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The Unexpected Inheritance of Inspector Chopra

The Perplexing Theft of the Jewel in the Crown


A Bollywood concert
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On a sultry March evening, in the great hive-city of Mumbai, Inspector Ashwin Chopra (Retd) was once again discovering the futility of reasoned discourse with his fellow countrymen.

‘He is an elephant,’ he said sternly. ‘Elephants do not eat hot dogs. They are herbivores. In other words: vegetarian.’

‘Hah!’ said the hot-dog vendor, snapping his tongs triumphantly in the air. ‘These are vegetarian.’

Chopra looked down at the sizzling griddle. Then he looked at the heap of sagging hot dogs set beside it on the vendor’s handcart. Flies circled amorously around the pyramid, like B-2 bombers on a raid.

He turned and fixed his companion with a stony look. ‘Did you take the hot dogs?’ he asked.

Ganesha blinked rapidly, then twirled his trunk in the air, rocking back and forth on his blunt-toed feet, ears flapping, as Chopra glared.

He recognised the signs.

During his thirty-year career in the Mumbai police service he had interrogated thousands of suspects, and in so doing had become intimately familiar with the language of tells, involuntary movements that gave the inexperienced dissembler away.

It seemed that similar laws governed the behaviour of one-year-old elephants.

‘What have I told you about helping yourself?’ he scolded.

Ganesha hung his head.

‘What’s going on here?’

Chopra looked up to see his wife Poppy powering down the road with young Irfan in tow, the boy’s walnut-brown face split by an enormous smile. In his right hand he clutched a stick of candyfloss, floating above his head like an umbrella. Poppy, resplendent in a marine-blue sari, steered him through the crush of people moving towards the entrance of the Andheri Sports Stadium.

‘This elephant here is a thief!’ replied the hot-dog vendor primly. ‘I have caught him in the act.’

Chopra closed his eyes.

Poppy’s cheeks reddened. ‘Is that a fact?’ she said.

‘He has consumed four of my finest hot dogs,’ continued the vendor, oblivious to Chopra’s shaking head.

Poppy stepped forward and jabbed the paunchy man in his chest. ‘What proof do you have that he ate those hot dogs?’ Jab. ‘Who would want to eat such rubbish anyway?’ Jab. Jab. ‘Do you even have a licence for this cart? Look at the state of it! It is filthy!’

‘But– but–’ The vendor backpedalled into the traffic-clogged road. An auto-rickshaw with a cage of scrawny chickens strapped to its roof swerved around him, honking madly. A cloud of feathers trailed from the rick as it buzzed away.

‘Chopra! There you are!’

Chopra turned to see a heavyset, grey-haired man with a walrus moustache bearing down on them, arms outstretched in welcome.

In the three years since Chopra had last met Bunty Saigal his old friend had gained weight, padding out a naturally generous frame that now strained the seams of a navy-blue safari suit. Saigal had left the Brihanmumbai Police five years ago – four years before Chopra himself had been forced into early retirement by an ailing heart. Saigal had made the change for financial reasons, moving into a lucrative role as a security consultant at the Andheri Sports Stadium. Now he organised security for major events, such as the Bollywood concert that Chopra and Poppy were attending this evening. A month ago Chopra had made the mistake of mentioning Saigal’s new position to Poppy. Upon discovering that Saigal would be presiding over the upcoming concert featuring Bollywood’s newest star, Vicky Verma, she had harangued Chopra to twist his arm for front-row seats.

Chopra had reluctantly obliged.

Bollywood movies were one of Poppy’s enduring passions and, as the show was to take place at the nearby stadium, it seemed churlish of him not to at least enquire.

Saigal had been more than glad to help.

He had always been a gregarious and jovial man, the life of the party, whereas Chopra himself was of a more taciturn disposition.

A broad-shouldered man with a head of jet-black hair greying only at the temples, Chopra’s most impressive feature was an imposing moustache that underlined the natural authority that emanated from his tall frame. For almost three decades he had served Mumbai’s citizenry as a policeman; for three decades he had remained steadfast to the principles ingrained in him by his father: honesty, integrity and decency. This in itself made him something of an oddity, for such qualities were often notable by their absence in the venal sinecures of the Indian police service.

Saigal pumped Chopra’s hand with his strangler’s grip, then led them past the crowded turnstiles, through the packed outer courtyard, and into the stadium proper.

A wall of noise greeted them as they moved along the running track, past the cordoned mass of jostling, chattering concert-goers trampling down the field grass, to the front row where a string of security guards were holding back the crowd as it ebbed and flowed.

As they walked along, the great bowl of the stadium opened up around them.

Chopra glanced up.

Beyond the rim of the cantilevered steel roof, the iconic fifty-metre-tall Andheri water tower, with its conical tanks, loomed over the stadium like a praying mantis. He noted the many fans settling onto the rows of concrete bleachers curving upwards under the roof. He would have preferred to be up there, away from the chaos, but he knew Poppy wouldn’t hear of it.

The day’s heat had settled into the stadium. Chopra found that he was sweating inside his white cotton half-sleeved shirt and beige duck pants.

He glanced at Ganesha, happily trotting beside Irfan. Occasionally, Irfan would lower his candyfloss so that Ganesha could pluck some off with his trunk and insert it into his mouth.

As usual, the pair were as thick as thieves.

Irfan, a street urchin who had walked into the restaurant Chopra had opened after his retirement a year earlier, had become a bona fide member of the family. He continued to live at the restaurant, as did Ganesha, but there was no doubt the pair had slipped into the vacant space in Poppy and Chopra’s lives, a space occasioned by the absence of children of their own.

Chopra recalled the fuss Poppy had made getting the boy ready for his first-ever concert. Smart new clothes, stylish shoes, fragrantly oiled hair parted with geometric precision. Even Ganesha had been given a bath and a sprinkling of Poppy’s favourite perfume. There had been no question that the little elephant would not attend.

Thanks to Poppy, Chopra’s young ward was now as addicted to the Bombay talkies as his wife.

On the day of his retirement the infant elephant had arrived at Chopra’s home, a fifteenth-floor apartment in the Mumbai suburb of Andheri East, as a malnourished and despondent calf with barely the energy to lift his head. The elephant had been accompanied by a curious letter from Chopra’s long-vanished Uncle Bansi, a notorious prankster from his childhood in the Maharashtrian village of Jarul. But this time Bansi’s tone had been serious. Bansi had not explained why he was sending Chopra an elephant, nor anything about the calf’s past, merely stating, cryptically, that ‘this is no ordinary elephant’.

At first thoroughly at a loss as to what to do with the strange bequest, Chopra had eventually warmed to his role as guardian. And in Ganesha – as he had named his young ward – he had ultimately discovered a sensitive and adventurous soul. The little elephant possessed depths that Chopra had yet to fully fathom; what was certain was that he was a highly intelligent creature, and an emotional one. As each day passed Chopra discovered new facets to Ganesha’s talents. He had yet to solve the mystery of the elephant’s past, but his appreciation of his ward’s extraordinary abilities continued to grow.

Saigal ushered them to the front row, parking them before a group of singing, chattering youngsters.

‘Sir!’ A brisk young security guard pointed at Ganesha with his baton. ‘There is an elephant behind you!’

Saigal rounded his eyes and held his hands to his cheeks in dismay. ‘Where?’

‘There!’ said the guard.

Saigal turned and made a horrified face. ‘An elephant! I must be getting old. I thought it was my shadow.’

The guard, realising that his boss was making fun of him, coloured.

‘Chopra, I shall leave you to it.’ Saigal bid them farewell and lolloped off back the way they had come.
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Chopra’s eyes wandered over the crowd jostling around them, comprised largely of teenagers and young women wearing far too few clothes in his opinion.

But such was the modern fashion.

Occasionally the knot of girls behind them would squeal delightedly as canned pictures of Vicky Verma were flashed onto the giant screen erected above the stage. Verma leaping from a moving train; Verma bashing up an assortment of villains; Verma romancing a sultry, pouting leading lady. There was even a surreal shot of Verma in an astronaut’s outfit sipping from a can, a particularly cheesy ad campaign for a major soft drinks company.

He glanced at his watch, tapping it furiously. The watch was nearly a quarter of a century old, a memento of his departed father, the schoolmaster of the village in interior Maharashtra where both Poppy and Chopra had grown up. A congenitally temperamental timepiece, but he would not dream of parting with it.

Beside him Poppy licked a thumb and wiped a smear of sugar from Irfan’s mouth. Ganesha trumpeted happily. He was receiving a great deal of attention from the girls behind them, who kept crowding around him to take photographs. Chopra knew his ward enjoyed the limelight, though sometimes he wished Ganesha would be a little more retiring.

His thoughts were interrupted by a loud klaxon, and then a cavalcade of fireworks erupted from the gantry above the stage. Smoke billowed from the stage floor and then, as it cleared, an overweight man in a bright red suit with a matching tie and black fedora jogged forward, holding a mike.

Chopra recognised the well-known Bollywood comedian Jonny Pinto.

Pinto lifted off his fedora, bowed to the crowd, bellowed a welcome, and immediately launched into a fusillade of cheap jokes – some that seemed to Chopra to skirt the boundaries of good taste – before introducing the first act, a fusion dance troupe marrying traditional Punjabi bhangra dance with modern street dance.

Chopra found himself shaking his head, even as howls of delight rocked the stadium.

He knew that such concerts were an integral part of the industry. Bollywood films were, almost without exception, musicals – indeed, movie music was an industry all by itself, and audio sales an important source of revenue. Concerts such as this were vehicles for promotion: for the movies, the stars, and the music. Producers pumped millions into them; they became miniature productions in their own right, microcosms of the glamour and spectacle that was Bollywood. Chopra, however, found them gaudy and coarse, lacking the refined artistic sensibility that appealed to him.

The concert proceeded apace, with each energetic act following closely on the heels of the one before, punctuated with comedy skits from Jonny Pinto. A succession of ageing stars and up-and-coming starlets – in costumes ranging from swirling saris to shimmering miniskirts – performed dance numbers, and another well-known comedian brought the house down with a send-up of the state’s much-maligned Chief Minister.

And then the lights dimmed.

Finally, it was time for the main event.

Pinto launched into a gratuitous introduction – ‘Bollywood’s newest sensa-tion! The kid that’s taking the industry by storm! More super than Superman! Mumbai’s own bad boy, the one, the only, Vicky Verma!’ – then backpedalled offstage as fireworks erupted around him. More smoke engulfed the stage.

When it cleared, a tall figure stood silhouetted against a colossal movie poster. The roving spotlight sprang onto the solitary figure dressed in shimmering silver trousers and a stylishly cut black jacket above a white vest. Designer stubble and twin earrings. A quiffed and gelled mullet of dark hair, barely held in check by a red bandana.

Vicky Verma, enfant terrible of Bollywood, and superstar in the making.

The crowd went wild. Chopra had to hold his hands to his ears as the gang of cheerleaders behind him hurled themselves forwards on a tidal wave of noise.

Verma launched into a dance routine, gyrating about the stage while lip-syncing to a raunchy number from his last movie. When he was joined onstage by a troupe of dancers, the gyrations became even more suggestive.

Chopra stole a glance at Poppy. His wife was clapping away, as engrossed as any of the teenagers around her.

After the first number Verma paused for breath. His dark eyes swept the front rows with an imperious gaze. He suddenly caught sight of Ganesha and did a double-take. As accustomed to the extraordinary as Verma was, it gave Chopra a small measure of satisfaction to think that he had probably never seen an elephant in the front row of one of his concerts before. Particularly an elephant trumpeting as loudly in appreciation as Ganesha was.

The concert proceeded with three more numbers from Verma, interspersed with incoherent addresses to the audience, before the final dance act.

Verma and a cast of dozens congested the stage in gaudy historical costumes from the set of his latest movie, a big-budget blockbuster slated for release later in the year. A hypnotic beat from the movie’s soundtrack pounded from the stadium’s speakers.

And then, abruptly, the music stopped, and a curtain of ringing silence fell over the audience.

All the lights cut out, save a single spotlight focused on Verma. The compere began to count: 3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . . Stage smoke erupted from beneath Verma’s boots, engulfing him, and then was just as swiftly blown away by powerful fans . . .

The audience gasped.

Verma had vanished.

The crowd waited with breathless anticipation. Suddenly, the spotlight swung halfway down the stadium to a spot just above the highest bleachers on the stadium’s eastern side.

Smoke erupted, then cleared . . . and there, impossibly, was Verma!

The crowd doubled their screams of delight.

Chopra blinked. Incredible! How could Verma have got up there in a few seconds, not to mention changed into a new costume?

He was given no chance to find out as smoke billowed forth again to consume the star. Now the spotlight swung over to the far side of the stadium, again to a spot above the highest bleachers. More smoke . . . and there was Verma once more, again in a new outfit.

More bellowing from the crowd.

Yet more smoke, and Verma vanished for a third time.

Now the spotlight moved to the rear of the stadium, and the whole act was repeated. This time, when Verma vanished, the spotlight swung all the way back to the stage. Another flurry of smoke whooshed over the dancing girls who remained frozen, awaiting Vicky’s return.

The crowd roared in anticipation, counting off the seconds with the compere: 3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . .

Emptiness.

For a moment there was a stunned silence, as if a wrong chord had been struck during a familiar piece of music. Everyone had expected Verma to be on the stage when the smoke cleared.

Yet he was not there.

The music started up again, and the dance troupe awkwardly began the closing number. But Chopra could tell their movements were off. Clearly, they had been expecting Verma onstage.

A few minutes in, the compere froze the dancers. Smoke billowed, passing a veil over proceedings; when it cleared, moments later, there was Verma again.

The crowd released a sigh of relief.

The dance was completed, and then, without even a goodbye to his loyal followers, Verma vanished backstage. Within moments the security personnel were herding everyone towards the exits.

It was an abrupt and strange end to proceedings, Chopra thought.

On the way home something continued to nag away at him. It wasn’t until later that night that he finally realised what it was.

The Vicky Verma who had reappeared at the very end moved differently. If Chopra had been asked to swear to it he would have said that that Verma wasn’t the one who had begun the concert. But he couldn’t be sure, and no one else seemed to have noticed. Perhaps it was just his old policeman’s instincts making a nuisance of themselves, looking for something that wasn’t there.

It probably wasn’t worth worrying about.


ACP Rao faces the music
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Assistant Commissioner of Police Suresh Rao squinted at his reflection in the mirror, then reached up with a pair of scissors to snip at his prim moustache. Satisfied with the result, he slipped the scissors back into his pocket and retreated to his desk.

It had been a busy morning at the Central Bureau of Investigation headquarters in Nariman Point.

Rao had closed out one long-standing bribery case, and received a number of intriguing new leads, including allegations that a senior member of the State Cabinet had been fraternising with a junior colleague of the same sex.

Such information, in the right hands, would be of considerable value.

The CBI was tasked to investigate complaints against public officials – including the police force – as well as any major crimes of a sensitive or sensational nature that might be sent their way. As a consequence those in the bureau commanded a great deal of power, power that was routinely employed to the benefit of those exercising it.

Rao thought of himself as the spider at the centre of a vast web.

Flies continually fell into the web. Sometimes the spider would eat the fly straight away – after all, the bureau needed to demonstrate its bona fides to those who held the purse strings in New Delhi. But at other times it was more judicious to wrap the fly up and save it for a rainy day. And the fly would be so pleased with this illusionary reprieve that it would offer the spider a token of its gratitude, a token Rao and his colleagues gratefully accepted.

That was how the game was played, and Rao was a past master at it.

ACP Rao had navigated the courtly intrigues of the Brihanmumbai Police for over thirty years. He had seen a great many things, and the one lesson he had learned early in his career was this: honesty was a virtue that only saints and madmen could afford.

A knock on the door interrupted his breakfast, a plate of deep-fried spinach pakoras. ‘Sir,’ said the peon, ‘there is a Mrs Chopra here to see you. She says it is about her husband.’

Rao almost choked.

Poppy Chopra? What the devil was she doing here?

A shadow passed over his moon-faced features.

Before joining the CBI Rao had commanded Chopra for many years at the Sahar station. The man had long been a thorn in his side, continually embarrassing Rao in front of his seniors with his unholy dedication to his job. It was despicable the way he made a virtue of his honesty! A man slaved his whole life to attain rank. What was the point of having it if you didn’t benefit from it? But Chopra sat there like a modern-day Gandhi, presiding over the rest of them with his stomach-turning integrity.

And now, even after the insufferable man had retired, he continued to clash with Rao, culminating in the recent humiliation when Rao, tasked to recover the Koh-i-noor diamond, had been undermined by Chopra’s own private investigation.

And then two days ago, a gift-wrapped opportunity for revenge had dropped into Rao’s lap: an anonymous call to the CBI unit accusing Chopra of involvement in a sensational crime – the kidnapping of Bollywood film star Vicky Verma. One of Rao’s colleagues had fielded the call. Knowing of the ACP’s animosity, the man had passed the information to him, lodging a favour that he would, no doubt, call in at a later time.

Rao had been sceptical about the tip-off. Kidnapping? A man like Chopra? Impossible.

Nevertheless . . . the caller had said that Chopra would be found at midnight at the Madh Fort with his accomplices.

Rao had raced to the fort where, to his astonishment, he had indeed discovered Chopra, albeit without the ransom, accomplices, or any sign of Vicky Verma.

Having arrested his nemesis, Rao had paused to think the matter through.

He finally had Chopra where he wanted him. The former policeman had made many enemies during the Koh-i-noor investigation, enemies with long memories and even longer reaches. Rao now had the opportunity to deliver Chopra’s head on a platter. In one fell swoop he could earn the gratitude of those who truly ran the city of Mumbai. The issue of Chopra’s guilt, when viewed in such a balance, was immaterial. Rao was not one to allow a man’s innocence to get in the way of justice. This was what Chopra had never understood. Justice in India was not a finely tuned instrument. It operated on the general rather than the specific level.

In the ACP’s opinion this made it no less effective.

Swiftly – while Chopra stewed in the back of the police truck – Rao had formulated a plan.

Then he had made some calls.

Two hours later he had dispatched Chopra to the Gouripur Jail, confident that he had finally seen the last of his nemesis.

But now, here was his wife. How had she found out?

Rao had no wish for his actions to come to light, and so had told as few people as possible what had happened. The only ones who needed to know, in good time, were Chopra’s enemies, the city mavens who might ultimately reward Rao for discreetly taking revenge on their behalf. In the meantime, what did Rao care if Vicky Verma had been kidnapped – if, indeed, that was true?

He had half a mind to turn Poppy away, but he was intrigued.

He wiped a napkin over his mouth. ‘Show her in.’
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Poppy entered the office and looked around hesitantly.

She had had a difficult morning. Her meeting with Malini Sheriwal the previous evening had left her frustrated and afraid. But then, to her surprise, later that same evening, Sheriwal had called her back.

There had been no apology.

The bellicose policewoman had, ultimately, decided to help. She had made some calls and discovered that an ACP Rao at CBI headquarters might have arrested a man named Ashwin Chopra at Madh Fort the night before. She could uncover no further details. Instead, she advised Poppy to visit Rao first thing the following morning.

At the CBI HQ Poppy had stared up at the run-down old building and felt the first tremors of anxiety. She was a woman not easily cowed, but the building seemed to loom over her with the full extent of the monolithic and immoveable bureaucracy that had crushed the souls of millions of Indians over the years, ever since the first Indian had filed the first chit back before the dawn of time.

Now, as she looked at Rao’s round face and fish-like eyes, fear constricted her throat.

She knew from her husband that ACP Rao was not an honourable man. This thought sat in her mind like a glistening black rock as she took a seat. She knew that she would have to rein in her desire to rail at Rao. She understood that emotional restraint was not her strongest suit, and there was no subject that gripped her emotions more fiercely than that of her husband and his welfare.

Yet today she would need to exercise restraint if she wished to find a path through the forest before her. Yes, Poppy promised herself, if this was what was required, then she would be the very definition of patience and tact.

‘Mrs Chopra, isn’t it?’ said Rao. ‘How can I help—?’

‘Where the devil is my husband?’ exploded Poppy.

‘Mrs Chopr—’

‘I demand to know this very instant!’ Poppy thumped the desk, causing Rao’s plate of pakoras to leap several inches into the air.

‘But this is quite unaccept—’ Rao spluttered.

‘You have arrested my husband!’ bayed Poppy. ‘Take me to him right now or I will tear this place apart around your ears!’

Rao squirmed on his seat, waiting for the furious harridan to calm down. Was she possessed? He studiously avoided Poppy’s basilisk glare. Finally, he spoke: ‘Who told you that I arrested him?’

‘A police officer,’ said Poppy.

‘But this is confidential information!’ whined Rao.

‘How can it be confidential?’ shouted Poppy. ‘You have arrested my husband. I have a right to know where he is.’

‘I am afraid I cannot help you, Mrs Chopra,’ said Rao primly. ‘There are proper channels for these things. This is CBI business, after all. We can’t just go around giving out details to any old person.’

‘Any old person!’ exclaimed Poppy, rising to her feet in agitation. ‘I am his wife! I demand to know where he is!’

Rao pushed back his chair. ‘My hands are tied, Mrs Chopra,’ he said, keeping his expression wooden. How delicious! he thought, privately. Chopra in prison, and his wife grovelling for his life! How long had he waited for such a moment?

A loud rapping sounded on the door.

Without waiting for an answer, a woman entered the room. A policewoman in khaki. She looked vaguely familiar. From the stars on her shoulders he saw that he outranked her.

‘Who are you?’ he brayed angrily. ‘Can’t you see I am in a meeting?’

‘My name is Malini Sheriwal,’ said Sheriwal. ‘I am here with Mrs Chopra.’

Rao continued to glare at the woman. Sheriwal? Why did that name seem so familiar? . . . And then his eyes dropped to the ivory-tooled grip of the handgun at her side.

The colour drained from his face.

Malini Sheriwal.

Shoot-’em-Up Sheriwal.

A cold sweat broke out on Rao’s forehead. What the hell was the Encounter Squad’s most lethal killer doing in his office? If the rumours were true the woman was completely insane. She had probably killed two men before breakfast that very morning.

Rao licked his lips. ‘Ah, how can I help you, Inspector?’ he said carefully.

‘You can help me by telling Mrs Chopra exactly where her husband is.’

Rao gaped. ‘But – but that is a CBI matter,’ he asserted lamely. ‘It is no business of yours.’

‘I am making it my business,’ said Sheriwal calmly.

Rao gulped. ‘Well, I can’t just reveal CBI business to anyone who walks through the door. If you wish to know then there is paperwork to be completed, forms to be filled . . .’ His voice tailed off as Sheriwal slid out her automatic weapon, and pointed it at a potted plant in the corner of the room.

‘You know,’ she said conversationally, ‘someone once asked me to fill out forms. I shot him in both knees.’

Rao grinned maniacally. ‘Ha ha,’ he squeaked. He stifled his panic, and endeavoured to reassert a stern expression. ‘Look here, Inspector, you can’t just expect me to—’

The plant holder exploded in a shower of terracotta chips.

Seconds later the peon came rushing in. ‘Sir!’ he exclaimed. ‘Are you all right?’

Rao’s head emerged from behind his desk. He coughed. ‘Of course I am, you idiot. Get out.’

After the peon had left, Sheriwal, still nonchalantly swinging her weapon around, said, ‘Where is Chopra?’

Rao’s eyes were mesmerised by the gun. ‘Gouripur Jail.’

‘What is he doing there?’

‘He is accused of a kidnapping.’

‘Kidnapping!’ exclaimed Poppy. ‘But that is preposterous! He is not the kidnapper.’

‘He was caught red-handed.’

‘Who caught him?’

Rao gulped. ‘I did.’

Sheriwal brought the gun to bear on him. Rao felt his bowels perform a complicated somersault.

‘Get him out.’

‘I cannot.’

‘You put him there, you can get him out.’

‘You don’t understand. I had to enlist certain parties to organise Chopra’s transfer to Gouripur. It was highly . . . irregular.’

‘Then enlist those parties again.’

‘It would do no good,’ quavered Rao. ‘Chopra has made powerful enemies. Now that they have him where they want him, they will not release him.’

‘You will have to convince them.’

‘They won’t listen to me!’ wailed Rao. ‘I am nothing!’

Sheriwal pointed the weapon at Rao’s head.

‘I’m telling you I can’t do anything. It’s out of my hands!’

Sheriwal pulled the trigger. Rao gurgled as the chamber clicked empty.

She lowered the gun as he slumped back in his executive chair, bathed in a lather of perspiration.

‘You will keep trying,’ pronounced Sheriwal. ‘I will be back tomorrow, and the next day, and each day until Chopra is released. Do you understand?’

Rao nodded dumbly. The woman was a raving lunatic. Why the hell had they let her on to the force?

Sheriwal followed Poppy out of the office. ‘Your master needs a new pair of trousers,’ she informed the peon. Then, turning to Poppy, she said, ‘Despite my threats this is going to take time. It has gone beyond my reach.’

Poppy was crestfallen. ‘How can this happen? What kind of country are we living in? My husband is the most honest man I know.’

‘I believe you,’ said Sheriwal. ‘Sadly, in our country honesty is like the scent of blood in shark-infested waters.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘I have to go. Don’t lose heart, Mrs Chopra. I am sure your husband will return. One way or the other,’ she added under her breath as she strode away.


A crime from the past
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Rangwalla stood before the eunuchs in the breakfast hall. He glanced at the clock on the wall. He had timed his morning’s entrance precisely. One by one the eunuchs fell silent, perhaps sensing that something was amiss.

‘Aren’t you going to eat, dear?’ said Parvati, eventually. ‘We must keep up our strength.’

‘I’m afraid it is time to bring this charade to an end,’ said Rangwalla. ‘It is time for truth.’

‘Truth?’ Mamta frowned. ‘Whatever do you mean?’

‘It is time for me to introduce you to our ghost.’

‘Hai, Ram!’ squeaked Rupa. ‘Have you gone mad?’

Rangwalla glanced up at the clock again . . . Any moment now . . . Just then it chimed the hour, and the doors to the breakfast room swung back.

Munshi Premchand entered, followed by the watchman, Shantaram. Premchand tapped his walking stick with annoyance on the parquet floor. ‘What is the meaning of this? Why did you wish to see me? We’re not due to begin for another hour, and I am a busy man.’

Rangwalla held up a finger. ‘Just one moment, please.’

A minute passed during which everyone looked at each other in bewilderment, and then the door opened again. This time a woman entered – the woman Rangwalla had trailed to the village the night before.

‘The ghost!’ wailed Rupa, rising to her feet. She swooned dramatically, falling backwards into Mamta’s lap.

‘Stop overacting, you fool,’ said Mamta crossly, and pushed the eunuch onto the floor. Rupa’s head quickly reappeared, peeking above the table.

‘This is no ghost,’ explained Rangwalla. ‘Though, I’ll admit, she is the woman who has been singing in the haveli at night. Her name is Darshana.’

‘What is the meaning of this?’ asked Premchand. ‘What is this girl doing here?’

‘She is here to help me tell a story.’

‘A story?’ echoed Parvati. ‘What story?’

‘The story of the Master and his mother.’

Premchand scowled and seemed about to say something, but then the watchman, Shantaram, placed a hand on his arm. The two men exchanged a long look, and then Premchand subsided.

Rangwalla looked at Darshana, and nodded.

‘Once upon a time,’ began the young woman, ‘there was a thakur – a landowner – named Ranveer Pratap Rathore. As landowners go he wasn’t a bad man. He was tough, but generally regarded as being good at heart. He drank too much and chased women, but which landowner didn’t?

‘And then, one day, Rathore married.

‘The woman he married was young, and came from a wealthy family in another state. She thought of herself as a princess, and in some ways she was. The woman – Thakurani Jaya Rathore – soon proved to be the antithesis of her husband. She was a hard, cold woman, wedded to tradition. A streak of cruelty distinguished her, quickly alienating the local villagers.

‘In time the union was blessed by a son. The boy – named Suraj Pratap – was an instant disappointment to his mother, a cripple, with a crooked leg and a retiring disposition. Unable to mask her dismay the Mistress treated the boy with coldness from the day of his birth. If the boy found any warmth at all it was from his father, but this was not destined to last.

‘Thakur Rathore died when his son was only three years old, the circumstances of his death shrouded in controversy. The police report stated that he fell from the haveli’s roof terrace, breaking his neck. At the time only he and the Mistress had been up on the terrace. The report ruled that his death was an accident, but it was later discovered that the Thakur had been consorting with a woman from a neighbouring village, a rich widow. There was even talk that he had expressed a desire to take another wife.

‘Whatever the truth, the fact is that, from that point forward, the Mistress took charge of the Rathore estate. She ruled with an iron fist, tripling the land tithes, and forcing many of the locals to the edge of starvation. She hired a gang of thugs – voices raised in protest against her were swiftly silenced.

‘As the years passed, the Master grew up learning to tread warily around his mother. He was forbidden to leave the haveli, forbidden to keep friends. The Mistress had no desire for her shame to be exhibited before others, the shame of a cripple for a son. His schooling was undertaken by a series of tutors personally approved by her. In this manner the Master grew to sixteen. And then something happened that changed his life for ever.

‘He fell in love.

‘It happened, as these things do, in the blink of an eye. One day, the Master wandered into the orchard at the rear of the haveli, a place where he had spent many solitary hours. But instead of being alone with the peacocks and mango trees as he usually was he saw that a strange girl was seated against the well, reading. He shrank back and watched her. Eventually, the girl told him to come out. She didn’t like being spied on.

‘Her name was Kalpana, and she was the watchman Shantaram’s daughter, newly employed as a maid in the haveli.

‘She was everything the Master was not: bold, mischievous, outspoken. In time a friendship developed. Each day the Master would arrive in the orchard to find Kalpana reading beside the well. Each day she would mock him: his shyness, his stutter, his constellation of fears. But one thing she never mocked: his crippled leg. That, she told him, was God’s design. And who were mere mortals to mock God?

‘Friendship became love; the first true love the Master had ever known.

‘Two years passed in this secret friendship, until, one day, Kalpana said, “My father wishes to marry me to Alok. He is a blacksmith. He is handsome and strong; he has a livelihood. What do you think?”

‘The Master was stricken, but he mumbled, with downcast eyes, “He would make a good husband for you.”

‘She stared at him, then shook her head. “You are an idiot.”

‘In the end they married. The Master knew he could never hope to secure his mother’s approval for such a match. He knew she wanted him wedded to a highborn woman, to add to the estate’s wealth. And so they married in secret, in a temple in the woods, professing their vows to one another with only Kalpana’s elder brother in attendance.

‘They lived as if in a fairy tale. Married in each other’s eyes, but not in the eyes of the law or those around them. Their trysts in the orchard, surrounded by peacocks, became the focal point of their lives. Inside the haveli they studiously ignored one another.

‘But Time does not play handmaiden to the whims of men, and eventually the inevitable came to pass.

‘Kalpana became pregnant.

‘In the village, scandal brewed, but the girl would not reveal the father’s identity, not even when, months later, the child – a boy – was born.

‘Inevitably, some guessed the father’s name, but a conspiracy of silence enfolded the lovers. For no one wished word of the affair to reach the ears of the Mistress. The villagers knew that her wrath would be unimaginable, and that her fury would fall not only upon the girl, but also upon the village.

‘But secrets are like worms inside an apple. One day they will eat their way into the light.

‘When the Mistress found out, it is said she became silent, unmoving for hours. Finally, she summoned her son.

‘Confronted with his mother’s knowledge, the Master, for the first time in his life, spoke to her with courage. Leaning on his cane, he spoke of love and happiness. He begged to be allowed to live the life of his desires. He believed – he hoped – that his mother would understand.

‘He was wrong.

‘The Mistress imprisoned her son in the haveli. Then she sent her thugs to find the girl.

‘The next day Kalpana’s elder brother was discovered by locals in a forest clearing. Dead by knife and fire. Of the girl and her infant son there was no sign. The rumour was later circulated that bandits had surprised them, that the brother had died defending his sister, and that Kalpana and her child had been carried off by the dacoits.

‘This was not the truth.

‘The Mistress’s punishment, you see, was not yet complete.’ Darshana stopped, and looked at Rangwalla.

‘Please follow me,’ said the former policeman. He turned and headed towards the doors of the breakfast room.

Rangwalla wound through the haveli, heading down.

Finally, he reached the lowest level, arriving at a wooden door studded with iron rivets.

He waited while Shantaram unlocked the door. Then he lifted a wax torch from a cresset beside the door, and lit it.

They all trooped into the room, a dank and musty cellar, with grey flagstones underfoot and walls of seeping brickwork. The air smelled of repressed memories, and in the shadows it seemed they could hear the papery whispers of the past.

‘What are we doing here?’ whispered Rupa.

Rangwalla walked to the far wall of the cellar, his torch casting a wobbling circle of light around him. Then he turned and faced them. ‘Shantaram?’

The watchman hobbled forward, removed the sling from his shoulder, and unwrapped the bundle to reveal two pickaxes.

‘Mamta, I need your help.’

‘What are we supposed to be doing?’ said the big eunuch stepping forward.

‘Breaking down this wall.’

Rangwalla handed the torch to Shantaram, hefted the pickaxe, then, with a grunt, swung at the wall. The pickaxe embedded itself in the crumbling stone, showering chips in all directions. Rangwalla heaved, pulling out a trio of rotted bricks. Rolling her eyes, Mamta joined him, and together they hacked and bludgeoned away at the wall.

Minutes later, Rangwalla stepped back, passing a forearm over his dust-covered brow. He took the torch and held it up to the gaping hole now visible in the wall.

A gasp echoed around the room.

Leering from the hole, at about head height, was a human skull, with the clavicles visible below the sagging lower mandible. A frayed rope wound loosely around the cervical vertebrae, securing the skeleton to a wooden post.

‘Who is that?’ whispered Rupa, trembling in the flickering torchlight.

‘The Mistress was not content with simply murdering her son’s bride,’ explained Rangwalla. ‘She had the Master brought down here, and she made him watch as Kalpana was entombed alive.’

The eunuchs shivered. Rangwalla heard Kavita crying.

‘But that is too cruel!’ Rupa gasped. ‘How could the Master have borne it?’

‘Why don’t we ask him?’ said Rangwalla.

The eunuchs looked at him in confusion . . . And then it dawned on them. They followed Rangwalla’s gaze . . . to where Premchand had straightened from his habitual stoop. Suddenly, his features realigned themselves. The perpetual scowl was replaced by an expression of indescribable sadness. His hands gripped his cane as he stared into the distant past.

‘You cannot imagine,’ he began, ‘what it means to look on as everything you ever wished for is extinguished before your eyes. While you stand there, powerless to do anything about it. And afterwards, bloodying my fists against the walls of my own cell, knowing that the love of my life was slowly suffocating to death in her lightless tomb.

‘I haven’t set foot down here since that day. I could not. Yet neither could I bring myself to disinter my beloved and cremate her, as I knew I must. I wanted to preserve her as I had last seen her, right here in this room. I wanted that moment – the last time we had looked into each other’s eyes and professed our love – to last for ever.’

He fell silent, the memory of that terrible event stifling his words.

‘But the tale does not end there,’ continued Rangwalla gently. ‘The Master was a broken man. He had been a recluse since childhood, now he became doubly so. He never again ventured beyond the walls of the haveli. He never again struck up a friendship with another human being.

‘Years passed. And then the Mistress died.

‘But the routines of his life had become so ingrained in the Master that he could not break free from the invisible chains that bound him. He haunted the haveli, never venturing far from his dead wife.’ Rangwalla paused. ‘But one mystery remained. What had happened to the child? The infant son whose death had been ordered by the Mistress?

‘The Mistress had given the child to her munshi – you see, there was a real Premchand once – and ordered the child to be disposed of. But the munshi, loyal in all matters to his mistress, could not bring himself to curse his own soul by murdering an infant. And so he did the next best thing. He travelled to the city, to Mumbai, and he gave the child to a community from where he knew there could be no return, a community shunned by all others.

‘He gave the boy to the eunuchs.’

Another gasp echoed around the cellar. ‘Hai Ram!’ whispered Rupa.

‘The Master, of course, did not know this. He grew old, continuing to believe that his son was dead.

‘And then, one day, everything changed. On his deathbed, the munshi, the real Premchand, wishing to atone for his crime, revealed to Shantaram – the child’s grandfather – the truth. Unable to conceal this truth from the Master, Shantaram repeated the story to the man who had once been his son-in-law, and who he had continued to loyally watch over since the death of his daughter.

‘And so began the Master’s quest.

‘From the beginning he suspected that his task was hopeless. To find the child who had been fed into the monster that was Mumbai more than thirty years earlier – assuming the child was even still alive. Yet he had to try. He owed that much to his beloved Kalpana.

‘But his ways were too deeply ingrained. The prospect of setting foot outside the haveli filled him with dread. Yet neither did he trust anyone else to look for his lost child. And so he decided that if he could not go to the eunuchs of Mumbai, then they must come to him. But he did not wish his mission to be openly known – for he had no idea how his son would react upon discovering the truth – and so he began to invite eunuchs to the haveli, to observe them as they completed meaningless tasks. He felt certain that he would know if one of them was his own flesh and blood.

‘It was an impossible quest, yet what choice did he have? For, like so many of us, the past had him in its clutches. He could not live or die in peace until he had his answer.’

A grim silence filled the stone vault.

‘But how does the ghost come into it?’ asked Parvati eventually.

‘As you can see, she is no ghost,’ said Rangwalla, pointing at Darshana. ‘She is the child of Kalpana’s elder brother, the one murdered by the Mistress’s thugs.’

‘But why were you singing in the haveli?’ asked Parvati.

Darshana glanced at her grandfather Shantaram. ‘Because I was angry. Ever since I was a child I had been told that my father had died in a terrible accident. I was told nothing about my aunt at all, except that she left the village when I was an infant. It was only when my mother fell gravely ill a few years ago that she finally told me what had happened to my father, and my aunt. I was furious, furious that everyone had lied to me. I wanted to go to the authorities. I wanted a proper police investigation into my father’s death. But my grandfather stopped me. He was concerned about the Master. I couldn’t understand his loyalty. As far as I was concerned the Master was complicit in my father’s death. I went to the haveli and confronted him. I said many things; I even accused him of standing by while his wife, my aunt, was murdered in front of his eyes. He was furious, and banned me from the haveli.

‘And
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