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To my friends in India who welcomed me, all those years ago, with such warmth, friendship and generosity, that when I left a decade later it was with enough wonderful memories to write a thousand splendid stories.










A Bollywood concert
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On a sultry March evening, in the great hive-city of Mumbai, Inspector Ashwin Chopra (Retd) was once again discovering the futility of reasoned discourse with his fellow countrymen.


‘He is an elephant,’ he said sternly. ‘Elephants do not eat hot dogs. They are herbivores. In other words: vegetarian.’


‘Hah!’ said the hot-dog vendor, snapping his tongs triumphantly in the air. ‘These are vegetarian.’


Chopra looked down at the sizzling griddle. Then he looked at the heap of sagging hot dogs set beside it on the vendor’s handcart. Flies circled amorously around the pyramid, like B-2 bombers on a raid.


He turned and fixed his companion with a stony look. ‘Did you take the hot dogs?’ he asked.


Ganesha blinked rapidly, then twirled his trunk in the air, rocking back and forth on his blunt-toed feet, ears flapping, as Chopra glared.


He recognised the signs.


During his thirty-year career in the Mumbai police service he had interrogated thousands of suspects, and in so doing had become intimately familiar with the language of tells, involuntary movements that gave the inexperienced dissembler away.


It seemed that similar laws governed the behaviour of one-year-old elephants.


‘What have I told you about helping yourself?’ he scolded.


Ganesha hung his head.


‘What’s going on here?’


Chopra looked up to see his wife Poppy powering down the road with young Irfan in tow, the boy’s walnut-brown face split by an enormous smile. In his right hand he clutched a stick of candyfloss, floating above his head like an umbrella. Poppy, resplendent in a marine-blue sari, steered him through the crush of people moving towards the entrance of the Andheri Sports Stadium.


‘This elephant here is a thief!’ replied the hot-dog vendor primly. ‘I have caught him in the act.’


Chopra closed his eyes.


Poppy’s cheeks reddened. ‘Is that a fact?’ she said.


‘He has consumed four of my finest hot dogs,’ continued the vendor, oblivious to Chopra’s shaking head.


Poppy stepped forward and jabbed the paunchy man in his chest. ‘What proof do you have that he ate those hot dogs?’ Jab. ‘Who would want to eat such rubbish anyway?’ Jab. Jab. ‘Do you even have a licence for this cart? Look at the state of it! It is filthy!’


‘But– but–’ The vendor backpedalled into the traffic-clogged road. An auto-rickshaw with a cage of scrawny chickens strapped to its roof swerved around him, honking madly. A cloud of feathers trailed from the rick as it buzzed away.


‘Chopra! There you are!’


Chopra turned to see a heavyset, grey-haired man with a walrus moustache bearing down on them, arms outstretched in welcome.


In the three years since Chopra had last met Bunty Saigal his old friend had gained weight, padding out a naturally generous frame that now strained the seams of a navy-blue safari suit. Saigal had left the Brihanmumbai Police five years ago – four years before Chopra himself had been forced into early retirement by an ailing heart. Saigal had made the change for financial reasons, moving into a lucrative role as a security consultant at the Andheri Sports Stadium. Now he organised security for major events, such as the Bollywood concert that Chopra and Poppy were attending this evening. A month ago Chopra had made the mistake of mentioning Saigal’s new position to Poppy. Upon discovering that Saigal would be presiding over the upcoming concert featuring Bollywood’s newest star, Vicky Verma, she had harangued Chopra to twist his arm for front-row seats.


Chopra had reluctantly obliged.


Bollywood movies were one of Poppy’s enduring passions and, as the show was to take place at the nearby stadium, it seemed churlish of him not to at least enquire.


Saigal had been more than glad to help.


He had always been a gregarious and jovial man, the life of the party, whereas Chopra himself was of a more taciturn disposition.


A broad-shouldered man with a head of jet-black hair greying only at the temples, Chopra’s most impressive feature was an imposing moustache that underlined the natural authority that emanated from his tall frame. For almost three decades he had served Mumbai’s citizenry as a policeman; for three decades he had remained steadfast to the principles ingrained in him by his father: honesty, integrity and decency. This in itself made him something of an oddity, for such qualities were often notable by their absence in the venal sinecures of the Indian police service.


Saigal pumped Chopra’s hand with his strangler’s grip, then led them past the crowded turnstiles, through the packed outer courtyard, and into the stadium proper.


A wall of noise greeted them as they moved along the running track, past the cordoned mass of jostling, chattering concert-goers trampling down the field grass, to the front row where a string of security guards were holding back the crowd as it ebbed and flowed.


As they walked along, the great bowl of the stadium opened up around them.


Chopra glanced up.


Beyond the rim of the cantilevered steel roof, the iconic fifty-metre-tall Andheri water tower, with its conical tanks, loomed over the stadium like a praying mantis. He noted the many fans settling onto the rows of concrete bleachers curving upwards under the roof. He would have preferred to be up there, away from the chaos, but he knew Poppy wouldn’t hear of it.


The day’s heat had settled into the stadium. Chopra found that he was sweating inside his white cotton half-sleeved shirt and beige duck pants.


He glanced at Ganesha, happily trotting beside Irfan. Occasionally, Irfan would lower his candyfloss so that Ganesha could pluck some off with his trunk and insert it into his mouth.


As usual, the pair were as thick as thieves.


Irfan, a street urchin who had walked into the restaurant Chopra had opened after his retirement a year earlier, had become a bona fide member of the family. He continued to live at the restaurant, as did Ganesha, but there was no doubt the pair had slipped into the vacant space in Poppy and Chopra’s lives, a space occasioned by the absence of children of their own.


Chopra recalled the fuss Poppy had made getting the boy ready for his first-ever concert. Smart new clothes, stylish shoes, fragrantly oiled hair parted with geometric precision. Even Ganesha had been given a bath and a sprinkling of Poppy’s favourite perfume. There had been no question that the little elephant would not attend.


Thanks to Poppy, Chopra’s young ward was now as addicted to the Bombay talkies as his wife.


On the day of his retirement the infant elephant had arrived at Chopra’s home, a fifteenth-floor apartment in the Mumbai suburb of Andheri East, as a malnourished and despondent calf with barely the energy to lift his head. The elephant had been accompanied by a curious letter from Chopra’s long-vanished Uncle Bansi, a notorious prankster from his childhood in the Maharashtrian village of Jarul. But this time Bansi’s tone had been serious. Bansi had not explained why he was sending Chopra an elephant, nor anything about the calf’s past, merely stating, cryptically, that ‘this is no ordinary elephant’.


At first thoroughly at a loss as to what to do with the strange bequest, Chopra had eventually warmed to his role as guardian. And in Ganesha – as he had named his young ward – he had ultimately discovered a sensitive and adventurous soul. The little elephant possessed depths that Chopra had yet to fully fathom; what was certain was that he was a highly intelligent creature, and an emotional one. As each day passed Chopra discovered new facets to Ganesha’s talents. He had yet to solve the mystery of the elephant’s past, but his appreciation of his ward’s extraordinary abilities continued to grow.


Saigal ushered them to the front row, parking them before a group of singing, chattering youngsters.


‘Sir!’ A brisk young security guard pointed at Ganesha with his baton. ‘There is an elephant behind you!’


Saigal rounded his eyes and held his hands to his cheeks in dismay. ‘Where?’


‘There!’ said the guard.


Saigal turned and made a horrified face. ‘An elephant! I must be getting old. I thought it was my shadow.’


The guard, realising that his boss was making fun of him, coloured.


‘Chopra, I shall leave you to it.’ Saigal bid them farewell and lolloped off back the way they had come.
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Chopra’s eyes wandered over the crowd jostling around them, comprised largely of teenagers and young women wearing far too few clothes in his opinion.


But such was the modern fashion.


Occasionally the knot of girls behind them would squeal delightedly as canned pictures of Vicky Verma were flashed onto the giant screen erected above the stage. Verma leaping from a moving train; Verma bashing up an assortment of villains; Verma romancing a sultry, pouting leading lady. There was even a surreal shot of Verma in an astronaut’s outfit sipping from a can, a particularly cheesy ad campaign for a major soft drinks company.


He glanced at his watch, tapping it furiously. The watch was nearly a quarter of a century old, a memento of his departed father, the schoolmaster of the village in interior Maharashtra where both Poppy and Chopra had grown up. A congenitally temperamental timepiece, but he would not dream of parting with it.


Beside him Poppy licked a thumb and wiped a smear of sugar from Irfan’s mouth. Ganesha trumpeted happily. He was receiving a great deal of attention from the girls behind them, who kept crowding around him to take photographs. Chopra knew his ward enjoyed the limelight, though sometimes he wished Ganesha would be a little more retiring.


His thoughts were interrupted by a loud klaxon, and then a cavalcade of fireworks erupted from the gantry above the stage. Smoke billowed from the stage floor and then, as it cleared, an overweight man in a bright red suit with a matching tie and black fedora jogged forward, holding a mike.


Chopra recognised the well-known Bollywood comedian Jonny Pinto.


Pinto lifted off his fedora, bowed to the crowd, bellowed a welcome, and immediately launched into a fusillade of cheap jokes – some that seemed to Chopra to skirt the boundaries of good taste – before introducing the first act, a fusion dance troupe marrying traditional Punjabi bhangra dance with modern street dance.


Chopra found himself shaking his head, even as howls of delight rocked the stadium.


He knew that such concerts were an integral part of the industry. Bollywood films were, almost without exception, musicals – indeed, movie music was an industry all by itself, and audio sales an important source of revenue. Concerts such as this were vehicles for promotion: for the movies, the stars, and the music. Producers pumped millions into them; they became miniature productions in their own right, microcosms of the glamour and spectacle that was Bollywood. Chopra, however, found them gaudy and coarse, lacking the refined artistic sensibility that appealed to him.


The concert proceeded apace, with each energetic act following closely on the heels of the one before, punctuated with comedy skits from Jonny Pinto. A succession of ageing stars and up-and-coming starlets – in costumes ranging from swirling saris to shimmering miniskirts – performed dance numbers, and another well-known comedian brought the house down with a send-up of the state’s much-maligned Chief Minister.


And then the lights dimmed.


Finally, it was time for the main event.


Pinto launched into a gratuitous introduction – ‘Bollywood’s newest sensa-tion! The kid that’s taking the industry by storm! More super than Superman! Mumbai’s own bad boy, the one, the only, Vicky Verma!’ – then backpedalled offstage as fireworks erupted around him. More smoke engulfed the stage.


When it cleared, a tall figure stood silhouetted against a colossal movie poster. The roving spotlight sprang onto the solitary figure dressed in shimmering silver trousers and a stylishly cut black jacket above a white vest. Designer stubble and twin earrings. A quiffed and gelled mullet of dark hair, barely held in check by a red bandana.


Vicky Verma, enfant terrible of Bollywood, and superstar in the making.


The crowd went wild. Chopra had to hold his hands to his ears as the gang of cheerleaders behind him hurled themselves forwards on a tidal wave of noise.


Verma launched into a dance routine, gyrating about the stage while lip-syncing to a raunchy number from his last movie. When he was joined onstage by a troupe of dancers, the gyrations became even more suggestive.


Chopra stole a glance at Poppy. His wife was clapping away, as engrossed as any of the teenagers around her.


After the first number Verma paused for breath. His dark eyes swept the front rows with an imperious gaze. He suddenly caught sight of Ganesha and did a double-take. As accustomed to the extraordinary as Verma was, it gave Chopra a small measure of satisfaction to think that he had probably never seen an elephant in the front row of one of his concerts before. Particularly an elephant trumpeting as loudly in appreciation as Ganesha was.


The concert proceeded with three more numbers from Verma, interspersed with incoherent addresses to the audience, before the final dance act.


Verma and a cast of dozens congested the stage in gaudy historical costumes from the set of his latest movie, a big-budget blockbuster slated for release later in the year. A hypnotic beat from the movie’s soundtrack pounded from the stadium’s speakers.


And then, abruptly, the music stopped, and a curtain of ringing silence fell over the audience.


All the lights cut out, save a single spotlight focused on Verma. The compere began to count: 3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . . Stage smoke erupted from beneath Verma’s boots, engulfing him, and then was just as swiftly blown away by powerful fans . . .


The audience gasped.


Verma had vanished.


The crowd waited with breathless anticipation. Suddenly, the spotlight swung halfway down the stadium to a spot just above the highest bleachers on the stadium’s eastern side.


Smoke erupted, then cleared . . . and there, impossibly, was Verma!


The crowd doubled their screams of delight.


Chopra blinked. Incredible! How could Verma have got up there in a few seconds, not to mention changed into a new costume?


He was given no chance to find out as smoke billowed forth again to consume the star. Now the spotlight swung over to the far side of the stadium, again to a spot above the highest bleachers. More smoke . . . and there was Verma once more, again in a new outfit.


More bellowing from the crowd.


Yet more smoke, and Verma vanished for a third time.


Now the spotlight moved to the rear of the stadium, and the whole act was repeated. This time, when Verma vanished, the spotlight swung all the way back to the stage. Another flurry of smoke whooshed over the dancing girls who remained frozen, awaiting Vicky’s return.


The crowd roared in anticipation, counting off the seconds with the compere: 3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . .


Emptiness.


For a moment there was a stunned silence, as if a wrong chord had been struck during a familiar piece of music. Everyone had expected Verma to be on the stage when the smoke cleared.


Yet he was not there.


The music started up again, and the dance troupe awkwardly began the closing number. But Chopra could tell their movements were off. Clearly, they had been expecting Verma onstage.


A few minutes in, the compere froze the dancers. Smoke billowed, passing a veil over proceedings; when it cleared, moments later, there was Verma again.


The crowd released a sigh of relief.


The dance was completed, and then, without even a goodbye to his loyal followers, Verma vanished backstage. Within moments the security personnel were herding everyone towards the exits.


It was an abrupt and strange end to proceedings, Chopra thought.


On the way home something continued to nag away at him. It wasn’t until later that night that he finally realised what it was.


The Vicky Verma who had reappeared at the very end moved differently. If Chopra had been asked to swear to it he would have said that that Verma wasn’t the one who had begun the concert. But he couldn’t be sure, and no one else seemed to have noticed. Perhaps it was just his old policeman’s instincts making a nuisance of themselves, looking for something that wasn’t there.


It probably wasn’t worth worrying about.










The case of the missing helmet
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Chopra regarded the tall, thin, bespectacled man in the leather biker’s jacket seated before him.


It was the morning after the concert and they were sitting in the office at the rear of Poppy’s Bar & Restaurant, the air-conditioner thundering away in the corner.


Chopra had arrived early.


He had a number of case files to look through and then a busy afternoon ahead, planning activity on open investigations with his associate private investigator Abbas Rangwalla.


Rangwalla – once Sub-Inspector Rangwalla – had served for twenty years as Chopra’s second-in-command at the nearby Sahar station. Now he had become an invaluable member of the Baby Ganesh Detective Agency, the second venture that Chopra had embarked upon since retiring. The truth was that the restaurant largely ran itself, left in the capable hands of Chef Lucknowwallah and Chopra’s bilious mother-in-law, Poornima Devi. As a consequence, Chopra found that he had time on his hands, time that he wished to put to good use. He had retired from the police force, but how could one retire the experience and instincts honed over an entire career? The detective agency provided an outlet for his need to put to use those hard-won skills, and his even greater need to pursue justice, a cause ingrained within the folds and hollows of his heart.


But Chopra’s morning routine had been interrupted by the arrival of an unexpected visitor.


By day, forty-six-year-old Gerry Fernandes was a stock-market trader, a man who had made millions on the Bombay Stock Exchange. Under normal circumstances, Chopra and Fernandes’ paths would never have crossed – they came from different worlds. But there was one point where their lives did intersect: their passion for motorcycles. Specifically, their passion for one particular motorcycle: the Royal Enfield Bullet.


Chopra and Fernandes had met at the local chapter of the Bombay Bullet Club, which Chopra had joined despite Poppy’s strenuous objections. His wife made no secret of her disapproval of his penchant for tearing up the streets on the back of the 500cc beast. Chopra was new to the club but Fernandes was an old hand, having served as ride captain on many an outing of the Bisons, as the group styled themselves.


But today Fernandes was not here to discuss motorbikes. A shadow lay over his gaunt features. In the leather jacket emblazoned with the Bisons logo he looked like an accountant who had wandered into a costume shop and inadvertently walked out in the wrong outfit.


‘I’ve come to settle our account, Chopra,’ said Fernandes, reaching inside his jacket for his chequebook. ‘How much do I owe you?’


‘You don’t owe me anything,’ said Chopra. ‘We are friends.’


‘Business is business,’ said Fernandes primly. ‘Everything in its place.’


Chopra shifted in his chair. He knew that Fernandes was a very particular fellow, meticulous about money and notoriously ruthless in his business dealings. As a consequence, he had a very narrow circle of friends, and many detractors. It was only in the Bullet Club that Fernandes was able to relax his guard. Chopra had seen a side of the man that few had glimpsed. His careworn appearance belied his spirited demeanour when out on the open road.


Two weeks ago Fernandes had approached him for help.


It appeared that Fernandes’ father, a retired civil servant, had misplaced a valuable family heirloom. The fact that the ‘heirloom’ was a motorcycle helmet was neither here nor there. The leather helmet – complete with goggles – had belonged to the legendary motorcyclist Erwin ‘Cannon Ball’ Baker, who had worn it during his record-breaking transcontinental ride across America in 1914. Fernandes, who idolised Baker, had purchased the helmet at an auction in California. Not long afterwards, his father had smashed the display case in which the items had been housed, donned the ensemble, and departed for a joyride on Fernandes’ beloved Bullet.


He had been discovered some hours later in a roadside ditch on the outskirts of the city, naked, incoherent, and with a small goat strapped to the back of the bike.


Of the prized helmet there was no sign.


Fernandes had been beside himself at the loss of his Baker memorabilia. In desperation, he had turned to Chopra for help.


Having interviewed the senile paterfamilias, Chopra had asked an acquaintance specialising in hypnotherapy to examine him.


The results had been impressive.


Under hypnosis, Fernandes Senior not only led them to the lost helmet, but also on a tour of half-a-dozen previous lives, ranging from a junior miniaturist at the court of Emperor Jahangir to a famine-stricken farmer who had walked beside Gandhi on his legendary Salt March.


These revelations had greatly perturbed the Fernandes household. Three maids had already quit, and the headman was walking around on eggshells lest he be once again belt-whipped by the old man while in the throes of his incarnation as prison-master of Calcutta’s Fort William dungeon, known to history as the Black Hole.


Perhaps this explained Fernandes’ haggard appearance, Chopra thought, as his friend tore off a cheque and held it out.


‘If I take that cheque,’ said Chopra, ‘we are no longer friends. You needed help; I did what I could. That’s what friends do.’


Fernandes stared at him, then tucked the cheque back in his pocket. ‘Thank you,’ he said with genuine emotion.


After Fernandes had left, Chopra considered how lonely the pedestal of wealth and power could be. He had met many privileged individuals in his life and so often their lives were shadowed by unhappiness, contrary to the belief of the average man on the street. Sometimes this misery was self-inflicted, but at other times it was simply the toll that fate demanded.


The noise of the television broke into his thoughts.


It was a news item on last night’s concert. It appeared Vicky Verma had overexerted himself and was now confined to his south Mumbai home with a mysterious illness. This revelation was causing great consternation among his fans, as well as the Bollywood fraternity.
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Chopra next spent an hour with Rangwalla going over the caseload.


Rangwalla’s arrival at the agency had been fortuitous. Chopra had been steadily drowning beneath the mountain of work that had deluged the agency since its very public first case, which had exposed a major human trafficking ring in the city. Rangwalla – employing the street smarts that had made him so able a policeman – had immediately helped whittle down the load.


As they were winding up their meeting, Chopra’s phone rang; glancing at the number, he saw that it was unlisted.


‘Am I speaking to Chopra?’ said a cultured, if somewhat dry, voice. ‘Proprietor of the Baby Ganesh Detective Agency?’


‘Yes,’ said Chopra.


‘The same Chopra who recently assisted in the reacquisition of the Koh-i-noor?’


Chopra was taken aback. ‘How do you know about that?’


The details of his involvement in the return of the Koh-i-noor diamond – which had been stolen during a recent exhibition of the Crown Jewels in Mumbai – had been kept out of the public realm. Only a handful of people knew that he had been instrumental in tracking down the jewel.


‘That is irrelevant,’ said the voice curtly. ‘I have been instructed by my client to request your attendance at her residence in Malabar Hill. It is a matter of the utmost urgency.’


‘What matter? What client?’


‘I am afraid I am not at liberty to discuss further details.’


‘You can’t expect me to drop everything and come running down to south Mumbai just on your say-so.’


The voice paused. ‘Very well. My client is Bijli Verma, former film actress, and mother of noted actor Vikram Verma.’










The lightning bolt of Malabar Hill
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The gilded Antakshari Tower had looked down from its precipitous eighteen-storey elevation atop Malabar Hill for the better part of five decades. Centuries earlier, Keralan pirates from the subcontinent’s deep south had surveyed the fledgling city from these once-forested heights, planning pillage and plunder. Now the tower’s lofty perspective provided expansive views over the nearby promenade of the Back Bay, the Hanging Gardens on the hill’s western flank, and the ancient Banganga water tank, which legend said had sprung from the earth where Lord Ram’s brother Laxman had fired an arrow into the ground. In the mid-nineteenth century the hill had been colonised by Mumbai’s British overlords, after the demolition of their redoubt within Bombay Fort.


Now Malabar Hill was the city’s most exclusive address, commanding real-estate prices that rivalled any metropolis on earth, home to business tsars, Bollywood superstars, and political VVIPs. The state’s Chief Minister kept a bungalow there, as did the Governor. In the turbulent days before Partition the future Prime Minister of Pakistan Muhammad Ali Jinnah lived there in his sprawling bungalow South Court, plotting – with Gandhi and Nehru – the subcontinent’s shimmering future.


As Chopra made the long drive down to south Mumbai he noted once again that Malabar Hill was not on the road to anywhere. One did not accidentally pass it on the way to somewhere else. To go to Malabar Hill, one must be invited. Perhaps this was what made it so exclusive.


In the rear of the converted Tata Venture van, Ganesha peered out from the windows.


Over the past months Chopra had discovered that his young ward enjoyed accompanying him on his travels around the city. In all good conscience, Chopra could not keep the little elephant cooped up interminably in the rear courtyard of the restaurant: as well as needing the exercise, Ganesha had shown that he had an adventurous streak. His naturally inquisitive nature had made him an able companion for Chopra, who could rely on the young calf to keep a vigilant watch on the suspect of the day. The arrangement had worked remarkably well and Chopra had all but stopped dwelling on just how strange it might seem that Ganesha was his ‘partner’ in his new life as a private detective.


This was India, after all, where the impossible became merely improbable.


Antakshari Tower was set within its own walled compound fronted by a bunker-like guardhouse and a row of parking bays. Unlike Bahadur, the scrawny and often forgetful guard who patrolled Chopra’s residential complex back in Andheri East, the trio of guards who sprang from Antakshari’s guardhouse were well built and smartly uniformed.


The guards rang into the tower and presently a tall vulpine man in a grey suit and tie materialised at the gate. To Chopra he resembled one of the many gargoyles adorning the Victorian-era buildings that were part and parcel of Mumbai’s British legacy. His grey hair was swept back into a prominent widow’s peak, his face was that of an ascetic, and rimless spectacles were perched uncomfortably on the end of an arrogant nose.


In spite of the day’s oppressive heat he radiated a noticeable chill.


‘Chopra, I presume? My name is Lal. Please come with me.’


Chopra recognised the voice from the telephone. ‘One second,’ he said.


He walked back to his van, opened the rear doors, and waited for Ganesha to trot down the ramp. ‘I won’t be long,’ he said, patting the little elephant on the head.
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In spite of Poppy’s belief that he did not share her passion for Bollywood, the truth was that Chopra enjoyed a good movie as much as the next Mumbaiker. You could not spend thirty years in the city of dreams and remain uninfected by Mumbai’s virulent filmalaria. It was simply that Chopra considered himself an aficionado of the ‘Golden Age’ of Bollywood, generally considered to have begun in the late forties – encompassing enduring classics such as Mother India and Aan, or Pride – and peaking soon after the release of the towering Mughal-e-Azam, The Grand Mughal, in 1960.


Chopra also harboured a soft spot for movies from the seventies, particularly action flicks featuring his screen idol Amitabh Bachchan, who had reigned supreme at the time as India’s ‘angry young man’.


It was during this latter era that Bijli Verma – then Nandita Goyal – had burst on to the scene.


Exuding a raucous sex appeal, Bijli hit the industry like a one-woman earthquake. In the no-kissing world of seventies Indian cinema, she became the perennial other woman, the wet sari queen, the monsoon goddess dancing voluptuously against an alpine background as all around her the world fell apart. Volatile, raunchy, and excessive in personality, she singlehandedly turned the traditional Bollywood leading lady trope on its head. Bijli refused to play the demure, long-suffering foil to her leading men. Instead, she ad-libbed wild-eyed soliloquys, and would launch, without warning, into verbal assaults on her open-mouthed male co-stars.


Chopra recalled how shocked veteran critics of the time had roundly decried Bijli’s antics. In spite of this, or perhaps because of it, Bijli had developed a cult following among younger movie-goers – including a smitten Chopra – a cult that ultimately grew into superstardom. Continuously at odds with the censors, her co-stars, and, seemingly, herself, her personal and professional life became the subject of salacious gossip, a grist to Mumbai’s insatiable rumour mill.


Her birth name was soon forgotten as she was rechristened Bijli, ‘the lightning bolt’.


The name appealed to her sense of self and stuck.


Bijli reigned supreme as Bollywood’s number-one heroine for over a decade before marrying film producer Jignesh Verma. As with so many actresses in the industry, marriage and motherhood banked the fires of ambition, and soon Bijli Verma faded from the silver screen.


Though not quite from public life.


The former siren transformed herself into a socialite of the first order. The old fiery persona, too, had not altogether vanished, occasionally sparking a round of furious tabloid stories that Mumbai’s first lady herself studiously ignored.


Chopra recalled some of those stories: Bijli publicly castigating the Chairman of the Indian Central Board of Film Certification for his ‘medieval approach to censorship’; Bijli pouring a glass of champagne over the head of veteran thesp Raj ‘Gunga’ Ganesham after he had criticised her son’s debut performance; Bijli denouncing religious demagogues following the burning of the Taj Palace hotel by terrorists in 2008.


This latter very public airing of her views had attracted considerable unwanted attention: she had been threatened by known right-wing organisations, though, ultimately, nothing had come of those threats.


In recent years the former starlet’s energies had been consumed by her only child, Vikram ‘Vicky’ Verma, who had been launched with considerable fanfare into the Bollywood machine. As far as Chopra could make out, the young man had proved his mother’s son, garnering a great deal of media coverage for his wild ways.
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The elevator slid smoothly to a halt and disgorged them into a marbled antechamber on the topmost floor of the tower, hung with paintings of the Arabian Sea, dhows sailing into a red sunset.


Lal stalked past a turbaned doorman and marched stiffly into the apartment.


Chopra followed.


He was not sure what he had expected – a glamorous dusting of tinsel, perhaps, as befitted the home of a legendary Bollywood seductress – but what he was confronted with was a seemingly ordinary, if unusually spacious, apartment. Yes, the furnishings were exquisite: expensive leather sofas, twin sitars flanking a high-backed divan with Rajasthani bolsters, a sunken bar, an antique pianola, but there was nothing here that Chopra would not have expected to find in any wealthy Mumbaiker’s home.


And then he took a second look.


On the walls, ensconced in various strategically placed niches, were framed posters of each of Bijli Verma’s many films. Accompanying the posters were display cases housing memorabilia from those same movies, Bijli Verma’s shrines to herself.


Chopra stepped towards the nearest display case. Inside were the golden bangles Bijli had worn in Plaything of Emperors, in which she had played a doomed courtesan destined to commit suicide by ingesting a vial of cobra venom; here was the revolver she had used to commit suicide in Jilted Woman, in which she had portrayed a doomed lover in yet another of Bollywood’s eternal love triangles; here the jewelled dagger with which she had slashed her throat after murdering her cheating husband in Modern Love Story . . . Now that Chopra reflected upon it, Bijli had assayed more than her share of fatally troubled characters during her tempestuous career. He wondered if this had leaked into her volatile personality, whether it was true what they said about life imitating art.


Lal led Chopra out onto a vast balcony overlooking the Back Bay.


A stiff breeze blew across the balcony, rustling the fronds of the potted palm beside him.


Standing by the railing, clad in a richly filigreed black sari, hair pulled into a severe topknot, was Bijli Verma.


Chopra approached nervously behind Lal, who coughed to announce his arrival.


Bijli turned.


Chopra’s stomach performed a cartwheel.


She was as beautiful as he remembered, a towering light undimmed by age.


Of course, the rational part of his mind knew that his vision was coloured by his own memories. The crow’s feet around her eyes, the threads of grey running through her hair, the slight sag of her jawline all testified to the fact that ultimately no man – or woman – could prevail against the insidious corrosions of Father Time.


And yet, in the light of that liquid amber gaze, Chopra replayed moments of sheer cinematic magic; in those wide, full lips he relived the ardour of youth; in that delicate nose he recalled her ability to convey a gamut of emotion with a single twitch. For a moment he was eighteen again, a newly minted constable in the big city, watching this goddess beguile the leading heroes of her age. A haughty glance, an icy stare, a sashay of that incredible figure across a carpeted hotel floor . . . What man could resist?


‘Inspector Chopra, I presume?’ said Bijli.


Chopra shook himself back to the present. ‘Yes, madam.’


‘I see you have already met our family lawyer, Lal. I trust he explained the need for discretion?’


‘To be frank, Mr Lal has explained very little.’


Bijli tapped a manicured fingernail against her thigh. ‘In that case, let me enlighten you. Last night my son did not come home. You know who my son is, don’t you?’


‘Yes, of course. In fact, I saw him last night.’ Chopra hesitated as Bijli stared at him. ‘What I mean is that I attended the concert in Andheri,’ he stumbled out.


‘Then you have seen him more recently than I. Vicky was due to return home last night. He did not. Usually this would not concern me. He is a wilful young man. He is often out till late. But I have a rule: when a big shoot is due the following day he must spend the night here.’


‘Surely, it is too early for alarm?’


‘He has not telephoned me or any of his circle of friends since yesterday evening. No one has seen or heard from him. This morning he was due for a critical shoot at Film City. He would not miss it.’


Chopra chose his next words carefully. ‘Forgive me for saying this, but how can you be sure he is not simply sleeping off a wild night somewhere?’


‘I am well aware that my son has gone out of his way to earn a certain reputation,’ snapped Bijli. ‘But he is no fool. He would not jeopardise his career by missing this shoot.’


‘What’s so important about it?’


Lal spoke up. ‘It’s no secret that Vicky’s current movie, The Mote in the Third Eye of Shiva, is the most expensive production ever undertaken in our industry. Many people have invested a great deal of money. Yet the film is well behind schedule and over budget. Today was to mark the beginning of a critical sequence that has taken months to set up. If he does not appear, the producers will be extremely unhappy. They can push back the shoot at most a few days. After that, the costs will escalate to a point where the whole venture becomes untenable.’


‘I understand,’ said Chopra.


‘I don’t think you do,’ snapped Bijli, her eyes suddenly blazing. ‘When my son did not appear last night I called everyone. Once I realised I could not find him, I was forced to put out the announcement of his illness. It was the only way I could placate the movie’s financial backers. Not that it did much good. I am being hounded by calls. They are after his blood. They demand to know how serious this illness is, whether he will make the shoot. They demand to see him, which, of course, I cannot allow. They have threatened to blacklist him. Do you understand what this means? If my son is blacklisted none of the major studios will touch him. Everyone thinks star power is paramount in Bollywood, but the truth is that the studios can make and break whoever they wish. They control the big-budget productions, the regional distributors, the foreign rights, the marketing. That is what makes a star these days.’


Chopra saw the shape of things. He was being asked to take on a missing-person case.


‘If you truly believe your son has come to harm you should enlist the help of the police,’ he advised.


‘Don’t be a fool, Chopra,’ said Bijli irritably. ‘I have just explained to you why no one must know of this. I have called upon you for two reasons. One, you are a private detective, by all accounts a good one. Secondly, you are a man whose discretion can be counted upon.’


Chopra absorbed these words. ‘Who told you about my involvement in the Koh-i-noor case?’ he said eventually.


Bijli glanced at Lal, then said, ‘The British High Commissioner to India. He is a close personal friend. You may set your own fee, of course.’


The temptation to take the case was strong. What Chopra had to decide was whether he would be taking the case based on its merits or because of the undeniable glamour cast by Bijli Verma.


He sighed. When all was said and done, he was being asked to help a mother find her son. That was the essence of it, and for this reason he could not turn the former starlet down.


‘I will do what I can,’ he said. ‘But first I require some information.’


‘Lal will give you everything you need,’ said Bijli. ‘I must go and speak to the director of the Indian Global Bank. They have loaned a great deal of money to the production. I have some difficult questions to answer. Please excuse me.’


He watched her leave, a vision of immaculate fury in a sari.










Rangwalla receives a summons
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In the quarter of a century that he had spent as a policeman former sub-inspector Abbas Rangwalla had learned a great many things. For instance: when approaching an armed suspect it was best to rely on the old adage of shoot first and ask questions later (or even better, shoot first, then shoot again just in case, then ask questions if anyone was still left alive to answer them); to leave the unfathomable complexities of paperwork to those best placed to tackle such a responsibility, namely those who hadn’t scraped their way through their matriculation exams; and, perhaps most importantly, not to approach a senior officer with a request for overtime when he was having his lunch.


But the one thing he had never learned was how to deal with an aggressive and authoritative woman.


As he sat in Chopra’s office, listening to the strident harangue emanating from the phone, he felt his heart shrivel inside him.


Mrs Roy was angry.


Just a short while earlier, Mrs Roy had hired the Baby Ganesh Agency to confirm her long-standing suspicion that her husband, the president of the local Rotary Club, had reverted to his old drinking habits.


Rangwalla had been given the case.


He had diligently followed the old sot around and duly confirmed Mrs Roy’s fears. Unfortunately, he had also discovered that Mr Roy was keeping a fancy woman in a nearby apartment in Marol. Each Wednesday afternoon, when his wife believed him to be studiously planning Rotary business with the club secretary, the old letch was instead canoodling with a woman twenty-five years his junior, and at least three ranks beneath his social standing.


It was this latter fact that had so incensed Mrs Roy.


Rangwalla was feeling deeply put upon; after all, he was only the messenger.


Suddenly, he heard raised voices from the restaurant floor. Sighing, he said, ‘I must go, Mrs Roy.’ He put down the phone, cutting off Mrs Roy’s astonished protest.


In the restaurant he discovered Anarkali, the hulking eunuch he and Chopra had employed for many years as a part-time informant. Anarkali was standing in the entrance, her muscular arms folded, irritation and embarrassment enveloping her dark features. She was being roundly berated by a trio of constables Rangwalla did not recognise – they were new faces at the restaurant.


He looked around for Chopra’s mother-in-law, Poornima Devi, who Chopra, against his own better judgement, had employed as the front-of-house manager. To universal astonishment the cantankerous old woman had proven singularly effective in the role. But today Poornima was not at her usual station – behind the marble counter with its electronic cash register, which she manned as though it were a gun turret.


Rangwalla moved towards the fracas. ‘What’s the problem here?’


One of the constables turned, hitched up his khaki pants with his thumbs, and said, ‘This eunuch here just came marching in. Can’t he see decent people are eating?’


Rangwalla had lived long enough in Mumbai to understand that prejudice was part of the complex equation of life in the subcontinent’s most crowded city. Caste prejudice, religious prejudice, social prejudice, prejudice in all its myriad forms. In this great sea of antipathy, the city’s eunuch population occupied a unique niche, simultaneously loathed and feared. Loathed for their manifest difference; feared for the generations-old belief that a eunuch’s curse was a potent weapon. But he knew too that many policemen had long ago shed their ancestral terror, and treated them brutally.


Rangwalla also knew that Chopra had little time for such men.


‘This is Anarkali,’ he said. ‘She is welcome here.’


The man goggled at Rangwalla. His thumbs slipped from his belt and his trousers fell back below his ballooning gut.


Rangwalla turned to Anarkali. ‘If you are looking for Chopra, he is tied up.’


‘Then you must come with me,’ said Anarkali. ‘This matter cannot wait.’


‘Come where?’


‘To see the Queen of Mysore.’










The People’s Judge
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The offices of the Dynamite Global International Acting and Talent Agency were located on the fifteenth floor of the iconic Air India building in Nariman Point in south Mumbai. For decades, the grand tower had served as headquarters to the national airline. But in recent years, many major corporations had moved to swanky new offices in the suburbs, and the elite Bandra Kurla Complex. Acceding to the inevitable, Air India too had abandoned their once-feted HQ and upped sticks to New Delhi.


Now, the twenty-three-storey building, overlooking the bustling Marine Drive boulevard, was leased out to an assortment of companies, government organisations, and small independents.


Babu Wadekar, Vicky Verma’s agent, was a round, loud man in a shimmering purple satin shirt and the worst toupee Chopra had come across in years. The offensive hairpiece, acting in concert with a moustache that itself appeared glued on, gave Wadekar the look of a hired extra in a low-budget comedy.


Wadekar’s office was consumed by a runway-sized marble-topped desk, and a number of life-sized cut-outs of actors he claimed to manage. Pride of place was reserved for Vicky Verma, who stood at Wadekar’s shoulder with a smouldering look in his eye, wearing his trademark red bandana and toting an enormous rocket launcher.


‘So Vicky’s missing, what’s new?’ said Wadekar grimly. ‘That kid has been a pain in my backside since the day I took him on.’


‘Are you saying this isn’t the first time he has gone missing?’


‘The boy is mentally unstable,’ growled Wadekar. ‘He fights with his directors; he refuses to rehearse; he turns up drunk, then leaves halfway through a shoot.’ The agent threw up his hands. ‘Actors these days are no better than camels! Worse. At least, if you lead a camel to water, it will drink.’


‘Why do you represent him if he is so much trouble?’


‘His mother asked me to. I have known Bijli for years. In fact, I represented her towards the latter part of her career. Besides, the boy has all the attributes one needs to be successful nowadays. He looks good in a vest, he can dance like a drunk being electrocuted, and he has a famous parent to promote him.’
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