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To the Indian hoteliers who welcomed me into their industry and demonstrated through word and deed their long-held maxim ‘Guest is God’.










The Grand Old Dame of Bombay


[image: _img1]


As Inspector Ashwin Chopra (Retd) stood below the soaring arch of the Gateway to India, gazing up at the Grand Raj Palace Hotel, he couldn’t help but reflect on the history of that architectural marvel that, over the decades, had graced countless covers of countless magazines around the world.


It was said that the Grand Raj Palace owed its existence to an insult.


A century earlier, India’s wealthiest industrialist, the legendary Peroz Khumbatta, had been refused entry to the nearby Watson’s Hotel in Khala Ghoda. Watson’s – at the time the nightly scene of raucous British and American debauchery – maintained a strict whites-only policy, rigidly enforced and wholly despised by Indians such as Khumbatta, who had just begun to awaken to their own sense of national identity. Incensed, the fiery Parsee had vowed to build a hotel so opulent that even the British would be humbled, a thumb in the eye for the arch-colonialists.


And that is precisely what he had done.


For more than a hundred years the Grand Raj had served as a symbol of India’s ambition, its own sense of self-worth. It had taken on the mantle of grand old dame of the city; the jewel in the crown of the Indian hospitality industry, a beacon of light and hope to which all Mumbaikers turned whenever dark clouds momentarily settled over the metropolis.


And now, somewhere within those yellow basalt walls, a terrible crime might have taken place, one that Chopra had been summoned to investigate with the utmost urgency.


His phone went off in the pocket of his grey linen trousers.


Chopra, a tall, broad-shouldered man in his late forties, with an impressive head of jet-black hair – greying only at the temples – and a thick moustache lurking below a Roman nose, was dressed conservatively, as was his wont. Below the grey trousers were sensible brogues; above, a white shirt fashioned from fine Indian cotton. This was as close to a uniform as he could now manage. Long after his forced retirement from the Mumbai Police – forced by a heart condition known as ‘unstable angina’ – Chopra still felt something amiss in the matter of his dress. His khaki uniform had been so much a part of his life, and for so long, that it had become more than mere clothing. In many ways, it had become a second skin.


And who could shed their skin and remain wholly the same person?


Chopra answered his phone.


It was his wife, Poppy.


‘Where are you?’ He heard the unusual snap in her tone. Poppy was upset, and for good reason.


‘South,’ said Chopra, weakly.


‘South? South of what? What sort of answer is “south”? Are you in the South Atlantic? Are you at the South Pole? What, precisely, do you mean by “south”?’


Chopra hesitated.


The sun beat relentlessly down on him in waves of simmering heat. ‘Something urgent came up, Poppy . . . I am in south Mumbai.’


He expected an explosion. Instead, after a moment of speechless silence, Poppy hung up.


In many ways, this was worse.


In the twenty-four years of their marriage, they had so rarely fought that when they did Chopra was left floundering in a sea of uncertainty. He knew that Poppy’s anger was justified. He had failed to show up for a matter that was of great importance to his wife. And yet, he could not have rightly ignored the summons that had brought him to the tip of Mumbai that morning.


He would just have to explain later.


The prospect did not appeal to him.


The thought of confronting his wife when her temper was up was as attractive to him as placing his head into the mouth of a ravenous tiger.


He felt a tug on his arm.


He looked down and saw young Ganesha peering up at him with concern in his dewy eyes. The baby elephant was finely attuned to Chopra’s moods. Anxiety, in particular, appeared to infect the little elephant acutely.


Chopra patted him on the top of his skull, with its little mat of short hairs. ‘Can’t be helped, boy,’ he muttered.


Ganesha snuffled at the pulpy remains of a mango on the ground. Disinherited flies buzzed around his ears, protesting indignantly.


Chopra struck out across the crowded square that lay between the Gateway to India and the Grand Raj Palace Hotel, navigating his way through the tourist hordes that had gathered to have their picture taken beneath the Gateway’s eighty-foot-high arch. A warm breeze blew in from the blue expanse of Mumbai’s harbour, in which a thousand and one seagoing vessels bobbed on the chop. The tourists attracted locals of every ilk and design. Emaciated beggars, owl-eyed urchins, sombre lepers, ice-cream salesmen pedalling bicycle carts, peanut vendors brandishing twists of newspaper, eunuchs in colourful saris and designer stubble, snake-charmers, dugdugdee drum-beaters, tongawallahs . . . a howling menagerie of Mumbai’s finest.


Chopra held grimly on to his pockets as he pushed his way through the throng.


He knew that in this crowd a man would be fortunate to reach the other side of the square with his bones intact. Better to be thrown into the path of a tide of ravenous army ants.


The front elevation of the Grand Raj Palace Hotel climbed into the sky before him, with its iconic red onion domes, arched balconies and hints of an Islamic facade.


A red carpet had been laid from the parking crescent out front into the hotel lobby. Uniformed porters pushed a convoy of gilded luggage carts loaded with suitcases through the brass doors. A beautiful Indian woman in a summer frock sashayed ahead of the porters, a golden langur monkey in a velvet waistcoat scampering along behind her. Chopra did not recognise the woman; no doubt she was another model or up-and-coming actress of the type Mumbai had always had in abundance.


The pet monkey was a particularly garish touch, he thought, darkly.


Inside the lobby, he was confronted by the unmistakable elegance that had defined the Grand Raj since it had first opened its doors. The first hotel in India to boast air conditioning, the first to open a licensed bar, the first to install a steam elevator – even now, the Grand Raj’s dedication to opulence remained undimmed. The interiors, a mix of Florentine, oriental and Moorish styles, showcased vaulted alabaster ceilings, columns of tooled onyx, fretted stonework and pietra-dura floor panels. Marble was conspicuous by its sheer abundance, as were silk carpets, crystal chandeliers and an art collection that was the envy of the subcontinent.


Well-heeled visitors from all corners of the globe floated about the lobby.


Chopra approached the reception counter.


A smartly dressed young woman beamed at him. Her eyes flickered momentarily to Ganesha, then, with only the barest hint of surprise, returned to Chopra. This was the Grand Raj, after all. There was possibly no species on earth that hadn’t passed through the celebrated hotel at one time or another.


‘I am here to see the general manager,’ said Chopra, handing her his card. ‘He is expecting me.’


‘Give me one moment, sir.’


While Chopra waited, his thoughts flashed back to the summons that had brought him to the hotel in such haste. The call had come from an old police colleague, Rohan Tripathi. Chopra had worked with Tripathi for a number of years, until the junior man had been posted to the southern half of the city. He remembered him as an ambitious and quick-witted policeman, one with a meticulous sense of order and getting things right.


For this reason they had worked well together.


His former colleague appeared to have a tricky situation on his hands, and had requested Chopra’s help. An American businessman had died at the Grand Raj Palace, a wealthy and powerful individual. Tripathi had laid out the basic facts for Chopra, but warned him that there might be little to find. Tripathi’s colleagues believed the American had committed suicide. It was simply the policeman’s own uneasiness that had led him to seek Chopra’s counsel. Tripathi’s senior on the investigation, Assistant Commissioner of Police Gunaji, a bellicose, old-school policeman with the looks and temperament of a walrus, had taken the facts at face value. And, for ACP Gunaji, the most salient fact was that a verdict of suicide would be the least uncomfortable of the myriad possible outcomes in the matter of Hollis Burbank’s death, for those who ran the city of Mumbai.


The murder of an American billionaire in India’s most glamorous metropolis was a story that no one wanted to see making headlines in the world’s press.


Nevertheless, Tripathi’s instincts deserved consideration. For men like him, it was not enough to simply conclude an investigation, to tie up the manila folder with string and file it away to gather dust. Justice made its own demands on those who wore the khaki as a genuine calling. This desire for the truth, a notion that in his country often flickered like a candle flame, was the reason Chopra took on any new case. His investigation into the death of Hollis Burbank would be no different.


Yet he knew that he would have to tread lightly here.


Tripathi had gone out on a limb by bringing him in. Should ACP Gunaji discover him sniffing around an investigation he had personally seen fit to describe as open-and-shut, it was likely that his old friend would find himself posted to a frostbitten outpost in the foothills of the Himalayas by the end of the week.


He glanced down the hotel counter and saw the elegant Indian woman checking in further along. Her pet monkey sat on its haunches, surveying the lobby with a baleful look. Chopra wondered again who she was. If she was an actress, he didn’t recognise her. This intrigued him, as he had only just completed an investigation that had taken him behind the scenes of Bollywood, the city’s celebrated movie industry.


As he mused on her identity, Ganesha trotted over to the monkey and extended his trunk, an instinctive gesture of curiosity.


When the little elephant had arrived on Chopra’s doorstep, sent to him by his long-vanished Uncle Bansi, he had been accompanied only by a brief letter that raised more questions than it answered. Bansi had not explained why he was sending Chopra an elephant, only that he wished him to take the helpless calf into his care. His letter had added, mysteriously: ‘This is no ordinary elephant.’ At first Chopra had been bemused and more than a little disconcerted by the extraordinary bequest, but over time, an unexpected bond had sprung up between himself and his ward. The little elephant had proved to possess depths that he had yet to fully fathom. He had also turned out to be an able, if somewhat unusual, companion in the detective agency Chopra had established following his retirement.


The monkey glared at Ganesha’s trunk, then slapped it away, baring its teeth and shrieking maniacally.


Ganesha trotted swiftly back to Chopra and hid behind his legs, nursing his offended organ.


A young man – part of the Indian woman’s entourage – dressed in absurdly tight jeans, pointy shoes, a butch T-shirt and more gold than Chopra had ever seen outside a bank vault, sauntered over to him. His square jaw jutted out belligerently. ‘Here, you watch that elephant!’ he said, pointing at Ganesha with the surfboard-sized mobile phone in his hand.


‘What do you mean, “watch that elephant”?’ growled Chopra. ‘Your monkey just assaulted him.’


‘Have you any idea who that is?’ snapped the flunky, glaring at Chopra from above a pair of insolent sunglasses.


Chopra glanced again at the glamorous-looking woman. Before he could reply, a voice hailed him from behind. ‘Sir, may I escort you to the GM’s office?’


Chopra turned to find an old man in a butler’s outfit hovering before him. The man had sunken cheeks, neatly oiled and perfectly parted jet-black hair, a pencil moustache and eyes that glowed with an unusual light. He stood ramrod straight, poised like a ballerina.


‘Lead on,’ muttered Chopra, casting a last, dark glance at the gold-encrusted young hoodlum.


‘My name is Ganesham,’ said the old man. ‘I am the head butler here.’


‘Chopra,’ said Chopra.


‘I understand that you are here about the Burbank affair?’ said Ganesham. ‘Nasty business.’


‘What do you know about it?’ asked Chopra.


‘I think it is better you receive the details from the GM, sir. I will be available afterwards, should you need me.’


‘Do you have pertinent information?’


‘What is “pertinent”, sir?’ mused the old man. ‘I have been at the Grand Raj for over fifty years. I have seen everything a man might hope to see, and all without leaving these walls. The only pertinent thing is that the hotel will endure. We have weathered everything from Partition to riots. Whatever your investigations may reveal, the Grand Raj will float serenely on.’


‘They said something similar about the Titanic,’ muttered Chopra.


A prim smile fluttered over the martinet’s lips. ‘The Grand Raj is unsinkable, sir.’


 


Tanav Dashputra, the general manager of the Grand Raj Palace Hotel, was a large, dark man, with a permanent sheen of perspiration on his brow. And this in spite of the air conditioning being turned up so high that Chopra could almost see his breath emerge in white puffs. The GM had bulbous eyes and a moustache that flowed over his bulging upper lip. An old-fashioned double-breasted suit, in blue serge, fitted snugly around his stomach.


Chopra found him in conversation with a petite middle-aged woman in a maroon sari.


The GM had his head in his hands, a glass of bitter gourd juice set on the untidy desk before him. Two tablets fizzed in the noxious bottle-green liquid. ‘This hotel will be the death of me,’ he said dramatically, as Chopra introduced himself. ‘This is the worst possible time for something like this to happen.’


‘Is there a good time for a guest to be murdered on the premises?’ asked Chopra.


Dashputra blinked rapidly. ‘Murder? What are you talking about? Burbank committed suicide.’


‘Perhaps,’ said Chopra.


Dashputra continued to stare at him, then dismissed his colleague. The woman left, casting inquisitive glances behind her.


‘I must ask you to refrain from such speculation,’ said Dashputra. ‘Have you any idea how damaging such rumours would be?’


‘I can guess,’ said Chopra mildly.


‘You cannot!’ snapped Dashputra. ‘Our guests have a certain expectation, founded upon a century of service. That is why the very best come to us, time and again. At this very moment, the cast of Boom 3 are checking in to the hotel – they are shooting on the premises. I have a royal wedding booked in – two of India’s oldest noble families are practically taking over the place for the next week. And if that isn’t enough, the premier of Mongolia is due here in three days’ time. A state visit. He is bringing a stable of horses as gifts for the chief minister. He breeds them, wild ones direct from the steppes. I am reliably informed that one of those brutes kicked to death the manager of the last hotel he stayed at.’ He shook his head ruefully, then did a double-take as he spotted Ganesha lurking behind Chopra. ‘What is that elephant doing in here?’


‘He’s with me.’


The GM blinked. ‘Animals! Truly, they will be the death of me.’


‘Perhaps we should concentrate on the matter at hand?’ said Chopra.


Dashputra’s moustache twitched. ‘Yes, of course. Let me take you to the Khumbatta suite. We’ll talk on the way.’


 


The Khumbatta suite was the most opulent of the 500-plus rooms at the Grand Raj Palace Hotel.


A gilded elevator whisked Chopra, the GM and Ganesha up to the hotel’s top floor, depositing them into a lushly carpeted corridor. Two security guards posted outside the suite snapped to attention as they approached, exchanging glances as the little elephant passed by.


The GM used an electronic keycard to open the door to the suite.


‘I assume one of those keycards is the only way to get into the suite?’ asked Chopra.


‘Yes,’ confirmed Dashputra.


‘Who had access to the keycards for the Khumbatta suite on the night Burbank died?’


‘Burbank had the only copy that we had issued. But that doesn’t mean anything. These keycards can be reproduced by anyone on reception. It’s all electronic. Guests lose them all the time.’


‘I will need a list of all those who accessed the suite – or had access to it – during the twenty-four hours prior to Burbank’s death.’


‘It will be arranged.’


‘By the way, is there CCTV on this floor?’


Dashputra shook his head. ‘I am afraid not. Our guests value their privacy far too much to allow us to install security cameras.’


Chopra was silent, hovering in the doorway. ‘There’s always the possibility that Burbank let his killer in. If he was murdered, I mean.’


The GM shuddered. ‘We have kept the details from the press so far. It is fortunate that the hotel’s owners have such influence in the city. They have prevailed upon the editors of the major news outlets to confine their reporting to the scant facts that we have released, namely that Burbank passed away in his suite. We have not yet informed them of the circumstances of his death. Can you imagine the headlines when they find out that he committed suicide?’


‘Can you imagine the headlines if it turns out he was murdered? And that someone in this hotel might be the killer?’


Dashputra blanched, but said nothing.


Chopra followed the GM into the suite, Ganesha close behind.


Although he had visited the Grand Raj before, he had never stayed there, and certainly had never been anywhere near the rarefied air of the Khumbatta suite. As he looked around, he understood why the suite – favoured by presidents and A-list actors, billionaire industrialists and spoilt scions of noble families – cost a million rupees per night. This was opulence on a scale that Chopra – living in a mid-sized apartment on the fifteenth floor of a tower block in the Mumbai suburbs – could barely comprehend.


The thought bothered him.


He was a man to whom wealth meant little. The vast inequalities in his country had always seemed to him a matter too readily accepted by his fellow countrymen, and paid lip service to by successive Indian governments. In the seventy years since India had gained her independence, the country had made steady economic progress, such that now she was being touted as a global superpower. You could not turn on the TV without being accosted by yet another self-congratulatory report of Indian advancement, the velocity of which appeared to be increasing with each passing day. Just last week, for instance, the media had foamed themselves into a fury of excitement at the news that India had launched a hundred satellites into space from a single rocket, a world first.


But the truth was that, for the vast majority of its billion-strong population, this glowing vision of a prosperous, globalised, Sputniked India was little more than a pipe dream, a billboard advert that hovered mirage-like before their swimming eyeballs – as far out of reach as those satellites – even as political slogans clanged incessantly in their ears. What did it say for a nation claiming to be a ‘serious player in the burgeoning private space market’ that each year thousands of farmers committed suicide at the advent of famine? In the slums of Old India, millions of men, women and children toiled beneath the back-breaking weight of their inheritance – the inheritance of caste prejudice and grinding poverty – while in the marbled halls of power, the country’s leaders drove the unstoppable tank of New India into the steaming swamp of the future.


Perhaps Dashputra mistook Chopra’s grim silence for a momentary awe as he began a potted description of the suite, one he had no doubt delivered many times and from which he could not keep a note of personal pride. ‘You are standing in the most desired hotel room in the whole of the subcontinent,’ he gushed. ‘Five thousand square feet of unparalleled luxury. The floors are white Makrana marble; the upholstery and draperies cut from handwoven silk. The suite boasts a private spa area, a dining room and a master bathroom overlooking the Gateway. A dedicated valet is on call twenty-four hours a day, as well as a personal chef and a private butler.’


Ganesha stared round-eyed at Dashputra. The little elephant seemed more impressed than his guardian.


‘Where was Burbank’s body found?’


Dashputra led the way into the largest of the suite’s bedrooms, another vast space that could have accommodated most apartments in the city. A hand-knotted carpet rippled over the marble floor, and a crystal chandelier shimmered above the four-poster bed. There was no canopy, he noted; the bedposts, fashioned from dark Burma teak, speared nakedly towards the room’s mirrored ceiling.


Above the bed’s carved headboard was a covered painting.


‘What’s that?’ asked Chopra.


‘That is the reason Burbank was staying at the hotel,’ replied Dashputra. ‘Two nights ago, the Grand Raj hosted an art auction. Burbank purchased this piece for ten million dollars. It is now the most valuable painting ever sold by an Indian artist.’


‘Why is it still here?’


‘The police would not allow us to move anything from the room. Everything has been logged as evidence. That is why I have a twenty-four-hour guard on the door. No one goes in or out without my express permission.’


‘Can we remove the covering? I’d like to take a look.’


Dashputra frowned. ‘I would rather not touch it without someone from the auction house being present.’


‘Which auction house is it?’


‘Gilbert and Locke,’ replied Dashputra promptly. ‘From London. It was quite a coup for us to convince them to host their auction here. A number of our rivals also attempted to woo them, but there is no place like the Grand Raj.’ Dashputra’s haughty tone folded into sorrow. ‘It is terrible that Burbank has died. I don’t think Gilbert and Locke will look favourably upon this at all.’


‘Who is representing them here? I’ll need to speak to them.’


‘A woman by the name of Lisa Taylor. She is the auction director.’


Chopra wrote the name down in his notebook. ‘Where can I find her?’


‘She is staying at the hotel. I will give you her contact details.’


‘Thank you. Where exactly was Burbank’s body?’


‘On the bed.’ The GM gave a little shudder.


Chopra knew that the body had been taken to the morgue at the local hospital, presumably for an autopsy. He would soon have access to the report and the forensic findings, including photographs of the crime scene, if indeed that was what it was.


‘I must tell you that the police believe that this was suicide,’ said Dashputra, as if reading his mind.


‘Not all of them,’ muttered Chopra.


‘In that case let me show you something.’


He led Chopra into the suite’s master bathroom. More white marble, gleaming mirrors and a porcelain tub in which a herd of hippos might comfortably have bathed.


Dashputra pointed at the tiles on the far wall. ‘This should convince you.’


On the wall, written in what looked like foot-high letters of blood, were the words:


 


I AM SORRY










A very important anniversary
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Poppy Chopra sat disconsolately on the veranda in the rear courtyard of the restaurant that bore her name, the restaurant her husband had established after his retirement from the police force. Her hopes that the place would provide him with a meaningful way to occupy his time – and thus keep him from the stress and excitement that his doctors had warned him might aggravate the heart ailment that had forced his retirement in the first place – had been short-lived.


Within days of leaving the service Chopra had somehow managed to embroil himself in uncovering one of the largest human trafficking rings in the country, and had then proudly announced that he was setting up his own detective agency, so that he could risk life and limb on a daily basis.


In time she had convinced herself that fighting against his perverse desire to fling himself into harm’s way at every opportunity was pointless. This desire – driven by his need to pursue justice – was as ingrained in her husband as the knots in the planed boards of the veranda beneath her feet.


Besides, the restaurant practically ran itself.


Between her mother – installed in the front – and Chef Lucknowwallah – running roughshod over operations at the rear – the place had proved to be an efficient and hugely popular venture. If only her husband could understand that it was perfectly permissible for him to sit back and enjoy his success.


She thought about sighing, but realised that with no one to hear, the dramatic gesture would be wasted.


At the far end of the veranda, the blind tutor, Usha Umrigar, was finishing up her lesson with Irfan.


The boy, at first reluctance personified, had finally begun to make progress.


Chopra had taken him on at the restaurant, a young street urchin whose smiling, mop-headed demeanour concealed a tragic past. Irfan had been raised on the streets by his father, a cruel and exploitative man. This Fagin-like figure had bullied and beaten Irfan – and numerous other young boys – into stealing for him. The man had finally got his comeuppance, but Poppy could only imagine the scars he had left behind. Sometimes, in the dead of night, a keening ache would arise in her breast as she thought about those horrible years Irfan had endured, not knowing love or kindness, not knowing that there were people in the world who would treat him not with cruelty, but with compassion and affection.


For Poppy now regarded the boy as her own.


During the twenty-four years of her marriage to Chopra she had known only one great disappointment – that they had been unable to have children. Or, more accurately, she had been unable to bear children. Many marriages would have cracked under this burden; but Chopra and Poppy had weathered the disappointment – in many ways, their trial had brought them closer together. At times, she had mooted the idea of adoption, but for some reason, her husband had never convinced himself that he might be successful in such a venture.


And so the years had passed, childless, but not barren. Poppy had found innumerable ways of occupying her time; she believed in the mantra that if one wanted to see change in India – with its myriad ills and inequalities – then one had to get out there and do something about it.


Even now, as a woman in her early forties, her relentless dedication to the cause – whatever cause happened to have elbowed its way to the forefront of her conscience – was a source of inspiration, she felt, to those around her.


And then, miraculously, fate had chosen to turn her life upside-down.


The little elephant, Ganesha, had arrived on their doorstep, closely followed by Irfan.


Something had burst inside her then, a dam that had held her emotions in check for all those childless years.


She found herself surrendering to the torrent of maternal feelings that raged through her and there was little doubt now that both she and Chopra considered themselves guardians to the elephant calf and the ten-year-old boy who had ended up in their care.


For a parent was not defined solely by genetic inheritance. The true definition of parenthood was the ability to love, to care, to put the welfare of another before one’s own.


Consider Irfan.


A sense of pride swelled inside her as she saw him develop into the fine young man she knew he would one day become. Educating him was just phase one of the masterplan . . .


The tall, thick-shouldered tutor rose to her feet, dismissing Irfan with a little pat on his head, then turned her sightless gaze to Poppy.


‘What is the matter?’


‘Nothing,’ said Poppy, as Irfan beamed at her and skipped back inside the restaurant to begin his shift. The boy had no need to work, but refused to give up his job, or to move from the restaurant to their home. He lived here, where he had a comfortable hammock and could be close to his pachyderm partner-in-mischief, little Ganesha. Nothing that Poppy said could convince him to change his mind. And her husband was as much use as a rolling pin made of mud.


Sometimes his laissez-faire attitude was truly infuriating.


‘Something is the matter,’ said Umrigar, her large, burn-scarred hands clasped around her bamboo cane.


She was dressed in a simple navy blue sari with white trim, her iron-grey hair held back in a bun, her dark, broad face lit by mid-morning sunlight. ‘You’ve been huffing and puffing in that chair throughout my entire lesson.’


‘It’s Chopra,’ said Poppy. ‘He was supposed to meet me here this morning so that we could plan our anniversary.’


A soft warbling sound floated over the veranda. Poppy realised that the tutor was laughing at her.


‘What in the world made you think he would be interested in doing that?’


Poppy glared at the older woman.


Her anger stemmed partly from the fact that Umrigar had placed her finger precisely on the sore spot that Poppy had identified. Her husband didn’t care, she had realised. Yes, of course, he was as committed to their marriage as he had always been, but he didn’t care. Not about things like their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, due to take place in precisely four days’ time. He had wriggled and squirmed each time she raised the topic. He simply didn’t seem to grasp that twenty-fifth wedding anniversaries didn’t happen every day.


In fact, by definition, they only happened once, and after a twenty-five-year wait.


It wasn’t that he was unwilling – she had expected that. It was that he was willingly unwilling. He said things like: ‘I’m happy if you’re happy.’ And: ‘Choose whatever you like.’


And meanwhile her friends kept going on about the big day, pressing her for news. That insufferable Jaya Sinha from the thirteenth floor, she with the tax auditor husband with a head like a watermelon, claimed that he, of all people, had booked her an all-expenses trip to Disneyland for their tenth anniversary, and had even dressed up as Mickey Mouse to serenade her in her hotel suite. The image of the brick-faced Mr Sinha wooing his wife dressed as a giant mouse made Poppy shudder, but she couldn’t fault the man’s commitment. Whereas her own husband . . .


Where was he? What was he doing in south Mumbai?


No doubt embroiling himself in another investigation just when she had asked him to set aside a few days. She wouldn’t put it past the man to have another heart attack just so he could avoid their anniversary altogether.


Well, if he thought he could wriggle out of it that easily, he didn’t know her very well.


Chopra would go to the ball.


Even if she had to drag him every step of the way.










Under the hammer
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Chopra found the auction director Lisa Taylor in the hotel’s Olympic-sized swimming pool.


The blond woman was doing laps, maintaining a steady, long-limbed backstroke. Hotel guests sunned themselves on the loungers around the pool. An elderly white woman in a wide-brimmed sun hat lowered her book, and peered over her spectacles at Ganesha. ‘Is that an elephant?’


Chopra felt the answer was self-evident.


It was difficult to be wrong about an elephant.


The woman continued to stare at Ganesha until he became uncomfortable and shuffled around behind his guardian. ‘Hmm,’ said the woman enigmatically, then went back to her book.


Chopra moved to the edge of the pool, knelt and flagged down Lisa Taylor as she swam by. She stopped, and trod water. ‘I am sorry to disturb you, Miss Taylor. My name is Chopra and I am investigating Mr Burbank’s death. May I talk to you?’


She stared at him, then plunged to the side and hauled herself out of the pool.


She stood in front of him, dripping, the sun glistening off her wet shoulders. Chopra couldn’t help but notice that she was a very attractive woman, her luxurious figure set off by the red bathing suit she wore. She blinked blue eyes at Ganesha. ‘Is he with you?’


‘Yes,’ said Chopra, glad of something else to focus on.


Taylor knelt down and tickled Ganesha under his ear. ‘You’re a handsome devil, aren’t you?’


Ganesha responded with delight, waggling his ears and tapping her cheeks with his trunk.


‘Until I came to India I’d never seen an elephant except in the zoo. The only pets I had at home were guinea pigs. Now I think I’d like my own elephant.’ Taylor straightened up. ‘Give me a moment to change. Perhaps you’d care to join me in the Banyan restaurant? I’ve not had breakfast yet.’


 


When Taylor arrived she was dressed in a white sleeveless blouse, pinstriped black trousers and glossy red shoes. Her corn-blond hair was pulled back, and red lipstick set off her fine features. If anything, she looked even better fully dressed, Chopra thought, than in her bathing suit.


The thought made him flush, and he coughed loudly to cover his discomfort.


Taylor slipped into a chair, waved at a waiter and ordered breakfast, an exotic meal of Keralan coconut rice crêpes served with pomfret molee – a fish curry from the south. She asked the waiter to bring some mangoes for Ganesha, who couldn’t believe his luck when a loaded tray was placed under his trunk.


Chopra explained that he was a special investigator tasked by the police to look into the case. ‘What case?’ said Taylor. ‘Burbank killed himself, didn’t he?’


‘That is what I must determine,’ said Chopra. ‘The circumstances of his death have raised certain doubts.’


Taylor arched an elegant eyebrow. ‘I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks so,’ she said. ‘To be frank, the idea that Burbank committed suicide hasn’t felt right to me from the beginning. I tried to tell the man in charge of the investigation, but he seemed hell-bent on brushing the whole thing under the carpet.’


‘You are talking about Assistant Commissioner of Police Gunaji.’ Chopra sighed. ‘I am afraid that the death of an American has set alarm bells ringing. No one wants this situation to become political. A suicide would be the most convenient explanation.’


‘But not necessarily the right one?’ said Taylor.


Chopra shrugged. ‘It is too early to say.’


‘It was that writing on the wall, wasn’t it? “I am sorry”. Written in blood.’


‘How do you know about that?’


‘Burbank’s PA told me about it. He was the one who found the body. Is that why this Gunaji is so adamant it’s a suicide?’


‘It is one reason,’ said Chopra. ‘Though I am certain the statement was not written in blood. Burbank could not have stabbed himself and then got up to write those words.’


‘Could he have done it beforehand? If it was suicide, I mean?’


Chopra shook his head. ‘After I saw the bathroom I called my police colleague. I asked him if any other wounds were discovered on Burbank’s body other than the fatal one to his heart. There were none.’


‘Oh. I see.’


Chopra shifted in his seat. ‘Please tell me about him. Burbank, I mean. How did you know him?’


‘I’ve known Hollis – Mr Burbank – for a number of years. You see, I am the head of client relations for the India and Middle East region at Gilbert and Locke. That means it is my job to handhold the bigger collectors who want to buy art from this region. Burbank was a serious collector. He’s had a special interest in Indian art for a long time; he’s bought many speculative pieces in the past that are only now going up in value.’


‘So he was a regular visitor to the country?’


‘Actually, no. This was the first time I’ve been able to entice him here.’


‘Yet you say he has been collecting Indian art for years?’


‘Yes. But he would always buy from overseas exhibitions, or based on pictures I sent him online. He trusted my judgement.’ She said this with just a trace of pride.


‘I must confess I am no expert in this area,’ said Chopra. ‘But it was my impression that Indian art is not highly thought of on the world stage.’


‘Up until a few years ago you would have been right. But the truth is that art follows money. It’s not always the other way round. India is booming. Overnight the subcontinent is crawling with freshly minted millionaires. And do you know the first thing the nouveau riche always want to buy?’


Chopra shrugged.


‘Acceptance,’ said Taylor, her blue eyes sparkling. ‘Nothing screams “I’ve arrived, I belong” more than a very tasteful and, above all, very expensive painting hanging on the eggshell-washed wall of your swanky new pad. I came here a few years ago with the head of Gilbert and Locke and we were astounded at the clamour for art among Mumbai’s jet set. That was when I had the idea of putting together an auction here. I was convinced I could get some of the world’s biggest collectors together, if only we could put on a lavish enough production. At the same time, it would be a shot in the arm for artists from the region who I have long felt were undervalued.’


Chopra sensed that Taylor had developed a genuine affection for India. It often happened with foreigners who spent any length of time on the subcontinent.


‘It’s such a magical place, isn’t it?’ she said, as if reading his thoughts.


Chopra was tempted to nod, but stopped himself. The trouble with most Westerners was that they lived a rarefied life in India, cossetted by wealth, enthralled by the snake-charmer-and-swami ‘mystique’ of the subcontinent. It was the rare foreigner who got their hands dirty in the slums, the poverty, the myriad other malaises that plagued the country.


‘So Burbank was only here for the auction?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


‘When did he arrive?’


‘He flew in the day before the auction. We normally arrange a private viewing for the big collectors. The exhibition itself has been going on for a week.’


‘Exhibition?’


‘Yes. All the paintings have been on show to the public.’


Chopra recalled seeing something about it on the news.


‘Weren’t you – Gilbert and Locke, that is – worried about security?’


Taylor smiled. ‘Believe me, it’s the first thing we think about. We have a very experienced private security firm who deals with all of that. They know what they’re doing.’


Chopra considered this. ‘So you don’t believe Burbank’s death had anything to do with the auction? Or his purchase of what I am told is now India’s most expensive painting?’


‘If only that were the case.’ Taylor sighed. ‘It would make things very simple. But if someone did kill Burbank for the painting, then why didn’t they take it?’


Chopra had no answer to this. ‘Could there have been a personal motive? Assuming he was killed?’


She shrugged, running her fork around the edge of her plate, monogrammed with the hotel’s logo. ‘I know one shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but Hollis Burbank was, shall we say, an acquired taste.’


‘Are you suggesting that he was not well liked?’


‘That would be the understatement of the century. The man was positively loathed. Not that he cared. I suppose when you are as rich as he was why would you?’


‘Please explain.’


Taylor was silent a moment. A froth of conversation rose and fell around them in the restaurant. Beside the table, they could hear Ganesha slurping on his mangoes. ‘Hollis Burbank was the most driven man I have ever met. He ran an industrial conglomerate, producing everything from toothpaste to tractors. Last I checked, he was personally worth in the region of seven billion dollars.’ She paused, as if to let this enormous number sink into Chopra’s brain. ‘By all accounts he was ruthless in his business dealings. That was my experience of him, anyway. Once he set his heart on a particular piece he would stop at nothing to acquire it. It’s one of the reasons I find it hard to believe that he killed himself. He wanted this painting more than anything I’ve ever pitched to him. And he paid a record fee to obtain it. Why would he commit suicide, just when he’d got his hands on it? It doesn’t make sense.’


Chopra rose to his feet. ‘Perhaps it is time I took a look at this painting.’


 


As they made their way up to the Khumbatta suite, Chopra asked Lisa Taylor about the auction.


‘Have you ever been to an art auction?’


‘I have not had the privilege,’ said Chopra dryly.


‘Well, I can tell you that this one was a major production. I mean, we left no stone unturned. You see, like most things in the art world, it’s all about presentation. You put a piece of cheese on a cracker and serve it at a kids’ party – it’s just cheese on a cracker. But you serve the same thing at an auction, and tell everyone one of the world’s greatest chefs prepared it, and they’ll gush over it as if you’ve just served them ambrosia.


‘An auction like this is what you might call a high-society event. This is where the crème de la crème come out to be seen, not necessarily to buy something. We had film stars, business barons, professional socialites, even a couple of princesses. I have to admit I’d hardly heard of any of these people before I got to India, but in this business you have to do your homework. There’s nothing a very wealthy art virgin likes more than to have their ego stroked. Of course, most of them wouldn’t know a Monet from a Manet.’ She gave Chopra a dazzling smile. ‘There’s no real secret to this business, Chopra. Frankly, it’s all smoke and mirrors. I mean what makes Cézanne’s The Card Players worth three hundred million dollars? No one could really tell you. But if enough so-called art experts say such-and-such painter is one to watch, you’ll suddenly find serious collectors jumping on the bandwagon. And as soon as even one blue-chip investor makes a purchase, then the artist’s price tag jumps through the roof. Rags to riches in the space of an evening.’


They had arrived at the top floor.


The security guards sprang out of their seats like a pair of jack-in-the-boxes. Chopra used the keycard that the general manager had given him and, for the second time that morning, entered the scene of Hollis Burbank’s death.


‘As I was saying: we had a fantastic turnout for the auction,’ continued Taylor. ‘The room was packed. Art whales and their reps; art assayers, dealers, critics, scholars and last – and usually least – the artists themselves. There was an incredible energy in the room. When you’ve been doing this for a while you get a certain feeling. As soon as the first few lots sold – all for well above the lot price – I knew this was going to be a big night.


‘We moved through the sale quickly. Sculptures, bronzes, miniatures, and then on to works by lesser-known artists. Tomorrow’s stars. And finally we got to the Rebello.’


They had entered the master bedroom.


Taylor stopped before the bed, a shudder passing through her as she gazed at the bedspread where Burbank’s body had been found.


She shook herself, and then moved forward, climbed onto the bed and removed the cloth covering the painting above the headboard. The painting was secured behind a glass display case, a numerical keypad set below it. A red light winked on the keypad, indicating that it was alarmed.


Taylor returned to the foot of the bed and stood beside Chopra – and Ganesha – as all three regarded the painting.


‘Behold!’ said Taylor. ‘Zozé Rebello’s masterwork: The Scourge of Goa.’


Chopra stared at the enormous canvas.


It was painted in a distinct visual style, reminiscent of the miniatures favoured by the Mughal emperors, depicting hundreds of tiny but highly detailed human figures. The background of the canvas was a deep yellow with reds and umbers running through it, giving the impression that the protagonists were wading through a lake of fire. As he focused on different sections of the canvas he realised that the figures all appeared to be engaged in violent or aggressive behaviour.


‘Disturbing, isn’t it?’ said Taylor. ‘It gets everyone that way the first time. You start off by thinking it’s harmless, and then you actually focus on what all those little people are doing to each other. I confess I gasped the first time I understood.’


‘Understood what?’


‘That this is Rebello’s depiction of hell. Or, more accurately, hell on earth. Art experts think this is an indictment of the tumultuous past of Goa, his home state, the fact that it was ruthlessly plundered by various factions throughout history, both Indian and foreign. Hindus, Muslims and, most notably, the Portuguese, who turned Goa into a governing seat for their “Empire in the East”. They converted the locals to Christianity – at the point of a sword, naturally – and transformed Goa into a major seaport for the spice trade. Spice was the gold of that era, and whoever controlled the spice routes became enormously powerful. No one asked the Goans whether they wanted any of this. Whether they wanted to speak Portuguese, or worship at one of the three hundred churches they were forced to build. Whether they wanted to be tried, tortured and executed by the Goa Inquisition on the flimsiest of pretexts.’


Chopra mused on how history had a way of smoothing over even the worst of humanity’s excesses.


Goa was now recognised as a tourist paradise for those seeking sun, sand and sea. For decades, it had been popular with the hippy trail; now it had become a retirement Mecca for many Mumbaikers, a place for the wealthy to keep a second home that they could jet down to in an hour on the many domestic airlines that now clogged the subcontinent’s airways.


He wondered just how many knew of the region’s turbulent past.


Chopra focused again on the canvas. Each figure was precisely drawn, he noted, down to the expression on each face. In all there must have been a thousand individuals depicted on the canvas: Hindus, Muslims and Christians; Portuguese and native Goans.


Death was the common motif that drew them together.


There were a great many bodies, strewn over the canvas like corpses over a battlefield. Rebello had found every conceivable manner of death to inflict upon his cast: shot, strangled, clubbed, stabbed, impaled, beheaded or simply hacked to pieces. Some were already dead, sightless eyes turned to a roiling sky, others caught in the act of dying. He saw one figure kneeling on the ground, grasping at his intestines as they spilled from his torso. What made this particular scene so horrific was that the man’s apparent killer was a nun, a grey-clothed woman in a white wimple whose face shone with beatific light.
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