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When the girl looked at me, she asked,


‘What are you, a man or a demon?’


I replied, ‘I am a human being.’


 


From The Arabian Nights, Everyman’s Library


edition translated by Husain Haddawy
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Chapter 1


Bombay, 1950 – James Whitby 


They say that some crimes can never be forgiven.


I don’t believe that. If history has taught us anything, it’s that notions of right and wrong are a movable feast. Conquest by arms, infanticide, the burning of witches – through the ages, men have found ways to justify all manner of evil.


My name is James Whitby and I have been convicted of a crime I did not commit.


Arora came to see me today. He was dressed in his customary pale herringbone suit, with a tie so heinous it might have frightened Death away. Dark hair, slicked back, a trim moustache, and tortoiseshell spectacles. A neat little man with the grace and bearing of a pianist.


There was something different about him.


I couldn’t put my finger on it, at first, but then I got it. He was shrouded in the air of defeat, something I thought I’d never see.


He sat down beside me, set down his leather satchel, and pulled a pack of Woodbines from his pocket. Tapping out a cigarette, he lit one with a silver lighter embossed with the Statue of Liberty. He’d bought it in New York during a law symposium some years earlier.


He offered me the pack. I took out a cigarette and allowed him to light it for me.


We sat in silence for a few minutes, watching the smoke twist into slow-moving dragons in the air.


It was the day after the Supreme Court turned down my appeal.


There’s a certain irony to the fact that this man, regarded as one of the sharpest legal minds in the country, is also my sole remaining confidant. Friend would be too lavish a word. Arora is a force of nature and it’s damned difficult to befriend a hurricane.


In court, he’d proved his worth. I can’t fault him for losing. It was the case that was hopeless, not the lawyer.


There are times I look at him, this man whom I’ve come to admire, and think: is there a small corner of his heart that believes me to be guilty? He professes not to wish to know, or indeed to care. But no man is an island. No native can exist in the India of today and not feel some affinity for the political sentiments that have wracked this nation for nigh on half a century. In court, he urged the jury not to conflate the evils of empire with the crime that I was charged with. Did they heed him? I cannot believe that a coal of resentment does not burn in the heart of every Indian when faced with a man such as myself. I embody everything they came to hate. I am the ogre of their past; I am the giant with feet of clay.


During the trial, Arora made much of the fact that I too am Indian. Technically speaking. Born in Bombay, I have spent most of my life here, save for the three years I passed at Cambridge. I’ve walked the same streets as them; I’ve breathed the same air. But I will always be an outsider. Not because of the life of privilege into which I was born, but because of the colour of my skin.


Arora and I had laughed at that, the sort of hollow laugh men in the trenches share before the whistle blows.


‘I spoke with the governor’s office,’ he said, eventually. ‘He won’t receive me.’


I flicked ash on to the flagstones beneath my feet. He waited for my response but there was nothing left to say.


‘Is there anything I can get you?’ Light falling in from the barred window flashed from his spectacles.


‘I suppose a revolver would be out of the question?’


My macabre attempt at humour fell flat. He transferred the cigarette to his other hand, then placed his right hand on my forearm. An uncharacteristically intimate gesture. He did not offer me false hope. What would be the point?


When we first met, I asked him outright, ‘Can a white man expect justice in Nehru’s India?’ My question was born of anger; even then I’d felt aggrieved, resentful at the way I’d been treated. Railroaded, as the Americans might say. Indeed, there are moments when I feel like a man who’s collided head-on with a train.


He took his time to reply. ‘When I was a young man, my father sent me to London, to study law. I undertook my pupillage at Lincoln’s Inn. I was by no means the only Indian there, but we were a small group, largely ostracised by our white peers. It occurred to me then that it must be a natural thing to be treated as second-class citizens in another country. But to be relegated to the status of inferior in one’s own home . . .? That, I’m afraid, is something many Indians can neither forget nor forgive.’










Chapter 2


The mansion was partially hidden behind a screen of palm trees.


Persis drove the jeep up to the gate, then waited as the security guard, whose moustache looked as if it had recently been ravaged by fire, examined her credentials with boiled eyeballs before ushering her through. She’d been told to arrive at two. She was ten minutes early.


The Whitby mansion was one of the largest homes on the Carter Road promenade, a whitewashed enigma that few had ever been invited to investigate from the inside. A twelve-foot-high perimeter wall, topped with iron spikes, encircled the place, giving it the aspect of a better class of prison.


Parking her jeep on the forecourt, beside an alabaster fountain filled with bottle-green water and with a scarred and pitted statue of Hypatia rising from its centre, she allowed the engine to idle for a moment, looking up at the bungalow’s austere façade, a mishmash of overhanging balconies, wisteria, and pale stucco. The type of colonial edifice that, in other areas of the city, had made way for art deco apartment towers and gaudy cinema halls.


She caught sight of herself in the mirror; her forehead was sheened with sweat, her jet-black hair pulled back under a peaked cap. Dark eyes – her late mother’s eyes – looked back at her. What would Sanaz make of her now? India’s first female police inspector. How little such a label understood of her life, so often hostage to the aspirations and antipathy of others, a single woman, an only child, in a country still struggling to find its feet after independence. The British may have left, but the energies her countrymen had once directed towards revolution were now engaged in endless complaint. The country, many said, had gone to the dogs.


Which was odd because the only ones not complaining were the dogs.


She realised that a man was watching her from the doorway.


Small, dressed in white livery with gold piping, and topped by an enormous turban that swept up like the prow of a ship, he hovered beneath the arch as she exited the jeep and crunched over the gravel towards him. He looked like a busboy who’d lost his way and ended up in a pantomime version of ‘Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves’.


She was led through a hallway the size of a football field, up a flight of wooden steps lined by portraits of po-faced white men staring stoically into space, and then through a maze of corridors to a large office where an elderly white figure awaited her behind a desk wide enough to park a car on.


The man was emaciated, lost inside a dark grey suit with a tie ratcheted around a pale throat. A cadaverous face, thin-lipped, with a balding pate mottled by liver spots, and a few wisps of white-blond hair clinging forlornly to the base of the skull like the chin whiskers of a goat. For an instant, she had the impression that a corpse had been propped on a seat and left to greet her.


And then the figure stirred. ‘Leave us,’ he commanded.


The houseboy abased himself until he was practically horizontal, then shuffled backwards out of the room like a geisha, closing the door behind him.


A rattling cough shook her host. Bony hands gripped the armrests of his seat. ‘Thank you for coming, Inspector.’


‘Did I have a choice?’


She realised that the chair he sat in was a wheelchair, albeit of a more elegant design than the one her father had inhabited for the past two decades, a dark and fearsome thing resembling a medieval instrument of torture.


His pale blue eyes, beneath ghostly eyebrows, rested on her, an evaluating gaze that instantly discomforted her.


She recognised him, of course.


Charles Whitby. Industrialist. Millionaire. One of those Englishmen who’d chosen to stay on after independence; a man who, if the press were to be believed, had been at loggerheads with Nehru’s government ever since. In many ways, Whitby was an anachronism, a creature of India’s past who, for reasons known best to himself, had decided to tough it out, instead of heading for the hills with the bulk of his compatriots.


‘Would you like a drink?’


‘No, thank you.’


He rolled his wheelchair to a sideboard. Selecting a whisky from a cluster of labelled bottles, he poured himself a generous measure. She noticed that his hands shook. Palsy.


Her eyes wandered around the room, a dark, panelled affair, with an old-fashioned recessed fireplace large enough to host a wedding. On one wall, an enormous tiger skin, fangs bared, took pride of place, the beast’s glassy eyes crossed with confusion, possibly wondering what it had done to deserve such a fate; on another: a gallery of photographs, arranged in neat rows. The procession of framed prints showed Whitby as a younger man, ageing through the years, grimacing in the company of various luminaries: British and Indian politicians, members of the Indian nobility, film stars and starlets.


A dog the size of a small horse lay panting on a tasselled Persian mat. It raised its head to eye her with an appraising look as if hors d’oeuvres had just been served. Of course, Whitby had a dog. No Englishman’s castle would be complete without a hound. And a dozen native servants, all of whom ranked several places below the dog.


She held its gaze until it looked bashfully away, collapsing back on to its paws.


Returning to his spot behind the desk, Whitby sipped at his tumbler, watching her over the lip of the glass. She had the sense that he was preparing himself to speak, but needed a moment.


The lacuna forced her to revisit the reason she’d come calling on the man – her earlier encounter with Additional Deputy Commissioner of Police Amit Shukla.


Shukla had caught her outside Malabar House, intercepting her as she’d arrived at the station that morning. She’d only later realised that he must have been waiting for her.


Back in his Buick, he’d ordered his driver to leave them.


‘My father purchased this car from a departing Scotsman,’ he began, once they were alone. ‘Gandhi always said that one day we’d make our own vehicles. He was a great visionary, but he wouldn’t have known a good car if it ran him over in the street.’


She waited in silence for him to circle to his point. The cloak-and-dagger nature of the encounter intrigued her. In the short time she’d known him, Shukla had rarely indulged in subterfuge. He was the sort of man who’d happily stab you in the front. And then in the back – and sides – for good measure.


‘What do you think of them?’


‘Sir?’


‘The British. What’s your opinion of them?’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘Persis, in my experience, there are two types of Indian. Those who are martyrs to the past, and those willing to embrace the future.’


She coloured, wondering if perhaps he was obliquely referring to Archie Blackfinch, and the complicated equation that now defined her relationship with the Englishman. She was glad Blackfinch was out of the city on an extended tour of the provinces.


It gave her time to confront her own muddled feelings.


‘I have an assignment for you,’ Shukla continued. ‘Are you familiar with the James Whitby case?’


‘I’m familiar with the headlines the case has made.’


‘Whitby is due to be hanged eleven days from now. When that happens, he will become the first – and quite probably the last – Englishman to be executed by the Indian government.’ He paused. ‘Did you follow the case?’


‘He murdered Mazumdar. The lawyer.’


‘Fareed Mazumdar wasn’t just any lawyer. He was the lawyer Nehru’s government had employed to bring Whitby’s father to heel. Charles Whitby is a divisive figure, a man who has made many enemies over the years. Despite this, he retains a great deal of influence. I have no idea of the levers he’s managed to pull, but the order has come down that a discreet reinvestigation of the Whitby case is to be carried out.’


‘Whitby was convicted. His appeals have been denied. The case is closed.’


‘Nevertheless . . . The directive has come from the commissioner’s office.’


Realisation dawned. ‘Sir, are you asking me to re-examine the case?’


‘Asking implies a choice, Inspector.’


She startled as a leper leaned into the window, drooling at her like a mad goat, and flailing a bandaged hand.


Shukla barked at the man until he staggered backwards, to be absorbed by the early morning crowd flowing along John Adams Street.


‘The task is straightforward,’ continued the ADC. ‘Go over the case, but do not attract attention. I’m sure you can appreciate the furore should your efforts become public knowledge.’


‘I can hardly investigate without asking questions.’


‘If you proceed with caution, we can simply say that you are reviewing the case, an internal formality.’


‘What if I investigate and it becomes clear that Whitby is guilty?’


‘Then so be it.’ He paused. ‘We have a moral conundrum before us, Inspector. Do we seek justice for a man who the press has painted as the enemy, or do we allow prejudice to blinker us? Consider this: what if Whitby really didn’t do it, and the fact comes to light only after his execution? Can you imagine the repercussions if we were to hang an innocent white man?’


 


‘I suspect that you’re somewhat confused, Inspector.’


Charles Whitby’s voice drew her back to the present.


‘An explanation would help. Sir.’


‘It’s quite simple. My son is due to be executed for a crime he says he did not commit. My political contacts claim they can do nothing. Frankly speaking, they’ve washed their hands of me. It seems I don’t quite command the influence I once did.’ He bared his teeth. ‘You are my last hope. It has taken a great deal of wrangling even to secure your services in this matter. I had hoped for a full-blown investigation by more experienced officers, but beggars, it seems, cannot be choosers.’


She ignored the insult.


It was no secret that Malabar House, the smallest station in the Bombay constabulary, served as home to those who had upset the upper echelons of the force, condemned to pass their remaining years of service in a state of ignominy. But Persis had been sent there through no fault of her own, her crime far more prosaic. In the intensely patriarchal environment of the Bombay Police Service, there were few who wished to work with a creature as exotic as a policewoman.


Nevertheless, her short time at the station had seen her successfully tackle several high-profile and politically charged cases, elevating her to the status of a minor national celebrity. With fame had come plaudits and brickbats. There were many who considered her sudden irruption into the nation’s psyche to be symptomatic of a country changing too quickly for its own good, a drunken elephant on the rampage.


‘What is it that you think I can possibly discover that the original investigators missed?’


‘James, my son, is a fool. The evidence against him is . . . overwhelming. Nevertheless, it is my duty as his father to do all that I can. He is my only child. If he dies before me, then all this’ – he waved a hand at their surroundings – ‘will have been for naught.’


‘Where is his mother?’


‘She left us both when he was still a boy.’ Said matter-of-factly, yet she saw blood darken his cheeks.


‘You chose not to remarry?’


‘No. I had neither the inclination nor the patience.’


She paused. ‘If the evidence is as damning as you say it is, why do you think James deserves a second chance? Or is punishment fitting only for Indians?’


The pressure of his gaze was like a hand pushing her backwards. ‘There was a time when a native would not have dared speak to me that way . . . My son’s life is at stake. You must commit yourself to proving his innocence.’


‘I will commit myself to uncovering the truth. If that’s not enough for you, you had better call your friend the commissioner and ask him to send another lackey to do your bidding.’


He looked as if she’d bashed him in the face with a tyre iron. Finally, his head creaked forward. ‘Very well. You have eleven days. Eleven days to save James. Or, as you put it, to “uncover the truth”.’


‘I’ll need access to the original investigation.’


He reached into a pocket and held out a sliver of white card bearing the name Vikram Agarwal. ‘Liaise with my aide. He will expedite matters. Resources, funds, contacts – all that I have is at your disposal . . . I expect that the need to proceed with discretion has been impressed upon you? Should word of your investigation leak, there are those who would seek to stop you.’


‘I understand.’


‘Do you, Inspector? There are many who call me a colonialist, a man who made a fortune from the misfortune of others. I refute that description. I built a business and I did what I had to do to achieve success. But I was no better or worse than others; certainly, no better or worse than any of your own maharajas, nawabs, and nizams. I’ve had dealings with such men. Take it from me: no more corrupt and incompetent a shower has ever blighted this land.’ Anger squirmed over his pale features. ‘Many have asked me why I chose to stay . . . I’ve lived here for almost five decades. Longer than most of those who are so keen to show me the door. They want to tear down everything I’ve built. They want to steal from me in the name of reparation.’ He spat the word.


She realised what it was he put her in mind of: a hoary old dragon, sitting on a hoard of gold, breathing fire at all those daring to enter its mountain lair. She recalled reading about an unsavoury accusation levelled at Whitby, something he had done during Gandhi’s early non-cooperation-movement years that had caused a stink, setting the nationalists against him. They’d hounded him ever since, but Whitby’s influence and fortune had held them at bay.


But now the tide had turned, leaving Charles Whitby a lonely and embittered old man, condemned by his own past to live out a future that he could not accept.










Chapter 3


The monsoon had begun.


Rain in the tropics – as the earliest British adventurers had learned – bore little relationship to the gentle drizzle that caressed the Home Counties or the Scotch mist that enveloped the rolling hills of the Highlands. Monsoon rain came down like a rebuke from the gods, lashing the parched earth with enough force to concuss cattle and drown dreams. This wasn’t sophisticated rain; this was the sort of rain that mugged you in broad daylight and left your body sprawled in the gutter.


Persis parked her jeep in the alley behind Malabar House.


Ducking out, she sprinted to the station’s arcaded front entrance, splashing past potholes large enough to swallow an elephant, rats squeaking indignantly as they were born along the open drains. A doorman lurked beneath the arched doorway of the four-storey corporate tower that housed Malabar House, holding aloft an umbrella that, in the face of the deluge, looked about as much use as a paper hat under a V2 rocket.


Far above, water cascaded from the mouths of the mildewed gargoyles lining the edge of the building’s roof.


As she barrelled into the lobby, spilling water from her peaked cap on to the terrazzo, the receptionist, a young woman in a peach sari, glanced at her in alarm from behind a marble counter.


Ignoring her, Persis headed down into the basement, where the police station was housed.


Wading into the cramped offices, she discovered that only Birla, one of the station’s trio of sub-inspectors, was at his desk, chewing on a rod of sugarcane as he perused a report. He stared at her, then said, ‘You know, most people tend to take their clothes off before they shower.’


She squelched to her desk, reached in and grabbed her spare uniform, then wandered back upstairs to the ground-floor washroom. Here, she took a towel from the rack, dried herself, changed, and then returned to her desk.


‘Would you like some tea?’ asked Birla.


‘Yes.’


He barked at the office peon, sending the boy racing off like a hare pursued by dogs.


‘Is Seth in his office?’ she asked.


Birla nodded. ‘And in a foul mood.’


‘When is he not?’ she muttered, lifting herself up and heading to the door at the rear of the room.


 


Roshan Seth, the station-in-charge, had once aspired to greatness in the Indian Police Service.


An intelligent and capable officer, he had, for years, been groomed for a senior post on the Bombay force, with every expectation of achieving it. But all that had come crashing to earth with the advent of independence. As a new guard of native senior officers had taken over from the British, they’d made it a point to root out all those who had shown excessive enterprise during the imperial era.


Seth’s name had ended up at the top of a short list.


Before he could protest his innocence, he had found himself shunted to Malabar House, his career taken out into a field and clubbed to death before being shot between the eyes for good measure.


Now, Seth reminded her of a deposed king sent into exile. Shorn of his former influence and the trappings of office, he inhabited his new life with an aggrieved sense of hopelessness, his cynicism manifesting as a late-blooming friendship with the bottle. The man was often in his cups by the early afternoon; by evening, he was practically horizontal on the floor behind his desk.


She found him scanning a notebook laid flat on his cluttered desk, reading glasses perched on the end of his nose. A tall man with a trim moustache and the thoroughbred grace of a racehorse, he seemed too large for his surroundings, like a caged tiger. If it were not for the stink of failure wafting from every surface of the office, one might think Seth was a mover and shaker, hard at work on matters of great import.


‘Not like you to be late in,’ he said, pulling off his spectacles and waving her into a chair.


‘I was sent on an errand.’


He frowned. ‘Not by me.’


‘By Shukla. He’s asked me to take on a case.’


Seth blinked. ‘Why wasn’t I told about this?’


‘You’d have to discuss that with him.’


He ground his jaw. She could see him working out the equation in his head and arriving at an answer that precluded any possibility of confronting his commanding officer. Shukla was not a man to cross; he’d throttled many a promising career, but wasn’t averse to stamping on the ashes of a dead one when the occasion demanded it. ‘What’s the case?’


‘I’m not at liberty to say. I simply wanted to tell you that I’ll be tied up for the next eleven days.’


Seth’s nostrils flared. ‘And how does Shukla think we’re supposed to cope in your absence?’


‘There’s always Oberoi.’ Her tone was caustic.


Her fellow inspector at the station, Hemant Oberoi, had made it clear from the beginning exactly what he thought of a woman being allowed on to the force. That the dynamic between them had recently changed – Oberoi had saved her life and in so doing had taken a life – his first – had done little to lessen their mutual antagonism. They’d spent the interregnum since that case largely avoiding one another.


‘Oberoi is away. He’s in Pune on a training course.’


‘What are they training him in? How to be a human being?’


‘Oberoi is being groomed. Malabar House is just a brief sentence for him.’


She knew that Oberoi had ended up at the station because of an indiscretion. It stood to reason that an incompetent blowhard, the scion of a powerful family, would be marked for better things. The thought churned her stomach, but there was little she could do about it. In the short years since taking over from the old imperial police force, the Indian Police Service had already distinguished itself as a bastion of corruption, nepotism, and incompetence, outdone only by the tax office. If Caligula had still been around and inclined to don the khaki, he’d have found himself right at home.


‘I’m sure Fernandes can hold the fort for eleven days.’


George Fernandes was the senior-most of the trio of sub-inspectors at the station, a man she’d come to respect, and had worked well with, despite a rocky start.


She realised that Seth was looking at her thoughtfully.


Over the past months, life at the station had begun to change. With the largely negative press coverage heralding Persis’s arrival, and her subsequent investigations engendering a further spate of lurid headlines, interest in Malabar House had veered from utter disregard towards alarmist rhetoric. Some portrayed the station as a sordid pit of venality, harbouring a dangerous subversive; others wrote in to express their admiration, a welcome counterpoint to the sacks of rabid fan mail urging her to leap under the nearest bus.


She was aware of a softening in the stance of her male colleagues – Hemant Oberoi excepted – and a gradual, if grudging, acceptance. She suspected that, for a group tarred with the brush of ignominy, it did not hurt to see Malabar House earning the occasional scrap of praise.


Even Seth seemed marginally happier, though that seemed akin to the Grim Reaper taking a day off to visit the pub.


He slipped a hand into a drawer and threw a folded newspaper on to the desk. The Indian Chronicle. The top half of the front page showed a blurry photograph of a white man in a morning suit juxtaposed with a photo of an Indian. Beneath this was the headline:


 


BOMBAY GOVERNOR


REFUSES PLEA FOR CLEMENCY.


WHITBY TO HANG IN ELEVEN DAYS.


 


‘It’s going to be the biggest show since they hanged Godse.’


Nathuram Godse. Gandhi’s assassin. A martyr to some; a terrorist to others.


She’d often wondered at the demons that had driven a man like Godse. Surely even he could not have guessed the impact that three bullets would have on the affairs of three hundred million.


With Gandhi’s passing, a certain vision of India too had died.


Nehru, finding himself at the Congress helm, had struggled in the wake of his former colleague’s legacy. The India he’d inherited following Partition, a plane with its wings shorn off, had proved to be a bumpy ride, post-independence optimism quickly giving way to disillusionment. Buffeted by forces both internal and external – the clamour of the feudal class, the expectations of the junta, the exigencies of world politics – Nehru had navigated a treacherous path between appeasement and change.


Anarchy was only a badly formulated missive away.


Persis was simply glad that any mistakes the Prime Minister might make would, at least, be Indian mistakes, and not those dictated by the whims of foreigners. And if he crash-landed the plane . . . Well, a five-thousand-year-old culture had little to fear from another revolution. India barrelled through revolutions the way runaway bulls charged through knock-kneed matadors.


‘I don’t suppose Shukla has you mixed up in this?’


She rose to her feet. ‘I should go. I have a lot to do.’


‘Fine. But remember this: if you are involved in the Whitby case, tread lightly. As far as the public is concerned, Whitby is the devil incarnate.’










Chapter 4


Seth’s words stayed with her as she drove to the Arthur Road Jail near Jacob’s Circle.


Entering the two-acre plot, she was reminded of earlier visits; the prison – Bombay’s principal place of incarceration – had become notorious for its brutal regime and overcrowded conditions, with prisoners often stuffed twenty to a cell, forced to contort themselves around one another like shanghaied yogis in the hold of a slave ship. The place was so bad it made the Black Hole of Calcutta look like a suite at the Taj.


She announced the reason for her visit to the bloodshot-eyed constable on duty at the reception, and was immediately taken to meet with the warden. The man listened stonily to her request and then informed her that visits to James Whitby could only be authorised by the governor of Bombay.


She handed him the card given to her by Charles Whitby. A call to Whitby’s aide soon resolved the matter. She suspected that the resolution involved a gratuity; certainly, the warden’s demeanour changed from intransigent martinet to accommodating courtesan in the space of a brief conversation.


She was led deep into the prison by a whey-faced guard who looked like an upright cadaver with working eyeballs. Arriving at a wooden door with a barred portal, he opened it with a key chained to his belt, then stepped backwards.


Entering James Whitby’s cell, she was surprised to discover that it was a relatively large space, whitewashed, with a cot on one side, and a wooden table and chair pushed against the other. On a shelf above the table, a row of books rubbed shoulders with potted plants. The flagstones beneath her feet had been brushed clean. The scent of sandalwood infused the air.


She was momentarily taken aback. The room was more hospitable than many hotels in the city. She suspected Charles Whitby’s hand. At this rate, the warden would be a wealthy man by the time they hanged the Englishman’s son.


A white man was sitting at the table – James Whitby, she presumed – eyeing her in astonishment as if a giant turbot had walked into his presence. He was dressed not in a prison uniform, but a white, open-necked shirt and cavalry twill trousers.


As she finished her inspection of the room, he rose from his chair.


Introducing herself, she said, ‘I was hoping that we might speak.’


He flashed a lopsided grin. ‘I have little else to do, Inspector. Please, be my guest.’ He waved her into the chair, before walking across to perch on the edge of his cot.


‘Do you know who I am?’ she asked.


‘Your fame precedes you, Persis. May I call you Persis?’ He didn’t bother to wait for a reply. ‘I’ve followed your adventures in the newspapers. I suppose you’re my father’s last throw of the dice. I wonder how much this gambit is costing him.’


His tone was sarcastic, and she sensed a complex undertow of emotions beneath his words. It struck her that Whitby and his father did not share a warm relationship.


‘He believes that you’re innocent.’


He gave a mirthless laugh. ‘No, Persis. He doesn’t believe that. My father is simply attempting to ward off the inevitable. I am the torchbearer of his legacy. Seeing me swing from the scaffold was not part of his plan.’


She took out her notebook. ‘May I ask you a few questions about the case?’


He pulled a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his pocket and stabbed one into his mouth before lighting it. ‘Fire away.’


‘Last year, on the fifteenth of September, you visited with the lawyer Fareed Mazumdar. Why?’


‘I wanted to talk to him about my father’s case.’


‘You’re referring to the case the government has filed against him? What exactly is he accused of?’


‘It’s a historical matter. Back in the early 1920s, when Gandhi initiated his non-cooperation movement, my father still owned numerous factories and mining operations around the country. As you can imagine, the disruption cost him a great deal of money. He decided to solve the problem in the manner he always solves such problems: by force. The accusation is that a key employee heading up a protest at an industrial plant in Barrackpore was murdered by my father’s operatives. On his orders.’


‘Did he do it?’


He stared at her in surprise. ‘That was very direct. The truth is . . . I don’t know. I was a boy at the time.’


She realised that he wasn’t much older than herself, though looked infinitely more careworn. His blond hair was cut short, and his face was weathered in the manner of a block of ice left out in the sun. He was clean-shaven, but she saw a cut just above his upper lip. She imagined his hand trembling as he held the razor, staring at his reflection in the mirror, wondering how many more times he would be able to stand there and perform such a simple ritual.


‘Did your father send you to speak with Mazumdar?’


‘No.’


‘Why did you go? What did you hope to achieve?’


‘I – I hoped to have an honest conversation with Fareed. My father felt the case against him was politically motivated. By those who hope to run him out of the country.’


‘Why would they – whoever they are – do that? There are plenty of Englishmen who’ve stayed on after independence.’


The corners of his mouth turned up. ‘Let’s just say that my father refuses to accept that the world has changed. He no longer calls the shots, but continues to act as if he does. That sort of arrogance upsets people. To be frank, he probably deserves to be sent packing. The problem is that if he leaves, then I might be forced to leave too.’


‘You’re not beholden to him.’


He grimaced. ‘Wealth is a difficult habit to break. And my father controls our wealth.’


She ruminated on this a moment, then said, ‘You went to see Mazumdar. A few hours later he was dead. What happened?’


‘We talked for a while. And then I left.’


‘What did you talk about?’


‘I spoke to him about my father’s belief that the case against him was manufactured. Our own lawyers reviewed the evidence. All Fareed had was sketchy witness testimony, from an old employee of the family. I asked him to persuade the government to drop the case before it went to trial.’


‘But he refused.’


‘Yes.’


‘Did you argue?’


He hesitated. ‘Yes.’


Her pen scratched across the vellum of her notebook. ‘What happened next?’


‘I left.’


‘Where did you meet with Fareed?’


‘His office. In Kala Ghoda.’


She leaned back. ‘How did you end up being arrested for his murder?’


He sighed. ‘I decided to take another crack at him. I went to his home – this was a few hours after meeting with him at his office. As I walked into the parking lot below his apartment building, I heard a cry. Then I heard footsteps, and I thought I saw the shape of a man moving away from me in the shadows on the far side of the car park.’


‘Did you get a look at him?’


‘No. It was dark – the lights were out. At any rate, it took a few moments for me to pinpoint where the initial sound had come from. As I approached, I tripped, and fell on to a body. When I got my bearings, I realised it was Fareed. He’d been stabbed.


‘He died minutes later. That was when a scream sounded behind me. A woman – one of Fareed’s neighbours – had come down into the car park. She saw me hunched over him, blood on my clothes, and assumed the worst. Her scream roused the security guard. I tried to protest, but neither of them seemed in the mood to listen. And so I ran. In hindsight, that was a mistake.’


‘Were you arrested the same day?’


He grimaced. ‘I barely made it to the end of the street. I’m afraid I was a little worse for wear.’


‘You were drunk?’


He said nothing, instead lifting the cigarette back to his mouth.


‘Did you do it?’


The question caught him off guard, as she’d intended it to. She watched him closely, but he gave nothing away. Finally, he spoke, ‘No. I didn’t kill Fareed.’


‘But the prosecution found enough merit in the case to convict you. Or do you think that too was politically motivated?’


His eyes narrowed. ‘I suspect my father would be disappointed in your attitude. When he pays for something, he expects to get full value.’


She stiffened. ‘Your father hasn’t paid me.’


‘Don’t be naïve. He’s paid someone.’


A flush of anger burned her cheeks. It was Whitby’s turn to scrutinise her. ‘You know, when I met with Fareed, he said something to me; it’s stuck with me ever since. He told me that you can fight men, but you can’t fight history. During my trial, the racial question dominated everything. Being British – and Charles Whitby’s son – it’s like the mark of Cain. But the hell of it is, they expect me to understand. As if, somehow, by convicting me, they’re balancing out the worst excesses of the Raj. They’d like me to stop making a fuss about silly little things like my innocence. Tell me, Inspector, is it a condemned man’s duty to comfort his executioners?’


His sense of aggrieved entitlement irritated her. ‘Shall I tell you what I see?’


‘Enlighten me.’


‘I see a man terrified by the prospect of his impending death. So terrified that he makes light of the efforts of the one person who might be able to help him.’


He smiled coldly. ‘What makes you think you can help me?’


‘I don’t know that I can. But if you really didn’t do it, I’ll do my best to prove it.’


For an instant, his façade dropped. He leaned forward; his blue eyes, as pale as his father’s, drilled into her, searching for the truth in her words. She saw something in him then, a sense of helplessness, the helplessness of a man caught in the arms of a whirlpool.


She stood up. ‘Of course, if I discover that you did do it, I’ll come back and watch you hang.’










Chapter 5


The lights were still on in the bookshop.


She parked the jeep in the alley beside the store, then walked back around front, stopping to peer through the Wadia Book Emporium’s glass façade.


A young woman sat behind the counter, scribbling in a ledger.


Even after a week, the sight was jarring. She still hadn’t got used to not seeing her father in his customary spot, hunched over in his wheelchair, with an expression about as welcoming as a Gestapo interrogator.


A week earlier Sam had embarked on a delayed honeymoon with his new wife, Meherzad, a month-long tour of the Himalayan foothills, beginning in the old British summer capital, Shimla. It was the first holiday he’d taken in decades, the first time he’d ventured away from the shop since the death of his first wife, Sanaz – Persis’s mother – in a car accident.


It was only recently that she’d discovered that Sam had been behind the wheel of the car in question. The guilt he’d lived with had kept him from taking another partner until Persis had grown to adulthood and found her feet in the world.


When she’d discovered that he was planning a second marriage, it had come as a shock. Her father was about as suited to marriage as Henry VIII.


The wedding had taken place on a blistering March day, with Persis – and a small guest list of the couple’s friends and family – in attendance. A part of her had rejoiced that Sam now had a companion, one that he, by all accounts, adored; another part of her was saddened that her own role in his life would now change.


Sam and Meherzad had delayed the honeymoon while her stepmother attended to various family matters.


When they’d finally departed, Sam had seemed less than joyous. The truth was that her father would have happily sent his new wife off on her own – he had about as much desire to leave Bombay for the supposed delights of the rest of the country as a Frenchman had of leaving a good brothel.


She knew that her father’s real concern had been the bookshop.


For two decades, he’d reigned from behind the counter, like a soldier manning a gun emplacement. The shop was an extension of Sam’s own persona: loud, chaotic, and impervious to change. Who in the world would run it in his absence?


It had been left to Persis to find an answer.


 


She entered the shop, the little bell above the door ringing gently as she stepped inside.


The girl at the counter looked up. A smile spread across her features.


‘Hello, madam.’


‘Seema.’


The girl tapped the ledger spread open before her. ‘It’s been another excellent day. We’ve sold out of the new Agatha Christie. She seems to be very popular!’


Persis shrugged. ‘Readers are fickle. Who knows if anyone will remember her name fifty years from now?’ She pulled off her peaked cap. ‘Have you eaten yet?’


‘I was going to carry out an inventory and then close up.’


‘You can do it tomorrow. It’s already eight.’


‘But—’


‘No buts.’


She watched as Seema reluctantly locked the ledger away.


The girl had been a revelation.


They’d met two months earlier when Seema had been assigned to her by Roshan Seth as part of a mentoring programme. Following a rocky start, Persis had agreed to take the girl under her wing. She’d been given no cause to regret her decision.


Seema lived with her ailing mother and younger sister in a one-room shack in Bombay’s largest slum, the sort of makeshift hut that collapsed with a sneeze. Her father had walked out on them years earlier; as a consequence, her formal education had been blighted by the exigencies of setting food on the table. For years, she’d cleaned railway latrines, educating herself as best she could in the evenings.


Sam had been impressed enough by the girl’s enterprise to allow Persis to employ her in his absence. He’d even, grudgingly, agreed to pay her.


What Persis hadn’t expected was the way her young ward had taken charge. It was as if something long dormant had been awakened in her, and the quiet, self-effacing girl had suddenly been overtaken by the spirit of Genghis Khan.


In the space of a few days, she’d reorganised the bookshop’s haphazard cataloguing system, hired a delivery boy so that elderly customers could telephone in orders, and introduced a coffee corner where readers might sip a cup of Darjeeling’s finest in between perusing their favourite authors.


The thought of her father’s reaction when he discovered these innovations – the coffee corner, in particular, with its chattering gatherings of elderly women – had already given Persis sleepless nights.


In the evenings, after closing the shop, they would take supper together, discussing the cases Persis was working on. Seema’s ultimate goal was to apply to the police academy. If her efforts in the shop were anything to go by, Persis was certain the girl would end up running the police service, one day.


The door chime sounded behind them.


She turned to find Nussie, her mother’s younger sister, bearing down on them brandishing a copper stockpot. ‘Dinner’s here!’


 


Twenty minutes later, she’d showered, changed, and was sat at the dining table in the apartment above the shop, Seema opposite her, Persis’ grey tomcat, Akbar, indolently curled up on the Steinway watching them both as Nussie served dinner.


‘When are you going to learn to cook?’ said her aunt, ladling lamb dhansak on to her plate.


‘I’m a police officer. Why would I need to cook?’


‘Well, what are you going to do when you marry?’


‘What makes you think I’m the one who’ll have to do the cooking?’


Nussie turned white, as if Persis had suggested she might take up child sacrifice as a hobby, but forbore from commenting.


They talked about the Whitby case, Persis impressing upon them the need for discretion. She was used to discussing her cases with her father; it often helped to have a sounding board as she felt her way through an investigation.


‘Why would you want to help him?’ said her aunt, aghast. ‘He murdered an Indian patriot. In cold blood.’


‘He claims that he didn’t. That we’ve rushed to convict him because he’s a white man.’


‘I’ve heard of that father of his. Charles Whitby. Nasty piece of work. He moved to Bombay years ago. By all accounts, he’s spent a lifetime treating Indians as little more than lapdogs. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, Persis.’


‘Are you saying Whitby doesn’t deserve justice because of his father’s actions?’


‘He’s already had justice! He’s been convicted by a court and sentenced to death. He should bloody well hang.’


Persis was momentarily taken aback. She hadn’t expected her genteel aunt to be quite so bloodthirsty. It was as if Florence Nightingale had announced that she enjoyed bull-fighting on her days off from the hospital. ‘And what if they were wrong?’


Nussie sniffed defiantly, but said nothing.


‘What do you think, Seema?’


The girl seemed pensive. ‘I think that justice is a notion for the wealthy. The poor never talk about justice because we rarely see it. If you’re asking me whether mistakes can be made, whether prejudice might have biased the decision against Whitby, then yes, it’s possible.’ She pushed her wire-framed spectacles up her nose. ‘I think you should investigate to the best of your ability. If Whitby really didn’t commit the murder, he shouldn’t hang for it. That would be a stain on our souls. No enlightened nation should want that.’










Chapter 6


The heat was suffocating.


The monsoon had arrived a month early, at the hottest time of the year, resulting in bouts of torrential rain interspersed with periods of broiling heat. In an earlier age, the British would flee the lowlands and the godawful humidity of the monsoon months to specially built summer retreats nestled in the Himalayan foothills. For the ordinary residents of the plains, however, there was nowhere to hide, the air so thick it was as if they were trapped together in a giant sauna – but without the European sense of sweaty, arse-slapping camaraderie.


The next morning Persis arrived at the Bombay police headquarters opposite Crawford Market with her uniform already clinging to her back, and sweat running down her face as if a faucet had been installed above her forehead.


Parking her jeep, she exited the vehicle, and stood a moment mopping her brow with a sodden handkerchief, looking up at the Gothic edifice that had served as home to the central machinery of the Bombay force for over five decades.


From across the road drifted the cries of fruit sellers and cobra vendors, the shrieks of lovebirds mingling with the horning of taxis and the desperate pleas of dragomen, a racket loud enough to deafen a statue.


The day was barely an hour old and her mood had already soured.


She’d awoken to the postman hammering down the front door. The rat-faced fellow had handed her a letter, then stood there leering at her in her sweat-soaked nightgown until she’d shut the door on his betel-stained grin.


She’d opened the envelope to find a photograph of Archie Blackfinch atop a camel, decked out in the manner of an eighteenth-century explorer, in safari suit and sola topi, grinning to beat the band. Scrawled on the back of the photograph were the words: Jaipur is an absolute riot!


As she’d wolfed down a breakfast of kedgeree and orange juice – having overcooked the kedgeree until it had the taste and texture of gravel – she’d found herself dwelling on the Englishman’s missive.


Blackfinch, a criminalist with the Metropolitan Police in London, had arrived in Bombay a year earlier, at the behest of the Indian Police Service, to help the Bombay force set up a forensic science laboratory. They’d met when the murder of a prominent English diplomat had fallen into her lap on New Year’s Eve.


Her initial impression of the Englishman had been ambivalent.


A tall, handsome man, bespectacled and badly dressed in ill-fitting suits and perennially scuffed shoes, his clumsiness and irritating mannerisms concealed a rare perspicacity, and a sense of humour that had seeped, like floodwater, under her natural defences. He had the disarming look of one of those Englishmen who indulged in newt-mating or amateur theatre, the sort who ironed their newspapers and wore paper hats to ward off the rain.


Something had sparked between them, unexpected, unbidden, but impossible to deny once it became apparent. Against her own better judgement, she’d allowed herself to become embroiled in . . . what? ‘Relationship’ was too grandiose a word for the few moments of closeness they’d shared, a brief affair that had left her confused by her own emotions.


The simple truth was that there was no future in pursuing a romantic entanglement with Blackfinch. India may have made giant strides towards a free and independent future, but the idea of a native woman striking up with a white man, an Englishman at that, was the sort of bad idea that led to whole nations falling out with each other.


It would have been easier for her to have taken up with Adolf Hitler, if he hadn’t killed himself and hadn’t looked like a human fruit fly.


It had been almost a relief when he’d departed on an extended junket around the country – his mission to replicate his efforts in Bombay by establishing forensic labs in several of the larger Indian metropolises. That he’d taken to sending her postcard photographs from his various ports of call only added to her belief that he hadn’t yet accepted that there could never be anything real or lasting between them.


Like many Englishmen before him, Archie Blackfinch believed that the world would simply orient itself to his desires.


She pushed the matter to the back of her thoughts, and returned to the task at hand.


She’d come to the station to meet with the man who’d led the investigation into the murder of Fareed Mazumdar.


In the lobby of the headquarters building, she presented herself to the receptionist, and was duly asked to wait. She took a chair, her eyes wandering impatiently around the walls of the cramped space, alighting on portraits of the various men who’d shaped the city’s police force.


Technically speaking, Bombay’s first police service had comprised a ragged militia employed in the late 1600s by the city’s Portuguese rulers, a band of louts and drunks tasked to prevent garrisoned sailors from plunging knives into each other’s backs over games of chance.


The cure had proved worse than the disease; the city’s crime rate had actually risen.


It wasn’t until the collection of marshy islands comprising Bombay had been united by the East India Company’s land reclamation project, that a permanent force had been established.


Her gaze lingered on a portrait of the maverick commissioner Charles Forjett.


Obsessed by the notion of native insurrection, Forjett had prowled the streets in disguise, looking for signs of subversion, once arresting two men that he accused of conspiring to blow up the town; he’d had them stripped, strapped to cannons, and blown to smithereens in front of a packed crowd.


Forjett’s brand of hands-on policing had set the mould for those who would follow, until the arrival of independence, and the first Indian commissioner, Ranjan ‘Tiger’ Shroff.
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