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Rajiv

Rajiv Menon sat at the dining table along with his wife, seven-year-old son, and his parents. He studied his wife’s countenance. Supriya had been unusually quiet and hesitated to eat well. He turned to his parents, who were also silent. They ate dinner without talking anything. What had happened to them? Why they were all so silent? But his son, Arjun, seemed to be enjoying eating vegetable rice and curd. Rajiv needed to start a conversation and uplift everyone’s mood. He should also understand the reason behind their silence.

“Arjun,” Rajiv said. “How was your day at school?” Arjun turned to Rajiv, his mouth filled with the food. He smiled, chewing the rice. “It was good, Dad. My class teacher was happy to see my homework. She said I am intelligent.” “Wow,” said Rajiv.

“That’s good news to hear, my son.” “Thanks, Dad.” Arjun hastened to take another bite of rice.

Arjun wore a white shirt and blue shorts. His fair, square face was lit up with a grin and dimple formed on his right chubby cheek when he smiled.

Rajiv turned to his wife, Supriya. She remained quiet with her eyes glued to the plate. She seemed to be oblivious to Rajiv’s presence and his interest to talk. She had been talking less ever since Rajiv returned from his office and she seemed unhappy. He needed to talk to her. And find out the reason behind her worry. “Supriya,” said he. “Are you all right?” She took a glance at Rajiv and stared back at her plate. Her round, fair face was pallid with her thick black brows slightly knotted. Her large, black eyes were bloodshot and her not-so-wide forehead was creased. She wore a worn-out cream cotton sari. Her hair appeared messy.

Rajiv realized something must be wrong. He needed to talk to his parents. They might know the reason behind Supriya’s silence.

When he turned to his mother, she said, “There is a reason behind her silence, Rajiv. She has been fearing to reveal the matter to you.” Rajiv looked at his mother, Vidya Menon, intently. She wore a dark blue and black checked cotton sari. Her fair square face was ashen with her wide forehead creased. She scratched her chubby cheeks and her short neck.

Supriya is fearing? What must be the reason? It’s unusual for her to feel so afraid and something must be nagging her. Is it connected with the rowdy, Bhairav, whose brother was killed by me in the encounter last month? Rajiv shot a questioning expression at his mother.

“Rajiv,” said his father, Laxman Menon. “Hasn’t Supriya told you about the threatening phone call she had received?” Rajiv turned to his father, who wore a sky blue night suit. His round, fair face cast a shadow of fear with his wide forehead creased. He pricked his large nose while he continued to look at Rajiv.

“No, Dad.” Rajiv turned to his wife. “Tell me Supriya. Who called you? What did he say?” Supriya shifted her gaze towards Rajiv with her eyes welled up. She turned to her in-laws and then burst into a loud cry. Rajiv needed to send his son to his room. Arjun should not know about the ruffian Bhairav who had been a greater threat to his family. “Arjun,” said he. “Are you done eating?” “Yes, Dad. I am almost done with my ice cream.” “You wash your hands and rest in your room. Mum will put you to bed. Is that all right?” Arjun rose. “Yes, Dad. I will read the storybook until Mum arrives.” He walked towards the washbasin.

Rajiv waited for Arjun to go out of their earshot. He turned to his wife. “Console yourself, Supriya. And let me know who called you?” Supriya continued to sob. She wiped the tears from her cheeks using a white napkin. She seemed inconsolable.

“Appa,” Rajiv said. “How will I know what I should do unless—” “Rajiv,” said his mother, “it’s none other than the rowdy Bhairav who threatened Supriya. He had vowed to take ravage for killing his brother in the last month’s encounter.” Rajiv’s pulse quickened. But Why has Bhairav called Supriya instead of threatening me? What really he has told her? Is it Bhairav who spoke to Supriya? Or is it a hoax call by some miscreants? “Supriya,” said he. “You need to tell me what did the caller say?” Supriya wiped her nose. “He vowed revenge for killing his brother. He said...that...” she burst once again into a loud sob.

“Yes, tell me.”

“He said we are going to face a similar fate as that of his brother.” No, he can’t do that. I need to nab Bhairav and arrest him before he strikes. But now, I need to make my family members believe that it is not Bhairav and someone is inflicting false fears on us. He waited for his wife to compose herself. “Calm down, Supriya. It may not be Bhairav who threatened you. I am sure it’s some miscreants.” He turned to his mother. “Mum, you need to infuse courage in Supriya. She needs to be courageous. Such threats are common in my profession—” “But,” said his father, “you made a mistake by killing Bhairav’s brother. I have been—” “Dad, I did my duty and didn’t commit any mistake, right?” “Rajiv,” said his mother, “I suggest you stop chasing these city rowdies and act safely. You need to look at us, right? What if something happens...to...you...” she burst into tears.

Rajiv’s heart sank. He needed to console his mother. “Mum, you are worried unnecessarily and I assure you that we will be safe. I promise you that we all will be protected by my police department. Please try to understand. I need to perform my duties.” “But Rajiv,” said his father. “I strongly suggest you change your profession as a police inspector. You work in some other field. It’s no good—” “Yes, that’s correct, Rajiv,” said Supriya. “Don’t you love your family? If so, please resign from this job and—” “All right.” Rajiv needed to calm them. The food was getting cold and he should make them eat before it was too late. “I’ll consider your suggestion. Things will not happen overnight and please give me some time.” He forced a smile at his wife. “Now, let’s eat dinner and sleep well. We’ll talk leisurely on weekend.” He took the spoon and ate a bite of rice. His wife and parents continued to eat.

“Rajiv,” his mother said. “You also be cautious as Bhairav is a greater threat to you. You either nab him or we all leave the city and settle in some faraway place, away from these ruffians. It’s no good playing around with these rowdies.” “That’s right, Rajiv.” His father chewed his food.

Rajiv further assured them that he would consider their request. But he was not content about what happened that night. It would be a great dent in his challenging career which he liked the most.

Rajiv finished eating dinner and walked to his bedroom. He changed his dress into a nightgown and stood in front of the dresser mirror. His fair, square face lost its charm because of the hectic day at his office. And then their loved ones’ concerns during dinner. He combed his black, well-cut hair and applied a face cream to his chubby cheeks. He needed to romance with Supriya and further console her to make her feel comfortable.

He remembered the encounter he had with Bhairav’s brother, Ranga, last month. Though he wanted to kill both of them, Bhairav could escape, disappointing Rajiv. Both the ruffians had been a major headache to the police department and created havoc in the city. The city people were afraid of roaming in the evenings because of Bhairav and Ranga. And their men’s atrocities. Everyone applauded Rajiv for killing Ranga. But his boss expressed his apprehension for not nabbing Bhairav. Rajiv knew Bhairav might have held a grudge against him. He might retaliate for killing his younger brother.

Supriya entered, holding a glass of milk. She wore a sky blue cotton sari and a matching blouse. Her fair round face appeared a bit charming and her long black hair was adorned with a string of jasmine. The fragrance of flowers and perfume filled their bedroom.

Rajiv studied his wife’s countenance. She avoided looking at him and her hands slightly trembled as she placed the glass on the coffee table. She went straight to the bed and lay on it, facing the ceiling. No doubt the phone call still haunted her.

It was obvious she was afraid. She had been apprehensive of Bhairav’s possible retaliation. She often expressed her concern about Rajiv’s safety. Rajiv’s encounter and the death of Ranga had been major news in the city. The media broadcasted the incident for more than a week. Rajiv knew Supriya had regularly watched the TV news. She was aware of his accomplishments. Though she was proud of Rajiv’s achievement, a pang of fear perhaps clouded her heart and mind. And not catching Bhairav made everyone in Rajiv’s family worry about his safety.

Rajiv went to Supriya on the bed and lay beside her. He kissed her on her right cheek and slightly rubbed her breasts to make her feel intimate.

But Supriya remained impassive. She continued to stare at the ceiling.

He kissed her lips. “Sweetheart,” said he. “Are you still worried?” Supriya blinked. She turned her gaze towards him. “Rajiv, I...” “Yes, tell me. You need to speak your mind so that you feel relieved.” “You need to find out who called and threatened me today.” “But what did he say?”

“He threatened me we’re going to pay the price for killing his brother. He said he is going to strike you very soon, Rajiv. I am afraid...” “Oh, come on, sweetheart. You are unnecessarily afraid. I assure—” “But he was determined, Rajiv. Don’t you think we should consider his threat seriously?” “Dear, he may be some miscreant and may not be Bhairav. Now, you forget and sleep well. I assure you that nothing untoward is going to happen.” “Rajiv, what if we leave this city? We stay peacefully somewhere else. I don’t think—” “Sweetheart, you need to believe in me. I promise you Bhairav will be caught and we no longer need to be in the shadow of fear. You need to trust me.” He kissed her on her lips. “We’re going to destroy Bhairav’s sources of income—gambling places, bars, restaurants. We make him starve. It’s a matter of time before we kill him or make an arrest.” Supriya’s eyes shone. It appeared like she was convinced. And she decided to have faith in Rajiv.

He cupped her breasts and unbuttoned her blouse. Her fair, glistening breasts popped out and he fondled them. He sucked them and continued to kiss her lips.

There was a knock on the door. Supriya hastened to cover her chest from the loose end of her sari.

Rajiv rose, walked towards the door, and opened it.

Arjun was standing outside. His face was ashen and his lips trembled. He hugged Rajiv’s legs tight.

Rajiv lifted him and kissed him on his forehead. “What happened, dear? Didn’t you sleep yet?” “Dad, someone is there outside. I heard a noise, outside...” “You heard something? What’s it?” “Dad, I heard someone talking and a rustle. I am afraid, Dad. Please let me sleep with you and Mum tonight.” Rajiv wished to romance with his wife and make her feel all right. He needed to convince Arjun that he would be all right in his room.

“Dear, I think you had a bad dream. Let’s go to your room and make sure the windows are closed.” He went to Arjun’s room, holding him in his arms. He closed one of the windows and said, “Now, you can sleep without any disturbances. Is that all right?” “But Dad, I heard—”

“Dear, it might be a sound of wind or the rustle of the tree branches. You know the breeze is unusually high today. If you hear anything again, you can sleep with me and Mum. Is that all right?” Arjun bit his lips. He nodded and collapsed on the bed.

Rajiv wished him good night and returned to his room.

Supriya sat on the bed with her sari wrapped around her chest. When she asked what the matter was, Rajiv told her Arjun had a bad dream and he was all right now.

He unbuttoned his shirt and removed his pajamas. Supriya lay on the bed with her chest open. Rajiv fondled her breasts and removed her sari. He continued to kiss her on her lips while he fingered her vagina to arouse her. Supriya moaned and hugged Rajiv tight. Rajiv’s penis hardened and he could not control his urge to wait. He positioned himself between her legs and entered his penis into her vagina. He started thrusting her while Supriya whined in ecstasy. He continued to thrust until he released his seeds into her. They both reached their orgasms together. Rajiv kissed her cheek after he emptied into her and lay flat on her for a while. He slid beside her, breathing heavily. He sighed in relief.

Supriya wore her sari and lay beside him. She hid her face into his chest.

Rajiv continued to stare at the ceiling with a pang of satisfaction in his heart. He heard a slight knock on his balcony door. He wasn’t sure it was a knock or rustle of a tree branch. He waited to hear it again to make sure there was no one. But to his amazement, someone knocked on the door for the second time. Rajiv was sure there was someone out there. But Rajiv was unarmed. He had left his revolver in his office and forgot to bring it. All he had was a spear in his drawer. Though he doubted Bhairav or his men were out there, he needed to check the source of the sound. He rose and slid himself into the pajamas.

Supriya rose. “Rajiv, don’t open the door. I am sure someone is out there and tempting you to come out.” Rajiv didn’t want to listen to her. He needed to check who was there and confront head on. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back and I am sure no one is out there.” He slid the balcony curtain aside and opened the door. He looked towards the left. No one was there. When he turned towards the right, a man in a black shirt and dhoti stood, holding a thick wooden stick. The moment Rajiv saw him, the man hit him hard on his head. Rajiv moaned in pain. Though nausea coursed through his mind, he managed to regain his consciousness. Before he could stand straight, two men held him by his arms and dragged him back into his bedroom. Another man was already holding Supriya by her arms with her mouth gagged. She struggled hard to release herself from the clutches of the man, but she could not succeed.

A moment later, Bhairav, in his black shirt and dhoti, entered the room from the balcony. His dark-complexioned oval face lit with a broad smile. He twisted his enormous black mustache and came near Rajiv. “I told you not to kill my brother, but you never listened. You know how much I loved my brother, Rajiv. You should’ve listened to my appeal that day when you attacked us. Now, I want you to realize how much pain one would go through losing his loved ones.” He looked at Supriya and then back to Rajiv. “You love your life, right? You can feel how much pain it is to lose her in your life.” Rajiv tried to escape from the clutches of the ruffians. But they held him tight and didn’t allow him to escape.

“Bhairav, leave my wife alone. If you ever harm her, you’re going to pay the price.” “This is what I requested you when you held my brother captive, right?” Bhairav went near Supriya. She slid his hand over her chubby cheeks. “Your wife is really beautiful, Rajiv. You are lucky to have her. But that is going to end now.” There was a knock on the door and Arjun called Rajiv.

Bhairav took out his spear and touched its sharp edge. “Now, you will see the fate of your wife. And I don’t want to harm you because you should suffer the pain and loss of your wife. Similar to what I am feeling after losing my brother.” He slid the knife around the neck of Supriya. A stream of blood sprinkled from her skin. Supriya moaned in pain. When the knock on the door intensified, Bhairav sliced Supriya’s neck.

Rajiv fought and released himself from the clutches of the men who were holding them. But before he could reach Bhairav, his head became heavy. He realized someone hit him hard on his temple. He was nauseated and collapsed on the floor.
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Rajiv

Rajiv, his heart heavy, lay on the bed in his bedroom. Bhairav slicing the throat of his wife and her ultimate death assaulted his mind. He should’ve been cautious not to open the balcony door unarmed and should have listened to his wife’s advice. He acted overconfidently that took the life of his wife. No, I can’t forget what Bhairav did to my life. I need to make him suffer in the same way Supriya did. But Rajiv needed to be cautious and protect his son and his parents. If he continued to chase Bhairav without nabbing him soon, Rajiv would face more troubles in his life. Any of his family members might become the next target. What should he do? Should he stop chasing the city ruffians? Should he ask his boss to transfer him to some peaceful place where he can lead a happy life? No, he shouldn’t be scared of these cowardly acts of Bhairav and his accomplices. He needed to accept it as a challenge and teach a proper lesson to the law-offenders.

His wife’s funeral that was held the previous day was a low-key affair. Only a few of his relatives, friends, and colleagues attended it. It was done in state honors and Supriya was laid to rest with due respect. Everyone tried to console Rajiv who controlled his urge to react emotionally. His boss, Martin Smith, was with Rajiv most of the time. He assured him he had the full support of the police department. Martin knew Rajiv lost his wife because of his bravery in killing Bhairav’s brother. Rajiv faced this sorrow because he fought with the city ruffians bravely. Martin assured him proper security would be provided to his family. He said such incidents would not be repeated.

Supriya’s parents and siblings were inconsolable. They wailed in such a way that the funeral atmosphere became charged with a vengeance. Her parents, though upset with Rajiv, insisted he killed the ruffian who caused the trouble. And bring peace to the departed soul. Rajiv knew they were impulsive. But his sixth sense hinted they were correct in what they suggested. Rajiv loved Supriya and he should take revenge. That would calm his nerves and justice would be meted out to Supriya and her loved ones.

Rajiv’s close friend, Lokesh, had been instrumental in feeling supportive. Lokesh said it was imperative for him to think ahead and move on instead of harboring animosity. Being a peace-loving person, Lokesh insisted Rajiv not become vengeful. And invite further harm to his family members. He requested him to act with poise and not to confront the ruffians. Rajiv wasn’t convinced with Lokesh. But he realized that Lokesh was concerned about Arjun and his grandparents. He suggested not to involve in anything that would repeat the history.

The approaching footsteps brought Rajiv to the present. He turned his gaze towards the door. His parents entered the room.

Rajiv rose and sat on the bed.

“What are you doing alone, Rajiv?” his father said. He dragged two chairs. They made themselves comfortable.

His father wore dark blue pajamas and a gold-rimmed spectacle stood on the edge of his straight nose. His small green eyes were shrunken. His wide forehead was creased and he bit his thin open lips.

Rajiv needed to be confident and shouldn’t appear to be worried. He forced a smile. “Um...nothing, Dad. I was...just...” “Rajiv,” said his mother, “if you continue to worry, it would discourage us and Arjun. Don’t remain alone in the bedroom. You try to be with us and Arjun. You need to move on, Rajiv.” Rajiv stared at his mother. She wore a dark green cotton sari with a yellow border around it. Her golden mangalsutra glistened in the daylight that streamed through the open window. Her large black eyes were bloodshot and her thick grey hair was tied into a braid. A pearl nose ring glittered on her fair, square face.

“That’s right, Mum,” Rajiv said. “I thought I can relax a bit and join you later.” “Rajiv,” said his father. “We knew what might happen to any of us because Bhairav clearly told Supriya over the phone. In spite of his warning, we became lackadaisical and lost her.” His eyes welled. He took out a handkerchief and wiped his eyes.

“Dad, it was my mistake to overlook Bhairav’s warning, but I never thought—“ “Rajiv,” said his father, “We still have time. We need to learn from our past. Don’t you think we need to stop this mayhem and live in peace? It’s no good playing around with law offenders, who go on in a killing spree.” “But Dad,” said Rajiv, “I am doing my duty, right? I can’t become dishonest in my profession. My job is to nab the law offenders and bring peace to the people at large. I can’t—” “But Rajiv,” said his mother, “you know what price you paid in doing so. Don’t you think you need to stop all this?” “Yes, Rajiv,” said his father. “Let’s go to some peaceful place and lead a happy life. You need to look for Arjun’s future, right? Who knows if Bhairav is intended to...” “Don’t say that Dad,” Rajiv frowned. “Before he does anything to my loved ones, I am going to teach a proper lesson to Bhairav. He is not escaping out of me. That’s for sure.” “This is what you said when Bhairav threatened Supriya,” said his mother. “It’s no good if you continue to harbor the animosity.” “Arjun needs someone in Supriya’s place, Rajiv,” said his father. “You consider bringing a woman in...your...life...” Rajiv’s pulse quickened. His chin trembled. What is Dad getting at? Does he want me to get married to another woman? Oh, no. I can’t imagine marrying when Supriya’s memories are fresh in my mind. I can’t do any injustice to the departed soul. But Dad is correct in a way as Arjun needs someone like Supriya to care for his needs. My parents are also getting old and no doubt we need a woman to take care of us. But it’s too early to decide about the matter and better I remain silent about it.

“Yes, Rajiv,” said his mother. “You need to—” “Mum, I can’t make any such decision at this time. Let me—” “But don’t you love Arjun? Don’t you think he needs—” “Yes, I am concerned about Arjun. But let me think about it. It’s too early for me...” “We’re also getting old, Rajiv,” said his father. “You need someone to care for you when we are no longer alive. And the only good solution to the problem is for you to resign the police job and settle in a different place.” Rajiv remained silent, staring down.

The wail of Arjun and the consoling of the housemaid diverted everyone’s attention. Arjun entered along with the maid who held his arm tight. Arjun hiccupped and wailed uncontrollably. His fair, square face was fully covered with tears and his large black eyes were bloodshot. He wore a pale yellow t-shirt and blue pants.

Rajiv came out of the bed and rushed toward his son. He lifted him and sat him in his arms. “What happened, sweetheart? Why are you crying?” Arjun wanted his Mum and he had been demanding her since her death. His grandma and the housemaid tried hard to console him and put him to sleep most of the time. But Arjun was inconsolable.

He wiped the stream of tears from his cheeks. “Dad, tell me where is Mum? I want...Mum, Dad. I want...to...see...her.” He hiccupped.

Rajiv’s eyes welled. He cursed Bhairav for bringing such misery to his family members. He clenched his fists and gritted his teeth.

Rajiv’s mother rose. She took Arjun from him. “Beta, Mum will return from your grandpa’s house soon. You need to wait, beta. She will also cry if you remain sad. Don’t you love your Mum?” Arjun nodded. “But where is she? I want to see her.” Rajiv’s mother stole a glance at her husband. She wiped her eyes filled with tears. “I told you beta, she will return. You need to wait.” “But I saw her sleeping in the casket yesterday. Where did you all take her? Why didn’t she wake up?” Goosebumps popped up on Rajiv’s skin. He didn’t expect fate would be so harsh on him. But he needed to act with poise and console his son. “Arjun, your Mum is coming back. Don’t worry. Now, tell me what would you like to eat? Ice cream? Or an apple milkshake?” Arjun’s lips creased with a smile. He looked straight into his father’s eyes.

“Yes, tell us what would you like, beta?” Rajiv’s father said.

“I want ice cream,” said Arjun. “But I would like to go to school, Dad. Why are you not sending me there?” He turned to his grandparents. “I want to meet my friends and play in my schoolyard. When are you sending?” Rajiv heaved a sigh of relief. At last, he could change the topic and diverted Arjun’s attention from his mother. “You’re going there very soon. But now, I will buy you an ice cream. And we’re all going to Lumbini park. Are you happy now?” “Yey, Lumbini Park. I want to watch the musical fountain. And eat lots of ice cream.” Rajiv needed to make his loved ones happy. He needed to take his parents and Arjun outside so that they feel relieved. “Now, you go and dress well. I will take you all outside.” “Dad,” Rajiv said, “we are all going to Lumbini Park. Please don’t deny—” “We are coming with you, my son.” Rajiv’s father wiped the tears from his cheeks.

They all walked out of the room.

Rajiv, standing in front of the dresser mirror in his bedroom, applied face cream to his square, fair face. He combed his black, neatly cut hair and wiped the excessive cream from his wide forehead. He stood tall—6’ 2’’—and his tip of the head equaled the dresser top.

He went to the living room where his parents and Arjun waited for him to go to Lumbini Park. Arjun wore a purple t-shirt and blue jeans. His grandfather donned a cream Nehru shirt and white pajamas. Rajiv’s mother wore a green embroidered silk sari.

He led everyone towards his car and drove the vehicle out of the garage and towards the main street.

The evening traffic was heavy with city buses, cars, and motorbikes clouding the road. A traffic inspector stopped the traffic rule offenders—mostly youngsters—and fined them. A flock of cranes took a flight above a weathered neem tree and flew towards a nearby lake.

Rajiv contemplated how to nab Bhairav in the next few days so that he and his family members could live in peace. He needed to talk with his boss, Martin Smith, soon after he went to his office. Martin would share about Bhairav’s secret hideouts based on the intelligence reports. He would also allot more staff under Rajiv to achieve his goal. Rajiv needed to meet with his subordinates—police constables and secret agents. He could learn more about Bhairav’s modus operandi. He needed to motivate them to do their best to collect more information about the ruffian. They should enable him to nab the scoundrel.

He arrived at Lumbini Park and parked his car in the paid parking lot. He managed to get the entry tickets by standing in the queue and led everyone inside the park.

“Dad, I would like to play the swing.” “All right, my son,” Rajiv told his parents to be seated on the well-manicured lawn. He took Arjun and sat on one of the swings and started rocking it back and forth.

The park was abuzz with the visitors. The youngsters and children, clad in colorful dresses played on the lawn. A few enjoyed the toy vehicles in the open area. A few teenagers sat closer on the stone benches. They were engaged in romantic conversations.

“Dad, get me ice cream now,” Arjun said, after playing swing for a few minutes.

“Sure, dear. You go and be with your grandpa.” Rajiv walked towards the shop outlet and bought a few cone ice creams. He walked back to his parents.

“Wow, I like these.” Arjun licked the ice cream. He enjoyed eating it along with his grandparents.

The announcement saying the musical fountain would begin soon was made. Rajiv took everyone towards the seating area. They all sat on the plastic chairs, quite in front of the show area.

Rajiv put his hand on Arjun’s shoulder. “Dear, do you know what kind of trees those are?” He pointed towards a couple of trees beside them.

Arjun shook his head. “No, Dad. Tell me—” “They are neem trees, dear. Haven’t you seen one on your school campus, near the parking lot?” “Oh yes, Dad. I remember now. But I didn’t know the name.” Rajiv educated him about the variety of trees, Peepal, Asoka, Gulmohar until the show began.

Arjun sat on the edge of the seat while he enjoyed seeing the colorful fountains. He screamed in excitement whenever the fountain shot up higher. And when the color of the fountain changed. His grandparents told him the name of the color that lighted the water.

Rajiv was content with his decision to bring Arjun and his parents to the park. At least, the visit would make Arjun remain calm and make him not worry about the whereabouts of his mother. But Rajiv had the daunting task of filling the void caused by the loss of Supriya. He needed to do something to fill the gap.

Later that night, Rajiv lay on the bed in his bedroom. He remembered Karishma, a dancer whom he met at the dance bar six months ago. He had gone there to inspect the place and had met her. Since then, he had been attracted to her and visited her house a few times. His conscience bit him as Supriya satisfied all his needs. But Rajiv was beckoned by Karishma’s beauty. She was fairer and petite than his wife. He couldn’t control his urge to develop an intimate relationship with her. Now with Supriya no longer alive, Rajiv longed to meet Karishma. He knew she was the only lady who could minimize the loss that Bhairav inflicted in Rajiv’s life.
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Chapter 3
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Purnima

Purnima, seated in her room, contemplated her house owner’s demand to pay the rent on time. She had paid him regularly on most occasions. But that month, she had asked for more time as she hadn’t received her payment yet. She had asked the parents of her students to pay her monthly fees sooner. But she was yet to receive her payment. And the house owner had asked the rent unusually a few days before the usual time.

Purnima wished to stay in a more comfortable house as her current house was too small. It had two rooms—a living room where her aged parents stayed and her bedroom with a small kitchen. Her room measured around ten by ten. She struggled to keep her study notes between a small cot and a desk that she used to prepare her lessons. The paint on the walls was worn out and cement patches on them appeared shabby. The floor was untidy with the weathered cement work. The surroundings were quite dilapidated. The lizards and house ants moved around making Purnima feel uncomfortable.

She wondered whether she should work as a school teacher or work as an evening private tutor. But working at a school demanded more time and she needed to care for her parents during the day. Her failed degree also wouldn’t fetch her a better salary and it was more profitable to work as a tutor. If she taught for a couple of more families, she would earn equal to any other daytime school teacher.

But whatever she earned, she ended up paying her monthly bills. She couldn’t save for her future. Even though she taught more families, she couldn’t save much. The prices of the commodities have increased and she couldn’t compete with the inflation.

Her father underwent prostate cancer a couple of months. After that, her mother complained of stomach pain and she had to undergo a uterus operation. Purnima had to avail of a loan from a money lender. She was afraid of whether she would ever be able to pay back the loan. And the moneylender, Saket, demanded her to pay the interest on time. Purnima could spare some of her earnings to pay the interest, and couldn’t save enough to repay the loan.

Purnima remembered her ex-boyfriend, Prashanth. She hadn’t expected he would deceive and betray her after dating her for four years. She had dreamed of marrying him and leading a comfortable family life. Prashanth earned well as a clerk in the cooperative bank. But the greed for money made him switch his sides. He knew Purnima didn’t earn well, and she bore the financial burden of her parents. If he married her, he would end up paying most of his earnings on them. No doubt that was the reason why he chose to marry a college professor. Even though his wife was ugly, he went ahead and tied a nuptial knot. Purnima wondered if all men were alike. They were behind well-earning women. They married only those who could support their families monetarily. Prashanth promised he would take her to her parents. He said he would convince his elders even though they belonged to a different caste. But he became silent. He stopped answering her phone calls when Purnima asked him to make a decision. Maybe, his parents advised him not to marry a girl outside of their caste. If Prashanth really loved her, he wouldn’t have listened to his parents and got married to her. Cheater! Her photograph with her younger brother Rajesh and her parents caught her attention. It had been many months since she met Rajesh. He was another person who made Purnima think badly about men. Her parents brought him up and spent all their savings in making him a technician. They spent their hard-earned money on him to buy books and school uniforms. But what he did to them in return was shocking. He listened to his wife and never helped his parents. He married a girl who was selected by his parents. But he should’ve shown some concern towards them. When Purnima asked him to help, he denied citing some unbelievable reasons.

But Purnima knew Rajesh still loved her and her parents. He was a puppet of his wife who controlled him and his financial matters. Rajesh had told her once he handed his entire salary to his wife and begged her for his monthly expenses. Dad hinted before the marriage that the girl seemed to be aggressive. She was an authoritarian. But their mother silenced everyone saying she was beautiful. And she hailed from the good family background. Purnima’s parents remained silent when Rajesh maintained a distance after the marriage. It was them who arranged his marriage with that ruthless girl.

Purnima’s attention diverted towards the door. Her parents entered and smiled at her.

“What are you doing alone here, Purnima?” her father asked. He wore white pajamas and a pale blue Nehru shirt. His semi-dark oval face was ashen and his not-so-wide forehead was creased. He stood tall, about 5’6’’.

Purnima forced a smile. “Um...well...I was just—” “I have told you not to stay alone as you feel depressed,” said her mother. “Your mind will be clouded with all those unwanted thoughts. You should engage yourself in either studies or cooking. You can even come to us and talk to ward off all those unwanted thoughts.” Her mother wore a dark lavender cotton sari. Her fair round face wasn’t as pallid as Purnima’s father’s but her thick dark brows were furrowed. Her long black hair was entwined into a braid and a jasmine string was tucked into it.

“Well, Mum. I was just thinking...” “I know you’re thinking about a monetary matter. I understand that you’re finding it difficult to pay the monthly bills. But you need to do something instead of worrying about it.” Purnima considered. What her mother told was correct. She should either plan something to earn money or stop worrying about it. Otherwise, she might end up falling into depression. It might require her to see a psychiatrist.

“Dear,” said her father, “why don’t you teach a couple more families so that you can earn a bit more money? It might help you pay for—” “That’s what I was thinking, Dad. But if I did so, it demands a couple more hours and I might return rather late at night. It’s not good coming back home that late as you know it’s unsafe.” “Yes, I can understand, dear.” Her father paused. “What if you seek Rajesh’s help? I am sure he will help you and guide you on what you need to do to earn better.” “But I don’t think so, Dad.” “Purnima,” said her mother. “I suggest you remain on good terms with Rajesh. He is a good man and loves us. He is behaving so because of his evil wife. If he hears that we’re in trouble, I’m sure he will come to our aid.” Purnima also thought Rajesh wouldn’t act so ruthless and he would like to see her if she wished so. She needed to call him and tell him about her financial burden. She needed to repay her loan amount soon. Otherwise, she would end up losing all her savings in paying the interest on it.

“Purnima,” said her father. “It’s time for you to think of your marriage, dear. How long do you fight your life alone? You need someone’s support so that you can lead the rest of your life peacefully. We became old and we’re sorry that we couldn’t help you much. But your husband should care for you and listen to what you need. It’s time for you to think about it, dear.” But with Prashanth’s betrayal still fresh in her mind, Purnima found it hard to see men for her marriage. She had lost belief in them. She was not sure if her husband would ever help her if she had one.

“Yes, Purnima,” said her mother. “If you wish, I can talk to some of my relatives to seek a suitable groom for you. We can also call the marriage brokers to find a suitable alliance. What your father said is correct. You might become old before you settle with a family and it’s the right age for you to get—” “But Mum, please allow me to take some time to make a decision. I am not in a hurry to decide about...” Her cell phone rang. It was Saket, the moneylender. Purnima hesitated to answer. She knew he wanted her to pay that month’s interest on the loan. But she didn’t want to make him angry as he was a rowdy alike. He had his own ways to make his clients repay the loan. Better she acted safe and answer the call.

“Hello, Saket.”

“Yeah, hi. You didn’t come to me this month to pay the interest. Are you—” “Oh. I’m sorry. I wanted to, but I was stuck with an urgent work. Please give me—” “Well, I want you to come and pay the money by today evening. Otherwise, you know already. I will send my men to you and—” “No, no, Saket. I’m coming to your place. Is evening five o’clock right for you?” “Yes. I’ll wait for you.” Saket ended the call.

She told her parents about the caller and she would go and meet him in the evening. Her father insisted again she decide about her marriage. And have a supporting life partner.

Purnima chose to wear a dark blue cotton sari and applied light makeup to go to the money lender to pay the interest. She had put aside a certain portion of her last month’s earnings and she decided to use it. She didn’t want Saket’s men—ruffians—to visit her home and harass her and her parents. Her parents were already fragile after they underwent the surgeries. She didn’t want them to become worried.

She stood in front of the mirror and applied a light lip gloss to her thick-open lips. Her round fair face glistened in the fluorescent light. She tied her long, black hair into a ponytail and applied a red bindi on her wide forehead. It suited her fair complexion.

She told her parents she would return soon and bade them goodbye. When she waited at the bus stop to catch a city bus, her eyes welled. Purnima longed to buy a scooter so that she could avoid traveling in a crowded bus. But her wish remained a dream as she spent her savings on her parent’s surgeries. With the hefty loan to be paid back, she wondered if she ever buy a vehicle.

The main street was crowded with city buses and taxis. The people walked on sideways. The fruit and chat sellers occupied half of the road and they beckoned the customers. A hoard of buffaloes crossed the street to enter the colony of houses, disturbing the flow of traffic.

A green city bus with a destination ‘Tarnaka’ put above its windshield glass arrived. Purnima boarded it along with a group of co-travelers from the front door. With all the seats already occupied, she stood inside, holding a leather handle. The bus was so crowded that she found it difficult to even breathe. The conductor often shouted at the men to get inside instead of hanging on the footboard.

When it arrived at Tarnaka, she stepped down and adjusted her sari. She inhaled fresh outside air and walked toward the residence of Saket.

It was Prashanth who suggested Purnima avail loan from Saket. He cautioned her not to delay repaying the money as Saket had been ruthless to his customers. He had amassed a lot of wealth out of his money lending business and had connections with city ruffians. He wouldn’t hesitate to harm anyone who refused to repay the loan or interest on it. Purnima was in need of money as her parents needed to be operated on without delay. She had no option but to approach Saket and seek his help. But she somehow needed to relinquish herself from him. She didn’t want to continue paying the interest every month out of her earnings and end up losing her money.

She arrived at Saket’s residence and rang the doorbell. After a few moments, Saket opened the door and smiled.

“Oh, Purnima. Come in.” He stepped away, making room for her to enter. “Are you paying this month’s interest? Or you’re repaying the loan?” Purnima stepped in. She sat on a twin couch while Saket on a larger one. “I am paying the interest.” “It’s all right,” said he, his tobacco-stained teeth protruded. “I don’t have any problems as long as you pay the interest regularly.” Saket wore a white dhoti and a cream Nehru shirt. His fair skin complexion contrasted with his black hair that was applied with hair oil. His long and straight nose stood out on his square face.

“How is your teaching going on?” asked Saket.

“Um...going well.” Saket knew how to please his customers with his pleasant demeanor. But Purnima needed to be careful not to fall prey to his tactics.

The living room where Purnima sat was elegant. The walls were painted in purple and blue. The ceiling was white and it contrasted with the colorful walls. A large-sized framed modern art paintings hung on the walls. Two white ceiling fans provided enough air to feel comfortable. A large-sized glass showcase contained all kinds of plastic artifacts—cars, Barbie dolls.

Purnima opened her purse and took out the bundle of currency notes. She held it in front of Saket. “These ten thousand rupees are this month’s interest. I’ll pay—” Saket grabbed the bundle immediately, smiling wide. He held it in both of his hands and sniffed it. “It’s okay. I told you, I don’t have any objections—” His attention diverted towards the main door. His face became pale and his chin trembled. His eyes widened and his looks appeared as if he was staring at a ghost.

Purnima turned behind and looked at the door. A dark-complexioned, tall man wearing a soiled dhoti and a black shirt, entered. Two similarly dressed men accompanied him. They all held large knives. Purnima’s heartbeat increased. She needed to leave the room as the ruffians might harm her.

Saket rose. “Bhairav, why did you...” His chin trembled.

“You sent my aid bare-handed without paying the money last night,” said Bhairav. “Why did you refuse to pay?” “Um...well... I asked for some more time, Bhairav.” Saket’s face grew pallid. “Please forgive me.” Bhairav turned towards Purnima. “Hey, lady. You just leave us alone. If you ever tell anyone about us, you’ll face the consequences.” Purnima rose with her body trembling. She needed to leave, but she hadn’t received the receipt from Saket. What if Saket told her she hadn’t paid the interest for that month? She would wait until Bhairav left and then take the receipt. She walked towards the door and hid under the stairs.

Bhairav approached Saket with his knife pointed at him. “You pay five lakhs and I will not trouble you until the next month. You made a—” “Five lakhs?” Saket widened his eyes. He trembled. “Where can I get that much money, Bhairav?” “Saket, don’t be smart.” Bhairav tightened his fists. “You pay the money or you’ll lose your life. The choice is yours.” “But I don’t have that much money, Bhairav.” Saket’s body trembled. “Please listen to me. I—” “Do you think we’re imbeciles to believe you? Give me the safe keys. I will take the money myself if you don’t listen to us.” “Bhairav,” said Saket. “I can’t give you the keys. Please—” Bhairav turned to his men. “Search his drawers and his pockets. We need to loot as he is not listening.” His men nodded. They started searching. They looked in the attic and searched Saket’s pockets. But they didn’t find the key.

Blood rushed to Bhairav’s face. He glared at Saket. “You give us the key. Or I’ll kill you. If you ever loved your life, you better listen to me.” But Saket never revealed to Bhairav where he had kept the safe key. He remained silent, trembling.

Bhairav started shouting at Saket. He held him by his collar and touched his throat with the knife. But Saket continued to refuse to reveal where he had hidden the key. Frustrated, Bhairav pierced the knife into Saket’s throat. The blood sprinkled on the floor and soaked Bhairav’s shirt. Saket fell to the floor.

Purnima screamed slightly in terror, grabbing the attention of Bhairav and his men. While he tried to approach her, the sirens of the police Jeep filled the surroundings. Bhairav and his men stood still.

One of them said the police had arrived. Others suggested they better escape from the rear door. Bhairav stared at Purnima and warned her if she ever told the police about them, he would end her life. They all ran towards the rear of the house. Purnima heaved a sigh of relief and thanked God for saving her life from the ruffians.

But her pulse quickened as Bhairav had seen her after he murdered Saket. What if he tried to silence her and bury the evidence? Would he ever leave her as she became a strong witness to convict him? Did she make a mistake by remaining there and witnessing the murder? Yes, her life would be in danger as the ruffian had seen her clearly. She needed to be careful to save herself from him.

The police inspector in khaki uniform entered along with two of his constables. He went straight to the body of Saket who lay on the floor in a pool of blood.

Purnima contemplated whether she should tell the police or not. It would be better if she sought the police help as otherwise, Bhairav would silence her, anyway.

She rose and approached the police inspector, who introduced himself as Rajiv Menon.

Purnima told him her name and the reason for her visit.

Rajiv raised his eyebrows. “Did you see who committed the murder?” Purnima looked into his eyes. Her lips trembled. “Yes, sir. He was Bhair...Bhair...” “Was he Bhairav?” Rajiv rubbed his hand together.

Purnima nodded.

Rajiv said he had the information from his secret agents Bhairav would be meeting Saket.

“Was it Bhairav who murdered the victim?” Purnima nodded.

Rajiv’s eyes glowed. “Can you tell in the court of law that you saw it?” Purnima furrowed her brows. “Yes, but...” “Yes, tell me.” Rajiv narrowed his eyes. “You don’t need to hesitate.” Purnima blinked rapidly. “But Bhairav warned me not to reveal...about...it.” “Don’t worry.” Rajiv closed his eyes and sighed. “You’ll be protected by me. I know you’re scared. But if you cooperate with me in convicting Bhairav, you’ll be protected.” Rajiv asked about her background. Purnima told him about herself and her parents.

Purnima considered. She better listen to Rajiv as Bhairav would not let her live in peace. She should work with the police officer and agree with whatever he suggested. But in what way he would help her? “Sir, I’m sure Bhairav will not spare me as I’ve seen him murdering Saket. I wonder—” “Don’t worry,” said Rajiv. “Are you willing to stay with me at my house?” He gently bit his lip. “You’ll be safe with us.” Adrenaline surged through Purina’s veins. “But...how...can...” “It’s all right.” Rajiv stared into her eyes. “I’ll protect you. You can think about my offer.” He turned to his constables and told them to call the forensic team to visit the crime scene.
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Chapter 4
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Rajiv

Rajiv, seated in his office, contemplated his failed efforts in catching Bhairav. He had never expected Bhairav would escape from the rear of Saket’s house. His constable, Sunil Apte, did chase them in the direction in which the ruffians escaped. But he could not catch them. It was a great opportunity to catch Bhairav that slipped from his hand.

Rajiv admired his secret agents, Krishna and Mohan. They gave the correct information Bhairav was going to Saket’s house. They always tipped Rajiv about the movements of the city rowdies that helped him nail them down. Because of their help, Rajiv could kill Bhairav’s younger brother, Ranga, in the encounter. But this time, Rajiv delayed a bit in reaching the spot that helped Bhairav to escape. He shouldn’t make such a mistake in the future.

Bhairav escaping from his hands was a bitter pill to swallow. He had angered Rajiv by killing his wife in front of him. Rajiv couldn’t think of sparing Bhairav. He needed to make sure Bhairav met with a similar fate as that of his brother. To succeed, Rajiv needed to work with his constables and secret agents diligently. He was fortunate his boss gave him competent subordinates whom he could trust.

His mind clouded with his wife whom he loved the most. He couldn’t think of any woman who could replace her in his life. His son also needed maternal care and he lost his mother so early in his age. The loss was more to Arjun than to Rajiv as being an adult Rajiv could manage to reman single. He could meet his sexual needs by having a mistress. But what could Arjun do? Rajiv needed to make some alternative arrangements. Otherwise, Arjun would start feeling melancholic.

A photograph of Arjun and Supriya on his table reminded Rajiv of a past incidence of how naive Supriya had been. She had been five months pregnant and Rajiv was relaxing with her at his home. He often made sure he spared enough time with her to make her feel comfortable. But that day, he received a call from his constable there was an arson taking place in Tarnaka. His boss also told him to go there and handle the situation. When Rajiv told Supriya he needed to leave, Supriya insisted he tell the reason. Rajiv tried not to reveal, but she was relentless. It forced Rajiv to tell her he needed to go and handle the law offenders. Supriya became pale and insisted Rajiv not to leave her alone. She complained of chest pain and felt uncomfortable. Rajiv tried to convince her he would return soon, but Supriya became nauseous. She collapsed on the couch, unconscious. Rajiv never expected she would become so shocked. He hastened to call his family doctor. He sprinkled some cold water and tried to feed her some lemon juice. But Supriya remained semi-conscious. The doctor arrived and gave her an injection that relieved her a bit. He said Supriya suffered a mental shock. It was common for pregnant women if they came across any untoward situations. He cautioned Rajiv not to share any information with his wife that would hurt her.

Rajiv thanked the doctor and remained with his wife until she became all right. He never talked with her about his office matters. Supriya became cheerful and on cloud nine when she gave birth to a male child that she always wished for in her life.

Rajiv remembered Purnima whom he met at the money lender’s house. She was a prime witness as she had seen Bhairav murdering Saket. He needed to protect her as Bhairav could kill her to silence the witness. Rajiv indeed offered Purnima she could stay with him at his residence. But she couldn’t give her consent and he wasn’t sure whether she was ready to accept his offer. But it was too early for her to make a decision. Perhaps, she needed some time to decide about it. But Rajiv feared Bhairav might attack her before she made a decision.

Rajiv liked Purnima the moment he saw her. She resembled Supriya as both had fair skin complexion. Purnima also looked like his mistress, Karishma. If she accepted his offer, Rajiv should make every effort to remain with her. She could fill the void in Arjun’s life and could offer him motherly care. If Rajiv found her conduct and attitude proper, he could propose to her to get married. But it was too early to decide about it. He should wait. He hoped Purnima would accept his offer.

She had told him she lived with her aged parents. And she had visited Saket’s house to pay the interest on the loan. No doubt she was in need of money and might accept his offer. If he found her friendly, Rajiv should help her monetarily. He should assure her he would care for her parents.

Rajiv remembered Karishma, his mistress and a dancer in a local dance bar. He had met her a couple of years ago when he visited the bar. That day, Supriya had gone to her parent’s place and Rajiv remained lonely at his home. His mood was romantic and wished to cuddle a woman. He decided to visit a dance bar and enjoy the evening. It was almost midnight when he drove his car there. He entered and sat at the counter. Karishma performed her dance on the stage. Rajiv was attracted by her round, fair face with a petite figure. He tipped her whenever she approached him while dancing. She mesmerized him with her bikini piece and with her large-sized breasts. Rajiv felt he should get closer to her and enjoy her beauty.

Later that night, he decided to meet her in her room. When he went there, Karishma had a brawl with a couple of pimps. They insisted she pay them whatever she earned from the patrons. But Karishma had been reluctant to part her hard-earned money. She saw Rajiv enter and pleaded him to help. Rajiv showed his police badge to the ruffians and silenced them. He cautioned them not to get near Karishma then onward.

This incident brought Rajiv closer to her. He drove her to her residence that midnight. She insisted he come inside. Though Rajiv hesitated, her seductive smile and her protruded breasts beckoned him. He went with her and she treated him to homemade wine. They talked about their work, their loved ones, and how long they had been working. Karishma took him to her bedroom. The not-so-wide room was neatly arranged with a queen-sized bed in the middle. A plastic rose pot adorned a showcase that also contained wooden toys and Barbie dolls. She sat on the bed with the loose end of the blue sari slid away from her chest. Rajiv couldn’t resist the temptation. He made passionate love that he never enjoyed even with Supriya before.

The chiming clock reminded Rajiv about the meeting scheduled with his boss, Martin. He had another twenty minutes to go to the conference room and meet Martin. He was content that his boss was happy with him after he killed Ranga. The ruffians were causing much trouble to the citizens and it was a major success to them. But Martin might question how Rajiv let Bhairav escape from Saket’s residence. He might suggest Rajiv be prepared and not lose any opportunity to nab
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