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A white Pomeranian named Fluffy flew out of a fifth-floor window in Panna, which was a brand-new building with the painter’s scaffolding still around it. Fluffy screamed in her little lap-dog voice all the way down, like a little white kettle losing steam, bounced off the bonnet of a Cielo, and skidded to a halt near the rank of schoolgirls waiting for the St Mary’s Convent bus. There was remarkably little blood, but the sight of Fluffy’s brains did send the conventeers into hysterics, and meanwhile, above, the man who had swung Fluffy around his head by one leg, who had slung Fluffy into the void, one Mr Mahesh Pandey of Mirage Textiles, that man was leaning on his windowsill and laughing. Mrs Kamala Pandey, who in talking to Fluffy always spoke of herself as ‘Mummy’, now staggered and ran to her kitchen and plucked from the magnetic holder a knife nine inches long and two wide. When Sartaj and Katekar broke open the door to apartment 502, Mrs Pandey was standing in front of the bedroom door, looking intensely at a dense circle of two-inch-long wounds in the wood, about chest-high. As Sartaj watched, she sighed, raised her hand and stabbed the door again. She had to struggle with both hands on the handle to get the knife out.


‘Mrs Pandey,’ Sartaj said.


She turned to them, the knife still in a double-handed grip, held high. She had a pale, tear-stained face and tiny bare feet under her white nightie.


‘Mrs Pandey, I am Inspector Sartaj Singh,’ Sartaj said. ‘I’d like you to put down that knife, please.’ He took a step, hands held up and palms forward. ‘Please,’ he said. But Mrs Pandey’s eyes were wide and blank, and except for the quivering of her forearms she was quite still. The hallway they were in was narrow, and Sartaj could feel Katekar behind him, wanting to pass. Sartaj stopped moving. Another step and he would be comfortably within a swing of the knife.


‘Police?’ a voice said from behind the bedroom door. ‘Police?’


Mrs Pandey started, as if remembering something, and then she said, ‘Bastard, bastard,’ and slashed at the door again. She was tired now, and the point bounced off the wood and raked across it, and Sartaj bent her wrist back and took the knife quite easily from her. But she smashed at the door with her hands, breaking her bangles, and her last wiry burst of anger was hard to hold and contain. Finally they sat her down on the green sofa in the drawing room.


‘Shoot him,’ she said. ‘Shoot him.’ Then she put her head in her hands. There were green and blue bruises on her shoulder. Katekar was back at the bedroom door, murmuring.


‘What did you fight about?’ Sartaj said.


‘He wants me not to fly any more.’


‘What?’


‘I’m an air hostess. He thinks …’


‘Yes?’


She had startling light-brown eyes, and she was angry at Sartaj for asking. ‘He thinks since I’m an air hostess, I keep hostessing the pilots on stopovers,’ she said, and turned her face to the window.


Katekar was walking the husband over now, with a hand on his neck. Mr Pandey hitched up his silky red-and-black striped pyjamas, and smiled confidentially at Sartaj. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thanks for coming.’


‘So you like to hit your wife, Mr Pandey?’ Sartaj barked, leaning forward. Katekar sat the man down, hard, while he still had his mouth open. It was nicely done. Katekar was a senior constable, an old subordinate, a colleague really – they had worked together for almost seven years now, off and on. ‘You like to hit her, and then you throw a poor puppy out of a window? And then you call us to save you?’


‘She said I hit her?’


‘I have eyes. I can see.’


‘Then look at this,’ Mr Pandey said, his jaw twisting. ‘Look, look, look at this.’ And he pulled up his left pyjama jacket sleeve, revealing a shiny silver watch and four evenly spaced scratches, livid and deep, running from the inside of the wrist around to the elbow. ‘More, I’ve got more,’ Mr Pandey said, and bowed low at the waist and lowered his head and twisted to raise his collar away from the skin. Sartaj got up and walked around the coffee table. There was a corrugated red welt on Mr Pandey’s shoulder blade, and Sartaj couldn’t see how far down it went.


‘What’s that from?’ Sartaj said.


‘She broke a Kashmiri walking stick on my back. This thick, it was,’ Mr Pandey said, holding up his thumb and forefinger circled.


Sartaj walked to the window. There was a group of uniformed boys clustering around the small white body below, pushing each other closer to it. The St Mary’s girls were squealing, holding their hands to their mouths, and begging the boys to stop. In the drawing room, Mrs Pandey was gazing brightly at her husband, her chin tucked into her chest. ‘Love,’ Sartaj said softly. ‘Love is a murdering gaandu. Poor Fluffy.’
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‘Namaskar, Sartaj Saab,’ PSI Kamble called across the station house. ‘Parulkar Saab was asking after you.’ The room was some twenty-five feet across, with four desks lined up across the breadth of it. There was a six-foot poster of Sai Baba on the wall, and a Ganesha under the glass on Kamble’s desk, and Sartaj had felt impelled to add a picture of Guru Gobind Singh on the other wall, in a somewhat twisted assertion of secularism. Five constables came jerkily to attention, and then subsided into their usual sprawl on white plastic chairs.


‘Where is Parulkar Saab?’


‘With a pack of reporters. He’s giving them tea and telling them about our new initiative against crime.’


Parulkar was the deputy commissioner for Zone 13, and his office was next door, in a separate building that was the zonal headquarters. He loved reporters, and had a genius for being jovial with them, and a recent knack for declaiming couplets during interviews. Sartaj wondered sometimes if he sat up late with books of poetry, practising in front of a mirror. ‘Good,’ Sartaj said. ‘Somebody has to tell them about all our hard work.’


Kamble let out a snort of laughter.


Sartaj sat at the desk next to Kamble and flipped open a copy of the Indian Express. Two members of the Gaitonde gang had been shot to death in an encounter with the Flying Squad in Bhayander. The police had acted on received intelligence and intercepted the two as they proceeded to a factory office in that locality; the two extortionists had been hailed and told to surrender, but they had instantly fired at the squad, who then retaliated, et cetera, et cetera. There was a colour photograph of plain-clothes men bending over two oblong red stains on the ground. In other news, there had been two break-ins in Andheri East, one in Worli, and this last one had ended in the fatal stabbing of a young couple. As Sartaj read, he could hear the elderly man sitting across from Kamble talking about slow death. His eighty-year-old mausi had fallen down a flight of stairs and broken her hip. They had checked her into the Shivsagar Polyclinic, where she had borne with her usual stoicism the unrelenting pain in her old bones. After all, she had marched with Gandhi-ji in forty-two and had suffered her first fracture then – of the collarbone from a mounted policeman’s lathi – and also the bare floors of jail cells afterwards. She had an old-fashioned strength, which saw sacrifice of the self as one’s duty in the world. But when the pressure ulcers flowered their deep red wounds on her arms and shoulders and back, even she had said, perhaps it is time for me to die. The elderly man had never heard her say anything of the like, but now she groaned, I want to die. And it took her twenty-two days to find relief, twenty-two days before blessed darkness. If you had seen her, the elderly man said, you too would have cried.


Kamble was flipping pages in a register. Sartaj completely believed the elderly man’s story, and understood his problem: the Shivsagar Polyclinic wouldn’t let him take the body without a No Objection Certificate endorsed by the police. The handwritten note on Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation stationery would say that the police were satisfied that the death in question was natural, that there was no foul play involved, that the body could be released to relatives for disposal. This was supposed to prevent murders – dowry killings and suchlike – from being passed off as accidents, and Police Sub Inspector Kamble was supposed to sign it on behalf of the ever watchful, khaki-clad guardians of Mumbai, but he had it sitting next to his elbow and he was studiously scribbling in his register. The elderly man had his hands folded together, and his white hair fell over his forehead, and he was looking at the indifferent Kamble with moist eyes. ‘Please, sir,’ he said.


Sartaj thought it was on the whole a finely considered performance, and that the grief was genuine, but the bit about Gandhi-ji and broken collarbones quite excessively and melodramatically reproving. Both the elderly man and Kamble knew well that a payment would have to be made before the certificate was signed. Kamble would probably hold out for eight hundred rupees; the old man wanted to give only five hundred or so, but the sacrifices of the elders had been done to death in the movies, and Kamble was quite indifferent to the degeneration-of-India gambit. He now closed his red register and reached for a green one. He studied it closely. The old man began the whole story again, from the fall down the stairs. Sartaj got up, stretched, and walked out into the courtyard of the station. In the shade of the gallery that ran along the front of the building, and under the tin portico, there was the usual crowd of touts, hangers-on, relatives of those chained in the detection room inside, messengers and representatives from local businessmen, favour-seekers, and, here and there, those marked by misfortune and sudden misery, now looking up at him in mingled hope and bitterness.


Sartaj walked past them all. There was an eight-foot wall around the whole complex, of the same reddish-brown brick as the station house and the zonal headquarters. Both buildings were two storeys high, with identical red-tiled roofs and oval-topped windows. There was a promise in the grim arches, in the thickness of the walls and the uncompromising weight of the façades, there was the reassurance of bulky power, and so law and order. A sentry snapped to attention as Sartaj went up the stairs. Sartaj heard the laughter from Parulkar’s cabin well before he could see it, while he was still twisting through the warren of cubicles piled high with paper. Sartaj knocked sharply on the lustrous wood of Parulkar’s door, then pushed it open. There was a quick upturning of laughing faces, and Sartaj saw that even the national newspapers had come out for the story of Parulkar’s initiative, or at least for his poetry. He was good copy.


‘Gentlemen, gentlemen,’ Parulkar said, raising one proud, pointing hand. ‘My most daring officer, Sartaj Singh.’ The correspondents lowered their teacups with a long clatter and looked at Sartaj sceptically. Parulkar walked around the desk, tugging at his belt. ‘One minute, please. I’ll talk to him outside for a moment, then he will tell you about our initiative.’


Parulkar shut the door, and led Sartaj around the back of the cabin, to a very small kitchen which now boasted a gleaming new Brittex water filter on its wall. Parulkar pressed buttons and a bright stream of water fell into the glass he held below.


‘It tastes very pure, sir,’ Sartaj said. ‘Very good indeed.’


Parulkar was drinking deep draughts from a steel tumbler. ‘I asked them for their best model,’ he said. ‘Because clean water is absolutely necessary.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Sartaj took a sip. ‘Sir – “daring”?’


‘They like daring. And you had better be daring if you want to stay in this job.’


Parulkar had sloping shoulders and a pear-shaped body that defeated the best tailors, and his uniform was crumpled already, but that was only usual. There was a sag in his voice, a resignation in his sideways glance that Sartaj had never known. ‘Is something wrong, sir? Is there some complication with the initiative, sir?’


‘No, no, no complication with the initiative. No, nothing to do with that at all. It is something else.’


‘Yes, sir?’


‘They are after me.’


‘Who, sir?’


‘Who else?’ Parulkar said with unusual asperity. ‘The government. They want me out. They think I’ve gone high enough.’


Parulkar was now a deputy commissioner of police, and he had once been a lowly sub-inspector. He had risen through the Maharashtra State Police, and he had made that near-impossible leap into the august Indian Police Service, and he had done it alone, with good police work, a sense of humour, and very long hours. It had been an astonishing and unparalleled career, and he had risen to become Sartaj’s mentor. He emptied his glass, and poured more water from his new Brittex filter.


‘Why, sir?’ Sartaj said. ‘Why?’


‘I was too close to the previous government. They think I’m a Congress man.’


‘So they may want you out. That doesn’t mean anything. You have lots of years left before retirement.’


‘You remember Dharmesh Mathija?’


‘Yes, that’s the fellow who built our wall.’ Mathija was a builder, one of the more conspicuously successful ones in the northern suburbs, a man whose ambition showed like a sweaty fever on his forehead. He had built, in record time, the extension of the compound wall at the rear of the station, around the recently filled lowland. There was now a Hanuman temple and a small lawn and young trees that you could see from the offices to the rear of the building. Parulkar’s passion was improvement. He said it often: we must improve. Mathija and Sons had improved the station, and of course they had done it for free. ‘So what about Mathija, sir?’


Parulkar was taking little sips of water, swirling it about in his mouth. ‘I was called to the DG’s office yesterday, early.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘The DG had a call from the home minister. Mathija has threatened to file a case. He said he was forced to do some work for me. Construction.’


‘That’s absurd, sir. He came himself. How many times he visited you here. We all saw that. He was happy to do it.’


‘Not our wall here. At my home.’


‘At your home?’


‘The roof needed work urgently. As you know, it’s a very old house. My ancestral abode really. Also, it needed a new bathroom. Mamta and my granddaughters have moved back home. As you know. So.’


‘And?’


‘Mathija did it. He did good work. But now he says he has me on tape threatening him.’


‘Sir?’


‘I remember phoning him to tell him to hurry up. Finish the work before the last monsoons. I may have used some strong language.’


‘But so what, sir? Let him go to court. Let him do what he wants. Let him see what we do to his life here, sir. At his sites, all his offices …’


‘Sartaj, that’s just their excuse. It’s a way to put pressure on me, and let me know I am not wanted. They’re not satisfied with just transferring me, they want to get rid of me.’


‘You will fight back, sir.’


‘Yes.’ Parulkar was the best player of the political game Sartaj had ever known: he was a grandmaster of the subtle art of contact and double-contact and back-channel, of ministers and corporators cultivated and kept happy, business interests allowed room for profits, backslapping and exchanges with commissioners of police, favours finely weighed and dispensed and remembered, deals made and forgotten – he was an aficionado of the subtle sport, he was simply the best. It was incredible that he was so tired. His collar sagged, and the swell of his belly was no longer jaunty, only weighted by regret. He drank another glass of water, fast. ‘You had better get in there, Sartaj. They’re waiting for you.’


‘I’m sorry, sir.’


‘I know you are.’


‘Sir.’ Sartaj thought he should say something else, something full of gratitude and somehow conclusive about what Parulkar had meant to him – the years together, the cases solved and the ones left and abandoned, the manoeuvres learnt, how to live and work and survive as a policeman in the city – and yet Sartaj was able only to come to rigid attention. Parulkar nodded. Sartaj was certain he understood.


Outside the cabin, Sartaj checked the tuck of his shirt, ran a hand over his turban. Then he stepped in, and told the reporters about more policemen on more streets, about community interaction, about strict supervision and transparency, about how things were going to get better.
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For lunch Sartaj had an uttapam sent to the station from the next-door Udipi Restaurant. The keen kick of the chillies was invigorating, but when he was finished, Sartaj was unable to get up from his chair. It had been a very light meal but he was crushed, pulped by lassitude. He was barely able to get up and pull the bench from the wall, to slip off his shoes and lie flat and very straight on the wood. His arms were crossed on his chest. A deep breath, then another, and the edge cutting into the back of his thigh receded, and in the swimming drowsiness he was able to forget details, and the world became a receding white blur. Yet a sharp undertow flung him into anger, and after a moment he was able to remember what he was restless about. All of Parulkar’s triumphs were going to be wiped away, made meaningless by an engineered disgrace. And once Parulkar was gone, what of Sartaj? What would become of him? Sartaj had begun recently to feel that he himself had accomplished nothing in his life. He was past forty, a divorced police inspector with middling professional prospects. Others from his batch had climbed past him, he was just pedalling along, doing his job. He looked into his future and saw that he would not achieve as much as his own father, and much less than the redoubtable Parulkar. I am quite useless, Sartaj thought, and felt very bleak. He sat up, rubbed his face, shook his head violently, and pulled on his shoes. He stalked into the front room, where PSI Kamble was rubbing his stomach lightly in circles. He looked quite satisfied.


‘Good lunch?’ Sartaj said.


‘Absolute top first-class biryani from that new Laziz Restaurant on S.T. Road,’ Kamble said. ‘In a fancy clay pot, you know. We’re getting very pish-posh in Kailashpada.’ Kamble straightened up and leaned closer. ‘Listen. You know those two gaandus who were encountered yesterday by the Flying Squad in Bhayander?’


‘Gaitonde gang, yes?’


‘Right. You know the Gaitonde gang and the Suleiman Isa gang have been stepping up their war again, right? So, I heard the two hits yesterday were a supari given by the S-Company. I heard that the Flying Squad boys made twenty lakhs.’


‘You’d better get in the squad then.’


‘Boss, what do you think I’m saving up for? I hear the going rate to get in is twenty-five lakhs.’


‘Very expensive.’


‘Very,’ Kamble said. His face was aglow, every pore open and alight. ‘But money makes it all happen, my friend, and to make money you have to spend money.’


Sartaj nodded, and Kamble sank into a register again. Sartaj had once heard it from a slumlord convicted of murder, the bitter secret of life in the metropolis: paisa phek, tamasha dekh. They had literally bumped into each other, walking round a corner in a basti in Andheri. They had recognized each other instantly, despite Sartaj’s plain clothes and the slumlord’s new paunch. Sartaj said, arre, Bahzad Hussain, aren’t you supposed to be serving fifteen years for offing Anwar Yeda? And Bahzad Hussain laughed nervously, and said, Inspector saab, you know how it is, I got parole and now it says in my file that I’m absconding in Bahrain, paisa phek, tamasha dekh. Which was absolutely true: if you had money to throw, you could watch the spectacle – the judges and magistrates trapezing blithely, the hoop-jumping politicians, the happy, red-nosed cops. Bahzad Hussain had the grace and good sense to come quietly to the station, and he was very confident, and wanted only a cup of tea and a chance to make a few phone calls. He made jokes and laughed a lot. Yes, he had thrown his money and watched the spectacle. All of this police jhanjhat was only a slight waste of time, nothing more. Paisa phek, tamasha dekh.


Kamble now had a family standing in front of him, a mother and a father and a son in blue-uniform short pants. The father was a tailor who had come back home from the shop early in the afternoon, to get some suiting material he had forgotten. On the way he had taken a short-cut and seen his son, who was supposed to be in school, playing marbles against the factory wall with some faltu street kids. The mother was doing the talking now. ‘Saab, I beat him, his father shouts at him, nothing helps. The teachers have given up. He shouts back at us, my son. He thinks he’s too smart. He thinks he doesn’t need school. I’m tired of it, saab. You take him. You put him in jail.’ She made the motion of emptying her hands, and dabbed at her eyes with the end of her blue pallu. Looking at her hands and finely muscled forearms, Sartaj was certain that she worked as a bai, that she washed dishes and clothes for the wives of executives in the Shiva Housing Colony. The son had his head down, and was scraping the side of one shoe against the other.


Sartaj crooked a finger. ‘Come here.’ The boy shuffled sideways. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Sailesh.’ He was about thirteen, quite wise, with a stylish floppy hair-do and flashing black eyes.


‘Hello, Sailesh.’


‘Hello.’


Sartaj smashed a hand down on to the table. It was very loud, and Sailesh started and backed away. Sartaj grabbed him by the collar and twisted him around the end of the desk. ‘You think you’re tough, Sailesh? You’re so tough you’re not scared of anyone, Sailesh? Let me show you what we do with tough taporis like you, Sailesh.’ Sartaj walked him around the room and through a door and into the detection room, lifting him off the floor with every stride. Katekar was sitting with another constable at the end of the room, near the squatting line of chained prisoners.


‘Katekar,’ Sartaj called.


‘Sir.’


‘Which is the toughest of this lot?’


‘This one, sir, thinks he’s hard. Narain Swami, pickpocket.’


Sartaj shook Sailesh so that his head wobbled and snapped. ‘This big man here thinks he’s harder than all of us. Let him see. Give Narain Swami some dum and let the big man see.’


Katekar lifted the cringing Narain Swami and bent him over, and Swami struggled and jingled his chains, but when the first open-palmed blow landed on his back with an awful popping noise he got the idea. With the second one he howled quite creditably. After the third and fourth he was sobbing. ‘Please, please, saab. No more.’ After the sixth, Sailesh was weeping fat tears. He turned his face away and Sartaj forced his chin around.


‘Want to see more, Sailesh? You know what we do next?’ Sartaj pointed at the thick white bar that ran from one wall to the other, close to the ceiling. ‘We put Swami on the ghodi. We string him up on the bar, hands and feet, and give it to him with the patta. Show him the patta, Katekar.’


But Sailesh, looking at the thick length of the strap, whispered, ‘No, don’t.’


‘What?’


‘Please don’t.’


‘You want to end up here, Sailesh? Like Narain Swami?’


‘No.’


‘What’s that?’


‘No, saab. Please.’


‘You will, you know. If you keep going like you are.’


‘I won’t, saab. I won’t.’


Sartaj turned him around, both hands on his shoulders, and walked him towards the door. Narain Swami was still bent over, and flashing an upside-down grin. Outside, sitting on a metal chair with a Coke bottle clutched between his knees, Sailesh listened quietly to Sartaj. He sipped his Coke and Sartaj told him how people like Narain Swami ended up, beaten up, used up, addicted, in jail and out of it, wasted and tired and finally dead. All of it from not going to school and disobeying his mother.


‘I’ll go,’ Sailesh said.


‘Promise?’


‘Promise,’ Sailesh said and touched his throat.


‘Better keep it,’ Sartaj said. ‘I hate people who break promises. I’ll come after you.’


Sailesh nodded, and Sartaj led him out. At the station gate, the mother hung back. She came close to Sartaj and held up her fisted hands and opened them. In the right there was the twisted end of her pallu, and in the left a neatly folded hundred rupee note. ‘Saab,’ she said.


‘No,’ Sartaj said. ‘No.’


She had oiled hair and reddened eyes. She smiled, barely, and held up her hands higher, and opened them further.


‘No,’ Sartaj said. He turned and walked away.




*





Katekar drove with an easy grace that found the gaps in the traffic with balletic timing. Sartaj pushed his seat back and drowsily watched him change gears and snake the Gypsy between trucks and autos with less than inches to spare. Sartaj had long ago learned to relax. He still anticipated a crash every few minutes, but he had learned from Katekar not to care. It was all confidence. You went forward, and someone always backed off at the last moment, and it was always the other gaandu. Katekar scratched at his crotch, growled ‘Eh, bhenchod,’ and stared down a double-decker driver, forced him to an absolute stop. They took a left, and Sartaj grinned at the wide swagger of the turn. ‘Tell me, Katekar,’ Sartaj said, ‘who is your favourite hero?’


‘Film hero?’


‘What else?’


Katekar was embarrassed. ‘When I do watch movies –’ He jiggled the gear stick, and wiped a spot of dust from the windscreen. ‘When there is some film on television,’ – which was only all the time – ‘I like to watch Dev Anand.’


‘Dev Anand? Really?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘But he’s my favourite also.’ Sartaj liked the old black-and-white ones where Dev Anand listed across the screen at an impossible angle, unbelievably dashing and sublimely suave. In his limp perfection there was an odd comfort, a nostalgia for a simplicity that Sartaj had never known. But he had expected Katekar to be an Amitabh Bachchan extremist, or an enthusiast of the muscle boys, Sunil Shetty or Akshay Kumar, who stood huge on the posters like some new gigantic and bulging species. ‘Which Dev Anand film do you like best, Katekar?’


Katekar smiled, and tipped his head to the side. It was a perfect Dev Anand waggle. ‘Why, sir, Guide, sir. Of course.’


Sartaj nodded. ‘Of course.’ Guide was in bright sixties colour, all the better to savour the intense and ecstatic love that Dev found for Waheeda, and the bitterness of his final tragedy. Sartaj had always found the long-drawn-out death of the guide almost unbearable to watch, all his loneliness and his withered love. But here was Katekar with his unexpected Dev-sympathies. Sartaj laughed, and sang, ‘Gata rahe mera dil …’ Katekar bobbed his head, and when Sartaj forgot the lyrics after ‘Tu hi meri manzil,’ he sang the next couplet, all the way until the antra. Now they were grinning at each other.


‘They don’t make movies like that any more,’ Sartaj said.


‘No, they don’t, sir,’ Katekar said. They had a clear stretch of road now, all the way up to the intersection at Karanth Chowk. They sped past clusters of apartment buildings to the right, ensconced behind a long grey wall, and on the left the untidy shacks of a basti opened doors directly on to the road. Katekar stopped at the light smoothly, coming from headlong velocity to an even halt.


‘There are rumours about Parulkar Saab,’ he said, wiping the inside of the steering wheel with his forefinger.


‘What kind of rumours?’


‘That he’s ill, and is thinking of leaving the force.’


‘What’s his illness?’


‘Heart.’


This was a good rumour, Sartaj thought, as rumours went. It might have been Parulkar himself who’d started this one, working from the basic operational principle that a secret was impossible to keep, that everybody would know something soon, and that it was better you should shape the wild theorizing that would take place, steer it and find advantage in it. ‘I don’t know about him leaving,’ Sartaj said, ‘but he is considering his options.’


‘For his heart?’


‘Something like that.’


Katekar nodded. He didn’t seem too concerned. Sartaj knew that Katekar wasn’t a great fan of Parulkar Saab, although he would never speak badly of him in front of Sartaj. He had said once, though, that he didn’t trust Parulkar. He had offered no reasons, and Sartaj had put his suspicions down to enduring anti-Brahminism. Katekar didn’t trust Brahmins, and he disliked Marathas for their middle-caste grabbiness and greed and kshatriya pretensions. Sartaj could see that from Katekar’s OBC point of view, there was justification enough for his prejudices. Look at history, he had said more than once. And Sartaj had always accepted, without question, that the backward castes had been treated horribly for interminable centuries. But he argued the caste politics of the past and present with Katekar, and challenged his conclusions. They had always left those dangerous topics amiably enough. Finally, Sartaj was just glad that Katekar’s history hadn’t included uppity Jatt Sikhs in any immediate way. They had known each other for a long time, and Sartaj had come to depend on him.


They pulled into a narrow parking space in front of the Sindoor Restaurant, Fine Indian and Continental Dining. Sartaj reached back behind his seat for a white Air India bag. He squeezed out past a Peugeot, past a paan-wallah at the gate, and then waited for a line of white-shirted executives to pass. From where he was standing, he could see, at a diagonal across the road, a large white sign with red lettering: ‘Delite Dance Bar and Restaurant’. Sartaj’s shirt was drenched, plastered to his back from the shoulders to the belt. Inside Sindoor, the decor was altogether wedding-shamiana, down to the band instruments behind the cashier’s booth and the mehndi-frills around the edges of the menu. Katekar sat across from Sartaj in a four-customer booth, and they both lowered their heads gratefully under the heavy wash of cold air from a vent just above. A waiter brought two Pepsis, and they both gulped fast, but before they were half-way through, Shambhu Shetty was with them. He slid smoothly in next to Sartaj, neat and trim as always in blue jeans and a blue denim shirt.


‘Hello, saab.’


‘All good, Shambhu?’


‘Yes, saab.’ Shambhu shook hands with both of them. Sartaj had his usual moment of envy for the iron of Shambhu’s grip, for his taut shoulders and his smooth, twenty-four-year-old face. Once, the year before, he had leaned back in the booth and raised his shirt and shown them his biscuited belly, the little triangles of muscle rising up to his chest. A waiter brought Shambhu a fresh pineapple juice. He never drank aerated drinks, or anything with sugar in it.


‘Been trekking, Shambhu?’ Katekar said.


‘Going early next week, my friend. To Pindari glacier.’


On the red rexine of the seat, between Sartaj and Shambhu, there was a heavy brown envelope. Sartaj slid it into his lap, and raised the flap. Inside, there were the usual ten stacks of hundred-rupee notes, stapled and rubber-banded by the bank into little ten-thousand-rupee bricks.


‘Pindari?’ Katekar said.


Shambhu was amazed. ‘Boss, do you ever leave Bombay? Pindari is in the Himalayas. Above Nainital.’


‘Ah,’ Katekar said. ‘Gone for how long?’


‘Ten days. Don’t worry, I’ll be back by next time.’


Sartaj pulled the Air India bag from between his feet, unzipped it, and slid the envelope in. The station and the Delite Dance Bar had a monthly arrangement. Shambhu and he were merely representatives of the two organizations, dispensing and collecting. The money was not personal, and they had been seeing each other for a year and some months now, ever since Shambhu had taken over as manager of Delite, and they had grown to like each other. He was a good fellow, Shambhu, efficient, low-profile, and very fit. He was trying to persuade Katekar to climb mountains.


‘It’ll clear out your head,’ Shambhu said. ‘Why do you think the great yogis always did tapasya way up there? It’s the air. It improves meditation, brings peace. It’s good for you.’


Katekar raised his empty Pepsi glass. ‘My tapasya is here, brother. Here only I find enlightenment every night.’


Shambhu laughed, and clinked glasses with Katekar. ‘Don’t burn us with your fierce austerities, O master. I’ll have to send apsaras to distract you.’


They giggled together, and Sartaj had to smile at the thought of Katekar seated cross-legged on a deerskin, effulgent with pent-up energy. He tugged at the zipper on the bag, and nudged Shambhu with his elbow. ‘Listen, Shambhu-rishi,’ Sartaj said. ‘We have to do a raid.’


‘What, again? We just had one not five weeks ago.’


‘About seven, I think. Almost two months. But, Shambhu, the government’s changed. Things have changed.’ Things had indeed changed. The Rakshaks were the new government in the state. What had once been a muscular right-wing organization, proud of its disciplined and looming cadres, was now trying to become a party of statesmen. As state ministers and cabinet secretaries, they had toned down their ranting nationalism, but they would not give up their battle against cultural degeneration and western corruption. ‘They promised to reform the city.’


‘Yes,’ Shambhu said. ‘That bastard Bipin Bhonsle. All those speeches about cleaning up corruption since he became minister. And what’s all that noise about protecting Indian culture he’s been throwing around lately? What are we but Indian? And aren’t we protecting our culture also? Aren’t the girls doing Indian dances?’


They were doing that exactly, spinning under disco lights to filmi music, quite respectably covered up in cholis and saris, while men held up fans of twenty and fifty-rupee notes for them to pick from, but the Delite Dance Bar as a temple of culture was an audacity that silenced Sartaj and Katekar completely. Then they both said ‘Shambhu’ together, and he held up his hands. ‘Okay, okay. When?’


‘Next week,’ Sartaj said.


‘Do it before I leave. Monday.’


‘Fine. Midnight, then.’ Under the new edict, the bars were supposed to close at eleven-thirty.


‘Oh, come, come, saab. You’re taking the rotis from the mouths of poor girls. That’s too-too early.’


‘Twelve-thirty.’


‘At least one, please. Have some mercy. As it is, that’s half the night’s earning gone.’


‘One, then. But you better still have some girls there when we come in. We’ll have to arrest some.’


‘That bastard Bhonsle. Close down the bars, but what is this new shosha of arresting girls? Why? What for? All they’re trying to do is make a living.’


‘The new shosha is ruthless discipline and honesty, Shambhu. Five girls in the van. Ask for volunteers. They can give whatever names they like. And it’ll be short. Home by three, three-thirty. We’ll drop them.’


Shambhu nodded. He did really seem to like his girls, and they him, and from what Sartaj heard, he never tried to push his take of the dancers’ tips beyond the standard sixty per cent. From the really popular ones he took only forty. A happy girl is a better earner, he had once said to Sartaj. He was a good businessman. Sartaj had great hopes for him.


‘Okay, boss,’ Shambhu said. ‘Will be organized. No problem.’ Outside, he walked in front of the Gypsy as they backed out into the thickening traffic, grinning and grinning.


‘What?’ Sartaj said.


‘Saab, you know, if I can tell the girls you are coming on the raid, you your very own self, I bet I’ll get ten volunteers.’


‘Listen, chutiya,’ Sartaj said.


‘Twelve even, if you escorted them in the van,’ Shambhu said. ‘That Manika asks about you all the time. So brave he is, she says. So handsome.’


Katekar was very serious. ‘I know her. Nice home-loving girl.’


‘Fair-complexioned,’ Shambhu said. ‘Good at cooking, embroidery.’


‘Bastards,’ Sartaj said. ‘Bhenchods. Come on, Katekar, drive. We’re late.’


Katekar drove, making no attempt to hide a smile as big as Shambhu’s. A swarm of sparrows dipped crazily out of the sky, grazing the bonnet of the Gypsy. It was almost evening.


There was a murder waiting at the station for them. Majid Khan, who was the senior inspector on duty, said it had been half an hour since the call had come in from Navnagar, from the Bengali Bura. ‘There’s nobody else here to take it,’ he said. ‘Falls to you, Sartaj.’


Sartaj nodded. A murder case three hours before the end of the shift was something that the other officers would be happy to have missed, unless it was especially interesting. The Bengali Bura in Navnagar was very poor, and dead bodies there were just dead, devoid of any enlivening possibilities of professional praise, or press, or money.


‘Have a cup of tea, Sartaj,’ Majid said. He flipped through the stacks of Delite money, and then put them in the drawer on the right-hand side of the desk. Later he would move the money to the locker of the Godrej cupboard behind his desk, where the larger part of the operating budget of the station was kept. It was all cash, and none of it came from state funds, which weren’t enough to pay for the paper the investigating officers wrote the panchanamas on, or the vehicles that they drove, or the petrol they used, or even for the cups of tea that they and a thousand visitors drank. Some of the Delite money Majid would keep, as part of his perquisites as senior inspector, and some of it would be passed on, upwards.


‘No, I’d better not,’ Sartaj said. ‘Better get out there. Sooner there, sooner to sleep.’


Majid was stroking his moustache, which was a flamboyant handlebar like his army father’s. He maintained it with faithful indulgence, with foreign unguents and delicate pruning, in the face of all mockery. ‘Your bhabhi was remembering you,’ he said. ‘When are you coming to dinner?’


Sartaj stood up. ‘Tell her I said thanks, Majid. And next week, yes? Wednesday? Khima, yes?’ Majid’s wife was actually not a very good cook, but her khima was not offensive, and so Sartaj professed a great passion for it. Since his divorce the officers’ wives had been feeding him regularly, and he suspected that there was other scheming afoot. ‘I’m off.’


‘Right,’ Majid said. ‘Wednesday. I’ll clear it with the general and let you know.’


In the jeep, Sartaj considered Majid and Rehana, happy couple. At their table, eating their food, he saw the economy of gesture between them, how each simple sentence contained whole histories of years together, and he watched Farah of sixteen and her exasperated teasing of Imtiaz, thirteen and impatient and sure of himself, and Sartaj was part of the easeful sprawl on the carpet afterwards, as they watched some favourite game show. They wanted him there, and most often he couldn’t stop wanting to leave. He went each time eagerly, glad to be in a home, with a family, with family. But their happiness made his chest ache. He felt that he was getting used to being alone, he must be, but he also knew he would never be completely reconciled to it. I’m monstrous, he thought, not this and not that, and then he glanced around guiltily to the back of the Gypsy, where four constables sat in identical poses, their two rifles and two lathis hugged close to the chest. They were looking, all of them, at the dirty metal flooring, swaying gently one way and then the other. The sky behind was yellow and drifting rivulets of blue.


The dead man’s father was waiting for them at the edge of Navnagar, below the gentle slope covered from nullah to road with hovels. He was small and nondescript, a man who had spent a lifetime effacing himself. Sartaj stepped after him through the uneven lanes. Although they were going up the slope, Sartaj had a feeling of descent. Everything was smaller, closer, the pathways narrow between the uneven walls of cardboard and cloth and wood, the tumbling roofs covered with plastic. They were well into the Bengali Bura, which was the very poorest part of Navnagar. Most of the shacks were less than a man’s standing height, and the citizens of the Bengali Bura sat in their doorways, tattered and ragged, and the barefooted children ran before the police party. On Katekar’s face there was furious contempt for jhopadpatti-dwellers who let dirt and filth and garbage pile up not two feet from their own doors, who let their little daughters squat to make a mess exactly where their sons played. These are the people who ruin Mumbai, he had said often to Sartaj, these ganwars who come from Bihar or Andhra or maderchod Bangladesh and live like animals here. These were indeed from maderchod Bangladesh, Sartaj thought, although they all no doubt had papers that said they were from Bengal, that each was a bona fide Indian citizen. Anyway, there was nowhere in their watery delta to send them back to, not half a bigha of land that was theirs, that would hold them all. They came in their thousands, to work as servants and on the roads and on the construction sites. And one of them was dead here.


He had fallen across a doorway, chest inside, feet splayed out. He was young, not yet out of his teens. He wore expensive keds, good jeans and a blue collarless shirt. The forearms were slashed deep, to the bone, which was common in assaults with choppers, when the victim typically tried to ward off the blows. The cuts were clean, and deeper at one end than the other. The left hand had only a small oozing stump where the little finger had been, and Sartaj knew there was no use looking for it. There were rats about. Inside the shack it was hard to see, hard to make out anything through the buzzing darkness. Katekar clicked on an Eveready torch, and in the circle of light Sartaj flapped the flies away. There were cuts on the chest and forehead, and a good strong one had gone nearly through the neck. He might have already been walking dead from the other wounds, but that one had killed him, dropped him down with a thud. The floor was dark, wet mud.


‘Name?’ Sartaj said.


‘His, saab?’ the father said. He was facing away from the door, trying not to look at his son.


‘Yes.’


‘Shamsul Shah.’


‘Yours?’


‘Nurul, saab.’


‘They used choppers?’


‘Yes, saab.’


‘How many of them?’


‘Two, saab.’


‘You know them?’


‘Bazil Chaudhary and Faraj Ali, saab. They live close by. They are friends of my son.’


Katekar was scribbling in a notebook, his lips moving tightly with the unfamiliar names.


‘Where are you from?’ Sartaj said.


‘Village Duipara, Chapra block, district Nadia, West Bengal, saab.’ It came out all in a little rush, and Sartaj knew he had rehearsed it many times at night, had studied it on the papers he had bought as soon as he had reached Bombay. A murder case involving Bangladeshis was unusual because they usually kept their heads low, worked, tried to make a living, and tried very hard to avoid attracting attention.


‘And the others? Also from there?’


‘Their parents are from Chapra.’


‘Same village?’


‘Yes, saab.’ He had that Urdu-sprinkled Bangladeshi diction that Sartaj had learnt to recognize. He was lying about the country the village was in, that was all. The rest was all true. The fathers of the victim and the murderers had probably grown up together, splashing in the same rivulets.


‘Are they related to you, those two?’


‘No, saab.’


‘You saw this?’


‘No, saab. Some people shouted for me to come.’


‘Which people?’


‘I don’t know, saab.’ From down the lane there was a muttering, a rise and fall of voices, but there was nobody to be seen. None of the neighbours wanted to be caught up in police business.


‘Whose house is this?’


‘Ahsan Naeem, saab. But he wasn’t here. Only his mother was in the house, she is with the neighbours now.’


‘She saw this?’


Nurul Shah shrugged. Nobody wanted to be a witness, but the old woman would not be able to avoid it. Perhaps she would plead shortness of vision.


‘Your son was running?’


‘Yes, saab, from over there. They were sitting in Faraj’s house.’


So the dead boy had been trying to get home. He must have tired, and tried to get into a house. The door was a piece of tin hung off the bamboo vertical with three pieces of wire. Sartaj stepped away from the body, away from the heavy smell of blood and wet clay. ‘Why did they do this? What happened?’


‘They all had been drinking together, saab. They had a fight.’


‘What about?’


‘I don’t know. Saab, will you catch them?’


‘We’ll write it down,’ Sartaj said.




*





At eleven Sartaj stood under a pounding stream of cold water, his face held up to it. The pressure in the pipes was very good, so he lingered under the shower, moving the sting from one shoulder to the other. He was thinking, despite himself and the rush of water in his ears, about Kamble and money. When Sartaj had been married, he had taken a certain pride in never accepting cash, but after the divorce he had realized how much Megha’s money had protected him from the world, from the necessities of the streets he lived in. A nine-hundred-rupee monthly transportation allowance hardly paid for three days of fuel for his Bullet, and of the many notes he dropped into the hands of informants every day, maybe one or two came from his minuscule khabari allowance, and there was nothing left for the investigation of a young man’s death in Navnagar. So Sartaj took cash now, and was grateful for it. Saala Sardar is no longer the saala of rich bastards, so he’s woken up: he knew the officers and men said this with satisfaction, and they were right. He had woken up. He took a breath and moved his head so that the solid thrust at the centre of the flow pummelled him between the eyes. The lashing noise of it filled his head.


Outside, in his drawing room, it was very quiet. That there was no sleep yet, however tired he was and despite his yearning for it, he knew. He lay on his sofa, with a bottle of Royal Challenge whisky and one of water on the table next to him. He drank in accurate little sips, timed regularly. He allowed himself two tall glasses at the end of working days, and had been resisting the urge recently to go to three. He lay with his head away from the window, so he could watch the sky, lit still by the city. To the left was a long grey sliver, the building next door, turned by the window frame into a crenellated abstraction, and to the right what was called darkness, what disintegrated softly under the eye into an amorphous and relentless yellow illumination. Sartaj knew where it came from, what made it, but as always he was awed by it. He remembered playing cricket on a Dadar street, the fast pok of the tennis ball and the faces of friends, and the feeling that he could hold the whole city in his heart, from Colaba to Bandra. Now it was too vast, escaped from him, each family adding to the next and the next until there was that cool and endless glow, impossible to know, or escape. Had it really existed, that small empty street, clean for the children’s cricket games and dabba-ispies and tikkar-billa, or had he stolen it from some grainy black-and-white footage? Given it to himself in gift, the memory of a happier place?


Sartaj stood up. Leaning against the side of the window, he finished the whisky, tipping the glass far over to get the last drop. He leaned out, trying to find a breeze. The horizon was hazy and far, with lights burning hard underneath. He looked down, and saw a glint in the car park far below, a piece of glass, mica. He thought suddenly how easy it would be to keep leaning over, tipping until the weight carried him. He saw himself falling, the white kurta flapping frantically, the bare chest and stomach underneath, the nada trailing, a blue-and-white bathroom rubber chappal tumbling, the feet rotating, and before a whole circle was complete the crack of the skull, a quick crack and then silence.


Sartaj stepped back from the window. He put the glass down on the coffee table, very carefully. Where did that come from? He said it aloud, ‘Where did that come from?’ Then he sat on the floor, and found that it was painful to bend his knees. His thighs were aching. He put both his hands on the table, palms down, and looked at the white wall opposite. He was quiet.




*





Katekar was eating left-over Sunday mutton. There was a muscle in his back, to the right and low, that was fluttering, but there was the thick, hot consolation of the mutton with its simple richness of potato and rice, and the stinging pleasure of the green-chilli pickle – with his lips burning he could forget the spasms, or at least ignore them.


‘More?’ Shalini said.


He shook his head. He settled back in his chair and burped. ‘You have some,’ he said.


Shalini shook her head. ‘I ate,’ she said. She was able to resist mutton very late at night, but it was not this alone that kept her arms as thin as the day they had married, nineteen years ago almost to the day. Katekar watched her as she turned the knob on the stove to the left with a single clean movement, high burn to off. There was a pleasing accuracy in her movements as she scoured and stacked the utensils for the wash tomorrow, a clean efficiency that lived very functionally in the very small space that was her. She was a spare woman, inside and out, and she fed his appetites.


‘Come, Shalu,’ he said, wiping his mouth decisively. ‘It’s late. Let’s sleep.’


He watched as she wiped the tabletop, hard, with her glass bangles clinking. The kholi was small but very clean on the inside. When she had finished, he unlatched the folding legs to the table and swung it up against the wall. The two chairs went in the corners. While she organized the kitchen, he unrolled two chatais where the table had been. Then one mattress on her chatai, and a pillow, and a pillow for himself, but his back would tolerate only the hard ground, and so then the beds were ready. He took a glass of water from the matka, and a box of Monkey tooth powder, and went outside and down the lane, stepping carefully. There was the crowded huddle of kholis, mostly pucca, with electrical wire strung over the roofs and through doorways. The municipal tap was dry at this hour, of course, but there was a puddle of water under the brick wall behind it. Katekar leaned on the wall, dabbed some tooth powder on his forefinger and cleaned his teeth, conserving the water precisely, so that the last mouthful he spat out left his mouth clean.


Shalini was lying on her side when he came into the kholi. ‘Did you go?’ she said, still facing away. He put the glass down on a shelf in the kitchen. ‘Go,’ Shalini said. ‘Or you’ll wake up in an hour.’


At the other end of the lane there was a turn, then another, and then a sudden opening out into an open slope falling to the highway. There was a dense smell rising from the ground, and Katekar squatted into it, and surprised himself with the furious stream that he sent down the tilt, and he sighed and watched the lights approach and vanish below. He came back to the kholi, clicked off the light bulb, took off his banian and pants and lowered himself to his chatai. He lay flat on his back, right leg spread wide, left arm and thigh against Shalini’s mattress. After a moment she shifted her weight and settled slowly against him. He felt her shoulder blade on his chest, her hip against the rise of his stomach. She sank into him and he was still. Now, with the quiet and his own silence he could hear, on the other side of the black sheet that divided the kholi into two, the twinned breathing of his sons. They were nine and fifteen, Mohit and Rohit. Katekar listened to his family, and after a while, even in the darkness, he could see the shape of his home. On his side of the sheet there was a small colour television on a shelf, and next to it pictures of his parents and Shalini’s parents, all garlanded, and also a large gold-framed photograph of the boys at the zoo. There was a Lux soap calendar turned to June and Madhubala. Under it, a green phone with a lock on the dial. At the foot of the chatais, a whirring table-fan. Behind his head, he knew, there was a two-in-one and his collection of tapes, songs from old Marathi films. Two black trunks stacked on top of each other. Clothes hanging on hooks, his shirt and pants on a hanger. Shalini’s shelf with its brass figures of Ambabai and Bhavani, and a garlanded picture of Sai Baba. And the kitchen, with racks all the way to the roof and rows and rows of gleaming steel utensils. And then on the other side of the black sheet, the shelves with schoolbooks, two posters of Sachin Tendulkar at bat, one small desk piled high with pens and notebooks and old magazines. A metal cupboard with two exactly equal compartments.


Katekar smiled. At night he liked to survey his possessions, to feel them solid and real under his heavy-lidded gaze. He lay poised on some twilight border, still far from sleep, the twitch moving up and down his back but not able to travel across the mass of his body to Shalini, and the things he had earned from life encircled him, and he knew how fragile this fortification was, but it was comfortable. In it he was calm. He felt the bulk of his arms and legs lighten, and he was floating in the streaming air, his eyes closed. He slept.




*





With the sleek little television remote in his hand, Sartaj flicked fast from a car race in Detroit to a dubbed American show about women detectives to a slug, slick and brown, in some huge winding river and then to a filmi countdown show. Two heroines in red miniskirts, smiling and curvy and neither more than eighteen, danced on top of the arches of the vine-wrapped ruin of a palace. Sartaj clicked again. Against a trembling background of news-file clips cut fast, a blonde VJ chattered fast about a bhangra singer from London and his new album. The VJ was Indian, but her name was Kit and her glittering blonde hair hung to her bare shoulders. She thrust a hand at the camera and now suddenly she was in a huge mirrored room filled from end to end with dancers moving together and happy. Kit laughed and the camera moved close to her face and Sartaj saw the lovely angular planes of her face and felt the delicious contentment of her slim legs. He snapped off the television and stood up.


Sartaj walked stiffly to the window. Beyond the fizzing yellow lamps in the compound of the neighbouring building, there was the darkness of the sea, and far ahead, a sprinkling of bright blue and orange that was Bandra. With a good pair of binoculars you could even see Nariman Point, not so far across the sea but at least an hour away on empty night-time roads, and very far from Zone 13. Sartaj felt a sudden ache in his chest. It was as if two blunt stones were grinding against each other, creating not fire but a dull, steady glow, a persistent and unquiet desire. It rose into his throat and his decision was made.


Twelve minutes of fast driving took him through the underpass and on to the highway. The open stretches of road and the wheel slipping easily through his fingers were exhilarating, and he laughed at the speed. But in Tardeo the traffic was backed up between the brightly-lit shops, and Sartaj was suddenly angry at himself, and wanted to turn around and go back. The question came to him with the drumming of his fingers on the dashboard: What are you doing? What are you doing? Where are you going in your ex-wife’s car which she left you out of kindness, which might fall to pieces under your gaand on this pitted horror of a road? But it was too late, the journey half-done even though the first glad momentum was gone, and he drove on. By the time he pulled up, parked and walked to the Cave, it was almost one and now he was very tired. But here he was and he could see the crowd around the back door, which was the one open after closing time at eleven-thirty.


They parted for him and let him through. He was older, yes, maybe even much older, but there was no reason for the curious stares and the silence as he stepped through. They were dressed in loose shiny shirts, shorter dresses than he had ever seen, and they made him very nervous. He fumbled at the door, and finally a girl with a silver ring through her lower lip reached out and held it open for him. By the time it occurred to him that he should thank her, he was already inside and the door was closing. He squared his shoulders and found a corner at the bar. With a draught beer in his hand, he had something to do, and so he turned to face the room. He was hedged in close, and it was hard to see more than a few feet, and everywhere they were talking animatedly, leaning close to each other and shouting against the music. He drank his beer quickly, as if he were interested in it. Then his mug was empty and he ordered another one. There were women on all sides, and he looked at each in turn, trying to imagine himself with each one. No, that was too far ahead, so he tried to think of what he would say to any one of them. Hello. No, Hi. Hi, I’m Sartaj. Try to speak English only. And with a smile. Then what? He tried to listen to the conversation on his left. They were talking about music, an American band that he had never heard of, but that was only to be expected, and a girl with her back to Sartaj said, ‘The last cut was too slow,’ and Sartaj lost the response from the ponytailed boy facing her, but the other girl with the small upturned nose said, ‘It was cool, bitch.’ Sartaj upended his mug and wiped his mouth. The desire that had brought him across the city had vanished suddenly, leaving a dark residue of bitterness. It was very late and he was finished.


He paid quickly and left. There was a different lot near the door now, but again with the same silence, the same stares, the same beaded necklaces and piercings and practised dishevelment, and he understood that his elegant blue trousers marked him fatally as an outsider. By the time he reached the end of the lane he had no confidence in his white shirt with the button-down collar either. He navigated the right turn on to the main road carefully, stepping over two boys sleeping on the pavement, and walked towards the Crossroads Mall, where he had parked. His feet fell soundlessly on the littered pavement and the shuttered shop doors loomed above. I can’t be this drunk on two beers, he thought, but the lampposts seemed very far away and he wanted very much to shut his eyes.


Sartaj went home. He fell into his bed. Now he was able to sleep, it slid heavily on to his shoulders like a choking black landslide. And then instantly it was morning and the shrill grinding of the telephone was in his ear. He groped his way to it.


‘Sartaj Singh?’ The voice was a man’s, peremptory and commanding.


‘Yes?’


‘Do you want Ganesh Gaitonde?’

















Siege in Kailashpada
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‘You’re never going to get in here,’ the voice of Gaitonde said over the speaker after they had been working on the door for three hours. They had tried a cold chisel on the lock first, but what had looked like brown wood from a few feet away was in fact some kind of painted metal, and although it turned white under the blade and rang like a sharp temple bell, the door didn’t give. Then they had moved to the lintels with tools borrowed from a road crew, but even when the road men took over, wielding the sledgehammers with long, expert swings and huffing breaths, the concrete bounced their blows off blithely, and the Sony speaker next to the door laughed at them. ‘You’re behind the times,’ Gaitonde crackled.


‘If I’m not getting in, you’re not getting out,’ Sartaj said.


‘What? I can’t hear you.’


Sartaj stepped up to the door. The building was a precise cube, white with green windows, on a large plot of land in Kailashpada, which was on the still-developing northern edge of Zone 13. Here, among the heavy machinery groping at swamp, edging Bombay out farther and wider, Sartaj had come to arrest the great Ganesh Gaitonde, gangster, boss of the G-Company and wily and eternal survivor.


‘How long are you going to stay in there, Gaitonde?’ Sartaj said, craning his neck up. The deep, round video eye of the camera above the door swivelled from side to side and then settled on him.


‘You’re looking tired, Sardar-ji,’ Gaitonde said.


‘I am tired,’ Sartaj said.


‘It’s very hot today,’ Gaitonde said sympathetically. ‘I don’t know how you sardars manage under those turbans.’


There were two Sikh commissioners on the force, but Sartaj was the only Sikh inspector in the whole city, and so was used to being identified by his turban and beard. He was known also for the cut of his pants, which he had tailored at a very film-starry boutique in Bandra, and also for his profile, which had once been featured by Modern Woman magazine in ‘The City’s Best-Looking Bachelors’. Katekar, on the other hand, had a large paunch that sat on top of his belt like a suitcase, and a perfectly square face and very thick hands, and now he came around the corner of the building and stood wide-legged, with his hands in his pockets. He shook his head.


‘Where are you going, Sardar-ji?’ Gaitonde said.


‘Just some matters I have to take care of,’ Sartaj said. He and Katekar walked to the corner together, and now Sartaj could see the ladder they had going up to the ventilator.


‘That’s not a ventilator,’ Katekar said. ‘It only looks like one. There’s just concrete behind it. All the windows are like that. What is this place, sir?’


‘I don’t know,’ Sartaj said. It was somehow deeply satisfying that even Katekar, Mumbai native and practitioner of a very superior Bhuleshwar-bred cynicism, was startled by an impregnable white cube suddenly grown in Kailashpada, with a black, swivel-mounted Sony video camera above the door. ‘I don’t know. And he sounds very strange, you know. Sad almost.’


‘What I have heard about him, he enjoys life. Good food, lots of women.’


‘Today he’s sad.’


‘But what’s he doing here in Kailashpada?’


Sartaj shrugged. The Gaitonde they had read about in police reports and in the newspapers dallied with bejewelled starlets, bankrolled politicians and bought them and sold them – his daily skim from Bombay’s various criminal dhandas was said to be greater than annual corporate incomes, and his name was used to frighten the recalcitrant. Gaitonde Bhai said so, you said, and the stubborn saw reason, and all roads were smoothed, and there was peace. But he had been in exile for many years – on the Indonesian coast in a gilded yacht, it was rumoured – far but only a phone call away. Which meant that he might as well have been next door, or as it turned out, amazingly enough, in dusty Kailashpada. The early-morning man with the tip-off had hung up abruptly, and Sartaj had jumped out of bed and called the station while pulling on his pants, and the police party had come roaring to Kailashpada in a hasty caravan bristling with rifles. ‘I don’t know,’ Sartaj said. ‘But now that he’s here, he’s ours.’


‘He’s a prize, yes, sir,’ Katekar said. He had that densely snobbish look he always assumed when he thought Sartaj was being naïve. ‘But you’re sure you want to make him yours? Why not wait for someone senior to arrive?’


‘They’ll be a long time getting here. They have other business going on.’ Sartaj was hoping ardently that no commissioner would arrive to seize his prize. ‘And anyway, Gaitonde’s already mine, only he doesn’t know it.’ He turned to walk back towards the door. ‘All right. Cut off his power.’


‘Sardar-ji,’ Gaitonde said, ‘are you married?’


‘No.’


‘I was married once –’


And his voice stopped short, as if cut by a knife.


Sartaj turned from the door. Now it was a matter of waiting, and an hour or two under a hot June sun would turn the unventilated, unpowered building into a furnace that even Gaitonde, who was a graduate of many jails and footpaths and slums, would find as hard to bear as the corridors of hell. And Gaitonde had been lately very successful and thus a little softened, so perhaps it would be closer to an hour. But Sartaj had taken only two steps when he felt a deep hum rising through his toes and into his knees, and Gaitonde was back.


‘What, you thought it would be so easy?’ Gaitonde said. ‘Just a power cut? What, you think I’m a fool?’


So there was a generator somewhere in the cube. Gaitonde had been the first man in any of the city’s jails, perhaps the first man in all of Mumbai, to own a cellular phone. With it, safe in his cell, he had run the essential trades of drugs, matka, smuggling and construction. ‘No, I don’t think you’re a fool,’ Sartaj said. ‘This, this building is very impressive. Who designed it for you?’


‘Never mind who designed it, Sardar-ji. The question is, how are you going to get in?’


‘Why don’t you just come out? It’ll save us all a lot of time. It’s really hot out here, and I’m getting a headache.’


There was a silence, filled with the murmuring of the spectators who were gathering at the end of the lane.


‘I can’t come out.’


‘Why not?’


‘I’m alone. I’m only me by myself.’


‘I thought you had friends everywhere, Gaitonde. Everyone everywhere is a friend of Gaitonde Bhai’s, isn’t it? In the government, in the press, even in the police force? How is it then that you are alone?’


‘Do you know I get applications, Sardar-ji? I probably get more applications than you police chutiyas. Don’t believe me? Here, I’ll read you one. Hold on. Here’s one. This one’s from Wardha. Here it is.’


‘Gaitonde!’


‘“Respected Shri Gaitonde.” Hear that, Sardar-ji? “Respected.” So then … “I am a twenty-two-year-old young man living in Wardha, Maharashtra. Currently I am doing my MCom, having passed my BCom exam with seventy-one per cent marks. I am also known in my college as the best athlete. I am captain of the cricket team.” Then there’s a lot of nonsense about how bold and strong he is, how everyone in town’s scared of him. OK, then he goes on: “I am sure that I can be of use to you. I have for long followed your daring exploits in our newspapers, which print very often these stories of your great power and powerful politics. You are the biggest man in Mumbai. Many times when my friends get together, we talk about your famous adventures. Please, Shri Gaitonde, I respectfully submit to you my vita, and some small clippings about me. I will do whatever work you ask. I am very poor, Shri Gaitonde. I fully believe that you will give me a chance to make a life. Yours faithfully, Amit Shivraj Patil.” Hear that, Sardar-ji?’


‘Yes, Gaitonde,’ Sartaj said, ‘I do. He sounds like a fine recruit.’


‘He sounds like a lodu, Sardar-ji,’ Gaitonde said. ‘I wouldn’t hire him to wash my cars. But he would do well as a policeman.’


‘I’m getting tired of this, Gaitonde,’ Sartaj said. Katekar had his shoulders tensed, he was glowering at Sartaj, wanting him to curse Gaitonde, to shut him up by telling him exactly what kind of bhenchod he was, that they were going to string him up and shove a lathi up his filthy gaand. But, it seemed to Sartaj, to shout abuse at an unhinged man inside an impregnable cube would be spectacularly useless, if momentarily satisfying.


Gaitonde laughed bitterly. ‘Are your feelings hurt, saab? Should I be more respectful? Should I tell you about the wonderful and astonishing feats of the police, our defenders who give their lives in service without a thought for their own profit?’


‘Gaitonde?’


‘What?’


‘I’ll be back. I need a cold drink.’


Gaitonde became avuncular, affectionate. ‘Yes, yes, of course you do. Hot out there.’


‘For you also? A Thums Up?’


‘I’ve a fridge in here, chikniya. Just because you’re so fair and so hero-like good looking doesn’t mean you’re extra smart. You get your drink.’


‘I will. I’ll be back.’


‘What else would you do, Sardar-ji? Go, go.’


Sartaj walked down the street, and Katekar fell in beside him. The cracked black tarmac swam and shimmered in the heat. The street had emptied, the spectators bored by the lack of explosions and bullets and hungry for lunch. Between Bhagwan Tailors and Trimurti Music, they found the straightforwardly named Best Cafe, which had tables scattered under a neem tree and rattling black floor fans. Sartaj pulled desperately at a Coke, and Katekar sipped at fresh lime and soda, only slightly sweet. He was trying to lose weight. From where they sat they could see Gaitonde’s white bunker. What was Gaitonde doing back in the city? Who was the informant who had given him to Sartaj? All these were questions for later. First catch the man, Sartaj thought, then worry about why and when and how, and he took another sip.


‘Let’s blow it up,’ Katekar said.


‘With what?’ Sartaj said. ‘And that’ll kill him for sure.’


Katekar grinned. ‘Yes, sir. So what, sir?’


‘And what would the intelligence boys say?’


‘Sahib, excuse me, but the intelligence boys are mainly useless bhadwas. Why didn’t they know he was building this thing?’


‘Now, that would have been very-very intelligent, wouldn’t it?’ Sartaj said. He leaned back in his chair and stretched. ‘You think we can find a bulldozer?’




*





Sartaj had a metal chair brought to the front of the bunker, and he sat on it, patting his face with a cold, wet towel. He was sleepy. The video camera was unmoving and silent.


‘Ay, Gaitonde!’ Sartaj said. ‘You there?’


The camera made its very small buzzing machine noise, nosed about blindly and found Sartaj. ‘I’m here,’ Gaitonde said. ‘Did you get a drink? Shall I phone and order something for you to eat?’


Sartaj thought suddenly that Gaitonde had learned that big voice from the movies, from Prithviraj Kapoor in a smoking jacket being magnanimous to the lowly. ‘I’m fine. Why don’t you order something for yourself?’


‘I don’t want food.’


‘You’ll stay hungry?’ Sartaj was trying to calculate the chances of starving Gaitonde out. But he remembered that Gandhi-ji had lasted for weeks on water and juice. The bulldozer would arrive in an hour, an hour and a half, at most.


‘There’s plenty of food in here, enough for months. And I’ve been hungry before,’ Gaitonde said. ‘More hungry than you could imagine.’


‘Listen, it’s too hot out here,’ Sartaj said. ‘Come out and back at the station you can tell me all about how hungry you were.’


‘I can’t come out.’


‘I’ll take care of you, Gaitonde. There are all sorts of people trying to kill you, I know. But no danger, I promise. This is not going to turn into an encounter. You come out now and we’ll be back at the station in six minutes. You’ll be absolutely safe. From there you can call your friends. Safe, ekdum safe. You have my promise.’


But Gaitonde wasn’t interested in promises. ‘Back when I was very young, I left the country for the first time. It was on a boat, you know. Those days, that was the business: get on a boat, go to Dubai, go to Bahrain, come back with gold biscuits. I was excited, because I had never left the country before. Not even to Nepal, you understand. Okay, Sardar-ji, establishing shot: there was the small boat, five of us on it, sea, sun, all that kind of chutmaari atmosphere. Salim Kaka was the leader, a six-foot Pathan with a long beard, good man with a sword. Then there was Mathu, narrow and thin everywhere, always picking his nose, supposed to be a tough boy. Me, nineteen and didn’t know a thing. And there was Gaston, the owner of the boat, and Pascal, his assistant, two small dark men from somewhere in the south. It was Salim Kaka’s deal, his contacts there, and his money that hired the boat, and his experience, when to go out, when to come back, everything was his. Mathu and I were his boys, behind him all the time. Got it?’


Katekar rolled his eyes. Sartaj said, ‘Yes, Salim Kaka was the leader, you and Mathu were the guns and Gaston and Pascal sailed the boat. Got it.’


Katekar propped himself against the wall next to the door and spilled paan masala into his palm. The speaker gleamed a hard, metallic silver. Sartaj shut his eyes.


Gaitonde went on. ‘I had never seen such a huge sky before. Purple and gold and purple. Mathu was combing his hair again and again into a Dev Anand puff. Salim Kaka sat on the deck with us. He had huge feet, square and blunt, each cracked like a piece of wood, and a beard that was smooth and red like a flame. That night he told us about his first job, robbing an angadia couriering cash from Surat to Mumbai. They caught the angadia as he got off the bus, tossed him in the back of an Ambassador and went roaring away to an empty chemical godown in the industrial estates at Vikhroli. In the godown they stripped him of his shirt, his banian, his pants, everything, and found sewn inside the pants, over the thighs, four lakhs in five-hundred-rupee notes. Also a money belt with sixteen thousand in it. He was standing there baby-naked, his big paunch shaking, holding his hands over his shrunken lauda, as they left. Clear?’


Sartaj opened his eyes. ‘A courier, they got him, they made some money. So what?’


‘So the story’s not over yet, smart Sardar-ji. Salim Kaka was closing the door, but then he turned around and came back. He caught the guy by the throat, lifted him up and around and put a knee between his legs. “Come on, Salim Pathan,” someone yelled to him. “This is no time to take a boy’s gaand.” And Salim Kaka, who was groping the angadia’s bum, said, “Sometimes if you squeeze a beautiful ass, as you would a peach, it reveals all the secrets of the world,” and he held up a little brown silk packet which the angadia had taped behind his balls. In it were a good dozen of the highest-quality diamonds, agleam and aglitter, which they fenced the next week at fifty per cent, and Salim Kaka’s cut alone was one lakh, and this was in the days when a lakh meant something. “But,” Salim Kaka said, “the lakh was the least of it, money is only money.” But after that he was known as a lustrous talent, a sharp lad. “I’ll squeeze you like a peach,” he’d say, cocking a craggy eyebrow, and the poor unfortunate at the receiving end would spill cash, cocaine, secrets, anything.


‘“How did you know with the angadia, Salim Kaka?” I asked, and Salim Kaka said, “It is very simple. I looked at him from the door and he was still afraid. When I had my knife at his throat he had said to me in a child’s little trembling voice, ‘Please don’t kill me, my baap.’ I hadn’t killed him, he was still alive and holding his lauda, the money was gone, but it wasn’t his, we were leaving, so why was he still afraid? A man who is afraid is a man who still has something to lose.”’


‘Very impressive,’ Sartaj said. He shifted in his chair, and regretted it immediately as his shoulder blade found a curve of heated metal. He adjusted his turban and tried to breathe slowly, evenly. Katekar was fanning himself with a folded afternoon newspaper, his eyes abstracted and his forehead slack, while into the slow stirring of the air came Gaitonde’s voice with its cool electronic hiss.


‘I resolved to be sharply watchful for ever after, for I was ambitious. That night I laid my body down along the bow, as close as I could get to the onrushing water, and I dreamed. Did I tell you I was nineteen? I was nineteen and I made myself stories about cars and a high house and myself entering a party and flashbulbs popping.


‘Mathu came and sat beside me. He lit a cigarette for himself and gave me one. I drew hard on it like him. In the dark I could see the puff of his hair, his haggard shoulders, and I tried to remember his features, which were too bony to be anywhere close to Dev Anand’s, but still every day he stroked talcum powder on to that pointy rat’s face and tried. I felt suddenly kindly towards him. “Isn’t this beautiful?” I said. He laughed. “Beautiful? We could drown,” he said, “and nobody would know what happened to us. We would disappear, phat, gone.” His cigarette made spirals in the dark. “What do you mean?” I asked. “Oh, you pitiful dehati idiot,” he said. “Don’t you know? Nobody knows we are out here.” “But,” I said, “Salim Kaka’s people know, his boss knows.” I could feel him laughing at me, his knee jogging against my shoulder. “No, they don’t.” He was leaning closer to me, whispering, and I could smell his banian and see the pale phosphorescence of his eyes. “Nobody knows, he didn’t tell his boss. Don’t you get it? This is his own deal. Why do you think we’re on this little khatara of a boat, not a trawler? Why do you think we are with him, one dehati smelling of farm dirt and a very-very junior member of the company? Eh? Why? This is Salim Kaka’s own little operation. He wants to go independent, and to go independent, what do you need? Capital. That’s what. That’s why we’re out here slopping away in this chodu, wheezing tin trap, one pitch away from the big fishes. He thinks he’s going to make enough to start himself all new and fresh and shiny. Capital, capital, you understand?”


‘I sat up then. He put a hand on my shoulder and swung himself up. “Gaandu,” he said, “if you want to live in the city you have to think ahead three turns, and look behind a lie to see the truth and then behind that truth to see the lie. And then, and then, if you want to live well, you need a bankroll. Think about it.” Mathu patted my shoulder and drew back. I saw his face for a second in dim light as he lowered himself into the cabin. And I did think about it.’


Under the speaker Katekar turned his head, right and left, and Sartaj heard the small clicking noise of the bones in his neck. ‘I remember this Salim Kaka,’ Katekar said softly. ‘I remember seeing him in Andheri, walking around in a red lungi and a silk kurta. The kurtas were of different colours, but the lungi was always red. He worked with Haji Salman’s gang, and he had a woman in Andheri, I remember hearing.’


Sartaj nodded. Katekar’s face was puffy, as if he had just woken from sleep. ‘Love?’ Sartaj said.


Katekar grinned. ‘Judging by the silk, it must have been,’ he said. ‘Or maybe it was just that she was seventeen and had a rear like a prancing deer’s. She was an auto mechanic’s daughter, I think.’


‘Don’t believe in love, Katekar?’


‘Saab, I believe in silk, and in everything that is soft, and everything else that is hard, but …’


Above their heads the speaker rumbled. ‘What are you mumbling about, Sardar-ji?’


‘Go on, go on,’ Sartaj said. ‘Just minor instructions.’


‘So listen. The next afternoon, we started to see tree branches in the water, pieces of old crates, bottles bobbing down and up, tyres, once the whole wooden roof of a house floating upside down. Gaston stayed on deck the whole time now, one arm around the mast, looking this way and that with binoculars, never stopping. I asked Mathu, “Are we close?” He shrugged. Salim Kaka came up in a new kurta. He stood by the bow, looking to the north, and I saw his fingers dabbing at the silver taveez at his chest. I wanted to ask him where we were, but there was a seriousness on his face that kept me from speaking.’


Sartaj remembered the pictures of Gaitonde, the medium-sized body and the medium face, neither ugly nor handsome, all of it instantly forgettable despite the bright blue and red cashmere sweaters, everything quite commonplace. But now there was this voice, quiet and urgent, and Sartaj tipped his head towards the speaker.


‘As night came, in the last failing light, there was a pinpoint of red winking steadily to the north. We dropped anchor, then headed towards it in a dinghy. Mathu rowed and Salim Kaka sat opposite, watching our beacon, and I between them. I was expecting a wall, like I had seen near the Gateway of India, but instead there were high rushes that towered above our heads. Salim Kaka took a pole and pushed us through the feathered banks that creaked and whispered, and although I wasn’t told to, I had my ghoda in my hand, loaded and ready. Then the wood scraped under my feet, hard on ground. Flashlight in hand, Salim Kaka led us up the island – that’s what it was, a soft wet rising in the swamp. We walked for a long time, half an hour maybe, Salim Kaka in front, under a rising moon. He had a brown canvas bag over his shoulder, big as a wheat sack. Then I saw the beacon again, over the top of the stalks. It was a torch tied to a pole. I could smell the tallow; the flames jumped two feet high. Under it there were three men. They were dressed like city people, and in the leaping light I could see their fair skin, their bushy black eyebrows, their big noses. Turks? Iranis? Arabs? I don’t know still, but two of them had rifles, muzzles pointed just a little away from us. My trigger was cool and sweaty on my finger. I cramped and thought, You’ll fire and finish us all. I took a breath, turned my wrist, feeling the butt against my thumb, and watched them. Salim Kaka and one of them spoke, their heads close together. Now the bag was offered, and a suitcase in return. I saw a gleam of yellow, and heard the clicks of locks shutting. My arm ached.


‘Salim Kaka stepped backward, and we edged away from the foreigners. I felt the smooth, wet rim of a stalk against my neck, and I couldn’t find a way out, only the yielding pressure of vegetation, and panic. Then Salim Kaka turned abruptly and slipped between the bushes, the faint beam of his flashlight marking his way, and then Mathu. I came last, sideways, my revolver hand held low, my neck taut. I can still see them watching, the three men. I see the gleam of the metal bands around the rifle muzzles, and their shaded eyes. We were walking fast. I felt as if we were flying, and the tall grass that had pulled and clawed at me at first now brushed softly along my sides. Salim Kaka turned his head, and I saw his frantic smile. We were happy, running.


‘Salim Kaka paused at the edge of a little stream where water had cut a drop of three feet, maybe four, and he reached down with his right foot and found a place for his heel. Mathu looked at me, his face cut into angles by the gaunt moonlight, and I looked at him. Before Salim Kaka had completed his step, I knew where we were going. The report of the revolver bounced off the water into my belly. I knew the butt had bruised the base of my thumb. Only when the flare left my eyes could I see again, and my stomach was twisting and loosening and twisting, and at the bottom of the ditch Salim Kaka’s feet were treading steadily, as if he were still finding his way to the boat. The water thrashed and boiled. “Fire, Mathu,” I said. “Fire, maderchod.” Those were the first words I had spoken since we’d come ashore. My voice was firm and strange, the sound of it alien. Mathu tilted his head and pointed his barrel. Again, a flash brought the weeds out from the shadows, but still those feet clambered away, going steadily somewhere. I aimed my revolver into the round, frothy turbulence, and at the first discharge all movement stopped, but I put another one in just to make sure. “Come on,” I said, “let’s go home.” Mathu nodded, as if I were in charge, and he jumped into the ditch and scrabbled for the suitcase. The flashlight was glowing under the water, a luminous yellow bubble that embraced exactly half of Salim Kaka’s head. I snapped it up as I went through, though all the way back to the dinghy the fat moon was low overhead and lit us to safety.’


Sartaj and Katekar heard Gaitonde drink now. They heard, clearly, every long gulp and the glass emptying. ‘Whisky?’ Sartaj whispered. ‘Beer?’


Katekar shook his head. ‘No, he doesn’t drink. Doesn’t smoke either. Very health-conscious don he is. Exercises every day. He’s drinking water. Bisleri with a twist of lime in it.’


Gaitonde went on, hurrying now. ‘When the sun came up on the boat the next day, Mathu and I were still awake. We had spent the night sitting in the cabin, across from each other, with the suitcase tucked under Mathu’s bunk but still visible. I had my revolver in my lap, and I could see Mathu’s under his thigh. The roof above my head creaked out a stealthy step. We had told Gaston and Pascal that we had been ambushed by the police, the police of whatever country we had been in. Pascal had wept, and they were both moving very gently now, in respect for our mourning. Behind Mathu’s head there was the dark brown of the wood, and the white of his banian floating and dipping with the swell of the waves. There was the hazy distance between us, and I knew what he was thinking. So I decided. I put my revolver on the pillow, put my feet up on the bunk. “I’m going to sleep,” I said. “Wake me up in three hours and then you can rest.” I turned to the wood, with my back towards Mathu, and shut my eyes. Very low down on my back there was a single circle on my skin which twitched and crawled. It expected a bullet. I could not calm it. But I kept my breathing steady, my knuckles against my lips. There are some things you can control.


‘When I woke it was evening. There was a thick orange light pushing into the cabin from the hatch, colouring the wood like fire. My tongue filled my throat and mouth, and my hand when I tried to move it had become a loathsome bloated weight. I thought the bullet had found me, or I had found the bullet, but then I jerked once and my heart was thudding painfully and I sat up. My stomach was covered with sweat. Mathu was asleep, his face down on the pillow. I tucked my revolver into my waistband and went up. Pascal smiled at me out of his black little face. The clouds were piled above us, enormous and bulging, higher and higher into the red heaven. And this boat a twig on the water. My legs shook and I sat down and shook. I trembled and stopped and then trembled again. When it was dark, I asked Pascal for two strong bags. He gave me two white sacks made of canvas, with drawstrings.


‘“Wake up,” I said to Mathu when I went downstairs, and kicked his bunk. He came awake groping for his revolver, which he couldn’t find until I pointed to it, between the mattress and the wall. “Calm down, you jumpy chut. Just calm down. We have to share.” He said, “Don’t ever do that again.” He was growling, stretching his shoulders up like a rooster heaving its feathers. I smiled at him. “Listen,” I said, “you bhenchod sleepy son of maderchod Kumbhkaran, do you want your half or what?” He calculated for a moment, still all swollen and angry, but then he subsided with a laugh. “Yes, yes,” he said. “Half-half. Half-half.”


‘Gold is good. It moves and slips on your fingers with a satisfying smoothness. When it is near to pure it has that healthy reddish glow that reminds you of apple cheeks. But that afternoon, as we moved the bars from the suitcase into the sacks, one by one, one for one and then one for the other, what I liked best was the weight. The bars were small, a little longer than the breadth of my palm, much smaller than I had expected, but they felt so dense and plump I could hardly bear to put each in my sack. My face was warm and my heart congested and I knew I had done right. When we got to the last bar, which was mine, I put it in my left pants pocket, where I could feel it always, slapping against me. Then the revolver on the other side, at the back of my waistband. Mathu nodded. “Almost home,” he said. “How much do you think it’s worth?” His smile was slow and faltering. He picked at his nose, as he always did when he was nervous, which was most of the time. I looked down at him and felt only contempt. I knew absolutely and for certain and in one instant that he would always be a tapori, nothing more, maybe even with ten or twelve people working for him, but always nothing more than a nerve-racked small-time local buffoon, jacked up into tottery brutishness with a gun and a chopper under his shirt, that’s all. If you think in rupees, you’re a sweep-carrying bhangi, nothing more. Because lakhs are dirt, and crores are shit. I thought, what is golden is the future in your pocket, the endless possibility of it. So I shoved the sack under my bunk, nudging the last of it under with my foot as Mathu watched with wide eyes. I turned my back on him and climbed up to the deck, laughing to myself. I was no longer afraid. I knew him now. That night I slept like a baby.’


Katekar snorted, and shook his head. ‘And for years he slept a restful sleep every night, while the bodies fell right and left.’ Sartaj held up a warning hand, and Katekar wiped the sweat from his face and muttered quietly, ‘They’re all of them the swinish same, maderchod greedy bastards. The trouble is, when one gets killed, five come up to take his place.’


‘Quiet,’ Sartaj said. ‘I want to hear this.’


The speaker growled again. ‘The day after the next, I saw, over the water, a faraway hillock. “What is that?” I asked Gaston. “Home,” he said. From the bow Pascal called to another boat leaning out towards the horizon. “Aaa-hoooooooo,” he called, and the long cry and its echoing reply wrapped about my shoulders. I was home.


‘We helped to beach the boat, and then took leave of Pascal and Gaston. Mathu was whispering threats at them, but I shouldered him aside, not too gently, and said, “Listen, boys, keep this quiet, very quiet, and we’ll do business again.” I gave them a gold bar each from my share, and shook hands with them, and they grinned and were my fellows for life. Mathu and I walked a little way down the road, to the bus stop, with our white sacks dragging over our shoulders. I waved down an auto-rickshaw and nodded at Mathu. I left him standing there, his finger at his nose, buffeted by exhaust. I knew he wanted to come with me, but he thought more of himself than he was, and he would’ve forced me to kill him, sooner or later. I had no time for him. I was going to Bombay.’


The speaker was silent. Sartaj stood up, turned and looked up and down the street. ‘Eh, Gaitonde?’ he said.


A moment passed, and then the answer came: ‘Yes, Sartaj?’


‘The bulldozer’s here.’


Indeed it was there, a black leviathan that now appeared at the very end of the street with a throaty clanking that caused a crowd to appear instantly. The machine had a certain dignity, and the driver had a cap on his head, worn with the flair of a specialist.


‘Get those people out of the road,’ Sartaj said to Katekar. ‘And that thing up here. Pointed this way.’


‘I can hear it now,’ Gaitonde said. The video lens moved in its housing restlessly.


‘You’ll see it soon,’ Sartaj said. The policemen near the vans were checking their weapons. ‘Listen, Gaitonde, this is all a farce that I don’t like one bit. We’ve never met, but still we’ve spent the afternoon talking. Let’s be gentlemen. There’s no need for this. Just come out and we can go back to the station.’


‘I can’t do that,’ Gaitonde said.


‘Stop it,’ Sartaj said. ‘Stop acting the filmi villain, you’re better than that. This isn’t some schoolboy game.’


‘It is a game, my friend,’ Gaitonde said. ‘It is only a game, it is leela.’


Sartaj turned away from the door. He wanted, with an excruciating desire, a cup of tea. ‘All right. What’s your name?’ he said to the driver of the bulldozer, who was leaning against a gargantuan track.


‘Bashir Ali.’


‘You know what to do?’


Bashir Ali twisted his blue cap in his hands.


‘It’s my responsibility, Bashir Ali. I’m giving you an order as a police inspector, so you don’t have to worry about it. Let’s get that door down.’


Bashir Ali cleared his throat. ‘But that’s Gaitonde in there, Inspector sahib,’ he said tentatively.


Sartaj took Bashir Ali by the elbow and walked him to the door.


‘Gaitonde?’


‘Yes, Sardar-ji?’


‘This is Bashir Ali, the driver of the bulldozer. He’s afraid of helping us. He’s frightened of you.’


‘Bashir Ali,’ Gaitonde said. The voice was commanding, like an emperor’s, sure of its consonants and its generosity.


Bashir Ali was looking at the middle of the door. Sartaj pointed up at the video camera, and Ali blinked up at it. ‘Yes, Gaitonde Bhai?’ he said.


‘Don’t worry. I won’t forgive you –’ Bashir Ali blanched ‘– because there’s nothing to forgive. We are both trapped, you on that side of the door and me on this. Do what they tell you to do, get it over with and go home to your children. Nothing will happen to you. Not now and not later. I give you my word.’ There was a pause. ‘The word of Ganesh Gaitonde.’


By the time Bashir Ali had climbed up to his seat on top of the bulldozer he had understood, it seemed, his starring role in the situation. He put his cap on his head with a twirl and pointed it backward. The engine grunted and then settled into a steady roar. Sartaj leaned close to the speaker. The left side of his head, from the nape of the neck to the temples, was caught in a sweeping pulse of heat and pain.


‘Gaitonde?’


‘Speak, Sardar-ji, I’m listening.’


‘Just open this door.’


‘You want me to just open this door? I know, Sardar-ji, I know.’


‘Know what?’


‘I know what you want. You want me to just open this door. Then you want to arrest me and take me to the station. You want to be a hero in the newspapers. You want a promotion. Two promotions. Deep down you want even more. You want to be rich. You want to be an all-India hero. You want the President to give you a medal on Republic Day. You want the medal in full colour on television. You want to be seen with film stars.’


‘Gaitonde …’


‘But you know, I’ve had all that. And I’ll beat you. Even in this last game I’ll beat you.’


‘How? You have some of your boys in there with you?’


‘No. Not one. I told you, I’m alone.’


‘A tunnel? A helicopter hidden inside?’


Gaitonde chuckled. ‘No, no.’


‘What then? You have a battery of Bofors guns?’


‘No. But I’ll beat you.’


The bulldozer was shimmering on the black road, flanked by grimeyed policemen. Their choices were narrowing rapidly, leading them inevitably to this metal door, and they were determined, and helpless, and afraid.


‘Gaitonde,’ Sartaj said, rubbing his eyes. ‘Last chance. Come on, yaar. This is stupid.’


‘I can’t do it. Sorry.’


‘All right. Just stay back from the door when we come in. And have your hands up.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Gaitonde said. ‘I’m no danger.’


Sartaj stood up straight, his back to the door, and checked his revolver. He rotated the cylinder, and the yellow bullets sat fat and round in the metal. The heat came through the soles of his shoes, into his feet.


Suddenly the speaker came to life again against his shoulder blade. ‘Sartaj, you called me yaar. So I’ll tell you something. Build it big or small, there is no house that is safe. To win is to lose everything, and the game always wins.’


Sartaj could feel the tinny trembling in his chest from the speaker. The machine in front of him produced a blare that pressed him back against the door, and it was enough. He palmed the cylinder back into the revolver, and stepped off the porch. ‘All right,’ he shouted. ‘Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go.’ He waved towards the door with the weapon. The speaker was buzzing again, but Sartaj wasn’t listening. As he walked away, he thought that under the engine’s roar he heard a last fragment, a question: ‘Sartaj Singh, do you believe in God?’


Sartaj called, ‘Come on, Bashir Ali, move.’ Bashir Ali raised a hand, and Sartaj pointed a rigid finger at him. ‘Get that thing moving.’


Bashir Ali crouched in his high seat, and the behemoth lurched forward, past Sartaj, and smashed against the building with a dull crunch, raising a soaring cloud of plaster. But after a moment, when the bulldozer pulled back, the building still stood complete and sacrosanct, the door not even dented. Only the video camera had been injured: it lay next to the door, flattened neatly half-way along its length. A long jeer rose from the crowd down the street. It grew louder when Bashir Ali switched off his engine.


‘What was that?’ Sartaj said when Bashir Ali stepped down into the bulldozer’s shadow.


‘What do you expect when you won’t let me do it the way it should be done?’


They were both wiping plaster from their noses. On the sunlit side of the bulldozer the crowd was chanting, ‘Jai Gaitonde.’


‘Do you know the way to do it?’


Bashir Ali shrugged. ‘I have an idea.’


‘All right,’ Sartaj said. ‘Fine. Do it how you want.’


‘Get out of my way then. And get your men back from the building.’


As Bashir Ali spun his steed on the gravel, Sartaj saw that he was an artist. He operated with flicks and thumps of his hands on the driving sticks, leaning into the direction of his turns, in sympathy with the groaning gears underneath. He raised and then lowered his blade, positioning it precisely, with its lower extended edge level with the door. He reversed ten feet, twenty, thirty, his arm jauntily on the back of his seat. He came at the building at a diagonal, and as he went past Sartaj he gleamed a white grin. This time there was a scream of metal, and when the violent juddering of the bulldozer had ceased, Sartaj saw that the door had been peeled back, inward. A crack ran three feet up into the masonry.


‘Back!’ Sartaj shouted. He was running forward, revolver held in front of him. ‘Get back, get back.’ Then Bashir Ali was gone, and Sartaj was leaning against one side of the doorway, and Katekar on the other. An icy wind came out and Sartaj felt it drying the sweat on his face and his forearms. Suddenly, for a moment, he envied Gaitonde all his air-conditioners, the frigid climate control won by his audacity. And for a moment, rising from somewhere deep in his hips, unbidden and nauseating, like a buoyant dribble of bile, was a tiny bubble of admiration. He took a deep breath. ‘Do you think the building will hold?’ he said.


Katekar nodded. He was looking in, through the door, and his face was dark with rage. Sartaj touched the tip of his tongue to his upper lip, felt the dryness, and then they went in. Sartaj went ahead, and at the first door inside Katekar went by him. Behind them followed the rustling of the others. Sartaj was trying to hear above the thunderous unclenching of his heart. He had done entries like this before, and it never got better. It was very cold inside the building, and the light was low and luxurious. There was carpet under their feet. There were four square rooms, all white, all empty. And at the exact centre of the building was a very steep, almost vertical, metal staircase going downward through the floor. Sartaj nodded at Katekar, and then followed him down. The metal door at the bottom opened easily, but it was very heavy, and when Katekar finally had it back Sartaj saw that it was as thick as a hatch to a bank vault. Inside it was dark. Sartaj was shivering uncontrollably. He moved past Katekar, and now he saw a bluish light on the left. Katekar slid past his shoulders and went out wide, and then they shuffled forward, weapons held rigidly before them. Another step and now in the new angle Sartaj saw a figure, shoulders, in front of a bank of haze-filled TV monitors, a brown hand near the controls on a black panel.


‘Gaitonde!’ Sartaj hadn’t meant to shout – a gentle admonitory assertion was the preferred tone – and now he squeezed his voice down. ‘Gaitonde, put your hands up very slowly.’ There was no movement from the figure in the darkness. Sartaj tightened his finger painfully on his trigger, and fought the urge to fire, and fire again. ‘Gaitonde. Gaitonde?’


From Sartaj’s right, where Katekar was, came a very small click, and even as Sartaj turned his head the room was flooded with white neon radiance, generous and encompassing and clean. And in the universal illumination Gaitonde sat revealed, a black pistol in his left hand, and half his head gone.


Gaitonde’s right eye bulged with a bloodshot and manic intensity. Sartaj could see the fragile tracery of pink lines, the hard black of the pupil, the shining seep of fluid from the inside corner, which despite himself he thought of as a tear. But it was only the body reacting to the gigantic blow which had sheared off everything from the chin up on the other side, slicing from the left nostril up into the forehead and spraying a creamy mess on to the white ceiling. A tooth winked pearl-like, whole and undamaged, from the raw red where Gaitonde’s tight-lipped grimace stopped abruptly.


‘Sir,’ Katekar said. Sartaj jerked, and followed the rigidly pointing barrel of Katekar’s revolver to a doorway in the white wall. Just where the boundary lay between sharp brightness and darkness, in that shadow, were two small bare feet, toes pointing up at the ceiling. Sartaj stepped up, and he couldn’t see the body clearly, just the cuffs of white pants, but he knew somehow, from the indistinct spread of the hips, that it was a woman. Again Katekar found a switch, and there she was, yes, a woman, wearing tight white pants, slung low – Sartaj knew they were called hipsters. She wore a tight pink top, it was elegant. It showed her belly, she must have been proud of the narrowness of her waist and the perfect navel. And there was a hole in her chest, just under the downy spot on her thorax where the top clipped shut.


‘He shot her,’ Sartaj said.


‘Yes,’ Katekar said. ‘She must have been standing in the doorway.’


Her face was turned to the left, with long hair falling over her cheek.


‘Check the rest,’ Sartaj said. In the square room where the girl lay, there were three bare beds, in a row, with white night-stands next to each. It looked rather like a dormitory. Against the wall, an exercise cycle and a row of graduated weights on a rack. DVDs of old blackand-white movies. A steel cabinet with a row of AK-56 rifles, and pistols underneath. And there were showers and western-style toilets in a bathroom, and three cupboards full of men’s clothing and shoes and boots. In the central room Katekar had finished his survey, and they stood together over Gaitonde.


There was a press of armed policemen behind Sartaj, jostling shoulders and clanking rifle butts as they craned forward to see what the great Gaitonde had come to, and his murdered girlfriend. ‘Enough,’ Sartaj said. ‘What is this, a free tamasha? A film show? I want everyone up and out of here.’ But he knew his voice was full of relief and released tension, and they grinned at him as they turned away. He propped himself on the edge of the long desk and waited for the strange liquid elasticity behind his kneecaps to subside. From the back of Gaitonde’s chair there was a steady drip on to the floor.


Katekar was opening and shutting the white cabinets that lined the central room, with a blue handkerchief draped over his fingers. He was always methodical in the wake of gunshots, and Sartaj found comfort in the breadth and solidity of his shoulders and the serious set of his jaw.


‘Nothing in here, sir,’ Katekar said. ‘Not one thing.’


Next to Sartaj’s leg, there was a drawer in the desk. Sartaj found his own handkerchief and pulled at the handle. A small black book sat in the exact centre of the drawer, the edges lined up with the sides of the drawer.


‘Diary?’ Katekar said.


It was an album, black pages covered with sticky film, behind which photographs had been inserted. Sartaj flipped the pages by the very corners. Women, some very young, in posed studio shots, looking over shoulders and holding their faces and cocking their hips, decently dressed but all glamorous.


‘All his women,’ Sartaj said.


‘All his randis,’ Katekar said. He flipped his blue handkerchief over his index finger and edged open the waist-high filing cabinet that stood at the other end of the desk. Sartaj heard the intake of his breath even over the low hum of the generators. ‘Sir.’


The filing cabinet was full of money. The money was new money, five-hundred-rupee notes in clean little bundles still in the Central Bank of India wrappers and rubber bands, and the bundles were held together in bricks of five by crisp shrink-wrapped plastic. Katekar pushed at the top layer, into the crack between the stacks. There was more underneath. And then more.


‘How much?’ Sartaj said.


Katekar thumped the side of the cabinet gently, thoughtfully. ‘It’s full all the way down. That’s a lot of money. Fifty lakhs? More.’


It was more money than either had ever seen in one place before. There was a decision to be made, and they looked at each other frankly, and Sartaj decided. He nudged the cabinet shut with his knee. ‘Too much money,’ he said.


Katekar exhaled. He was unmistakably wistful for a second, that was all. But it had been him who had taught Sartaj this important lesson of survival, that to lunge for big prizes without enough information was to invite disaster. He shook himself loose now of the enchantment of big money with a huffing noise and a big grin. ‘The big people will take care of Gaitonde’s money,’ he said. ‘Now we wait?’


‘We wait.’




*





The bunker was full. There were lab technicians and photographers, and senior officers from three zones and the Crime Branch. Gaitonde sat in the middle, well-lit and somehow shrunken. Sartaj watched as Parulkar leaned over Gaitonde, pointing something out to another zonal commissioner. Parulkar was in his element, discussing a successful operation with those who mattered, and Sartaj was grateful to him. He was sure that Parulkar would polish and improve the story, and give him more credit than he was due. This was a talent Parulkar had. Sartaj depended on him for it.


Three men came down the staircase, moving fast. Sartaj had never seen them before. The one in the lead had his hair cut so close to the skull that Sartaj could see the scalp under the neat grey. This one spoke to Parulkar, and flashed an ID card. Parulkar listened, and although he didn’t give anything away, Sartaj saw him become very still. He nodded, and then led Flat-head and the other two over to Sartaj.


‘This is the officer,’ Parulkar said to Flat-head. ‘Inspector Sartaj Singh.’


‘I am SP Makand, CBI.’ Flat-head was very curt. ‘Did you find anything?’


‘The money,’ Sartaj said. ‘An album. We didn’t go through his pockets yet, we were waiting until …’


‘Good,’ Makand said. ‘We will take over now.’


‘Can we do anything?’


‘No. We will be in touch. Have your men clear the location.’ Makand’s two flankers were already moving around the room, telling the technicians to pack up.


Sartaj nodded. That Gaitonde would be taken from him he had expected. That Gaitonde had appeared in Zone 13 was inexplicable, that his career had come to a sudden stop in Kailashpada was a professional gift altogether too perfect to be left to Sartaj alone. Life did not allow such undiluted felicities. But Makand’s dismissal – even coming from a man from an elite central agency – was altogether too abrupt. And yet here was Parulkar being as bland as desi butter, with not a protest or small objection. So Sartaj followed his lead, summoned Katekar and got out.


It was evening. Sartaj stood in the lee of the metal door, in the shadows, and he could see the reporters waiting on the other side of the row of police jeeps. Parulkar was next to him, smartening himself up for the press. ‘Sir,’ Sartaj said, ‘why did they kick us out? The CBI doesn’t need local help any more?’


Parulkar tucked his shirt in, and tugged at his belt. ‘They seemed very tense. My feeling was that they were afraid something in there would get exposed.’


‘They’re trying to cover something up?’


Parulkar tilted his head and allowed himself to look canny. ‘Beta,’ he said, ‘when someone is willing to be that rude to us, it usually means they are trying to hide something. Come on. Let’s go and tell our friends from the press how you brought down the great don Ganesh Gaitonde.’


So Sartaj stepped out into the flare of flashbulbs and told the journalists of his coup. He told them that he had talked to Gaitonde before they had knocked down the door, that Gaitonde had seemed unafraid and rational. He did not tell them Gaitonde’s story about gold. And he did not tell them, or Katekar or Parulkar, about the question he thought Gaitonde had asked, at the last. He wasn’t sure he had heard it, anyway. So he told the reporters about the anonymous tip that morning, and what had followed, and he said no, he had no idea why a mafia don would want to kill himself.


But later, at home that night, he remembered Gaitonde’s grandiloquent voice, his rapid speech, his sadness. He had never met Ganesh Gaitonde, and now their lives had crossed and the man was dead. On the edge of sleep, Sartaj remembered all that he had heard and read about Gaitonde, the rumours and legends, the intelligence reports and the news-magazine interviews. He tried to connect the public image to the voice he had heard, and couldn’t. There had been the famous gangster, and there was the man this afternoon. But what did it matter, any of it? Gaitonde was dead. Sartaj turned over, thumped his pillows determinedly, arranged them, and lay down his head and slept.

















Ganesh Gaitonde Sells His Gold
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So, Sardar-ji, are you listening still? Are you somewhere in this world with me? I can feel you. What happened next, and what happened next, you want to know. I was walking under the whirling sky riven by clouds, with the unceasing tug of gold on my back and the city ahead. I was nineteen and I had gold on my back. Here I was, Ganesh Gaitonde, wearing a dirty blue shirt, brown pants, torn rubber-bottomed shoes and no socks, with forty-seven rupees in my pocket and a revolver in my belt and gold on my back. I had nowhere to go, because I couldn’t go back to the building in Dadar where I had space to sleep outside the spice-smelling storage room of a restaurant. If Salim Kaka’s people were going to look for me, or if anyone else was going to look for me, I would be gone, not found like a simpleton and given a dog’s death. Since I had found the gold I had lost trust. I had the problems of a rich man. I thought: in all the world I have only forty-seven rupees and a revolver and this gigantic weight of metal. Gold is no good on my back, I must sell it. Gold is of no consequence until I sell it. How to sell gold, so much of it? Where to sell it? Until I sell it I am a poor man. A poor man with a rich man’s problems.


I grinned, and then I laughed. There was a need to find a stash, now, quickly, but the situation was also funny. I sang: ‘Mere desh ki dharti sona ugle, ugle heere moti.’ But ten-thirty in the morning was no time to be walking around the outer edges of Borivali with a loaded ghoda and gold, bent by the weight and very tired. There were far fields and thickets of trees and buildings only here and there, small cottages clustered together very village-like, but sooner or later somebody was going to notice, to ask, to want. I had only three bullets left. Thirty or three hundred bullets wouldn’t make a difference if someone found out what I was carrying.


There was a barbed-wire fence to the right, guarding a stand of trees. I looked behind, ahead, and my decision was made. I slipped under the lowest strand, pulled the sack after and walked fast, no running, a fast walk to the trees. In the shade I squatted and settled into a wait. I flexed my hands, trying to work off the cramp that came from clutching my sack, from carrying its heavy burden. If anything happened it would happen now. I was enveloped all at once by tiny flying insects, and was willing to take the bites, but they moved in a shivering cloud around my shoulders, a tremble in the air. In the shimmering circle I was remembering the slope of a mountain seen through a window, a schoolbook fluttering in the breeze, my mother’s endless weeping in the next room. Endless. Enough – I waved a hand in front of my face and came out of it. I moved forward in a crouch, through the dark under the branches, towards a sheet of water I could see now. A small pond, held in a saucer-like depression, edged around with yellowing weeds. I sat again, squatting with the sack in front. There were no footprints in the soft mud around the pond, no paths through the coarse grass, no man or woman all the way to the barbed wire on the far side of the water, or even beyond, on the road. But I wanted to give it another half an hour. I held firmly on to the smooth rectangle of the bar in my pocket and breathed in, out. I followed the quick iridescent dip of dragonflies on the water. I was determined not to slip again, never to fall gently into the slow whirlpool of the past. There had been a life, I had left it. For Ganesh Gaitonde there was only this day, this day’s night and every day ahead.


When it was time, I backed away into the trees, into the darkest shade. I chose a tree and began to dig. The earth was loose, but dry, and it was slow going, and soon my fingers were raw. I should have first found something to dig with, a piece of tin, something. Bad planning. But it was started now, and I went on, moving the dirt in fistfuls. When I reached the harder layer under the topsoil I sat back and scraped at it with my heels until I had loosened it. The work was hard, and I was sweating, and when I stopped it wasn’t really a hole, just a shallow depression really, under the dark trunk. I was tired, and hungry, and it would have to be enough. My chest was heaving. I tugged at the drawstring on the sack, and took out two biscuits of gold, and lost a minute or two in the soft bronze burn of them, under the dappled shadows. Then the sack went into the cranny, and I scraped earth back over it. It looked like a small mound, and I scurried about under the trees, finding tufts of grass to pat down over it, leaves and twigs. I stood back and looked down at the arrangement. It looked like an incidental rise under a tree, any tree, and in the dimness it would pass, unless somebody sat down on it maybe. But why would anyone come here, why wander, why sit? It was safe. I felt sure of it. But from the fence I had to come back once, just to make sure I could find my way back. But only once. After that I made myself roll under the fence, walk down the road, take the corner firmly, despite the plunging fall of loss in my stomach, a plummet that hurt so hard I had to hold my belly with both hands. Risk is risk and so comes profit. If it’s gone it’s gone. You have to make a deal. Make the deal.




*





All I had was a name: Paritosh Shah. I had heard it twice, once from a man named Azam Sheikh, who had just returned from a four-year sentence for burglary. He came out of prison and executed another clean job within two days, a daytime break-and-enter-and-grab on a newly-wed couple’s apartment in Santa Cruz East. ‘The good little wife went to the market to buy vegetables for her husband’s dinner,’ Azam said, ‘and we got her gold necklace, and her bangles, and her earrings, and her nose-ring, everything except the mangalsutra, and Paritosh Shah cut us a good price for the lot.’ I had been standing behind the kitchen door in the restaurant where I worked as a waiter, taking a break and listening to the boasting, and when Azam saw my feet under the door he cursed me and shut up. I moved away. Afterwards, his waiter told me Azam Sheikh had left a tip of three rupees, after an hour and a half of tangdis and shammi kebabs and beer, but within a month I had the satisfaction of hearing that Azam Sheikh was back in jail, caught in another Santa Cruz East job when a sleeping maidservant woke up and screamed. He was caught by neighbours and beaten bloody. Azam Sheikh walked funny now, there was that satisfaction – that and the name of Paritosh Shah.


Which I had heard again, after I had become close to Salim Kaka, after I had gained Kaka’s trust. We had gone out, Mathu and Salim Kaka and me, to Borivali, for shooting practice. In a clearing in the jungle, Mathu and I had fired six shots each, and Salim Kaka had shown us the stance, the grip, and we had loaded and reloaded until it was fast and easy and I could do it without looking. That had pleased Salim Kaka, and he had thumped me on the shoulder. He let us fire two shots more each. The eruptions rolled along my forearms, louder than I had ever imagined, and down my spine, and I exulted, and the birds billowed above. ‘Don’t clutch your samaan,’ Salim Kaka said. ‘Hold it smooth, hold it firm, hold it with love.’ There was a chalked target on a tree trunk, and I exploded the chips from its very centre. ‘With love,’ I said, and Salim Kaka laughed with me. On the long walk out of the jungle, under the bare brown branches, through the enveloping thorn bushes, Salim Kaka scared us with tales of leopards. A girl gathering wood had been killed in this very jungle not ten days ago. ‘The leopard comes so fast you can’t see him, all you feel is his teeth in your neck,’ he said. ‘I’ll blow his eyes out,’ I said, and twirled my revolver. Mathu said, ‘Of course, maderchod, you’re a gold-medal shooter after all.’ I spat, and said, ‘There’d be money from the leopard skin. I’d skin the bhenchod and sell it.’ ‘To whom, chutiya?’ Mathu wanted to know. I pointed to Salim Kaka: ‘To Kaka’s receiver.’ ‘No,’ Salim Kaka said. ‘He’s only interested in jewellery, diamonds, gold, high-price electronics.’ ‘Not your mangy leopard skin,’ Mathu said, and laughed. Afterwards Mathu stood by the highway and waited for an auto-rickshaw, his arm up, and Salim Kaka squatted next to me, we hunkered side-by-side next to a wall, pissing. I stared at the wall, holding myself, impatient suddenly with the long train ride ahead, then the bus and walk to home and sleep. ‘What’s the matter, yaara?’ Salim Kaka said. ‘Still thinking about your leopard skin?’ Salim Kaka’s teeth were stained brown from tobacco, and they were strong and solid. ‘Don’t worry, you can take the skin to that Paritosh Shah, he’ll take anything, I hear.’ ‘Who?’ I said. ‘Some new receiver in Goregaon. He’s ambitious,’ Salim Kaka said. Then Mathu had an auto-rickshaw stopped, and Salim Kaka shook himself and stood up, and I stood and zipped up, and Salim Kaka grinned at me and we walked over, rubbing shoulders. In the bouncing and jerking auto we were all squeezed together and Salim Kaka in the centre held the black bag containing the revolvers. They were his, belonged to him. He held the bag close.


So now I went to Goregaon, which was easy enough, but Paritosh Shah was one man in this locality of lakhs, and he was not advertised among the billboards for sex doctors and real-estate agents and cement dealers at the station. I bought a newspaper, found a vadapau-wallah outside the station and ate and considered the problem. With a glass of tea from the chai-wallah one booth down I began to see a possible solution. ‘Bhidu,’ I said to the chai-wallah, ‘where’s the police station here?’


I walked to the station, through narrow roads lined with shops and thelas on either side. I slipped through fast, bending and sliding shoulder-first through the crowds, revived by the tea and eager for the next turn. I found the station, and leaned against the bonnet of a car, facing the long, low, brown façade. I could actually see, even from this distance, through the front door into the receiving room with its long desks, and I knew what lay beyond, the crowded offices, the prisoners squatting in rows, the bare cells at the very back. The small crowd in front shifted and wandered and re-formed but was always there, and I flipped through the newspaper and watched. I could pick out the cops, even the plain-clothes ones, from the coil of their necks and a backward leaning, something like a cobra sprung straight in the middle of fresh furrows, hood fanned, quivering with power and arrogance. They had that glittery belligerence in their eyes. I was looking for something else.


It took until two-thirty and two false starts before I found my informant. There was one narrow-hipped man who sidled out of the side of the gate and angled down the road with the oily reticence of a born pickpocket, and I followed him for half a mile, and finally came to mistrust his long hands, which flexed and relaxed in hungry, doglike greediness. Back at the station, I watched again, and fixed on an older man, perhaps of fifty or so, who came out of the front doors, stood just outside the gate and opened a cigarette pack with a flick of his thumb. He tapped a cigarette on the pack three times, precise and deliberate, and then lit it and pulled at it, all with the same unhurried confidence. I walked behind him and liked the neat curve of the white hair across the back of his neck, and the inconspicuous grey bush-shirt. But at the street crossing, when I came around him and asked for a cigarette, please, the man looked at me with such open friendliness, with such lack of suspicion that I knew he was completely respectable. He was some office-goer who had come to the station to report a stolen bicycle, or loud neighbours, he would have no idea who Paritosh Shah was. I took a cigarette and thanked him and came back to my post.


I was crushing the cigarette butt with my heel when I heard her. It was a deep voice, unmistakably a woman’s but bass and resonant, she was arguing with the auto-rickshaw driver, telling him she did the same trip every week and his meter was off and he could expect twelve-sixty from some chutiya fresh from UP, not her. I couldn’t see much of her past the auto-rickshaw and the driver, only plump arms and a tight yellow blouse, and when the driver screeched off with nine rupees, I had a glimpse of a deep red sari, a fleshy back and plump waist, a quick and rolling stride, all of it somehow wholly disreputable. Now I was impatient. I no longer bothered to examine the others who went in and out, I was waiting for her. When she emerged forty-five minutes later I was rehearsed and ready.


She crossed the road and stood waiting for an auto-rickshaw, one large hand on her hip and the other waving imperiously at every blaring one that passed. I took a breath and stepped closer, and saw under the sweep of hennaed hair her pouchy cheeks, strong eyebrows, large lotus-shaped gold earrings. She was old, older, marked by time, forty years or fifty, far from youth. I liked her tubby, forward-leaning stance, her feet wide apart and strong. Her pallu hung carelessly from her shoulder, not very modest at all.


‘The rickshaws are all full at this time,’ I said.


‘Go away, boy. I’m not a randi,’ she growled. ‘Although you don’t look like you could afford one.’


I hadn’t thought she had looked at me yet. ‘I’m not looking for a randi.’


‘So you say.’ Now she turned her face to me, and her eyes bulged slightly out, not ugly but unusual, it made her face precarious, ready to fall on the world with some jolting surprise. ‘What do you want, then?’


‘I have a question to ask you.’


‘Why would I answer?’


‘I need help.’


‘You look as if you do. You can’t get your pants open and you want me to pull it out for you. Why should I get my hands dirty? Do I look like your mother to you?’


I laughed, and knew my teeth had bared. ‘No, you don’t. Not even a little bit. But still you might help.’


An auto-rickshaw going the other way slowed and came curvetting across the road towards us. The woman took hold of the iron bar above its meter before it stopped, and swung herself into the seat. ‘Go,’ she said to the driver.


‘Paritosh Shah,’ I said, hunching my shoulders and leaning forward into the rickshaw. Now I had her attention.


‘What about him?’


‘I need to find him.’


‘You need to?’


‘Yes.’


She slipped forward on the seat, and gave me fully the blank threat of her gaze. ‘You look too dirty to be a khabari. They try to look clean and trustworthy.’


‘I’m not,’ I said. ‘I wouldn’t know who to inform to.’


‘Get in,’ she said. She made room on the cracked red rexine, gave instructions to the auto-rickshaw driver and we went put-putting away through unfamiliar lanes. The buildings came closer to each other now, jammed together wall against wall, and the streets were close with people who stepped aside for the auto to pass. I peered out on the left, and then through the oval window in the canvas at the rear.


‘Calm down,’ the woman said. ‘You’re safe. If I wanted to harm you, that big ghoda in your pants wouldn’t save you.’


I looked down. I had been holding the revolver through stained blue cloth. I let go of it and massaged my right hand with the other. ‘I’ve never been here before,’ I said.


‘I know,’ she said. She leaned over to me. ‘What’s your name?’


‘My name is Ganesh. And yours?’


‘I am Kanta Bai. What do you have for Paritosh Shah?’


I said, close to her ear, ‘I have gold.’ I came closer. ‘Biscuits.’


‘Be quiet, Ganesh, until we get out of the auto.’


The auto stopped on a busy bazaar square full of wholesale clothing shops, and she led me through rapid turns in narrowing lanes. She was known well here, and people passing greeted her by name, but she hurried by without a pause. At the end of a lane there was a wall with a break in it, a jagged hole lined with shattered bricks, and on the other side there was a basti. I watched my feet and followed her rapid walk. The shacks were closer now, and in some places the pucca buildings were so close to each other across the lane that it was like walking through a tunnel. Men and women and children stood aside to let Kanta Bai pass. There were boys, young men, sitting on ledges and in doorways and I felt their eyes on my neck, and I kept my back straight and kept close to Kanta Bai.


I smelt the overpowering round richness of gur first, and then the vomit. We turned right and passed by a low doorway, and I saw metal tables, and men sitting around them drinking. A boy put a plate with two boiled eggs down on the table nearest the entrance, and his customer shook out the last milky drops from a glass into his mouth. Kanta Bai angled around the side of the building, and the whine of an electric turbine deepened its pitch. She left me in a dark room filled to the ceiling with sacks of gur. ‘Wait here,’ she said, and so I waited. The warm smell settled on my shoulders, brown as river-bottom earth. Through the unceasing grind of the motor I could hear the highest notes from a radio in the front room, the bar, just the tinny tops of the song, coming to me like froth, and I wondered about the quality of Kanta Bai’s product. There had been customers enough, maybe twenty on a work-day afternoon, sipping steadily at the eight and ten-rupee glasses of saadi and satrangi they distilled in the back. It was a good business, raw materials cheap and legally available, overheads low. And the demand for good desi liquor was steady and constant, as continuous and vast as the tramp of feet in the lanes outside. I leaned forward and through the curtained doorway I could see just the bare feet of Kanta Bai’s workers and the dragging bottoms of sacks, and occasionally the round gleam of bottles. I recognized her sari, and so was able to turn away and be standing at the furthest end of the room when she turned aside the curtain. When I saw her eyes, burning white despite the sloughy darkness of the gur sacks, I was afraid.


‘I spoke to Paritosh Shah on the phone,’ she said.


I was unable to speak, buried by the abrupt terror of being alone, inexperienced, alone with gold. I nodded, and in the same motion leaned my shoulder against the doorway, very casual. I put a hand on my hip and nodded again.


Kanta Bai was faintly amused. A very small ripple of pleasure passed through her jaw, and she said, ‘Let’s see your gold.’


I nodded. I was still very unsafe, queasy inside, but this was necessary. I groped in my right pocket, moved the bars to my left hand, and held them out, two of them weighty in my palm.


Kanta Bai took the bars, tested their heft and weight, and gave them back to me. Her eyes were steady on my face. ‘He’ll see you now. I’ll have one of my boys take you.’


‘Good,’ I said, now able to find my voice and confidence. The biscuits went back to my pocket, and I fumbled out a thin roll of notes, and fanned them out.


‘You can’t pay me.’


‘What?’


‘How much do you have?’


I turned my hand to the side, to the light. ‘Thirty-nine rupees.’


At this she gurgled out a laugh, and her cheeks bunched and her eyes squeezed almost shut. ‘Bachcha, go and meet Paritosh Shah. He’ll owe me a favour if things go well. Thirty-nine rupees doesn’t make you Raja Bhoj of Bumbai.’


‘I’ll owe a favour, too,’ I said. ‘If things go well.’


‘Very smart,’ she said. ‘Maybe you’re a good boy after all.’




*





Paritosh Shah was a family man. I waited for him on a second-floor hallway, near a staircase that exhaled occasional blasts of sharp urine-stink. The building was six storeys tall and ancient, with a bamboo framework roped and nailed to its tottering façade, and worrisome gaps in the ornate scrollwork on the balconies. The second floor was full of male Shahs, who passed by where Kanta Bai’s boy had left me on the landing, and they called each other Chachu and Mamu and Bhai, and ignored me entirely. They walked by my dirty shirt and ragged trousers with the barest of glances. They were a flashy, gold-ringed lot who wore mostly white safari suits. I could see their white shoes and white chappals lined up in untidy rows near the uniformed guard at the door. Somewhere inside was the sanctum of Paritosh Shah, guarded by a hoary old muchchad perched on a stool with an absurdly long-barrelled shotgun. He wore a blue uniform with yellow braid, and his moustache was enormous and curved at the ends. After twenty minutes of passing Shahs and piss-stench, I was starting to feel quite insulted, and somehow my resentment focused itself on the ammunition belt the old man wore around his chest, on its cracked leather and three cylindrical red cartridges. I imagined pulling my revolver and putting a hole in the centre of the ammunition belt, just above the saggy stomach. It was an absurd thought, but there was satisfaction in it.


Ten minutes more went by, and that was enough. It was either now or the bullet to his chest. I had a pulsing headache. ‘Listen, mamu,’ I said to the guard, who was now investigating his left ear with a pencil stub. ‘Tell Paritosh Shah I came to do business, not to stand out here and smell his latrine.’


‘What?’ The pencil came out. ‘What?’


‘Tell Paritosh Shah I’m gone. Gone elsewhere. His loss.’


‘Wait, wait.’ The old man leaned back and pointed his moustachios through the doorway. ‘Badriya, come and see what this fellow is saying.’


Badriya came, and he was younger by much, and very tall, a quiet-moving muscle-builder, with a deliberate padding way about him in his bare feet. He stood in the doorway with his arms hanging away from his chest, and I was sure he had a weapon tucked away in the small of his back, under the black bush-shirt. ‘Is there a problem?’


It was a challenge, no question about it, and the man was blank-faced and hard, but I was riding now on the thin-drawn craziness of the moment, on the exhaustion from the long day and the bracing leap of anger. ‘Yes, problem,’ I said. ‘I’m tired of waiting for your maderchod Paritosh Shah.’


The old man bristled and started to climb down from his stool, but Badriya spoke quietly. ‘He’s a busy man.’


‘So am I.’


‘Are you?’


‘I am.’


And that was all it took. The guard had panic in his shoulders. His grip on the shotgun was clumsy, far up the stock, and with one leg on the ground and the other on a cross-bar of the stool he was tilted wrong and unbalanced. I watched him and I watched Badriya. It was absurd to be near death in a sudden moment in a grimy corridor with nostrils full, unreasonable to be almost moneyed and not yet, ludicrous to be Ganesh Gaitonde, poor in the city and standing to the side always, there was no sense in any of it and so there was an exulting eagerness in me, a glad and crazy courage. Here. Now. Here I am. What of it?


Badriya raised his left hand slowly. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’ll go and see if he’s free now.’


I shrugged. ‘Okay,’ I said, liking the English word, one of the very few I knew then. ‘Okay. I’ll wait.’ I grinned at the muchchad for the next few minutes, frightening the old man more and more, setting his hands trembling on the shotgun. By the time Badriya appeared again, I was sure I could stare the ancient soldier and his martial whiskers straight into a heart attack. But there was business to be done.


‘Come,’ Badriya said, and I pulled off my shoes and followed. The annexe led into a warren of hallways lined with identical black doors. ‘Raise your arms,’ Badriya said. I nodded, and raised the front of my shirt, and sucked in my stomach as Badriya gently took up my revolver. Badriya gave it a professional flip back-and-forth of the wrist, looking along its barrel. He raised it to his nose, intent. He was barrel-chested, heavy-necked. ‘Been fired not too long ago,’ he said.


‘Yes,’ I said.


Badriya reversed the revolver in his hand, and although I couldn’t tell quite how it was done, it was a very stylish move. ‘Turn around,’ Badriya said. He patted me down quickly, with a series of fluttering taps under my arms and up my thighs, and no more than a very slight pause on the bars in the pockets. It was professionally done, no animosity, and I thought better of Paritosh Shah for having Badriya on his team. ‘Last door on the left,’ Badriya said with the last pat.


Paritosh Shah was lying on his side on a white gadda, propped up on a round pillow. The room was quite bare, panelled brown walls, smooth and shiny, with frosted white glass high up near the ceiling, all of it air-conditioned to a chill that I found instantly painful. There was a tidy row of three black phones next to the gadda. Paritosh Shah was very relaxed, and he raised a languid hand at a low stool. ‘Sit,’ he said. I sat, aware of Badriya behind and to the left, and the small click of the black door as it shut. ‘You’re the boy,’ Paritosh Shah said. He wasn’t very old himself, maybe six, seven, at most ten years older than I was, but he had an air of tremendous and weary confidence. ‘Name?’ he said, and somehow his limp drape on the soft gadda, his one leg bent under, his stillness, all of it warned, don’t try and fool me, boy.


‘Ganesh.’


‘You’re a rash lad, Ganesh. Ganesh what?’


‘Ganesh Gaitonde.’


‘You’re not a Bombay original. Ganesh Gaitonde from where?’


‘Doesn’t matter.’ I leaned back and brought out two bars. I laid them side by side on the edge of Paritosh Shah’s gadda.


‘You could’ve tried selling those to any Marwari jeweller. Why come to me?’


‘I want a fair price. And I can get you more.’


‘How much more?’


‘Many more. If I get fair price for these.’


Paritosh Shah tilted, toppling upright like a child’s doll with a weight in the bottom. I saw then that he had thin arms and shoulders, but a round ball of a stomach that he folded his hands over. ‘Fifty-gram biscuits. If they check out, seven thousand rupees each.’


‘Market price is fifteen thousand for fifty grams.’


‘That’s the market price. This is why gold gets smuggled.’


‘Below half is too much below. Thirteen thousand.’


‘Ten. That’s as much as I can do.’


‘Twelve.’


‘Eleven.’


I nodded. ‘Done.’


Paritosh Shah whispered into one of the black phones, and with his free hand he held out a silver box filled with silver-flecked paan and supari and elaichi. I shook my head. Money is what I wanted, money to hold and grasp, money in my pocket, I wanted thick wads of notes, the thickness enough for silver boxes, for soft gaddas and red bedspreads and record players and clean bathrooms and love, enough crisp paper for confidence and safety and life. My mouth was dry. I gripped my hands together tightly, and held them hard against each other through the discreet knock on the door, and then as it shut and Badriya put down a small scale and two stacks of currency, one fat and one thin.


‘Just to check,’ Paritosh Shah said. And he picked up the bars one by one, by the fingertips, and laid them on the scale against precise little weights. ‘Fine.’ He smiled. ‘Very fine.’ He was looking at me expectantly. The money lay on the gadda, and I moved my will like a vibrating steel spring and stilled myself and showed no sign of noticing it until Paritosh Shah stretched out slim fingers to slide the stack forward two inches. So I took it, with a hand that shook only slightly.


I stood up. The room swayed, the frosty oblongs of white light dipped into my eyes and there was a blinking flash of white sky, no horizon.


Then Paritosh Shah said, ‘You don’t talk very much.’


‘I’ll talk more next time.’ Badriya had the door open, and the corridor was long, and I emerged from it with my cash in my pocket and dizziness tamped firmly down. I bent over easily to pull on my shoes, and when I came up I had the thin curl of thirty-nine rupees in my left hand. I tucked it behind the old guard’s ammunition belt, put it in firmly with an extra little polishing motion on the leather. ‘Here, mamu,’ I said. ‘And next time I come, don’t keep me standing outside.’


The man stuttered, and Badriya laughed out loud. He held out the revolver, and raised an eyebrow. ‘You kept one gold bar back.’


I checked my chambers with a quick motion of my wrist, crisp as I could make it. ‘That one’s not for sale,’ I said.


‘Why?’


I laid away the revolver, and raised a hand in farewell. ‘Not everything is.’ On the street outside, I was still very alert. I stood in front of a Bata store and watched the glass on the shoe display, looking for lurkers. The chances were high that I was being followed, that Paritosh Shah had made his swift calculations and sent out someone, perhaps Badriya, to shadow and discover, to uncover much gold. It was only logical. But no reflected pursuers appeared, and I left the window and wandered, ambling slowly and pausing often behind blind corners to watch the faces that passed. I was ready but relaxed, at home in these city streets like I had never been. I felt a lordly compassion for the pretty little bungalows I was walking by now, lit up in the soft evening twilight, for the happy, rich children I could see running in and out. None of it was alien now. And I tried hard to resist comfort, to keep alive the sharp edge of distrust against the euphoria of a profitable deal, the ecstasy of flinging out into the world one throw of dice that rolled fluently to the inevitable condition of victory. Don’t be careless. Watch, watch. The numbers fell right but the board moves. What is white will be black. Climb high and fast and the long snakes lie waiting. Play the game.


I stood in front of a temple. I looked left and right and had no idea of how I had got there. There were apartment buildings on one side of the road, lower constructions on the other, the sloping tiled roofs of mill workers, shipping clerks, postmen. The temple stood at a corner, and it must have been the reverberating pealing of the bell that had drawn me to the courtyard, under the high saffron peak of its roof. I leant on a pillar and checked again for followers, for lethal shadows amidst the auto-rickshaws and Ambassadors. If they were out there, smelling of malice and greed, the temple was as good a place as any to wait them out. I had no use for temples, I despised incense and comfortable lies and piety, I did not believe in gods or goddesses, but here was a haven. I took off my shoes and went in. The worshippers sat cross-legged on the smooth floor, crowded together through the length of the long hall. The walls were an austere white, lit up by tube-lights, but the dark heads swayed in a field of bright saris, purple and shining green and blue and deep red, all the way to the orange statue of Hanuman flying, suavely holding the mountain above his head. I found a place against the back wall and sat, instantly comfortable with my feet tucked in under. A man in saffron robes sat on a dais in front of Hanuman, and his discourse came easily and strongly to me, that old story about Bali and Sugreev, the conflict, the challenge, the duel, with the ambushing god waiting in the woods. I knew the turns and tricks well, and I nodded along with the old action and the rhythms of the lesson. When the priest recited couplets, holding out both his arms, the congregation chanted behind him and the women’s voices rose high in the hall. The arrow flew and Bali lay writhing on the ground, pierced, his heels scraping the forest floor, and I raised my knees and rested my head on them, and I was comfortable.


I awoke to the shaking of the saffron-robed priest. ‘Beta,’ he said, ‘time to go home.’ He had white hair and an impish face. ‘Time for lock-up here. Hanuman-ji has to go to sleep.’


I rubbed the crick from my neck, hard. ‘Yes. I’ll go.’ I was the last one in the hall.


‘Hanuman-ji understands. You were tired. Worked long. He sees everything.’


‘Sure,’ I said. What fantastic stories the old and the weak tell to each other, I thought. I stretched out my legs, stood and stumbled to the locked donation box in front of Hanuman. Peeling off a five-hundred-rupee note from the thinner wad, I remembered that I hadn’t counted the notes when Paritosh Shah had given them. Amateur-like and not to be done again. I slipped the money into the slit, and found the priest ready to my right with a thali full of prasad. I held out my cupped right hand, and ate the small sugary peda on the way out. My mouth flooded painfully with saliva, and I was rested, and life was very sweet.


Now there was no multitude for assassins to hide in, and walking fast down the road, with the crunch of my shoes loud, I felt I was safe. The streetlights left no darkness on this long stretch, and I was completely alone. I waved down an auto-rickshaw, and was at the station three turns and five minutes later. I paid, and was almost at the ticket window when a man leaning against the iron fence raised his chin in inquiry: what do you want? I looked a moment too long, but kept moving, and now the man was walking beside me, with that cheery, insinuating tout’s whisper: ‘What you looking for, boss? You want some fun, haan? Charas, Calmpose, everything I got. You want a woman? Look at that auto there. All ready for you.’ There was an auto parked across the road, pulled in deep at an angle in front of a shuttered shop. The driver was leaning on it, and I saw the glow of his bidi, and knew that the man was looking straight at me. The bidi moved, and the driver motioned against the back window of the auto, knocking, and a figure moved inside it, and a woman’s head leaned out on the left side, into the lamplight. All I could see of her was the black shine of her hair, and the strong yellow of her sari, but I didn’t need to see any more to know what sort of raddled randi sold her chut at stations in the back of an auto. I laughed, and paid for my ticket.


But the pimp stayed with me. ‘Okay, boss,’ he whispered chummily on the way to the platform gate. ‘I misjudged you, saab. You want something better. You’re a man of fine tastes, my mistake. You just look a little, you know … But I have the girl for you, boss.’ He kissed his fingers. ‘Her husband used to work in a bank, was a big saab, poor fellow, then he had an accident. Complete cripple he became. Can’t work. So she has to make a living for both of them, what to do? Very exclusive. Only for some gentlemen, you see, in her own apartment. I can take you straight there. You’ll see what a high-class cheez she is, boss. Completely convent-educated.’


I stopped. ‘Is she fair?’


‘Like Hema Malini, bhidu. You touch her skin and you’ll get a current. Like fresh malai.’


‘How much?’


‘Five thousand.’


‘I’m not a tourist. One thousand.’


‘Two thousand. Don’t say anything. You see the girl, and if you think she’s not worth the money, you give me whatever you want and I’ll leave quietly and not a word more. Believe me, if you saw her outside her husband’s bank you wouldn’t believe she has to do this, poor woman. Like one phataak memsaab she looks.’


‘What’s your name?’


‘Raja.’


I put the train ticket in my back pocket. ‘All right, Raja,’ I said. ‘Just don’t make me angry.’


Raja giggled. ‘No, saab, no. Please come.’


She was fair, no question. She opened the door and even in the bleary light from the lift I saw that she was fair, not quite Hema Malini-pale but light like afternoon wheat. She sat on a brown sofa while Raja counted his two thousand and bowed himself out. She wore a dull green sari with gold borders, and round gold earrings, and sat very respectable and contained with her shoulders high and hands in lap.


‘What’s your name?’ I said.


‘Seema,’ she said, not meeting my stare.


‘Seema.’ I shifted from one foot to the other by the door, not sure of what to do next. I was experienced all right, but in a different kind of establishment, and the shiny glass table with its vase of flowers and the painting on the wall with just colours dashed together and the short brown carpet, all of these stopped me altogether. But she stood and went further into the apartment, and I stepped up manfully, taking it all in, the stretch of her blouse across the sunken river of her spine and the white phone in its alcove in the wall of the passageway. She clicked on a lamp in the bedroom, and when she flipped back the bedcover I tensed: it was altogether too professional. I had seen the same folding down of the sheets before, the same towel.


‘Hold on,’ I said, and went back out into the hallway. The bathroom was clean, and I pissed into the western-style commode with some satisfaction, at length. But then I saw that there was no soap near the tap, no bucket. I zipped. The cupboards in the kitchen were empty, not a plate, not a pot, not even a gas or a stove, only two glasses drying upside down next to the basin. Now I was sure that I had been fooled. The apartment was nobody’s home, not a bank saab’s, not a good wife’s, there was no cripple and no memsaab, only a whore got up and powdered. She lay on the bed, naked but for the earrings, her arms crossed over her small breasts and her belly rising and falling under the thin shadow of her hipbone, and one ankle over another. I stood over her, breathing through my mouth.


‘Speak English,’ I said.


‘What?’


In her eyes there was real surprise, and I grew more angry. ‘I told you. Speak English.’


She had a sharp little nose and a small retreating chin, and she was puzzled for another moment, and then she laughed, just a very little bit and bitterly amused. ‘Shall I speak?’ she said. Then she spoke in English, and the words rattled around my head, and I knew that they were really English, I felt it in the crack of the consonants. ‘Bas?’ she said.


‘No,’ I said. I was hard, vibrating deep at the root. ‘Don’t stop.’ She spoke English while I took off my clothes. I turned around to take off my pants and hide the revolver from her. When I turned back she was staring at the ceiling and speaking English. I nudged her ankles apart. ‘Don’t stop,’ I said. I ground and bucked on top of her and she turned her face to the side and spoke. I reared up and the skin on her neck was sandy under the lamplight and I could hear her words. I understood none of it but the sound of it was an angry excitement inside my head. Then I felt a distant overflow, far below, and I was still.




*





I was very tired, Sardar-ji. I leaned forward into my walk. I was going back to my gold. The momentum of nearly falling over at every step kept me moving, but at every exhausted buckling of my knees I grew more afraid. I was very close to the gold now, I recognized every intersection and the shapes of particular buildings and shadowed trees. There was no moon but it was a light night, and out in this unbuilt open ground I saw clearly the black direction of the road and the white of a milestone. The gold was gone, taken, I felt a hole in my chest. It was gone, vanished out of my life. I should give up now. It would be easy for me to find a patch of grass by the road, tip over into it, sleep. Stop it. Ganesh Gaitonde, keep going. You have won every game today. Win again. You know exactly where you are.


The calculation of the precise section of barbed-wire fence was not a problem. I counted off the posts, looked up and down the way, and rolled under. Under the trees I passed into disastrous black, and was lost. With one hand extended I went gliding, rustling through space, not sure of the distances now, but I felt and reached and at the right moment I stopped and turned to the right. A step, and there was the tree. I passed a hand down the trunk and the ground below was flat. All around the trunk I went, feeling with both hands. After two circles, maybe three, I leaned a shoulder against it and made a long bleating sound. Ganesh Gaitonde, Ganesh Gaitonde. I scrabbled to the next tree, stopped when I grazed my head on it. Around it, around it. And then the next one. My cry was high now, a constant shriek under the canopy and darkness. It went without rise or fall in a half-circle. Stopped abruptly, because I had both hands on a fatness. The swelling rose out of the earth and filled both my palms. I traced it softly, up to the tree and down to the bottom of the mound, making out its shape. I moaned and dug both hands into it. I went rooting furiously into it, and welcomed the pain in my fingers. The cloth came first, and then the heavenly, familiar shape of a rectangle. My shoulders shook and I moved my hand and it was all there. All and undisturbed and mine. Up to my forearms in earth, I let my head drop and gulped in the smell of grass and my armpits and my body and knew that the world was mine. As dawn came I wrapped myself around the mound and slept with my revolver under my breast.

















Going Towards Home
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Sartaj was woken by a reporter who wanted to know what he thought of Ganesh Gaitonde’s use of politicians, the corruption of the legal system and recent scandals in the police department. Sartaj cut off the stream of questions with a curt ‘No comment’ and slammed the phone down. He turned over, pushed his face into the pillow, but the light was seeping over his eyelids and his mind was turning. With a sigh he pushed himself up. Being a minor three-day celebrity was not going to be easy, he could see. He walked around the bed, his eyes half-shut, remembering how Gaitonde loved to give interviews. That bastard liked to talk, Sartaj thought, and pushed open the door to the bathroom.


For breakfast Sartaj had three pieces of toast with butter, a soggy orange and chai left too long on the burner. In the Indian Express, Gaitonde was front-page news, posing confidently on a mountaintop, and the story was three columns across and very deep, and Sartaj read it all, the sudden rise, the vast power, the intricate feuds and the executions and the ambushes, the whole game. Sartaj Singh was mentioned, of course, as the intrepid leader of the police party, but there was nothing about the dead woman, not a word. As far as the world knew, Gaitonde had died alone.


The phone rang. Sartaj let it go on, suffering its harsh rattle along the back of his neck. He was sure it was a journalist, but finally he gave in and picked up the receiver.


‘Inspector Singh?’


It was Parulkar’s PA, Sardesai, speaking in his very peculiar and very nasal half-whisper.


‘Sardesai Saab,’ Sartaj said. ‘Everything all right?’ Usually, calls from Parulkar’s office were put through by the operator outside his cabin. Sardesai only called when there was urgent, confidential work to be done, or there was some departmental skulduggery afoot.


‘Yes, there is no problem. But Parulkar Saab would like you to come into his office as soon as possible.’


‘Now?’


‘Now.’


There would be no more information forthcoming from Sardesai over the phone. Even in person, he was famously secretive, which was as a personal assistant should be. Sartaj hung up, hurried to the shower. He had known Parulkar for a long time, and had never known him to call a subordinate from home without good reason. There were other officers who did that, who treated their juniors as servants. But Parulkar had no arrogance, only proper pride in the work that his men did. That was why he had prospered. So when Parulkar called, Sartaj went, fast.
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Katekar’s sons were standing by him. He opened his eyes and they knelt, giggling, just off the chatai and tugging on his toes. They were both wearing pressed grey shorts, white shirts and striped blue-and-red ties. They both had the same razor-sharp parting in the hair, on the left and absolutely straight.


‘Where’s your mother?’ Katekar mumbled. His mouth was full of onion gone caustic and unlovely.


‘Off to the vegetable market,’ Rohit said.


‘Fall in outside in exactly five minutes.’


They fled from his growling rise and mock lunge, and in the kitchen he threw water on his face and shoulders. They were waiting for him outside, backs to the wall, feet apart and hands held behind. They came to attention and Katekar inspected their shoes, their shirts and the organization of the books in their blue school-bags. The ritual was complete when he gave them each ten rupees. Katekar dismissed the parade, and the two boys walked down the lane with Katekar following. Mohit was happy with his ten rupees, but Katekar knew that Rohit had started to think of it as only ten rupees, and to long for all the things in the world that ten rupees would not buy. A man edged a scooter slowly around the corner and the two brothers stood sideways to let him pass. Katekar saw the golden down on Mohit’s cheek in the early sun, and looked away quickly, afraid of the future that pressed on his heart and made it full.


‘Papa?’


‘Fast, fast,’ he said. ‘Or we’ll miss the bus.’


After he had waved them on to No 180, watched it nose into the traffic, Katekar bought a copy of Loksatta and folded it under his arm. He read it while queuing for the municipal lavatory, with a Dalda can full of water resting between his feet. Bomb blast in Israel, four dead. Exchange of fire across Line of Control, situation in Srinagar tense. Conwoman fools housewives out of jewellery in Ghatkopar. Congress party supremos deny rumours of infighting. There was a front-page story about Gaitonde, about his long career of close shaves and escapes. Why had Gaitonde killed himself, the reporter asked, and could construct no theory. Around Katekar neighbours gossiped and laughed, but everyone knew that he must be left to his paper. When the line jerked forward he moved the water can without looking up from his news.


After his turn in the lavatory, he strode past the line of men, relaxed and easy. He greeted each one expansively, but didn’t stop to gossip. He went purposefully home, and was exactly in time. Shalini was sliding open the big steel padlock as he came around the corner. Katekar shut the door behind himself, pushed up the latch. He pulled off his kurta, put it on the last hook to the left, which was its accustomed place. ‘There’s enough water for your bath,’ Shalini said from the kitchen. She handed him a green towel, but as she turned towards the kitchen he touched her neck, just where it curved into the shoulder. She shivered, and giggled. ‘Don’t,’ she said, but when he lay on his chatai she curled over him tightly. He moved her hand – with a jangle of bangles – to his crotch. She had her head tightly pressed into his chest. Even after all these years, she wouldn’t look at him, he knew she wouldn’t let him turn her face to his, not yet, but he exhaled slowly as the glassy tinkling sounds between them speeded and became a small pealing. Shalini moved and with a quick motion she had her sari up, and they both stirred against each other, reaching, and then she found him. He settled his hands on her hips and shut his eyes. Then he felt her lips, small and warm and agile, against the line of his chin.
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Shalini sent him away with a handful of prasad from the Devi Padmavati temple. Katekar ate the tender bits of coconut with particular pleasure. Religion was women’s business and also the curse of the nation, but the milky flesh of the coconut was a voluptuous gift anyhow, and his shoulders tingled as he walked.


The lane was narrow, narrow enough in some sections that Katekar could have touched the walls on both sides of it with outstretched hands. Most of the doors of the homes were open, for the air. A grandmother sat on her front step, holding her darkly oiled, naked grandson in her lap, laughing into the toothless pink rosebud of his smile. Katekar came around a corner, past a tiny shop selling cigarettes, packets of shampoo, paan, batteries, and then he stood aside to let a row of young women go by, and the girls stepped tidily over the curve of the gutter, powdered and properly salwar-kameezed for shops and offices. Katekar watched the swish of red and yellow fabric. He had one foot propped up on a two-inch pipe that ran along the bottom of the wall. The mohalla committee had collected money for the laying of this secondary water pipe last year, but it worked only when the pressure in the main municipal pipe down near the main road was good. Now they were collecting money for a pump.


On Maganchand Road the thela-wallahs already had their fruit piled high, and the fishsellers were laying out bangda and bombil and paaplet on their slabs. The rush hour had packed the cars close. At the bus stop Katekar stood at the outskirts of a loose cluster of people. He opened his paper and read the editorial, which was about the failure of the civil state in Pakistan. When the double-decker came, Katekar let the crowd rush ahead of him. The conductor finally cut off the shoving influx and rang the bell. The bus lurched forward, and Katekar raised a hand, and the conductor made room for him on the step with a quick, respectful nod. Katekar had ridden on this bus for eight years, ever since he had bought the kholi, and all the conductors on the route knew that he was a policeman. This conductor, whose name was Pawle, moved past Katekar towards the rear of the bus, clicking his ticket-punch at the passengers, and then worked his way towards the front. Katekar listened to the fall of the small coins. Citizens loved to complain about the horror of the morning traffic, which surpassed itself every year, but Katekar loved the enormous bustle of millions on the move, the hurtling local trains with thick clusters of bodies hanging precariously from the doors, the sonorous tramp and hum of the crowd inside the tall hall of Churchgate Station. It made him feel alive. The impatient blare of the horns shivered up his forearms. He leaned out of the bus, stretching his weight against the metal bar he was holding on to. A group of college girls hurried and skipped through the cars, calling out to each other and laughing. Katekar tapped his fingers on the side of the bus, and sang under his breath: ‘Lat pat lat pat tujha chalana mothia nakhriyacha …’
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There was a woman in Parulkar’s cabin. Makand, the CBI man who had taken over Gaitonde’s bunker, was also sitting in front of Parulkar’s desk, his head as smooth as grey steel. Sartaj stood very quietly at attention until Parulkar asked him to sit down.


‘They need your help, Sartaj,’ Parulkar said, ‘in an aspect of the Gaitonde matter.’


‘Sir,’ Sartaj said, and kept his back straight.


‘They will tell you what they need.’


Sartaj nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’ He shifted in his chair towards Makand, leaned forward with what he hoped was exactly the right degree of alert eagerness. But it was the woman who spoke.


‘We wanted to talk to you about Gaitonde’s death.’ Her voice was dry, firm. She hadn’t missed a thing, had seen his automatic assumption.


‘Yes,’ Sartaj said. ‘Yes, um, madam.’


‘This is DCP Mathur,’ Parulkar said. ‘DCP Anjali Mathur. She is in charge of the investigation.’ Sartaj could see that Parulkar was amused by her and him, by them and the ironies of the new world they were living in.


Anjali Mathur nodded, and spoke without looking at Parulkar. ‘You received a call yesterday calling you to the location where you found Gaitonde?’


‘Yes, madam.’


‘Why you, inspector?’


‘Madam?’


‘Why do you think you received the call?’


‘I don’t know, madam.’


‘Do you know Gaitonde from before?’


‘No, madam.’


‘Never met him?’


‘No, madam.’


‘Did you recognize the voice on the phone?’


‘No, madam.’


‘You were talking to him a long time before you got into the house.’


‘We were waiting for the bulldozer, madam.’


‘What did you talk about?’


‘He talked, madam. He told one long story about how he started his career.’


‘Yes, his career. I read your report. Did he say why he was in Mumbai?’


‘No, madam.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes, madam.’


‘Did he say anything else about his purpose, about that house? Anything else at all?’


‘No, madam. I’m sure.’


DCP Anjali Mathur had an interest in Gaitonde, and she was looking for details, but Sartaj had none to give her. He looked blandly at her and waited.


Finally she spoke. ‘What about the dead woman? Do you know her?’


‘No, madam. I don’t know who she is. I wrote that in the report. Unknown female.’


‘Do you have any ideas?’


There was Katekar’s ready theory about filmi randis, but it was based on nothing more substantial than the dead woman’s clothes. Sartaj had seen the same clothes at some very expensive clubs in the city. There was no reason to assume that the woman was a whore. ‘No, madam.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes, madam.’ She was sceptical, steady in her evaluation of him, and he bore her examination evenly. He felt her come to a decision.


‘Inspector, I need you to do some work for us. But first, you need to know that we are not CBI. We are with RAW. But this information is only for you. Nobody else needs to know it. Clear?’


It was not at all clear why RAW, the famed Research and Analysis Wing – with its covert mystique and its exotic reputation – should be sitting here in Parulkar’s office. Ganesh Gaitonde was a big criminal, so yes, the Central Bureau of Investigation should investigate him, that made sense. But RAW was supposed to fight foreign enemies of the state outside India’s borders. Why were they here, interested in Kailashpada? And this Anjali Mathur was an unlikely international secret agent. But perhaps that was the point. She had a round face, smooth, fair skin. There was no sindoor in her hair, but women no longer signalled their happily married state, Sartaj’s ex-wife never had. Sartaj had the uneasy feeling of wading into swiftly pulling waters, of being spun by completely unknown currents, and so he practised Parulkar’s principle of polite sarkari obsequiousness. ‘Yes, madam,’ he said. ‘Very clear.’


‘Good,’ she said. ‘Find out. Find out who this woman was.’


‘Yes, madam.’


‘You would have the local knowledge, so find out. But our interest in this is to be kept in the strictest confidence. We want you to work on this for us, you and that constable, Katekar. Only you two. And only the two of you are aware of this assignment. Nobody else in the station is to know anything. Security concerns at the highest level are involved. Is that clear?’


‘Yes, madam.’


‘Keep the investigation as quiet as you can. First priority, you are to find out who this woman was, what her relationship with Gaitonde was, what she was doing in that house. Second, we need to know what Gaitonde was doing in Mumbai – why he was here, how long he had been here, what he has done while he was here.’


‘Yes, madam.’


‘Find anyone you can who worked with him. But proceed with discretion. We can’t afford a big noise about this. Keep it quiet, whatever you do. It’s natural for you to have an interest in Gaitonde after you found him. So if someone asks, just say you are clearing up a few loose ends. Clear?’


‘Yes, madam.’


She slid a thick envelope across the desk. It was plain white, with a phone number in black ink centred on it. ‘You report to me, and only me. This envelope contains copies of the photographs from the album we found in Gaitonde’s desk. And photographs of the dead woman. Also, these are keys that were in the dead woman’s pocket. One looks like a door key, the other is a car key, Maruti. The third key, I don’t know what it’s for.’ The keys were on a steel hoop.


‘Yes, madam.’


‘Any doubts? Any questions?’


‘No, madam.’


‘Call me at the number on the envelope if you have any queries, or information to report. Parulkar Saab has told me that you are one of his most dependable officers. I am sure you will produce good results.’


‘Parulkar Saab is kind. I will do my best.’


‘Shabash,’ Parulkar said, looking quite expressionless and unreadable. ‘You may leave.’


Sartaj stood up, saluted him, took the envelope and walked smartly out. Outside, in the brilliant light of the morning, he blinked and stood near the railing for a moment, hefting the envelope in his hand. So the Gaitonde incident was not yet closed. Perhaps there were coups to be counted yet, and laurels to be won. Perhaps the great Ganesh Gaitonde still had some gifts to give to Sartaj. This was all very good, being chosen to conduct this secret investigation in the interests of national security, but Sartaj was uneasy. Anjali Mathur’s urgency had somehow smelt of fear. Gaitonde was dead, but his terror lived on.


Sartaj stretched, swung his shoulders from side to side and swatted away a fly that buzzed close to his face. He hurried down the staircase and went to work.
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Majid Khan’s office was crowded with representatives of a local traders’ association. They were protesting about the shocking police inaction in the face of the flood of extortion calls their members had received in the last few months. Sartaj took a chair at the back of the room and listened to Majid soothe and calm them and ask for their help in return. ‘We can’t do anything if you don’t call us in, if you give in and pay them,’ he said. ‘But tell us in a timely fashion, and we will do our best.’ Fifteen minutes of this and the traders finally all rose together, shifted their paunches about and left, but not before their president, a particularly lardy paan-chewing type, managed to mention that in addition to the burden of constant fear, he had to carry so many weighty expenses for his daughter’s wedding next month. Even in these hard times, the wedding was going to have to be respectably expensive, these days people expected so much, and after all, MLA Saab was coming, Ranade Saab was coming. The trader-president bowed low over Majid’s hand as he shook it, but nevertheless left behind the fact of his closeness to MLA Saab, and therefore the strong possibility of his being able to cause policemen’s transfers to distant and dry postings.


‘Bastards,’ Majid said dispassionately when the office was emptied of traders.


‘Bastards,’ Sartaj said, getting up to sit in a chair in front of the desk. The wood was still warm from a trader, and he shifted uncomfortably in it.


‘So I hear you had a very important early meeting with important CBI people.’


‘Yes, yes.’ That Majid knew about the meeting was not surprising, but Sartaj was still sometimes surprised by the speed at which news got around the station. ‘That is what I wanted to consult you about, boss. Here.’ Sartaj spread the photographs from Gaitonde’s album across Majid’s desk. ‘Do you know any of these women?’


Majid stroked his moustache with both hands, testing it for flair and neatness. ‘Actresses? Models?’


‘Yes. Or something like that.’


Majid leafed through the photographs. ‘To do with Gaitonde?’


‘Yes. I’m just curious.’


‘You are trying to be discreet, my friend. But don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.’ Majid shook his head. ‘One or two look familiar, but I couldn’t tell you names. Bombay is full of girls like this. One looks like the next one. They come and they go.’


‘And this one?’ This one was the dead one, caught in close-up. She looked unmistakably dead, with her blue lips and inert bare shoulders and complete indifference to the camera watching from up close.


‘This is the woman inside Gaitonde’s house?’ Majid said softly. ‘Who they are hiding from the papers?’


‘Yes.’


Majid gathered up the photographs and slid them back to Sartaj. He leaned back, and folded his arms across his chest. ‘No, baba, I don’t know. I don’t know anything. And you be careful, Sardar-ji. Don’t be brave. Parulkar Saab will try to protect you, but he’s in trouble himself. Poor fellow, he’s not a good enough Hindu for the Rakshaks.’


‘Where does that leave you and me?’ Sartaj said. ‘I’m not a very good Hindu.’


Majid smiled, a big, toothy widening of his face which made him look like a boy, in spite of the moustache’s awful grandeur. ‘Sartaj,’ he said, ‘you’re not even a good Sikh.’


Sartaj stood up. ‘I must be good at something. But I don’t know what that is yet.’


Majid gurgled out his long, slow laughter. ‘Arre, Sartaj, you used to be good with women. So if you want to know about these women, ask other women.’


Sartaj waved a dismissive hand and left. But he couldn’t deny that Majid – lumbering big-footed Pathan that he was – had the right idea about asking women about women. It was early in the day, though, and women and national security would have to wait till later. There was a murder to investigate first.
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‘This whole area stinks,’ Katekar said as he pulled the Gypsy into a narrow parking space between two trucks.


There certainly was a heavy smell that he and Sartaj had to endure as they walked down the road, but Sartaj thought it was a bit unfair of Katekar to single out this locality as especially stinky. The whole city stank at some time or the other. And after all, the citizens of Navnagar had to pile their rubbish somewhere. It was not their fault that the municipality’s collection trucks came by only once a fortnight, to make a dent in this undulating ridge of garbage to their left. ‘Patience, Maharaj,’ Sartaj said. ‘We’ll be out of the stench soon.’


Katekar refused to let go of his sourness. Sartaj understood that he was being sullen not about the smell, but about being here in Navnagar at all. So a Bangladeshi boy had been murdered by his yaars, but so what? It was a minor case with minor possibilities, and it could easily be investigated on paper, just like the municipality lorries which on paper ran punctually every morning. Nobody would mind too much if this case was left undetected, and so it was silly to be out here, suffering odours and the odiousness of these foreigners. But Sartaj wanted to investigate. He told himself that it was proper officerly ambition to solve cases and get ahead, if only a little, but he knew that it was also just stubbornness. He didn’t like people getting killed on his beat, and he hated the thought that murderers could just walk away. He knew that Katekar knew this, that it wasn’t even idealism that drove Sartaj through certain cases. It was just a keeda that he had. They had been through this several times, with Sartaj doggedly following a lead and Katekar disapproving but staying close behind. Sartaj sometimes wondered why Katekar didn’t just ask to work with someone else, or even for a transfer to some wetter posting. He needed the money, surely. And yet Katekar always went through the ritual of displeasure, and came along anyway. Now Sartaj stepped off the road and started up the slope, and he was sure that Katekar was to his left, a little behind and flanking.


Navnagar in the morning was marginally less crowded, but Sartaj still felt the kholis pressing in on him as he manoeuvred his way through the lanes. People stood aside and pressed up against the walls when they saw his uniform, and still he had to turn his torso to avoid brushing into them. In this city, the rich had some room, and the middle class had less, and the poor had none. This is why Papa-ji had retired to Pune, he said he wanted to be able to wake up and look out long, to feel as if there was still some empty space in the world. Papa-ji had found his little piece of lawn, and a vegetable garden behind the house, but Sartaj suspected that he had sometimes missed these tunnel-like streets of Mumbai’s slums, these shacks that crept forward every year, each added-on room seizing ground and holding on. He certainly never stopped reminiscing about them.


Papa-ji had never told a story specifically about Navnagar, perhaps because nothing spectacular or particularly grotesque had ever taken place here. But he had told Sartaj often enough that the way to an apradhi was through the family. Find the mother and father, he had said, and you will find the thief, the murderer, the forger. So Sartaj and Katekar were in Navnagar, looking for the relatives of Bazil Chaudhary and Faraj Ali, who had killed their friend Shamsul Shah. As expected, the immediate families of the killers had fled. They had packed up as many of their belongings as they could take, and had locked their kholis, and had decamped on the day of the murder. Sartaj and Katekar broke the locks, and inside the kholis they found old mattresses, empty gunny sacks and an old colour photograph of Bazil Chaudhary’s family. In the picture, Bazil Chaudhary was only a ten-year-old boy in a bright red shirt, but now Sartaj knew what the parents looked like. He had no doubt he would find them, sooner or later. They were poor, they would have to sell the kholi, they would depend on their connections in Navnagar to survive. It was much harder to disappear than people ordinarily thought. The task, for the policeman, was to pick up the strands of their lives, and follow along.


The interviews in Navnagar that morning yielded some information, none of it case-breaking but all of it quite relevant. The Bangladeshi neighbours of the victim and the apradhis were sullen and secretive, and declared they knew nothing. After Katekar loomed over them, and Sartaj threatened a trip to the police station and quick deportation, they allowed that they maybe knew a little, a very insignificant little. Shamsul – the dead one – and Bazil both worked as couriers, and Faraj took temporary jobs here and there. Yet for the last few months they all three had a lot of money, and nobody knew why or how.


In the empty kholis Sartaj and Katekar had searched, there was scant evidence of money. The families of the apradhis had taken their luxuries with them. But in the dead boy’s house, there was a brand-new colour television, and a large gas stove in the kitchen area, and shiny steel pots, and his father now confessed that the departed son had bought a new kholi a few days previously.


‘He was a good boy,’ Nurul Shah said.


This kholi was very small, only one room divided by a faded red sheet. Behind the curtain, Sartaj could hear women rustling and whispering. They needed more space, and the good boy had obtained it for them. The family had been about to move into the new kholi when their son had been cruelly taken from them. ‘But,’ Sartaj said, ‘a big new place, that must have cost a lot of money.’


Nurul Shah lowered his head and watched the floor. He had thinning white hair and taut shoulders toughened by a lifetime of hard work.


‘Your neighbours say your family is suddenly rich,’ Sartaj said. ‘They said your son treated his sisters well. They said he bought new spectacles for his mother.’


Nurul Shah’s hands were clamped around each other, and the tips of the fingers now whitened from the pressure. He began to weep, making no sound at all.


‘I think,’ Sartaj said, ‘if I look behind the curtain, I will find other expensive things. Where did your son get all this money from?’


‘Eh,’ Katekar rumbled, ‘Inspector Saab asked you a question. Answer him.’


Sartaj put a hand on Nurul Shah’s shoulder, and held on past the man’s sudden panic at the touch. ‘Listen,’ he said very softly. ‘Nothing is going to happen to you or your family. I am not interested in bothering you. But your son is dead. If you don’t tell me everything, I can’t help you. I can’t find the bastards who did it.’


The man was scared of the policemen in his home, of what had happened and what could happen, but he was trying to find the courage to speak up.


‘Your son was doing some business, some hera-pheri. If you tell me everything, I will find them. Otherwise they will escape.’ Sartaj shrugged, and straightened up.


‘I don’t know, saab,’ Nurul Shah said. ‘I don’t know.’ He was shivering and bent over. ‘I asked Shamsul what he was doing, but he never told me anything.’


‘He and those two, Bazil and Faraj, were doing something together?’


‘Yes, saab.’


‘Was there anyone else?’


‘There was Reyaz Bhai.’


‘Another friend of theirs?’


‘He was older.’


‘Full name?’


‘I only know that much: Reyaz Bhai.’


‘What does he look like?’


‘I never met him.’


‘Where does he live?’


‘Four lanes down, saab. On the main-road side.’


‘He lives here in Navnagar, in the Bengali Bura, and you never met him?’


‘No, saab. He didn’t come out of his house much.’


‘Why?’


‘He is a Bihari, saab,’ Nurul Shah said, as if that were an explanation.


But the Bihari was gone from his kholi as well, and there was already a new family living there. Sartaj and Katekar found the landlord, a portly Tamil who lived on the other side of Navnagar. He had found the room unoccupied on the day of the murder, and had promptly cleaned it out the next day and rented it again. No, he didn’t know anything about this Reyaz except that he had paid in advance, and was no trouble. What did Reyaz look like? Tall, thin, young face but with full white hair. Yes, completely white hair. The man could be forty, fifty, anything. Spoke smoothly, was definitely educated. He had left nothing in the kholi except some books, which the landlord had sold that very afternoon to a paper and raddi shop on the main road. No, he didn’t know what the books were.


So Sartaj and Katekar stood at the edge of Navnagar, below the small world it contained. ‘All right,’ Sartaj said, looking at the terraced, untidy descent of the rusted tin roofs. ‘So this Bihari is the boss.’


‘He plans everything. These three, these are his boys.’ Katekar wiped his face with an enormous blue handkerchief, and then the back of his neck and his forearms. ‘They make money.’


‘Doing what? Fraud? Robbery? Or are they shooters for some gang?’


‘Maybe. But I’ve never heard of that, Bangladeshis in a company.’


‘These boys grew up here, maybe they’re more Indian than anything else. But this Bihari is the key. He’s older, he’s professional. He lives quietly, doesn’t show off his money, he clears out fast and first when there’s trouble. Wherever he is, those boys are going to be.’


‘Yes, saab,’ Katekar said. He put away his handkerchief. ‘So we find the Bihari.’


‘We find the Bihari.’
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Pursuing the Bihari had to wait while Sartaj fulfilled certain obligations. Policing was often a scattered business that required setting aside one job to attend to another. What Sartaj had to do now was strictly unofficial and had nothing to do with any case, and he had to do it alone. He dropped Katekar at the station and drove south to Santa Cruz. He was to meet Parulkar in a sparkling new building just off Linking Road, near Swaraj Ice-cream. Sartaj parked behind the building and marvelled at the green marble in the lobby, and the sleek steel lift. The apartment Parulkar was waiting in was supposed to belong to Parulkar’s niece. This niece worked at a bank, and her husband was in import-export, but they were barely out of their twenties, and the apartment was very large and very expensive. The gold letters on the nameplate spelled out ‘Namjoshi’, but Sartaj was certain that the three-bedroom apartment actually belonged to Parulkar. Certainly, the ease with which he sat cross-legged on a huge sofa in the drawing room, like a rotund, khaki-clad sage, suggested a man in charge of his own prime real estate and his own destiny.


‘Come, come, Sartaj,’ Parulkar said. ‘We must hurry.’


‘Sorry, sir. The traffic is bad.’


‘The traffic is bad all the time.’ But Parulkar was not reprimanding Sartaj, he was fatherly and patient, and only mindful of his own hectic schedule. He pointed at a frosty glass of water on the table. Sartaj took off the silver cover and drank, and followed Parulkar across the shadowed breadth of the drawing room, to a bedroom.


Parulkar shut the door behind them and padded around the high white bed to the other side of the room. He opened a cupboard, and hefted out a black duffle-bag. ‘It’s forty today.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Sartaj said. Parulkar meant forty lakhs. These were Parulkar’s recent unofficial earnings, which Sartaj would move over to Worli, and hand over to Parulkar’s consultant, Homi Mehta, who would funnel it to a Swiss account and charge only a very reasonable commission. Sartaj ferried Parulkar’s money every few weeks, and he had long ago stopped being surprised by the amounts. Parulkar was, after all, the commissioner for a very rich zone. It was a very wet posting, and Parulkar drank deep from its burbling fount of money. He was an avid earner, but not greedy, and he was very careful about the disposal of the money. His personal assistant, Sardesai, handled the collection of the money, but Sardesai knew nothing of what happened to the money once he had given it to Parulkar. Parulkar passed it over to Sartaj, who moved it to Mehta, the consultant. Sartaj only knew that then, somehow, the money disappeared from India and reappeared abroad, where it sat safe and accumulated interest in hard currency.


Parulkar emptied the cash on to the bedspread and handed the bag to Sartaj. ‘Eighty bundles of five-hundred-rupee notes,’ he said. They trusted each other completely, but this was their ritual each time money went to the consultant. Sartaj gathered up a hefty brick of money and put it into the bag. He would do this eighty times while Parulkar watched, and then they would have an agreed-upon count.


‘What are you going to do about this Gaitonde business?’ Parulkar said, watching Sartaj’s hands.


‘I was going to ask you about that, sir.’


Parulkar pulled his legs up on to the bed and took up his meditative posture again. ‘I don’t know that much about the Gaitonde company. There was a fellow called Bunty who ran their business in Mumbai. Smart fellow, Suleiman Isa’s boys shot him, put him in a wheelchair, but he was Gaitonde’s trusted man, he stayed in charge from his wheelchair. There was a time when you could just go to Gopalmath and meet Bunty, but after he got shot he went into hiding. Ask Mehta for this Bunty’s number, he will have it.’ Mehta, as a money manager, was neutral in the gang wars. All sides used his services impartially, and valued him equally.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘But of course your best intelligence on Gaitonde may come from his enemies. Let me make a couple of calls, and I will get you in touch with someone. Someone who is very, let us say, knowledgeable.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ What Parulkar meant was that he would use his links inside the Suleiman Isa company to get someone to talk to Sartaj. Since Parulkar’s connections with that company went back years, even decades, the source he would provide for Sartaj would no doubt be a highly placed one. So this was a big favour, one more in a long string of kindnesses that Parulkar had bestowed on Sartaj. ‘Forty, sir,’ Sartaj said, putting the last stack into the bag. ‘Sir, what is this all about? Gaitonde is dead, why do they want to know about him now?’


‘I don’t know, Sartaj. But be careful. What I understand from my sources is that the IB is also involved in this Gaitonde business.’


‘IB, sir? Why?’


‘Who knows? But it seems this whole investigation is actually a joint operation. IB is letting RAW handle the details, so RAW is talking to you and me. When these big agencies get involved in a case, mere policemen have to watch their backs. Do your work, but don’t try to be a hero for them.’


Sartaj zipped the bag. So it was not only international agents who were interested in Gaitonde’s demise. The Intelligence Bureau, with its domestic counter-intelligence purview, was also curious. It all made Sartaj feel quite small. ‘Of course not, sir. I am never a hero. I don’t have the height.’


Parulkar rocked back and forth, gurgling with laughter. ‘Nowadays even very short people are becoming heroes, Sartaj. The world has changed, my dear fellow.’


Sartaj thought for a moment that Parulkar would recite a couplet, but Parulkar was in a hurry, and he left it at ‘my dear fellow’ and sent his cash and Sartaj on their way. He only said, ‘My regards to Bhabhi-ji,’ and raised a hand, and that was all.




*





As he drove to Worli, Sartaj thought about Papa-ji. Most people remembered Sartaj’s father as a tall man, but he had been only five feet seven and a half. His ramrod posture, his muscular arms and glorious moustache and, above all, his always-perfect turban, all these gave him a stature that magnified him in memory. Sartaj, his son, was a full inch taller, but he knew that he was not nearly as impressive, in his person or reputation, as Papa-ji. Papa-ji had been honest. He had insisted always on the crispest turban, on the finest suit, but he had managed to maintain his style on his wages, and had worn the same blue double-breasted blazer for a decade’s worth of weddings and official functions. After his death, Sartaj had found the blazer in a trunk, carefully mothballed and wrapped in crisp paper. And now, long after Papa-ji’s death, strangers still said to Sartaj, ‘Oh, you are Sardar Saab’s son? He was a good man.’ A year ago, in Crawford Market, a diamond merchant had patted Sartaj sadly on his shoulder, and said, ‘Beta, your father was the only honest policeman I have ever known.’ Sartaj had nodded, and muttered, ‘Yes, he was a good man,’ and walked away, his shoulders stiff.


Now Sartaj wheeled right towards the sea-front, then pulled a fast U-turn in front of a bus and came coasting back to the pavement. The general provision store to his right was crowded with uniformed children buying ice-creams. They looked as if they were in the third or fourth, but their school-bags were huge and very heavy. They were too young to know yet that medical school positions were bought and sold, that entrance papers for management schools were leaked to those who could afford it. Sartaj pulled Parulkar’s duffle-bag from behind the front seat and walked slowly through the kids. When he had been their age, he had known Parulkar already for a year and more. Parulkar had then been a young, slim sub-inspector, a favourite chela of Papa-ji’s. Papa-ji had liked Parulkar, had thought him intelligent and hard-working and dedicated. He had often brought Parulkar home for dinner, he said, ‘The boy is unmarried and needs to eat good home food once in a while.’ But Ma had never really taken to Parulkar. She was civil enough, but she didn’t trust him from the start. ‘Just because he listens to your stories endlessly you think he’s your devoted bhakt,’ she said to Papa-ji. ‘But mark my words, these Marathas are too clever.’ It was no use telling her that Parulkar was not a Maratha, but in fact a Brahmin. She said, ‘Whatever he is, he’s a sharp one.’ Her dislike for Parulkar had intensified with his steady ascent through the ranks, and when he had passed Papa-ji’s rank and gone beyond, she had stopped talking about Parulkar altogether. She called him only ‘that man’, and didn’t even argue when Papa-ji spoke about men’s destinies, and how each one of us should be grateful with what Vaheguru had given.


Sartaj angled up the narrow stairs next to the general provision store, which led up to Mehta’s tiny office. Mehta had worked in these four little cubicles all his life, and he lived close by, in a spacious but simple apartment overlooking the sea. He was a neat, discreet Parsi gent, dressed now, as always, in complete white. ‘Arre, Sartaj, come, come,’ he said, reaching across the table with a fragile hand for a quick, limp shake. He was thin, but elegant, and Sartaj always admired the cut of his fine grey hair. Homi Mehta reminded him somehow of the black-and-white movies that ran on television on Sunday afternoons, it was easy to imagine him sweeping down the seafront in a black Victoria.


‘This is from Saab,’ Sartaj said, and put the duffle-bag on the desk.


‘Yes, yes,’ Mehta said. ‘But when are you going to bring me some of your own cash, young man? You need to save for the future.’


‘I am a poor man, Uncle,’ Sartaj said. ‘What to save, when there is hardly enough to survive?’


This was a conversation that Sartaj and Mehta had every time Sartaj visited, but today Mehta wasn’t willing to let it go so soon. ‘Arre, what are you telling me? The man who got Ganesh Gaitonde has not got even a little money?’


‘There was no reward.’


‘Some people are saying that you got a good amount from Dubai to put a bullet in Gaitonde’s head.’


‘Uncle, I didn’t kill Gaitonde. He shot himself. And nobody paid me.’


‘All right, baba. I didn’t say anything. People, you know, people are saying it.’


Mehta was counting Parulkar’s money, laying the bricks in orderly stacks on the right-hand side of the desk. He was a meticulous man, and scrupulous in his accounting. A long time ago, during one of their first meetings, he had told Sartaj, ‘In a world of dishonesty, I am an entirely honest man.’ He had said it without pride, as just a statement of fact. He had explained to Sartaj that finally all the movement of money in and out of the country depended on the consultants. They were also called ‘managers’, in Delhi they were ‘headmasters’, but whatever name they were given, everything depended on their honesty. The money came from secret deals and graft, bribery and embezzlement, extortion and murder, and the managers took care of it with discretion and integrity. They made it vanish and they made it reappear. They were the secret magicians who were crucial to all business, and therefore they knew everyone.


‘Uncle, I need some help,’ Sartaj said.


‘Tell me.’


‘Parulkar Saab said you may know how I can get in touch with one of Gaitonde’s men.’


‘Which one?’


‘Bunty.’


The old man gave nothing away. He wiped his fingers on a tissue, and started another stack. ‘I will have to ask him,’ he said. ‘What should I tell him?’


‘I just want to talk to him. I want to ask him some questions about Gaitonde.’


‘You want to ask him some questions about Gaitonde.’ Mehta nodded, and squared away the last stack of money. ‘Okay. You have a new mobile, write down the number.’


Sartaj grinned, and wrote on a pad. Old man Mehta didn’t miss a thing, even the small bulge in his breast pocket. Sartaj had finally succumbed and bought a mobile phone, after years of insisting they were too expensive and the rates were too high. He had paid too much, eventually, for a tiny Motorola because it was so silvery and stylish. The phone was still shiny and unused, and he hadn’t given the number to anyone yet, but Homi Mehta was ancient and wise and keen-eyed.


‘Here, Uncle,’ Sartaj said. ‘Thank you.’


‘Okay. Forty total,’ Mehta said, patting the money.


Sartaj stood up. ‘Right. I will see you next time.’


‘Next time, bring me something to save for you. Think of your old age.’


Sartaj raised a hand, and left Mehta and the money. There had been a time, when Sartaj had still been married to Megha, when Mehta always told him to save for his future children. After the divorce, Mehta had stopped doing that, and had started with these reminders of age and passing time. I must really be starting to look old, Sartaj thought.


There was a different group of children at the store now, older ones in their early teens, more sophisticated and self-conscious than the lot before. They drank Pepsis and Cokes and whispered to each other. Sartaj walked half-way to the jeep, then came back to the store and bought a Chocobar. There were other, fancier ice-creams available nowadays, but Sartaj liked that old Kwality taste of slightly oily chocolate with the vanilla underneath, it was the flavour of his childhood. The teenagers nudged each other: don’t miss the funny sardar policeman chomping at a Chocobar. Sartaj smiled and walked on, and by the time he reached the jeep he was licking at the bare wooden stick. He crunched it between his teeth, as he had always done as a boy, flipped it away and drove.


The rush-hour traffic was coiling around the streets now, stiffening into a congealed mass. Sartaj settled himself in for the long ride. There was a violent shimmer in the air above the metal of the car roofs, and now a sudden quiet as the drivers switched off their engines to wait out the crush. Sartaj peeled his sweaty back away from the seat, and with his forearms on his knees and head hanging he stared at the dusty black of his shoes. The sun gathered its hard heat against his shoulder and neck, but there was nowhere to escape from it. Through the window a bus-driver watched him dispassionately, and when Sartaj met his glance he looked away, shifting in his high seat. Beyond him, a mannequin thrust her hip forward behind glass. Sartaj followed the shop windows, and they receded into the glare of the sky, and he imagined the immense length of the island, all of it stuck and still in this multitudinous evening rush, clogged and moving in jerks and ricocheting little jumps. He sighed, then took the phone out of his pocket and dialled.


‘Ma?’ he said.


‘Sartaj.’


‘Peri pauna, Ma.’


‘Jite raho, beta. I read about you in the paper.’


‘Yes, Ma.’ The rumble of engines being switched on swept up the road, and Sartaj turned his ignition over.


‘Such a big criminal you caught, why was there no picture of you?’


‘Ma, the work is important,’ Sartaj said, amused at her and at his own pomposity. ‘Not photos in the paper.’ He waited expectantly for her sharp retort, but she had already moved on.


‘Where are you calling from?’


‘Where? Mumbai, Ma.’


‘No, I mean where in Bumbai?’


She didn’t miss anything, this policeman’s wife. Sartaj said, ‘I’m driving back from Worli.’


‘Oho, so you got a mobile at last.’


‘Yes, Ma.’ She herself was indifferent to technological advances, and said she didn’t want a VCR because she wouldn’t know how to work it, but she had long wanted Sartaj to have a mobile.


‘What is the number?’ she said.


Sartaj gave it to her, and added, ‘Remember, no calls during duty hours.’


She laughed. ‘I was doing duty before you were born. And always, you are the one who always calls me from work. Like now.’


‘Yes, yes.’ She would be sitting on the sofa in the small living room, her legs curled up under her, holding the large black handset up to her ear with a small hand. He could hear her smile. She had lost weight this last year, and despite the fine wrinkles and white hair, she sometimes looked like the slim young girl Sartaj had seen in photographs. ‘But I’m not working now. I’m just caught in traffic.’


‘That Bumbai is impossible to live in now. So expensive. And too many people.’


This was true, but where else was there to go? Maybe many years later, there would be a small house for Sartaj somewhere else. But right now he found it hard to imagine being away permanently from this messy, impossible city. A small holiday, now and then, was all Sartaj needed. ‘This Saturday, Ma, I’ll come to Pune.’


‘Good. I haven’t seen you for months.’


Sartaj had gone to Pune exactly four weeks ago, but he knew better than to argue. ‘Do you need anything from here?’


She didn’t want anything for herself, but she had a list of items for mausis and taus and nephews and nieces. It was no use telling Ma that these things were now surely available in a good-sized city like Pune, because she had specific Mumbai shops that were to be patronized, and instructions to be given to certain shopkeepers she had known for decades. Sartaj always arrived in Pune with a bag for his clothes and a suitcase full of child-sized clothes and mithai and salty snacks and shampoos for Ma to give away to her numerous near and dear. She lived close to family in Pune, and Sartaj trusted her to keep him updated on the network of relatives that stretched all the way up to Punjab and beyond. He thought of her as inextricably embedded in that family, while he himself was distanced from it, not quite separated but gone away somehow, like a planet that had spun out too far from its sun. He liked to listen to her stories of family feuds and ancient tragedies, as long as he could avoid being drawn into their fatal gravity and made a participant. Reminded by a book of nursery rhymes she wanted Sartaj to bring, she started a tale now, about her chacha who used to insist that he could speak English. Sartaj had heard it many times before, but he liked listening to it now, and laughed in all the proper places.


At Siddhi Vinayak he said goodbye to Ma, and settled back into the seat, smiling. It was good to look forward to the trip to Pune. A crowd swirled around the entrance to the Siddhi Vinayak lane, a host of worshippers bringing their entreaties and supplications and gratitude. The temple rose to its golden spire, carrying its huge symmetries easily to the sky. Sartaj wondered if Ganesh Gaitonde had some other place where he went to from the city, some town or village he called his native place. He would ask Katekar.


Ganesh Gaitonde had said something about God and belief at the end. By now Gaitonde would know for sure whether there was a God to believe in, or not. Sartaj didn’t particularly care about Gaitonde’s soul, but he knew it was time to go and look at his body, his and the dead woman’s. He had been avoiding it, but he would have to go. Sartaj cursed Ganesh Gaitonde, and drove on.




*





The next morning, Katekar protested about the visit to Gaitonde, as Sartaj had expected. The man was dead, Katekar said, and he and the woman would remain dead, so there was no need to go near them now, none at all.


‘You can stay outside,’ Sartaj told him. ‘But you should be used to dead bodies by now.’


The morgue was an ancient sandstone building, pitted and stained but still handsome with its tall arches and flowery stonework. It stood, green-shaded, under a huge banyan tree at the rear of KD Hospital. Sartaj dropped Katekar off at the gate of the hospital, drove around the building and parked near a paan-stained wall. For all his rationalism, Katekar had a horror of the morgue, its doctor and attendants, the emerald light under the banyan tree. He said the whole place smelt, that he could smell it from across the hospital compound, that there was a yellow miasma that slid into your clothes and sank into your pockets and stayed. Sartaj rather enjoyed this unexpected upsurge of superstition deep within the stolid frame of Ganpatrao Popat Katekar, man of science. It gave Sartaj something to point to when Katekar affected a superior sneer at Sartaj’s various romanticisms.


Sartaj went past the enquiry window, with its small cluster of anxious men who had come looking for missing relatives and friends. He went down a dark corridor and through the double glass doors marked ‘No Entrance’. An attendant in brown shorts and shirt sat behind a scratched metal desk, under muzzy tube-lights. He salaamed Sartaj, who took a deep breath, blinked once and went through another pair of swinging doors, of green-painted wood this time. The room on the other side was quite large, big as a good-sized wedding hall, well-lit from two square skylights and two rows of tube-lights. The floor was smooth brown stone, sloping inwards to a square drain. There were two brown bodies, both male, naked on the stone tables to the left. The top of the far one’s skull had been removed, with a precise round cut that made him a cartoon character whose head had come unscrewed. His brain sat in a tidy grey mound on a tray next to his elbow. And here, on the right, was Dr Chopra, analyst at the abyss, working efficiently. He was scooping out intestines into a large tray. Sartaj turned his head away.


‘Dr Chopra?’


‘Ah, Sartaj. Wait, wait.’


Sartaj watched the wall, followed the cracks in the grey plaster up to the ceiling and then back down again. And then the rusted bars on the closed window, he counted them and examined their thickness. Meanwhile there were small sucking sounds to his right, and a little wet grinding. The first of the many times Sartaj had come in here, into Dr Chopra’s dissection house, he had made himself look, on the principle that a policeman must gaze steadfastly at everything, anything, what the world is truly made of, you must know it all unflinchingly, without repugnance or perverse fascination. And he had seen what Dr Chopra had exposed, had been able to look at it, and it wasn’t that horrifying after all, just the complicated inner clockwork of the body, a fluid machinery possessed of an intricate, severe harmony. But the surfaces of the corpses followed him and stayed with him into his sleep, the light ring of skin on the third finger of a fisted hand, the tribal tattoo on a woman’s chin, the crimson flecks of lipstick on a lower lip, faint but unmistakable. He accumulated fragments of the dead, tiny memories of their lives that cost something to carry, and finally he decided he no longer had a young man’s pride, that he would save his will for work, for his own cases. So he no longer looked.


‘Done,’ Dr Chopra said.


Sartaj heard the snap of rubber gloves, and he turned, keeping his head tilted up. He saw the dead man’s face, and stared for a moment. Then he saw the thick thatch of Dr Chopra’s hair. The doctor was the hairiest man Sartaj had ever met. It was just past twelve, and Dr Chopra’s cheeks and jaw were already shaded dark, and there was a thick black mat of hair that came up from his chest, half-way up his neck. He was washing his hands in a basin.


‘Doctor saab,’ Sartaj said, ‘I need to see Gaitonde and his female friend.’


‘Fine,’ said Dr Chopra. ‘They’re in the cold room.’


‘Post-mortem done already?’


‘Arre, Gaitonde was a big bhai, yes? He and his friend got jumped ahead in the queue.’ Dr Chopra laughed, and it was quite genuine, full of pleasure. ‘You want me to get the boys to haul them out of the cold room? Quicker if we go there.’


There was a challenge in his stance, in the raising of his bushy, overhanging eyebrow: if you can take it, Mr Policeman. The cold room was what Katekar absolutely hated. He had been inside only once, when he and Sartaj had been looking for the body of a khabari. Katekar had stepped into the cold room, put a hand to his mouth and turned and walked out, walked out to the banyan tree. Sartaj had stayed inside and found the body they were looking for. Sartaj had done it before, he could do it now. He shrugged. ‘Cold room is fine.’


A shaded walkway led to the cold room, through the obliterating afternoon glare. Sartaj squinted, and walked, and now there was no avoiding the smell. They passed through a door, into a long dark passageway, and it pressed up against his cheeks. The windows were closed against the heat, against the throbbing of the sun, and the air inside the entryway was engorged with the ripe, round exhalations from the two rows of bodies stacked against the walls, in sheets on double racks. The sheets were damp and the ground below the racks was slimy, slick.


Sartaj nodded at the attendants sitting at the desk at the end of the corridor. He could feel a hiccup curling itself at the back of his throat, and he didn’t want to open his mouth.


‘Inspector saab,’ one attendant said, rising. ‘After a long time.’ He had been reading a Hindi novel, and his friend was writing a letter. They both stood up.


Sartaj spoke carefully, enunciating. ‘It smells worse than last time,’ he said as he went past the desk.


‘Arre, saab,’ the attendant with the novel said, ‘wait until the airconditioners break again. Then you’ll really smell something.’


‘Wait until it rains and the leaks start coming through the walls,’ the other one said with large satisfaction. ‘Then you’ll really have fun.’


There is a certain pleasure we take in thinking about how bad it gets, Sartaj thought, and then in imagining how it will inevitably get worse. And still we survive, the city stumbles on. Maybe one day it’ll all just fall apart, and there was a certain gratification in that thought too. Let the maderchod blow.


Dr Chopra nodded at his attendants. The door to the cold room was shiny steel, very sleek and new and promising high technology and sterility. The fiction-reading attendant touched the heavy doorhandle, touched his throat and mouthed a mantra. He grabbed the handle and leaned back, and the door swung open. ‘Come,’ Dr Chopra said.


And inside there were the jumbled rows of bodies that Sartaj remembered. They lay naked on the tiled floor, jammed up against each other, shoulder to shoulder, shoulder over shoulder, from one side of the long room to the other. Each was stitched up the front, in broad looping knots in thick black thread, where the long incision had been made for the post-mortem. Rusty, dark skin, gone as densely opaque as mud, spiky, petrified pubic hair. Sartaj was thinking, it’s not really cold in here. They call it a cold room but there are restaurants that are colder, the upstairs room of the Delite Dance Bar is colder. He could hear the dull, halting rush of the air-conditioner.


‘Ladies are over here,’ Dr Chopra said.


In this charnel, past all carnality, the decencies were preserved. The ladies were piled on top of each other in a kind of small cabin to the left, with its own metal door. The attendants reached in and shifted the bodies around, tugged and pulled, and something knocked on the door and made a happy bonging. Sartaj found himself concerned with the attendants’ hands, they’re handling all that without gloves, he hoped they washed their hands afterwards.


‘Saab,’ the letter-writer said. They had found her.


Sartaj stepped back. His shoes were sticking to the floor.


There was the usual long incision up her front. Her lips had turned the cracked pale blue of old candles, and had drawn back from her upper teeth. The autopsy photo in the file had flattened out her cheekbones, and had made invisible the sharp nose. But the nose had been broken once, there was a small dent in it. In death she was plain, but there was muscle on her shoulders and along her flanks, and Sartaj saw her in a dancer’s jaunty stance, glowing and proud of her figure.


‘Unknown female deceased,’ Dr Chopra read from a long sheet. ‘Five foot three and a half inches, 110 pounds, black hair to shoulder length, eyes black, four-inch scar on right knee, had last eaten about eight hours prior to death, cause of death single gunshot trauma to sternum, bullet passed upwards at an angle and exited at T4, causing extensive damage to lungs, spinal cord. Death was instantaneous.’


Instantaneous death. Sartaj wondered if she had seen it coming, the raised barrel and Gaitonde’s reddened eye above. ‘No distinguishing marks besides the scar?’


‘None.’


‘All right,’ Sartaj said. Sometimes the body of the deceased taught you things that you didn’t know before, but this had been a short history. She was unmarked by life, mainly.


‘And Gaitonde?’ Dr Chopra said, turning.


‘Gaitonde. Yes.’


Sartaj followed Dr Chopra down the room, in the small lane between the bodies. There were flows of liquids across the floor, light albumen runs and thick blackish discharges. Sartaj carefully placed one foot, then the other. Gaitonde lay in the middle of a row, indistinguishable from the others but for the ruin of his head. The exposed inner flesh had turned black. ‘Five foot six, 151 pounds, he’s survived two bullet wounds.’ Dr Chopra pointed. ‘Interestingly enough, one was in his buttocks. The great Gaitonde must have been running when he got that one. The other wound was in his left shoulder, here.’


Sartaj bent over Gaitonde, and saw that he had a fine profile, with a noble brow. He was born to be a king, Sartaj thought, or maybe a sage. He must have looked in the mirror and wondered what he would become.


Dr Chopra was stroking the hair on the back of his right hand. An air-conditioner kicked itself on with a low rumble, and the fetid smell surged up from Gaitonde and the rest of them. ‘Thanks, doctor saab,’ Sartaj said, and he had had enough. He straightened and went, going fast. He turned sideways to go past the attendants, who were lifting the female deceased back through the cabin door. He went by them. Light seeped through the angles of the main doorway, and in the brightness Sartaj saw on the floor a tattered rind of black flesh, a small piece of jaw attached to three teeth. He stepped over it and fled into the sunlight.


‘Are you all right?’ Dr Chopra said.


Sartaj was standing by the banyan tree, one hand on its grainy bark, breathing. ‘Why can’t you keep that gaandu place cold? Why?’


‘The air-conditioners break down, the wiring is old and the fuses blow, and the population is too large. The morgue is too small.’


Yes, it was unfair to blame the good Dr Chopra. It was in no way his fault, that there wasn’t enough money, too little electricity, too small a space and far too many dead. ‘Sorry, Doc,’ Sartaj said. He made a large gesture in the air, an awkward movement that took in everything. Dr Chopra nodded and smiled. ‘Thanks,’ Sartaj said.


‘I hope seeing them was useful.’


‘Yes, yes. Very useful.’ Sartaj said this, but as he was walking to the jeep he wasn’t sure. Now the desire to see the bodies, which only a little while ago had seemed so coherent, seemed bizarre. What had he learnt? Sartaj had no idea. It had all been a waste of time. He was eager to be away, back at the station, but at the jeep he found himself unable to get in. He stepped over a border made of painted half-bricks into what was left of a garden, found a patch of dead brown grass and wiped the bottom of his shoes, rubbed them back and forth on the grass until the stalks broke with small clicking sounds and his grinding heart settled and calmed.




*





Shalini was cooking by the time Katekar got home. She cleaned at a doctor’s house in Saat Bungla, but at only one house, unlike some others who had three jhadoo-katka jobs, or four. It was good to have the money from the doctor, but they had decided that she needed to be home when the boys came in, at home in the afternoons and early evenings so they could feel her presence and she could keep an eye out. But the money was very welcome. And it was good to know a doctor with a clinic, for times of special need. Katekar put down his mat and pillow. Shalini was cooking, and he liked the stir of her motions, they lulled him, the tinkle of the spoons, the flurrying back-and-forth rush of the knife, the fast bubbling of the flames on the stove, the leaping sizzle when she flung in a fistful of goda masala. He was comfortable, with the quiet stirring of air from the table-fan set on ‘Low’. He napped easily in the day, stored sleep like a camel hoarded water. In the life of a constable, this was necessary. He took a long breath.


When he awoke it was dark inside the kholi, and there was the bustle of evening in the lane outside. He turned his wrist, and it was six-thirty. ‘Where are the boys?’ he said. He didn’t need to turn his head to know Shalini was sitting in the doorway.


‘Playing,’ she said.


He sat up, rubbed his eyes. The stove rattled as she pumped it, and then he saw her face, suddenly bronzed out of the shade. ‘They’re fighting,’ he said, and he didn’t need to say that he didn’t mean the boys.


‘Yes.’ Amritrao Pawar and his wife Arpana lived two kholis down, and they had been fighting continuously, as nearly as their neighbours could tell, for eleven years. Four years after their marriage, Pawar had acquired another woman. Arpana had left, gone back to her parents, and had been reassured that it was merely a passing thing, that Pawar had quit the other woman, and that it was all over. She had come back, but then the other woman had had a child, and now Pawar maintained two establishments. He and Arpana refused to part, refused to come closer or divide, they fought and fought. For Arpana’s neighbours, the other woman was still the other woman, Arpana had not called her by name in eleven years, and Pawar never spoke about her.


Katekar and Shalini drank their tea seated across from each other. She had the kaande pohe he liked on a plate between them. ‘I spoke to Bharti yesterday.’


Bharti was her younger sister, who was married to a scrap-metal dealer in Kurla. There was apparently much money in scrap metal, because Bharti always came to visit in a new sari. Last year, she had come the day before Gudi-Padwa, wearing new gold bangles of a conspicuous thickness and glow, and bearing not only batasha garlands but also large, fragrant boxes of puranpoli and chirote for the boys. Katekar had watched his sons lick their glistening, sweet fingers, and he had watched his wife’s face as she had put away the boxes and the new sari for herself, and he had marvelled at how generosity can be the subtlest of all weapons, and especially between sisters. So now he took a long sip of his tea. ‘Yes?’ he said.


‘They’re buying the next kholi also,’ Shalini said.


‘In the chawl?’


‘Where else?’


The retort had come quick and sharp, and she was not backing down from his quizzical look. So now her sister and brother-in-law would tear down walls, combine rooms, have a home that was expansive enough to contain their sense of themselves. ‘They have three children,’ Katekar said. ‘They need the space.’


Shalini snorted and picked up the plate of biscuits. ‘What, those little taporis need a palace to live in?’ She got up and began to gather spoons, rattle the bowl about. ‘Bharti has been a wastrel since she was this high. Those two never think about the future. Their children will turn out bad, you wait and see.’


She loved her nieces and nephew, smothered them with hugs and unbent more with them than with her own sons, and Katekar knew this well. So he put on his shirt, drew on his pants. She had the pot scoured and hung up already. Katekar grinned at her. ‘I heard a joke yesterday,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘Once Laloo Prasad Yadav met some Japanese businessmen who had come to Bihar. The Japanese businessmen said to him, “Chief-minister-ji, your state has great resources. Give us a free hand for three years and we’ll turn Bihar into the next Japan.” Laloo looked very surprised. He said, “And you Japanese are supposed to be efficient! Three years? Give me a free hand for three days and I’ll turn Japan into the next Bihar.’’’


‘Not very funny.’ But she was smiling.


‘Arre,’ Katekar said, ‘your family just never had a sense of humour.’


This was a theme they had explored for years: his family was extravagant but fun-loving, hers was thrifty but boring. Variations on this theory took in the boys, Rohit had gone on Katekar, Mohit on his mother. Now Shalini was thinking of her sons. ‘Will you be done early enough to stop at Patil’s?’


Patil was the tailor who had a shop two lanes down, tucked into a long narrow building that stood on what had once been a broken wall and an unused gutter. Patil had filled in the gutter, closed off the rear, put on a roof, and now he sat two full-time tailors at sewing machines. He made uniforms for the boys, good ones, strong enough that Mohit could wear what Rohit grew out of. ‘Not today,’ Katekar said. ‘I’ll pick it up tomorrow. One half-pant, one shirt, yes?’


‘Yes,’ Shalini said. Her irritation had melted away. She liked that he remembered, he could see that.


Outside, the clouds sat in luxurious orange tiers. It was too early for rain, but Katekar could feel it coming. The sky was histrionically spectacular, but nobody was stopping to look at it. Katekar walked briskly, cutting an efficient loop to go to the bus-stop by way of the playground. He was thinking about sex. He had been quite unfaithful in the years immediately after he and Shalini had been married, before Rohit had been born. Looking back now, it seemed like a feverish madness, the visits he had made to dance bars and the money he had spent on girls, on grimy rooms, on taxis late at night. Shalini had been hardly more than a girl herself then, and he had lowered his head into the arc of her neck nightly, and found in the clutch of her hands on his shoulders an answering hunger, more carefully quiet than his own but as insistent, as fierce. And still he had gone to other women, randis. There was no reason for it but an urgency he felt at the offering of unknown, anonymous bellies under cheap, diaphanous nylon. It was a kind of common madness, accepted by the men of the world, and at least he had had the sense and the knowledge – even in those long-ago days when the girls themselves were surprised by this carefulness – to always wear a condom. After Rohit had been born, after he had held the tiny body of his son against his chest and felt the enormous, inescapable weight of his own love, it had become almost impossible to spend his hard-earned money elsewhere. There were these new urgencies, first among all desires: school uniforms, books, shoes, hair-oil, cricket bats, evenings at Chowpatty. Yet, it had happened even after he had come to know what amount of childish happiness was contained in a twenty-rupee note, in two kulfis as the sun set over a calm sea, he had still gone to women, despite his two sons and the two futures he was building. But it had happened rarely, the women countable on one hand in twice as many years. Men, Shalini said sometimes, there is madness in men. He always kept quiet, but he always wanted to say, the madness is in their bones, not in their hearts, not in their heads. Logic doesn’t fail, it just gets worn down sometimes, a little tired, and it wants to lie down. But I struggle for you.


The maidan held what looked like a dozen games of cricket, with pitches angled to each other and very close. Fielders from various games ran past and behind each other. There must have been a couple of hundred boys racing past each other, on this narrow strip of packed yellow earth backed up between a sludgy nullah and the back wall of a municipal shamshan ghat. Katekar walked along the wall, his right shoulder brushing against its intricate whorls of graffiti and torn posters. He worried sometimes about children playing one wall away from burning bodies, about the billowing smoke depositing unclean ash on to the pitches. But you needed a place to cremate the dead, and the only alternative was to play at the edge of the basti, on the open road next to passing traffic. In any case, today there were no fires, no smoke. There were no more dead on this day. Mohit was sitting on a little rising mound, next to a cluster of chappals. He was looking seawards, dreamy and happy, and Katekar felt something squeeze inside his chest and give way. Rohit was the son just like his father, he was confident and practical, often funny, but it was Mohit, with his thoughtful inwardness, who made Katekar helpless with worry. Rohit’s ambition and his anger might get him into trouble, but what would become of sensitive little Mohit? What would happen to such gentleness? Katekar squatted beside him.


‘Not playing?’ Katekar said.


‘Papa.’ Mohit shrugged. He looked away, and started biting his lower lip, which he did when he was embarrassed.


‘It’s all right,’ Katekar said, with a pat on Mohit’s shoulder. He had told them often, his sons, that sports developed character. ‘You didn’t feel like it?’


Mohit shook his head, fast. Katekar wanted to ask, what were you thinking about just now? What were you seeing in the little sliver of watery horizon between buildings? But he smiled and rubbed Mohit’s head. ‘Where’s your brother?’


‘There.’


Rohit was bowling. It was a fast ball, a little wild but with good speed. The batsman missed it altogether, hardly saw it, and the wicket-keeper took it smoothly and gave it back to Rohit in the same motion. Rohit jogged back to the wicket, easy and thinking about the next delivery. He was a good player, Katekar could tell that just from his effortless poise, from his confidence and his scientific precision as he waved his fielders in, you to the left, a little more, yes, there. Rohit saw his father then, stopped short. And there was just a small moment when Katekar saw him flinch, tighten into a resentful frown at being interrupted, invaded by his heavy-stepping father. Then he smiled and started forward. Katekar waved him back with an overhand motion: bowl. Rohit went back to his crease, stepped out his run-up and now his action was good but the ball was wide. The next one was short.


Katekar got up. ‘Mohit,’ he said. ‘Don’t be late going home. Study well. I’ll see you tomorrow.’


‘Yes, Papa,’ Mohit said.


Katekar squeezed Mohit’s shoulder, then walked away, fast. He was tempted, but he didn’t turn his head to see Rohit playing.




*





PSI Kamble came along for the raid on the Delite Dance Bar. ‘I’ll be your undercover man,’ he said, and laughed loudly at his own wit, because they knew him at the Delite better than they knew some of their own dancers. He sat always in a prime centre booth facing the dance floor, and there were always special dispensations in his bill. In the van, on the way to Delite, he was in a glorious mood, and he told them jokes. ‘How do you fit thirty Marwaris in a Maruti 800? You throw a hundred-rupee note inside.’ The constables in the back of the van, including two women, laughed.


Sartaj asked, ‘Why so happy, Kamble? What was the score today?’


Kamble shook his head, and was silent and smug, and then jovial again. On they drove, to the sound of his laughter. At the Delite, after they had parked the van, and were waiting for the appointed time, Kamble came out of the building carrying a whisky and water. He drew Sartaj to the side, away from the constables, and walked him a little way down the road. He smelt powerfully of some musky after-shave, and was wearing a white Benetton T-shirt with striped green sleeves, tucked into blue jeans. He leaned back and raised one foot at a time, showing off an impressively complicated and colourful pair of running shoes. ‘Very musst shoes, no?’ he said.


‘Very. Foreign?’


‘Yes, boss. Nike.’


‘Very expensive.’


‘Expense is all relative. When there is money in your pocket, expenses get small. No money, expenses get big.’


‘Money got in your pocket?’


Kamble considered Sartaj for a moment, head lowered over his glass. ‘Suppose –’ he said. ‘Suppose a bright young police officer had a khabari, a very useful one who came up with information only once in a while, but ekdum solid information when he did.’


‘What khabari is this? Who?’


‘Never mind the khabari. Not important. What is important that the intelligent young officer got a tip this morning: that one local small-time thief called Ajay Mota had a stash of stolen mobile phones in his kholi. These are brand-new phones, you understand, taken during a break-in robbery three days ago, at a shop in Kurla.’


‘Very good. So this officer goes and arrests Ajay Mota?’


‘No, no, no. That is too simple, boss. No, the khabari knows where this Ajay Mota lives. But the officer doesn’t reel the bastard in yet. No, he invests some time, he dresses in plain clothes, he takes the khabari, waits outside Ajay Mota’s basti and gets the khabari to point out the bastard when he emerges with a bag on his shoulder. This is a risk, of course – what if Ajay Mota had gone another way? But he doesn’t. The officer leaves the khabari behind, and follows Ajay Mota. Another risk, this following in busy traffic. It’s not easy, but the officer has a motorbike, and Ajay Mota is in an auto. So the apradhi’s auto goes along for ten minutes, then the apradhi gets off, goes into a shop. Comes out twenty minutes later, his bag over his shoulder. So now the officer takes him, khata-khat, grabs him by the collar, shows him a revolver, two slaps, you are under arrest, bhenchod, you want to co-operate? Then, without pause, the officer takes him inside the shop, shoves him through to the back, and there’s the receiver, with the stolen phones in front of him. So, the officer has two arrests, the stolen goods are recovered and in Ajay Mota’s bag is forty thousand rupees.’


‘Only forty thousand? How many phones were there?’


Kamble laughed, and emptied his glass, and caught the last few drops on his extended tongue. He was very pleased. ‘Never mind how many phones there were, Sartaj Saab. The important thing is, the bad men were caught,’ he said, standing up very straight, wagging a finger. ‘I need to refill my glass, boss. Again and again.’ And he went, humming to himself.


Sartaj thought of Kamble’s triumph as they executed the raid. Kamble was right, the bad men had been caught. Kamble himself had taken a good chunk of cash, probably about half of what was in the bag, and maybe one or two phones. The money was a reward for his excellent policing, for his alertness and his risk-taking. He had done well today, and he was celebrating. He deserved it.


The Delite raid itself was very orderly. Shambhu had the five girls waiting for arrest in an orderly row in his office. They were eating paya and making jokes about policemen and their sticks, while the rest of them went outside to their usual appointed cabbies for the ride home. They were a glittery, flashy bunch, mostly young, some of them quite lovely in their thick, big-screen make-up and their pride in the sleek curves of their waists.


Shambhu came walking towards Sartaj now, followed at a few yards by Kamble. They were friends, of a similar age, both bodybuilders, but where Shambhu was lean and chiselled, Kamble had bulk, rounded masses and bulges.


‘All right, saab,’ Shambhu said. ‘Arrest away.’


One of the women constables stood by the van, and the other opened the Delite door and called. The arrestees trooped out on to the road and climbed into the back of the van, swaying up into it, their elegant heels glinting in the red light from the neon Delite sign.


‘Going on that – that walk still?’ Katekar said to Shambhu.


‘An expedition,’ Shambhu said. ‘A walk is what you do when you go to the corner paan shop.’


‘Expedition, yes, you’re going?’


‘Tomorrow.’


‘Don’t fall off a mountain.’


‘Safer there than here, boss.’


Sartaj was watching Kamble, who was humming. He had his feet very wide apart and his shoulders thrown back and his elbows out. Sartaj walked around him. ‘Tell the young officer I said, good job.’


Kamble grinned. ‘I will, boss,’ he said. He hummed again, and this time Sartaj could make out the song: ‘Kya se kya ho gaya, dekhte dekhte’. Kamble raised his arms, ducked his head and danced a couple of steps. ‘Tum pe dil aa gaya, dekhte dekhte.’


‘We’re going,’ Sartaj said. ‘Are you coming?’


‘No,’ Kamble said. He shrugged his head over a shoulder, back towards the Delite. ‘I have an appointment.’


Not all the girls at the Delite had been arrested, or had gone home. ‘Have fun,’ Sartaj said.


‘Boss,’ Kamble said, ‘I always do.’


Sartaj thumped on the side of the van, and they pulled away. ‘Sartaj Saab,’ he heard Shambhu calling after him, ‘you could have fun too, sir. You should have fun, once in a while. Fun is good.’ Kamble was laughing, Sartaj could hear him.




*





It was only after they were back at the station that they discovered they had arrested six dancers, not five. The girls sat in a row on a bench in the Detection Room and Sartaj realized they were six, and that the extra sixth was Manika. She lowered her head and looked at him demurely with her chunni over her head, all enormous dark eyes and shyness, and the other girls burst out laughing. Sartaj took a deep breath and walked out of the room.


‘This must be Kamble and Shambhu’s idea of fun,’ he said to Katekar.


‘I didn’t have anything to do with it, sir,’ Katekar said.


Katekar had on a very serious face, and Sartaj believed him. He said, ‘Send them in one by one. I’ll sit there.’


‘Yes, sir, one by one.’


Katekar stood by the door, and the women constables brought the girls in one by one, and also retreated to the door. Sartaj wrote down the names: Sunita Singh, Anita Pawar, Rekha Kumar, Neena Sanu, Shilpa Chawla. They had the names all ready for him, and were relaxed and not perturbed by him at all, and only became hesitant when he pulled the photographs from Gaitonde’s album and flipped them over one by one. Then each of them shook their heads, determined and expressionless. ‘No, no, no,’ Shilpa Chawla said as he showed her the photographs of the young women, the smiling come-hither poses under soft lights.


‘Look at the photo before you say no,’ Sartaj said. He tapped his forefinger on a young woman in a blue hat. ‘Look at her.’


‘I don’t know her,’ Shilpa Chawla said, her jaw tight. When he showed her the dead woman, who he had kept till last, Shilpa Chawla sat back in her chair and crossed her arms across her chest. ‘Why are you asking me? Why are you showing me all this? I don’t know who this is.’ Shilpa Chawla, with her doubly starry pseudonym, was disgusted and angry and frightened, and Sartaj had no evidence that she was lying.


‘All right,’ he said to Katekar. ‘Send in Manika.’


She was older than the others, maybe in her early thirties, although you had to pay very close attention to see that, and even then the age was mainly in her slightly weary confidence, in the forthright straightness of her back and the blunt interest she directed at him. By the door, Katekar and the women constables were grinning at each other, and Sartaj was glad that they were too far away to hear Manika.


‘How are you?’ she said in English.


‘I have some questions to ask you, madam,’ Sartaj said, and his Hindi was clipped.


‘Ask,’ she said. She was dark, slim, very tall, maybe five eight, and not pretty exactly, but she had dimples and she thrust out her chin and her eyes were completely alive, and she made Sartaj uneasy.


‘Do you know these women?’


She flipped over the photographs, paying close attention to each one. ‘Oh,’ she said at the third one, ‘how ugly that blouse is! Look at those frills on the sleeves, she looks like a joker. Nice-looking girl at that. Someone needs to teach her how to dress.’


‘Do you know her?’


‘No,’ Manika said, and she took the remaining photographs from his hand and leaned back in her chair. She was wearing a black ghagra-choli with silver on it everywhere, and the front of the choli was thick with it, like armour on the thin fabric. She was the only one who had come in her dance-floor clothes. ‘Who are these women, inspector saab?’ Now she was demure again. ‘Girls you want to make friends with?’


‘Do you know any of them?’


She was quiet, and her hands had stopped moving. Sartaj knew that she was looking at the dead woman. ‘Do you know her?’ She shook her head. ‘It’s very important that you tell me if you know.’


‘No, I don’t know. What happened to her?’


‘She was murdered.’


‘Murdered?’


‘Shot.’


‘By a man?’


‘Yes, by a man.’


She put the photographs face-down on the desk. ‘Of course by a man. Sometimes I don’t know why we care about you. Really I don’t know.’


Sartaj could hear the buzzing of the tube-light in the corridor outside, and distant footsteps at the front of the station. ‘You are right,’ he said. ‘Most of the time I don’t know either.’


There was an appraising scepticism in her raised eyebrow, not hostility, just a certain weary disbelief. ‘Can I go now?’ she said softly.


‘Yes. What name shall I write down?’


‘Whatever you want.’


He started to write, but stopped when she got up. The chunni slipped from her shoulder as she turned, and he saw that the choli was held together at the back by black strings, exposing the fine turns of her shoulder-blades and the long brown column of her back. On the dance floor she must pirouette, he thought, and blaze those eyes over a shoulder at the men in the booths, at the staring men in the darkness.


‘I’ll tell you,’ she said from the door. In the four steps from the chair she had recovered her grin, her jaunty irony.


‘Tell me what?’


She came back to the desk, turned the photographs face-up and went past the dead woman, flicked others aside with a long red fingernail, while she held her chunni close with the other hand. ‘This one,’ she said.


‘What about her?’


‘You’ll have to be very nice to me,’ she said. ‘Her name is Kavita, or at least that’s what she called herself when she danced at Pritam. She got parts in some videos and stopped dancing. Then I heard she was on some serial. After she got the serial she lived in Andheri East, in a PG. She was very lucky always, that Kavita. Not many girls like us get that far. Not one in a thousand. Ten thousand.’


‘Kavita. Are you sure it’s her? Is it her real name?’


‘Of course I’m sure. And you’ll have to ask her if it’s her real name. Are you going to be nice?’


‘Yes, of course I am.’


‘You’re lying, but you’re a man, so I’ll forgive you. Do you know why I told you?’


‘No.’


‘The man who did this is a rakshasa. And don’t feel too good, you’re a rakshasa also. But maybe you’ll catch that rakshasa. And punish him.’


‘Maybe,’ Sartaj said. The man who did it had been caught, and yet had escaped, and Sartaj had never been sure about punishment, because it always seemed too much or too little. I catch them because that’s what I do, and they run because that’s what they do, and the world keeps turning. But there was no explaining this to Manika, and so he said, ‘Thanks.’


After she had gone, after they had put the lot of them into a van and sent them home, Sartaj dropped Katekar at the corner of Sriram Road, which was within comfortable walking distance of Katekar’s place. Katekar raised his hand to his chest, and turned, and then Sartaj said, ‘What does a rakshasa look like?’


Katekar leaned down to the window. ‘I don’t know, sir. On television they have long black hair, horns. And pointy teeth sometimes.’


‘And they go around eating people?’


‘I think that’s their main job, sir.’


They both laughed. They had spent the day working, and they had made small progress in their investigations, and so they were happy. ‘That would be nice to have during some interrogations,’ Sartaj said. ‘Horns, and teeth like wolves.’


But on the way home it occurred to Sartaj that most people he interrogated were so frightened that he might already have oversized canines. It was the uniform that terrified them, that brought back all those tales of police brutality collected over many generations. Even the ones who wanted help spoke warily around policemen, and the ones who didn’t need help tried to be overly friendly in case they ever did. Policemen were monsters, set aside from everyone else. But Parulkar had once told Sartaj, ‘We are good men who must be bad to keep the worst men in control. Without us, there would be nothing left, there would only be a jungle.’


A low, yellow haze flitted behind the buildings as Sartaj drove. The streets were quiet. Sartaj imagined the citizens sleeping in their millions, safe for one more night. The image gave him some satisfaction, but not nearly as much as it used to. He couldn’t tell if this was because he had become more of a rakshasa, or less so. Still, he had a job to do, and he did it. Now he needed to sleep. He went home.
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