from a cassette or a radio, and they do not feel like decoration. They feel like atmosphere. Like memory. Reading this, I kept thinking of Sriram Raghavan, one of my favourite filmmakers, and how he constructs his noir worlds with exactly this kind of layered, sensory, period-precise detail, where the texture of a place is as important as the plot unfolding within it. Jasveer does something similar here, on the page.

	At the centre of this world is Pat Shah, a private detective with a Scotland Yard background, a hip flask that never seems to run dry, nightmares he cannot name, and an instinct for closing in on the truth that is both his greatest strength and his most reckless quality. He is a compelling creation: world-weary but not cynical, battered but not broken. But I will confess, as fascinating as Pat Shah is, I found myself even more drawn to his partner, Camera.

	Is Camera a camera? Is Camera alive? I will not spoil it for you. What I will say is that this particular relationship between a detective and this mysterious companion who watches, records, and in quiet, inexplicable ways protects is unlike anything I have encountered in Indian crime fiction before. Camera narrates this story. Camera feels things. The question of what exactly Camera is, is itself a mystery worth reading the entire novel to solve. And what kind of a name is Pat, anyway? The book never quite tells you. Or does it? 

	I should also admit: not once while reading did I not picture Satish Shah saahab as Pat Shah. Something about the dedication planted that image and it never left. Every scene, every moment where he lights a cigarette, every moment of quietness and conversation with Camera, I saw his face.

	The mystery itself is a proper chess game spanning Bombay, Calcutta, Delhi, Madras, Pune, cities that remind us of the older era, and somewhere in between, there are smaller cities and towns like Gurgaon and Karjat, all with a purpose. It moves like a train that keeps picking up speed: false identities, shell companies, forged medical reports, smoke grenades, stolen manifests, Morse-coded authorisation signals, an island fort stocked with weapons and crates of explosives, a human-trafficking ring that stretches across continents. Pat Shah peels back layer after layer, and every time you think you know who the hunter and the hunted are, Jasveer quietly rearranges the board. It is a labyrinth and a deeply satisfying one to lose yourself in.

	This is Jasveer's fifteenth book. Fifteenth. I find that quietly astonishing. There is a discipline and a generosity in that, a writer who keeps returning to the page, keeps building worlds, keeps inviting readers in. I hope he keeps going. I hope there are many more Pat Shahs and many more Cameras ahead of us.

	For now, welcome to 1980s India. Watch your step at the docks. And don't trust anyone who doesn't answer a simple question about their name.

	— Mudit Singhal 

	Filmmaker, Mumbai, India

	
There are stories that entertain, and then there are stories that watch you as you read them. Camera on His Shoulder belongs firmly to the latter.

	From the very first page, you sense that this is not just a detective story but an act of observation. The novel introduces us to Pat Shah, a private investigator navigating the layered, restless landscape of 1980s India. But what truly sets this narrative apart is not just the mystery he pursues, but the presence that follows him. This unusual narrative lens transforms the familiar into something quietly unsettling and profoundly intimate.

	Jasveer Singh Dangi brings to this work a rare combination of technical precision and emotional restraint. His storytelling reflects a mind trained to notice minute details such as the cadence of a voice, the weight of silence in a room, or the subtle fracture in a seemingly simple story. This is evident in the way the novel unfolds... in careful revelations instead of hurried twists, where every scene feels observed and lived.

	Set against the textured backdrop of Bombay and beyond, the book captures a time and place with remarkable authenticity. Through smoky cinemas, crowded docks, and dimly lit offices, the narrative builds a world where truth is never immediate, and certainty is always suspect.

	At its heart, Camera on His Shoulder is a meditation on perception. Who is watching? What is being missed? And how often do we mistake observation for understanding? These questions linger long after the final page, giving the novel a depth that extends beyond its noir surface.

	Dangi’s protagonist Pat Shah is equally compelling. He is a man shaped by experience, instinct, and a complicated relationship with truth. He operates in the grey spaces between law and morality, guided less by rules and more by an internal compass that is as flawed as it is fascinating. Yet, it is the interplay between Shah and the silent observer that gives the story its emotional core, suggesting that even the most detached witness may carry a quiet, beating heart.

	This book draws you in steadily, asking you to pay attention to the pauses, the patterns, and the things left unsaid. And in doing so, it rewards you with a reading experience that is both immersive and reflective.

	In a world overflowing with noise, Camera on His Shoulder reminds us of the power of simply watching.

	And sometimes, being watched.

	— Moitrayee Bhaduri

	Author

	
CHAPTER 1

	THE GIRL BY THE PIER

	It had to be a Tuesday—a day Shah’s mother always asked him not to take on a case, something he had mentioned umpteen times. It was on this inauspicious day, in August 1983, that he was handed the case that finally brought relief from a pain he had endured for far too long. The day itself seemed unremarkable at first glance, almost forgettable, yet it marked the beginning of the end of a burden he had borne in silence for years. We had worked on many investigations together before, but this one in particular changed our lives for ever.

	The next day in the afternoon, he had planned to catch the 2:00 p.m. showing of Jaane Bhi Do Yaaro at Maratha Mandir Cinema Hall, followed by a relaxing evening. He didn’t have any cases to work on or any leads to follow up, and an evening full of soulful music was always relaxing but then came the frantic call at night. Once that happened, the relaxing part of the plan became a definite no-go.

	It was 8:00 p.m., and he had fallen asleep on the mattress in his office after finishing the bottle of black rum, when the phone rang.

	He was speaking incoherently in his sleep. I sat beside him and tried to rouse him from the nightmare.

	I knew about the recurring dream. He had spoken of it many times—the one that kept him awake for days until exhaustion finally claimed him.

	A child crying. A man kneeling before him. A gunshot.

	He saw it repeatedly.

	He suddenly woke, drenched in sweat, and found me beside him.

	I wanted to tell him it was only a nightmare, but I couldn’t. Still, I knew my presence soothed him. I wanted to speak to him more clearly, but sound betrayed me—my words emerged only as broken noises, familiar to him but to no one else. He nodded anyway, smiling faintly, the lines around his eyes crinkling like well-worn pages.

	The very next moment, Ameen Sayani’s unmistakable voice filled the space—rich, velvety, with that rhythmic cadence that hooked millions every night. “Namaste, mitron! Aap sun rahe hain Binaca Geetmala, aur main hoon aapka dost, Ameen Sayani!” (Namaste, friends! You are listening to Binaca Geetmala, and I am your friend, Ameen Sayani!). The announcement rolled out like warm honey, pausing for the signature jingle: a jaunty brass fanfare over twinkling chimes, Binaca… Geetmala!

	He had left radio on.

	“Aaj ki pehli geet number one pe hai… ‘Shayad Meri Shaadi Ka Khayal Dil Mein Aaya Hai’ from Souten, talabgaron!” (Tonight's first song at number one is… ‘Shayad Meri Shaadi Ka Khayal Dil Mein Aaya Hai’ from Souten, music lovers!) Ameen’s voice dipped playfully, building suspense before the needle dropped.

	Ameen Sayani's voice was warm, velvety, and mellifluous, with a distinctive rhythmic cadence that felt like a friendly conversation over tea, and for a moment Shah was lost in his voice.

	The incessant ringing of the phone brought him back to earth, and he immediately lowered the volume on the radio.

	He often slept in the office; however, a call at that hour was a rarity.

	How could anyone know that he was in the office so late?

	He irritably picked up the receiver.

	The girl on the phone pleaded with him to see her at the earliest opportunity. He agreed—he had nothing better to do, and he wanted her off the line so he could return to sleep.

	As soon as she confirmed the meeting place and time, he slammed the receiver down.

	He raised the volume of the radio and went back to bed.

	“Wah wah! Kya geet hai!” (Wow! What a song!) Ameen exclaimed mid-song, his enthusiasm infectious. “Chaliye, agla number suniye…” (Come, let's listen to the next number...)

	The next morning, he woke and lay contemplating for about fifteen minutes before getting out of bed, wondering whether the call had been real or merely a dream. Given his record of taking on dead-end cases—whether by design or coincidence, to be decided later—his success rate was dismal. So when a late, desperate call for help, passed on by word of mouth, came through, he was genuinely surprised. Then he glanced at his watch: the old Smiths W10 timepiece, a gift from his commanding officer. He had woken at exactly the right hour to reach the meeting place on time. His mind had a built-in alarm clock: no matter how late he slept, it always roused him at the appointed hour automatically. 

	We arrived at the designated place early; we always do. Long before the first boats pull in from the sea, before the fisherwomen start their morning calls or the roadside stall rattles open its shutters. The air here tastes of fish, salt, diesel, and the faint sweetness of cutting chai steeping somewhere down the lane. I like mornings like this; half awake, heavy with sea mist, the city not yet fully itself. That’s when he feels most real. Quiet. Watchful. Unbothered by the chaos that will soon follow.

	What surprised me was the client’s choice of timing; it fitted Shah’s way of working almost too perfectly, meetings early in the day and investigations late at night, when the city slept and the streets belonged to shadows. Also, this gave him enough time to reach Maratha Mandir Cinema for the afternoon show of his favourite movie.

	I noticed a flicker of doubt cross his face, the way a shadow passes over still water, but he needed a case. We hadn’t taken on anything of substance of late, and the idleness had begun to weigh on him, his movements slower, his thoughts heavier, the usual sharpness in his eyes blunted by the dullness of inactivity.

	He stands by the worn stone edge where the fish market meets the harbour, shirt collar turned up, eyes tracing the water that laps beneath the wooden boats. I follow his movements as naturally as breath. He’s watching the Arabian Sea—or maybe the reflection of the Gateway shimmering faintly in it. Either way, the silence between waves feels like he’s waiting for something, or someone, to surface.

	Strange location for a meeting, but I have seen him meet people at stranger locations.

	A woman arrives—forty, maybe less. Cherry-red top, quick steps, the nervous sort that say she’s met him before. She carries a folder clutched so tight the papers bend inside. He doesn’t turn towards her until she speaks. Her name is Malti. She calls him Mr. Shah. I file the name away. He only tilts his head and smiles faintly, that polite sort of smile used by men who already know too much.

	I look at the majestic Taj Hotel visible in the distance.

	Shah notices my glance. “Let’s check in there tonight after she pays us.”

	He chuckled, then turned towards Malti.

	Malti sat there with her head bowed, and Shah’s laughter faded.

	“Be serious with the client,” I said. Shah glanced at me, as did Malti. It was always baffling how he understood me without any comprehensible words.

	“How did you know I would be in the office so late?” he asked turning towards her.

	Heck of a way to be serious, Shah, I thought, resisting the urge to slap my forehead.

	“I’m sorry?” Malti asked, wiping tears from her eyes. In her defence, she had been lost, staring at me.

	“How did you know I was in the office so late?” Shah repeated.

	That’s right, Malti, how did you know? Pleasantries aside, even I wanted to know, but of course she can’t hear me, so I watch silently from his shoulder.

	“You came highly recommended by Mrs Pereira from Bhandup,” she said and Shah recalled the name from one of his previous cases. “She said that you sometimes work late and I was so desperate that I called the moment I reached home and luckily got hold of you.”

	“Oh, the case of the cheating husband… but that one was a dead end,” Shah said, trying to play down his own reputation. “Didn’t Mrs Pereira’s husband end up as a dead body near the Powai Lake forests a few days after she gave me the case?”

	“She didn’t even pay my full fee because she blamed me for her husband’s death,” Shah said with a giggle.

	“That may be so,” Malti replied, “but she said you handled the investigation rather well. After her husband’s body was found, she went through the proof you had shared—of him meeting that other woman—which helped the police catch the real killer: that woman’s estranged boyfriend. That gave her the closure she needed, and I am willing to compensate for the money she didn’t pay you back then.”

	“I am sorry for asking that,” Shah said, trying to lighten the mood. “Old habits…had to be sure.”

	This brought a faint smile to her face.

	Ever since I began observing Pat, I had noticed that every so often, a glimpse of his past life as a law officer would creep into his speech—spotting subtle loopholes in a story, reading between the lines—yet he would deliberately subdue that instinct and ignore the signs, and act like a burned-out PI. He was trying hard to leave the old part of his life behind.

	Then they talk in low voices. She keeps glancing towards the ferry terminal. He doesn’t. He keeps his eyes on her face, reading every muscle twitch and eyelash flutter. She says something about her sister, missing two weeks, last seen boarding a trawler bound north. He listens. Doesn’t write anything down. He never does; he just remembers.

	A ship’s bell tolls in the distance. I note how he does that thing again—rubs his thumb along the edge of his jawline when he’s lying. Only this time, he’s lying to comfort her. He says he’ll find the sister.

	In the middle of the dialogue, his attention is pulled towards the distant sound of Yeh Hai Bombay Meri Jaan (This is Bombay my love), the song playing on a radio, which brought a subtle smile to his face.

	Gone for fourteen days—the chances were slim. Bombay could swallow and digest a person in a single day; this was far too late. It was the city of dreams, the Bombay of the 1980s, where people thronged in their thousands, spilling out of trains, trailing cloth bundles and borrowed confidence, all chasing fame, fortune, or just a life that felt slightly better than the small-town existence they were fleeing. Most never came close. Some crumbled under the city’s weight, drifting into odd jobs and half-lit tenements, clinging to the faint hope that tomorrow might be the day the studio sent for them. The unlucky vanished altogether, swallowed by back-alley promises and the noise of the streets. A few, wiser or more broken, eventually turned back.

	In a city where an average of a thousand missing-person cases are reported—and only God knows how many go unrecorded—every year, one more girl vanishing barely causes a flutter in the system. The files stack up behind dusty glass in the precincts, the lanes thicken with bodies that never become names, and the city keeps breathing, indifferent, as if nothing has changed.

	Perhaps he will find her. Perhaps he just needs the money. Either way, his voice softens for her, enough that even the damp, morning air around the docks feels momentarily warmer.

	“I’ve been to the police, and…” she begins, then trails off, leaving the silence to say the rest.

	She stared at the photograph for a moment, then handed it to Shah.

	Shah examined it with a faint smile. The girl wore jazzy clothes and struck a professional pose—it looked like a portfolio shot.

	She looks down at the folder in her hands, tears welling and curling along the edges of her eyes. She misses her sister in a way that feels visceral, like something has been torn out of her chest and left unfilled. Then she notices me, my focus on her, and becomes visibly uneasy, as if she’s suddenly aware that this isn’t just a conversation, it’s a witness.

	Shah senses the shift and turns to me, covering it with a weak smile. “Oh, that? Don’t worry… Camera doesn’t record anything. She just watches over me,” he says, half-jesting, and only then does he catch the tears in her eyes. His humour fizzles.

	He fumbles in his pocket and pulls out crumpled sheets of paper, smoothing them self-consciously and adjusting the carbon paper between the copies before handing it to her. “These are my standard terms and conditions—retainer amount, expense reimbursement, advance, all that.”

	She takes the paper without hesitation, signs it in the same impatient, almost desperate stroke, before he’s even mentioned his fee or given her a chance to read it proper.

	“Don’t you want to read it first?” he almost whispers, surprised by her reckless trust.

	“Money won’t be a problem,” she says, her voice steadier than her hands. “Here’s one thousand rupees.” She fishes out a small bundle of notes from her purse and hands both the agreement and the cash to him. “This should cover whatever
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