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Come away, O human child!


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.


– William Butler Yeats, The Stolen Child




TONY’S STORY


Five hundred and twenty-four steps. Tony knew. He counted them every single time he came up here. He counted them because doing so gave him a sense of purpose, an estimate of the task that lay ahead. Father Dias had once told him that mountaineers are advised never to look up at the peak they are trying to climb – apparently because it tends to weaken their resolve. The lighthouse on top of the small hill in Movim beach was no less than the peak of a mountain, at least for Tony, who had lost his left leg to polio at a very early age. And yet, he had always felt that if he counted the steps of the spiralling stairs that took him to the top, it would ease the pain of the climb. More than anything else, it would give him hope. Hope! For that was one thing that was severely lacking in his insignificant and miserable little life.


Pressing his palm softly along the wall to his right, Tony climbed the stairs, minding the half-empty bottle of toddy in his other hand. The wall itself was coarse and had sharp, pointy stone chips jutting out. The air was moist and laden with saltwater, and through decades of exposure to the salty air, the walls had become forbidding and hostile. It was said that this lighthouse was more than two hundred years old, and it was a miracle that it was still standing tall and guiding sailors and fishermen. Of course, renovations and repairs had been done a few years ago, and apparently new machinery had been installed as well, but no one could deny its glorious vintage and unsurpassable beauty.


Tony reached the top and stopped for a few seconds at the doorway that led to the observation deck, which the locals, including him, simply referred to as ‘the balcony’. The toddy was beginning to hit. He gave it time. As his breathing became normal and his pulse slowed down, his mind went back to a fair little face – pretty as the full moon that shone beyond that door up ahead over the dark blue sea. A face that had given him hope in his otherwise hopeless life. One that had, for the first time since he had realized that he was a cripple and an orphan of the church, made him want to live a long and fulfilling life. Tony shut his eyes, and a small teardrop rolled down his coarse and pockmarked cheek.


A strong gust of cold wind blew in through the open door up ahead and hurriedly brought him back to his senses. Tony stepped out in the open and took a few seconds to find his bearings. The toddy had taken full effect by now. Tony shut his eyes hard and opened them again, shaking his head hard to try and steady his vision. The railing of the balcony did not even reach up to his waist. It was a sheer drop all the way down to the rocks below, where the unrelenting vanity of the white frothy waves was being mercilessly crushed by the immovable boulders. The tingling feeling in his shin bones suddenly made him realize that he had wandered too close to the railing. He took a couple of steps towards his right and placed his elbow on the wall for support. The wall pricked his skin, and he quickly withdrew from the spot, tripping a little as he went. A few metres above his head, the beacon rotated silently in a glass enclosure – two tiny pencils of light passing through a strange-looking contraption to come out as two powerful beams that would be visible to seafarers even from a great distance. It was the light of their lives, just as that dainty little face was the light of his.


Would she come tonight? Would she dance with wild abandon once again? Free as a doe? Devoid of all fears, of all bindings? Taking a couple of big swigs out of his bottle, Tony staggered dangerously towards the northern side of the balcony, the one that overlooked the crescent length of the beach. Once he had covered a quarter of the arc, he collapsed on the floor, barely managing to save himself from falling face-first. He grimaced in pain, and then laughed out loud. The bottle of toddy had survived! Small miracles in a cruel world. Above his head, the full moon watched him roll on the floor as he laughed. And then, all of a sudden, he stopped laughing, grabbed the wall for support and perched himself up on his elbow, because the sweetest and most wonderful sound had come riding the soft sea breeze from the sandy beach on the north.


The professor was playing his piano! Any minute now!


Like a moth that pulls itself towards the flame, Tony dragged himself along the coarse and uneven floor towards the railing, on reaching which, he stuck his face out of the gap between the arched iron rods and looked at the moonlit Movim beach down below.


‘Sally!’


A soft whisper escaped Tony’s lips as his tears continued to stream down his cheeks. Down below, like a speck of pristine white on a barren grey, like a thirst-quenching oasis in the middle of a heartless desert, like a tender bud shivering moments away from full bloom, stood the girl he loved. Although he was several hundred yards away from where she was standing, Tony knew in his heart that she was smiling as she raised her hands above her head and swayed to the music floating in the air. Her sweet little face was washed by the moonlight as she looked up at the lighthouse against the dark sky, not knowing that the man who loved her so, so dearly was watching her from up there. She would never know. Because Tony would never tell her. No matter how much his heart ached for her, he couldn’t tell her that he was in love with her. He knew he was too ugly, too miserable, too lowly for someone like her. He knew this the first time he had laid eyes on her, when her veil had come off at Dilton Brook’s funeral. She was an angel. And he…?


No! This was enough for Tony. He wept in joy and for his unrequited love as he watched his angel dance to the tune of the piano on the moonlit beach from the top of the lighthouse. A strange sense of contentment filled his entire being, a feeling he had never experienced before, and he buried his face in his palms and wept his heart out. The toddy had broken all the barriers and dams of restraint, and his tears poured forth like a deluge in the hills. The piano played on. The waves crashed against the rocks. The moon watched the proceedings in composed silence. After a time, Tony looked up with a smile on his lips and tears in his eyes.


What just happened? Where had she gone? She had been there just a moment ago!


With a frown, Tony tried to pick himself up from the floor to have a better look and, in doing so, accidentally kicked the bottle off the balcony. It fell for a long time, till a faint sound of it crashing against the rocks below reached Tony’s ears. Without paying any heed to it, however, Tony staggered like a madman along the arc of the railing that faced the beach. With trembling fingers, he wiped his tears to clear his blurry vision and narrowed his eyes to focus on the beach.


The waves still crashed against the rocks. The beacon still rotated with grave dignity and unwavering devotion. The moon still bathed the sandy beach and the grove of palms beyond the shore with its magical light. And the soothing piano still played on. But amidst all this, just like that, Sally Sequeira had disappeared.
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‘You know something, Prakash? Psychologists say that there are two kinds of people in the world.’


Janardan Maity and I had just settled down in our armchairs under the canopy of swaying palm leaves above our head, I had just taken a sip of the refreshing welcome drink that the young caretaker fellow had brought us, and a cool gust of wind had just blown in from the direction of the sea in front of us and washed away all the exhaustion from our long journey, when Maity sank deeper into his chair, put his hands under his head to form a cushion and made that comment.


‘The first are those who stand in front of a vast thing such as the ocean and feel that they are the conquerors of this world, that nothing is impossible for them, that they are unstoppable. They borrow from the vastness, so to speak. It rubs off on them, it gives them strength and power, and they feel invincible. Then there’s the second kind – people who realize how small and insignificant they are in the grand scheme of things. Vastness humbles them; it makes them aware of and, more importantly, grateful for their own existence. They halt on their march, to think, to reflect. They begin to realize the futility of such things as war, of man’s insatiable greed, of his hatred towards his own kind, and the sheer ludicrousness of the assumption that he is the king of this world.’


I took another sip of the delicious kokum drink, noticed that Maity hadn’t touched his own drink yet, and asked, ‘Is it safe to assume that you belong to the second kind?’


Maity didn’t reply. Instead, he looked around, took a deep breath of the fresh sea air, and said, ‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’


He was not wrong. Right in front of us, stretching as far as the eyes could see on either side, was a pristine beach of sparkling white sand. The sand was powdery, not grainy, and the beach was remarkably clean. From beyond the 200-metre width of the beach, the mighty waves of the Arabian Sea came accosting the shoreline, leaping in bounds to hug land and dissolving in a warm embrace soon after. The white sand, the turquoise sea, and the deep azure of the cloudless sky combined to soothe my mind. Gazing at it for a long time made me feel sleepy, and I had to sit up and shake off my drowsiness. As far as I could see, there was not a single soul on the beach. Towards the right, the beach stretched on for a couple of miles, before ending at the foot of a large, verdant hill. Towards the left, it went on for a little over a mile to meet another, much smaller hill, with a pretty-as-a-picture lighthouse on top of it. Even from where we were sitting, I could see what looked like a goat path running up from the beach to the top of the hill. I wondered if one could get to the top of the lighthouse, as it promised a terrific view from above.


I said as much to Maity, but before he could reply, we heard a sound behind us and turned. An old lady, possibly in her mid-seventies and dressed in a dark blue skirt with tiny white polka dots and a white shirt with its sleeves rolled up to her wrinkled elbows, was hobbling with a walking stick in hand down the path that led to the guest house behind us. Her grey hair was tied in a loose bun, her face looked flushed, and she was breathing heavily as she navigated the sloping path, dodging fallen coconuts, small twigs and the occasional filth.


‘Ah, Mrs Mascarenhas!’ Maity called out. Mrs Mascarenhas was to be our host for the next five days, as the owner of the guest house we had booked for our trip to Goa – a trip we had impulsively planned only the previous evening over tea and roasted pistachio nuts at my South Kolkata residence. I had just finished my new novel and had sent the manuscript to my editor; it would be at least a month before the proofs would be returned to me. Maity had consciously given me my space while the novel was being written, but had promptly showed up with a packet of dry fruits as soon as I had finished it. Our plan was made on an impulse, but Maity stuck to it, and arranged everything in a matter of a few hours. We couldn’t find seats on a direct flight, so we had to go all the way to Delhi and take another flight from there to Dabolim. Even so, we had arrived at the guest house early, and its caretaker, a young chap named Raghu, had told us that we would have to wait for an hour or so before we could check in, as he was still cleaning up the place. We had just two small suitcases with us, so we left them in the bedroom and walked down to the beach behind the house, where Raghu had brought the welcome drinks and told us that our host would join us soon.


‘Welcome, welcome!’ said Mrs Mascarenhas, with a forced, short-lived smile on her face. It was evident that she was having trouble walking down the slope. Maity and I rose from our chairs and hurried up to help her because, by now, she had reached the sand.


‘Oh, Mrs Mascarenhas, you shouldn’t have,’ Maity said apologetically. ‘You could have sent word and we would have come in.’


‘No, no, no.’ The old lady shook her head vehemently. ‘I couldn’t rob you of the pleasures of this marvellous view. And Lord knows you must be more exhausted than I am. Why, I have been sitting and listening to the radio all morning! A little bit of walking would only do me good.’


We helped her to a chair, and with a firm jerk of her wrist, she struck the pointed end of her walking stick deep into the sand, making it stand upright all by itself. Then she smiled at us warmly and requested us to take our seats. ‘I hope you’ve noticed the speciality of our little beach here. Movim is a small village – a hamlet, if you will. Only about fifty-odd families live here. The beach itself is kind of sandwiched between three hills on the three sides. You see, not many people know about this little paradise of ours. Which is why you’ll hardly find any tourists here – thank God for that! Umm…don’t mind my saying so.’


Mrs Mascarenhas blushed in embarrassment, but Maity quickly assured her that he totally understood the nuisance created by a deluge of tourists, especially irresponsible ones.


She continued, ‘We have our own little community here, you know. Our own church, a good school, a working hospital, a tiny market, even a fairly decent-sized library – we have everything we need. People hardly venture out. Most people are retired anyway. A long time ago, this entire area used to be covered by thorny bushes and washed up seaweed, with foxes, mongooses and wild cats roaming around. The only evidence of civilization you could see around here was that lighthouse. And then the sea started receding, and the sand showed up. It was then that people started building their own tiny hutments on the slopes of this hill that you see behind us. Today, those hutments have become bungalows and cottages, but we have managed to maintain the purity of the village, if you know what I mean. You’ll still find jungles out on the big hill over there, to the right. We call that hill the Eagle’s Perch. Many years ago, there used to be a small chapel there, but it’s all broken down now. Nothing but poisonous snakes up there. Sometimes a bear loses its way and wanders out of the woods, but the beach itself is safe. You can roam around as much as you like without a care in the world.’


‘It’s beautiful, Mrs Mascarenhas,’ Maity remarked, and waited respectfully for the lady to speak, who obviously, and understandably, was taking great pride in extolling the beauty of her village. I watched her as she spoke. She had a grandmotherly aura about her, with a sweet smile and deeply expressive eyes, and it was quite evident that she must have been an exceedingly beautiful woman in her youth. On our way from the airport, Maity had told me that she had been widowed a few years ago and that she now rented out the ground floor of her bungalow to select guests. An old acquaintance of Maity, along with his family, used to come and stay here every winter, and it was he who had introduced Maity to our host.


‘Now, if you two gentlemen don’t mind,’ said Mrs Mascarenhas, ‘let us get the formalities over with, shall we? I will need your ID cards please – anything that carries your photograph and address…ah, yes, this will do nicely, good…and this too, thank you. I’ll give them back to you this evening after Raghu has made photocopies. Now, this here is a rough map of the area that my late husband had made a few years ago, and nothing much has changed, thankfully! Except for this small restaurant here, which was opened only recently. I have been told that the food is edible, and that the tuna, in particular, is not bad. Apparently, there’s a bar in there as well, if you gentlemen are given to that vice. You’ll also find a mini mart here, and another local grocery store here, right at this T-junction. There’s only one ATM in the village, right over here, next to the hospital. But I must warn you, you won’t find any cash in that wretched machine half the time. If you walk up this path, you’ll reach the church. It’s an old building – more than 150 years old, in fact. You can’t miss it, of course, what with the steeple and all. It has a lovely little garden at the back that looks out onto the sea. And …hmm…what else? Oh yes, the mobile phone signal is a little, well, shall I say, whimsical around here, and it does not exist on the beach at all. I say that’s for the best, eh? I’d hate to see my guests wandering along the shore like hunchbacked zombies, if you will pardon the expression. Oh, and here are the keys to your flat. There are two of them. The large one…’


‘…opens the bedroom door,’ Maity chimed in, ‘and the small one is for the front door.’


Mrs Mascarenhas looked quite taken aback. After a moment’s silence, during which a pronounced frown appeared and stayed on her wrinkled forehead, she asked, ‘How do you know?’


Maity smiled politely and said, ‘Well, it’s not very difficult to infer, you see. The lock on the front door is a large one, and the one on the bedroom door is much smaller. And, it is natural for your guests to think that the large key would open the large lock, and the small key would open the small lock. Which is a mistake, as evident from the abnormal abundance of scratches around both the keyholes. Would I be wrong to assume that your guests often tend to miss this vital piece of information that you give them while checking them in?’


‘They hardly listen!’ Mrs Mascarenhas threw her hands up in the air and shook her head in frustration. She then gave Maity a knowing smile. ‘But I see now that Mr Gupta wasn’t exaggerating at all. You do have a keen pair of eyes. You are a detective after all, aren’t you?’


Mr Gupta was the old acquaintance who had introduced Maity to Mrs Mascarenhas. I smiled and glanced at Maity to find him visibly annoyed at his friend’s indiscretion. I knew how much Maity disliked being called a detective.


‘Oh, no, no, ma’am!’ Maity quickly raised his hands and registered his protest. ‘I assure you, I am not a detective at all. I…just like to keep my eyes and ears open.’


‘Hmm!’ Mrs Mascarenhas was now looking at Maity speculatively. Her expression then turned sombre. ‘Well, perhaps Father Dias would like to meet you once. The Lord knows we need a man with a cool head in the village right now. Because the police…well, they just won’t listen. Who knows, perhaps the Good Lord himself has sent you to us.’


‘Father Dias?’ I asked.


‘Yes, he is a reverend from the local parish, you see. Assigned to the church here for over a decade now. A kind and benevolent soul, we all look up to him. You could say he is the leader of our community, for all practical purposes. A father to us all. I think you ought to meet him.’


‘We’d be delighted to,’ Maity said, as we exchanged glances in affirmation. ‘I’m assuming we can find him at the church?’


‘Yes, of course. But he will be here later this evening. The four elders of the village are congregating at my place to discuss the…situation. I happen to be one of them.’


The slight hesitation in Mrs Mascarenhas’s voice didn’t escape my attention, and certainly not Maity’s. He asked, in a gentle voice, ‘May I ask what this situation is, ma’am?’


Mrs Mascarenhas once again hesitated, and I thought I saw her shiver a little, though it may have been because of the cool breeze that had just blown past us. I realized that the old lady’s hesitation wasn’t unnatural. Clearly, she wasn’t sure whether to open up to a couple of strangers she had just met. But then she seemed to make up her mind and answered Maity’s question.


‘Well, you see, a few days ago, a strange and baffling incident took place in Movim.’


The sea roared on. A bird chirped from a nearby tree. The afternoon sun was now peeking out from the canopy over our heads, ready to begin its descent towards the western horizon. Its slanting rays had fallen on the left half of Maity’s face, but they didn’t seem to bother him. He was silent, his eyes fixed on the old lady’s face.


‘There’s a family that lives down the beach, a short distance from here,’ said Mrs Mascarenhas. ‘The father, his name is Robert, owns a few trawlers – they are quite well off, all thanks to the fishing business they have in Margao. In fact, it wouldn’t be a mistake to say that they are the richest people in the village. But very nice, church-going, God-fearing people. Their old man had started out as a poor fisherman many years ago when my husband and I had just got married and moved to Movim, and look where they are today! Anyway, Robert has two children – a son and a daughter. The son is in his mid-twenties. He lives in Bombay and works in a private firm there, I think. He never showed any interest in the family business. The daughter is a young girl of seventeen. A pretty little lass – very nice, polite, well raised, well mannered. Sings in the church choir. The incident that I was referring to concerns this girl.’


Maity and I were engrossed as Mrs Mascarenhas went on, ‘A few days ago, poor Robert received a letter – a note of sorts.’


She fell silent once again, as if unsure of her next words. Her drooping shoulders now seemed straight and tense as she made an effort to hold her head high.


‘What did the letter say?’ Maity asked softly.


A tiny shiver ran through Mrs Mascarenhas again. This time, there was no breeze.


‘It…it said…“If you want to see your daughter alive, bring ₹50 lakh to the old shed behind the lighthouse at midnight.”’


Mrs Mascarenhas gathered her hands together and tried to keep them steady. I noticed that her knuckles had turned white. ‘As you can imagine, Robert was quite scared and upset, naturally. He immediately called the police and informed Father Dias as well, who rushed to Robert’s home and telephoned the rest of the elders from there.’


‘I see,’ Maity said, ‘when exactly did this happen? When did the girl go missing?’


Mrs Mascarenhas looked up at Maity and, in that instant, I saw an utterly baffled look on her face, as if she was at a complete loss for words. Her eyes were wide and helpless, and her skin bereft of all colour. After struggling for a few seconds, she said, ‘You don’t understand, Mr Maity. The poor girl never went missing at all. Robert’s daughter is safe and sound, right in her home!’
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Having had our lunch in the plane, we unpacked our suitcases as soon as we checked into our room and, after taking a quick wash, set out to explore the beach. I had seen the beaches of Digha and Puri, and had been to Chennai last year to attend a literary festival, during which I had been to the beautiful Marina beach a couple of times. But this beach was completely different. The sand here was close to milky white, and as we walked along, it seemed as if we were the first ones to leave our footprints on it. I had heard that North Goa’s beaches received the lion’s share of the tourists, and those in the south were less crowded. Yet, I hadn’t expected the beach to be so secluded – there was not a single person in sight. I figured walking along the shore after nightfall would be a scary prospect.


Getting off from the sloping path and traversing the width of the beach to the edge where the small spider-like crabs were crawling in and out of tiny holes in the wet sand, Maity and I decided to explore the left side of the beach first. The sun was now setting over the sea to the west. The roaring of the waves was our constant companion. To the east were a few pretty cottages and small bungalows scattered on the hillside. On this side of the beach, the gradient of the hill was gentle, which was perhaps why the people of the village, including our host, had chosen to set up their dwellings here. The houses and lush vegetation around them were now bathed in the golden rays of the setting sun. Very soon, the light would disappear, and dusk would fall. The majestic Eagle’s Perch lay behind us, and the beautiful lighthouse stood on top of the hill to the front.


Maity was staring at the sea, lost in a private moment of reflection. I did not want to disturb him, so I walked in silence next to him. But the words of Mrs Mascarenhas kept ringing in my ears, and I kept wondering about the strange nature of the ransom note that the young girl’s father had received. The water from the waves were rolling up to around a few yards from us, and when a particularly enthusiastic wave crashed on the shore and rushed towards us with threatening velocity, Maity shifted a little towards his left to save his patent leather shoes from getting wet, and I took the opportunity to ask him the question that had been bothering me all this while.


‘Strange, isn’t it?’ I asked. ‘What do you make of all this?’


‘Strange, indeed!’ Maity sighed and said, looking around. ‘The beauty of nature at its very best. Unbesmirched by the human touch!’


I realized Maity didn’t want to talk about the letter and was in a perfectly relaxed mood. After a couple of minutes, I asked him, ‘Do you know what profession Mr Mascarenhas used to be in?’


Maity picked up a spiky shell that had just washed up ashore, turned it around to inspect it for some time, threw it back down on the sand and said, ‘He used to work for a pharmaceutical plant. I’m not sure if you know, but almost all major pharma companies in the country have manufacturing plants in Goa.’


‘Oh, I didn’t know that. Why so?’


‘There are big tax incentives, and state interference is at a minimum.’


‘I see, so that’s how your friend Mr Gupta knew him?’


‘That’s correct. Gupta is the sales head of the company Mr Mascarenhas used to work for.’


‘Mrs Mascarenhas seems like a nice person, doesn’t she?’


Maity paused for a moment and said, ‘She has been nice to us, yes.’


‘I wonder who this Father Dias is?’ I said. ‘It seems these people think very highly of him.’


‘It seems that way,’ Maity said, ‘which would make him an important person in the village. But that’s not why I want to meet him.’


‘Then?’


‘I’m interested in visiting the church once. Some of these old churches have beautiful paintings and stained-glass artwork inside them. I’m keen on seeing if this one does too. We’ll see. Didn’t you hear? Before she showed us to our rooms, Mrs Mascarenhas said that the meeting of the elders is planned at her place at eight o’clock.’


‘Yes, and she invited us to join them. I think we should go, what do you think?’


Maity nodded and said, ‘Yes, I think we should. Keep an eye on your watch, will you, Prakash? It’s easy to lose track of time in a place as beautiful as this.’


We walked on, soaking in the atmosphere and enjoying the cool sea breeze. The ceaseless murmur of the sea was remarkably rejuvenating for us urban folks. Despite the leisurely stroll, we reached the foot of the southern hill in less than an hour. I was right – there was indeed a narrow path that went up from the beach all the way to the top of the hill. From afar, I had only missed the paved steps along the path, laid presumably to make the climb easier. The sun had set long ago, and small dots of light had started appearing one after the other on the side of the hill towards our left, like fireflies in a bush. The pretty little village of Movim! The houses seen earlier in daylight were charming, each with its own landscaped garden. I had seen such picturesque villages only in the postcards from Europe.


‘Just like a wax candle with a dazzling flame at the top!’


On hearing Maity’s remark, I swivelled around. He was looking up at the old lighthouse and at the silver disc of the moon suspended over its top like a tiny tittle. Maity’s sharp eyes were shining in the moonlight and his expression showed his genuine admiration of the scene before us.


‘It must be a full moon tonight!’ he said.


‘It’s beautiful,’ I whispered. As far out as I could see in the moonlight, there was a soft blue hue floating just above the waters of the sea to my right. A few oncoming waves were threatening to swell up and wreak havoc, but some invisible hand seemed to be patting them on their heads fondly and calming them down before they reached the shore. Beyond those breakers, the sea was calm and glistening in the moonlight. The turquoise of the afternoon had turned into cobalt blue now. The beacon of the lighthouse rotated slowly, and in that illuminating beam, the very top of the hill on which the village of Movim was spread out was being revealed and swept back into darkness at precise periodic intervals. It was such a magical moment that my mouth opened in awe and wonder, and a soft gasp escaped my lips.


‘A-ha! What is this?’


On hearing Maity’s voice, I turned around to look at him. He had bent down to take a closer look at something in the sand. At first, I couldn’t see what he was referring to. But as I moved closer, a soft glint caught my eye. Something shiny was lying half-buried in the sand, catching the moonlight. Maity picked it up very carefully, using one corner of his handkerchief wrapped around his thumb and his forefinger, and knocked the loose sand off it with the other end of the kerchief. When he held up the object in the moonlight, I realized it was a small pendant – a crucifix, about an inch-and-a-half long. The head and melancholic face of Christ leaned out as his limp torso and limbs were shown pinned to the cross – it was a beautifully-wrought object. The chain bearing the pendant was still covered with wet sand, but instead of trying to clean it any further, Maity placed it on top of a nearby rock and said, ‘Maybe someone has lost it while taking a dip in these waters. The owner may come looking for it. Come on, let’s head back now.’


But as we turned around and started walking, a soft sound wafting in our direction made us halt.


Someone was playing a piano! We looked around to ascertain the source of the sound, till we saw a mid-sized cottage by the beach. We walked towards the house to try and see if we could get closer to the music. The house was double-storeyed, and had lights burning inside. Through one of the glass windows on the ground floor, we could see a bearded man, presumably in his mid-fifties, dressed in a beautifully cut jet-black suit, as he sat playing a grand piano.


Perhaps it was the magic in the air – the moonlit beach, the rolling waves, the tall, quaint lighthouse on top of the hill – or perhaps it was the exceptional skill of the pianist, but it soon seemed as though I had never heard something so sweet and melodious ever before. The soft and gently flowing music had completely enthralled me, pinning me where I stood. The man played on, completely oblivious to the fact that he was being watched by two strangers. The abundant and well-groomed locks of hair on his head were neatly brushed back, and he wore a pair of thin-rimmed spectacles that lent dignity to his persona. There were streaks of grey in his hair and his beard and, for some reason, I felt as though he was a grave man who rarely smiled. From the way his eyes were shut, it was obvious that he was completely lost in the music.


‘Chopin!’ Maity muttered under his breath.


‘I’m sorry, what?’ I asked in a whisper.


‘Frédéric François Chopin!’ Maity said, his eyes still fixed on the window. ‘Polish composer, 19th century. The pianist is playing a nocturne – one of the most famous nocturnes of Chopin.’


‘What’s a nocturne?’


Maity didn’t reply immediately and waited for the piece to roll to a gentle end. Then he murmured a single word under his breath, ‘Exquisite!’


Having finished the piece, the pianist sat in silence for some time, as if to relish the afternotes, before picking up a glass of what looked like alcohol from the top of the piano and taking a small sip from it. He then placed the glass back on the coaster, kept his head bowed for a few seconds, let out a deep sigh, and started playing another piece. Maity cast a quick glance at his watch, and then turned around to resume his walk towards the guest house.


Coming out of my daze, I followed him, and as soon as I had caught up with him, he said, ‘Just like we have specific ragas for specific times of the day in Indian classical music, a nocturne is a piece of Western classical music that is supposed to be played at night. A nocturne is a tribute to the night, so to speak. In its modern form, it is primarily a piano piece, played by a solo pianist. Chopin wrote several nocturnes. The one you just heard was the first one from his ninth Opus. Let’s walk faster, we are getting late for the meeting.’


As I walked beside Maity, I couldn’t help but take a moment to admire him yet again. During our previous adventure in the forests of Nimdeora, I had got acquainted with his knowledge of Indian classical music. But little did I know that he had an interest in Western classical music as well. I knew he was a voracious reader and was deeply interested in a wide variety of subjects. Was there anything under the sun that the man didn’t know?


The sound of the piano was becoming fainter as we walked on, the breeze having changed direction and blowing away from us, towards the lighthouse. I turned around one last time to look at the cottage, and although I could have been mistaken in the moonlight, I thought I saw someone walk out of the cottage and step onto the beach.


By the time we were hurrying up the slope towards the guest house, it was almost 8 p.m., and an eerie darkness had fallen over the place. The sound of the waves was still there, but the chirping of the crickets was now added to it. This chirping was different from the usual sound of crickets we were used to hearing in the small towns and forests of Bengal. It was much shriller, and the rise and fall of the sound seemed to be much slower, lending a rather sinister feeling to the atmosphere. I told myself that it would be best to enjoy the beauty of the beach during daytime. It was giving me the creeps in the night. Seclusion, I realized, came at its own cost. Maity and I crossed the backyard and went straight up towards the northern side of the house and rang the doorbell. Soon, we were being led by Raghu up a flight of stairs to our host’s residence.


‘Oh, how nice of you to come!’ Mrs Mascarenhas welcomed us warmly and ushered us into a sitting room where two other people were waiting. One of them was an old lady, roughly the same age as that of our host. She was wearing a small red stole over a canary yellow shirt and a dark brown skirt. She had short, permed hair and a weary, weathered face, with eyelids half-drooping over her eyes. The other person in the room was a gentleman who could have been anywhere between fifty and seventy – it was impossible to tell for sure. He was a big, broad man, and had a carefully trimmed chevron moustache prominently placed between a jutting nose and a soft smile. He watched us with a pair of sharp green eyes, and gave the distinct impression of being an intelligent, experienced and presumably widely travelled man.


‘Wendy, Mike, we are in the presence of greatness,’ said Mrs Mascarenhas. ‘I would like you to meet the famous detective, Mr Janardan Maity, and his dear friend Mr… err…’


‘Prakash Ray,’ I said politely. The gentleman and the lady smiled at us and said hello. Swallowing the discomfort of his embarrassing introduction with some amount of effort, Maity greeted them back with a smile and Mrs Mascarenhas requested us to take our seats.


‘Here is your passport, Mr Maity,’ said Mrs Mascarenhas as she returned our documents to us. ‘And your driving licence, Mr Ray.’


We thanked her and she went and sat in an old armchair. I noticed a large and ancient Philips radio – the kind I have only seen in old black and white movies – on a table near the chair.


‘Now, Mr Maity,’ Mrs Mascarenhas began, ‘Father Dias isn’t here yet, but I’m sure he will be joining us soon. In the meantime, I’ll take the opportunity to introduce the other two elders of the village to you. Wendy D’Souza used to be a teacher at the local school. Don’t let her calm and composed demeanour fool you! She can be a strict disciplinarian and a ruthless taskmaster when the situation demands it. She has taught virtually all the children of the village and shaped them up into fine young men and women. So, as you can imagine, she commands a great deal of respect in the village. Her own son is a doctor in the city now. After forty-five years of dedicated service, she is now retired and leads a quiet life with her lovely little garden of petunias.’


A hint of a smile flitted across Mrs D’Souza’s face as she sat quietly on the sofa. It was a smile of strength and confidence, of someone who knew her place in the world. There was a small, old-fashioned cell phone in her hand and, as it buzzed, she took the call and whispered a few quick words into it before rejoining the conversation.


Mrs Mascarenhas now turned towards the gentleman with the green eyes. ‘And this here is Michael Doherty. His ancestors are originally from Ireland, but Mike was born and raised in Bombay. He was in the merchant navy and has sailed all around the world. Around twelve years ago, he took voluntary retirement and decided to settle down in Goa. He has been with us in Movim ever since. He is quite the storyteller, this man, has some amazing tales to tell of faraway places and mysterious uncharted islands, which, as you can imagine, has made him quite popular in this sleepy little village.’


‘Who doesn’t love a free drink at the bar, eh?’ said Mr Doherty, and all of us laughed.


‘Are you here for an investigation, Mr Maity?’ asked Mrs D’Souza in a calm, measured voice.


‘No, ma’am,’ said Maity politely. ‘I’m just here as a tourist. Prakash and I are celebrating the successful completion of his novel.’


I realized Maity had very cleverly pulled me into the conversation so that the spotlight could shift from him to me, even if it were for a short time. His shrewd little trick worked – I had to field a barrage of questions about my books for the next ten minutes, and just as I had finished, Michael Doherty looked over my shoulder and said, ‘Ah, and here comes the man! Where have you been, padre?’
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