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1 A Journey Up a Hill


It was colder than he had thought it would be, but Kartik Godse didn’t let his discomfort show. He pursed his almost-blue lips and ignored the shiver in his bony knees as he walked out of the airport. Your mother told you not to wear those shorts, said a small voice in his head. He ignored the small voice. Considering he had agreed to everything else his mother had told him to do, his old khaki shorts were the only thing that announced to the world that he was almost thirteen and couldn’t be pushed around by his mother. Not all the time, anyway.

‘Will this place have Internet?’ he asked as his mother hurried in front of him.

‘Oh, I don’t really know Kay,’ she mumbled distractedly, craning her neck to look out on to the road. She turned back, saw a horrified expression on his face and added, ‘But I bet you will find a lot of other things to do. There is always a lot of stuff going on in places like this.’

Before he could react or argue, she walked off, telling him to wait for her. Kartik digested the fact. No Internet, no online world, no friends, no places to hang out in. Yes, it was final. He would die of boredom. He could see the headline in some newspaper (he wasn’t sure if this town had a newspaper), ‘Boy dies of ennui.’ Ennui was a new word he had just learned. He liked the sound of it. Ennn … ooi … meant boredom in a fancy way.

He looked behind to see the Arrival Hall they had just exited. The Bagdogra Airport was the smallest he had ever seen, a mere big hall attached to a short runway. The cows grazing on the runway were funny but he had hardly laughed. His life was too tragic at the moment to enjoy things like cows on runways.

This level of irritation wasn’t usual for him. Most of the times Kartik was a rather funny, cheerful sort of a guy. In fact, he had recently become a member of his school basketball team (ex-school, said the irritating small voice that he was ignoring) and was finally getting the hang of things. He impatiently ruffled his short hair and muttered newly-learnt unspeakable names. All these names were directed at himself for having fallen for the oldest trick in the parents’ handbook for children, bribery.

It was all because of the shiny new Kinect console for his Xbox playstation, which sat comfortably in his backpack. He took off the straps of his worn backpack from his shoulder and opened the zipper to check on his greatest treasure. There it sat, glistening and shining in all its plastic glory. It was the coolest, the most amazing gadget ever produced. He had wanted it ever since he had known of its existence. Finally he had it and he had had to pay for it by leaving his life behind and shifting to someplace which might not even have Internet.

Oh, his mother was smart, all right. Very smart. She knew that there were some bribes that a boy couldn’t say no to. This is how most kids fall for what grown-ups want, the small voice reminded him. It’s lollipops when you are small and gadgets when you get older.

‘You better be worth it,’ he whispered to his Kinect, softly caressing its curvy surface.

‘Kartik, come on! Hurry up!’

He looked up to find his mother waving at him from an old grey Ambassador car. It could be called a ‘car’ in the broadest sense of the word and only because the thing had four wheels and a body to cover it. When it was new it must have been a white Ambassador. Now, it looked like an old angry cat who had been living on Mumbai streets for too long and had been in one too many scruffs. As if on cue, it wheezed a metallic cough.

‘Ow!’ he muttered hitting his head on the roof as he got in. He was still not used to his new height. Last summer, he had suddenly grown a foot taller and now looked like a roadroller had passed over his body, making him as thin as a paper dosa.

‘Oh, Kartik! I can’t believe we are moving to Kurseong!’ his mum burst out as soon as the car moved. Her eyes shone as she looked in his direction. His mother was looking happier than he ever remembered. She was talking a lot more and her cheeks looked pink in the crisp, clean mountain air.

‘You have to visit the Makaibari estate! It offers the most astonishing sunsets in the world …’ her voice turned a tad shrill with enthusiasm. Kartik nodded glumly, hardly taking in anything she said. Frankly, moving to a small little town in the middle of nowhere was not his idea of fun. When Kartik had first heard of Kurseong a couple of weeks ago, he had thought it was a city in Europe! When he typed the name into Google, he had discovered that this small hill station was actually in the state of West Bengal, near Darjeeling and had a population of about 80,000 people! That was the population of a single suburb in Mumbai! A few tea estates and a few cottages completed the town. What would he do is such a small place? He felt like he had been just been handed a prison sentence. He clutched his backpack to himself. His Kinect was his only solace, his only friend for the next six months.

‘Oh, Kay! You don’t need to worry! It’s a great place,’ his mother smiled and leaned forward with her arms wide open. He pulled back ignoring her outstretched arms and turned around to look out of the window. The last thing he needed was a hug, he thought, shuddering inwardly.

Tall trees flew past the window, standing like stiff guards, protecting the smooth green carpet covering the hills beyond. The evening sky was the colour of ink with a splash of orange. It looks like a sky out of a cartoon on TV, thought Kartik. He was more used to the smoggy urban sunset of Mumbai.

It isn’t Mother’s fault, buzzed the persistent small voice in his head. She had waited to say yes to this assignment till he had agreed. No one had forced him or dragged him along. He had fallen for the trap with his eyes wide open. A part of him wished that he had refused to come here after getting the Kinect. What could his mother have done? But he knew he wouldn’t have done that. Going back on his word would have been just wrong. He just wished he could find something or someone to blame for his misery. A silent sigh escaped him.

‘Will I be home-schooled, Mother?’ he managed to ask while looking out of the window, the words coming out in a croak. His voice was changing too and sometimes refused to come out at all. So many things were going wrong in his life at the same time.

‘Of course not, Kartik! You know I had studied here. There are some really good schools in Kurseong and in fact, I have already spoken to the Dean at my old school and he has agreed to take you in the middle of the semester. Isn’t that nice of him? He even remembered me after all these years! Imagine, you will be going to my school! Isn’t that just grand?’

His mother continued to talk about when she had first moved to Kurseong. ‘You know I was just about your age when my parents moved here. My father stayed here for three years and I have wonderful memories of the place. I remember cycling to my school down hilly roads, plucking wild flowers on the way, chatting with my best friend Pinky, feeding coffee to my neighbour’s cat and enjoying an ice-lolly in summer. Oh! I still remember the taste of those lollies and I still remember those days so clearly. Pinky always bought an ice-lolly, be it rain or winter, even though her mother disapproved. Oh, how I would love to have an ice-lolly, a strawberry one, right now,’ she exclaimed suddenly.

Kartik looked at his mother with disbelief. Could it get any worse than this? His mom was turning into a small little girl in front of him. He felt like shouting back and telling her that if she was so excited, why didn’t she go back to school instead of him? He pursed his lips and kept quiet, his arms tightly crossed in front of him.

The Ambassador made a creaky noise as it swerved around a sharp curve. Kartik looked out of the window again and was surprised to see that it was getting dark. Darkness cloaked the whole valley and he could barely make out anything outside. The only thing visible was the twin stream of lights being emitted from the Ambassador, which seemed to be making a protest with every turn of the wheel.

‘How far away are we from the town, Mother?’ He had started calling his mom ‘Mother’ recently. It sounded more suitable for his age.

‘You are about to reach baba, it’s just five kilometres away,’ answered their driver, Sursingh, speaking for the first time. Sursingh (his mother had introduced him) was a huge, old sardar with a flowing white beard. He seemed roughly the same age as his rattling Ambassador.

Only five kilometres and Kartik couldn’t see even one house or a person in sight. Great. He wondered if the place even had a mall to loiter in. As if hearing his thoughts, his mother said, ‘You know Kartik, it won’t be so bad. You will make friends in a couple of days.’

Yeah, right. Easy for her to say. She wasn’t the one who was changing schools in the middle of the year. She wasn’t the one shifting to a small town which didn’t even look like a place someone sensible would stay in. He had been popular in his school. He had had a life. Now he was leaving it all behind for a teeny village which wasn’t even on civilizations’ map.

‘Just six months, just that much …’ he muttered to himself, turning it into a mantra which would make all the ominous clouds in his head disappear.

‘Oh Kartik, can you think of it as a—’

Kartik never got to know what his mother was about to say because at that precise second, the car swerved, violently pushing him against the door.

‘Brake! Brake!’

‘Aaaaah!’

The car came to a halt just inches away from the mountain side of the road, its tyres screeching in anger. Matching the car’s every protest was Sursingh, who hurled abuses, the kind that made even Kartik, who went to a boys-only school, go red. Before any of them could react, something collided into the rear window behind his mother. She started and cried out in terror.

‘Help …. please!’ a shadowy, grimy face muttered, before falling down on the ground, his grimy hands stuck to the open window pane.

‘You headless bull! You want to get killed, ha? Running into the middle of the road like that?’

Sursingh switched on the light, continuing to shout, ‘If it wasn’t for me, you would have become flat like a chappati!

‘Please, help me. Please!’ exclaimed the stranger, still clutching the window on Kartik’s mother’s side.

‘Who … who are you?’ She managed to ask shakily.

‘Please, please. I … take me with you … to town,’ he said, his eyes flickering back to the dark road that lay beyond. The man’s curly black hair stuck to his sweaty and grimy face, forming caked lumps. His eyes shone like small black beads in a sunken, pale face. He trembled, with fear or cold, Kartik wasn’t sure. He was clutching the window so hard that his knuckles had become white.

‘Must be a drunkard, Madam,’ called out Sursingh, who opened his door and walked out. ‘He must have been kicked out from his house by his wife. Get away from my car, you bull!’

He tried to pull the stranger from the window. In spite of being much smaller than Sursingh, the man didn’t budge.

‘Madam, please …’ he begged, his eyes nervously darting from Kartik’s mother to Kartik to something in the distance. Kartik wondered what the man was looking at as it was pitch dark all around.

‘Get away from Madam!’ shouted Sursingh, pulling harder at the stranger’s hands which were stuck to the side of the car.

‘Nooooooo …. Madam, please! Show some kindness!’ he shouted, as if his life depended on it. Kartik noticed again that his eyes darted back to the empty stretch beyond the car with fear. What could scare a grown-up so much?

‘Wait, Sursingh,’ said his mother. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked looking at the stranger.

‘Bhushan, Madam. I … I … live in Kurseong, I … please give me a lift!’ he begged, his voice breaking and making him stutter as someone does when they have a case of hiccups.

‘All right, all right, get in. We will take you there,’ said Kartik’s mother.

‘But Madam! You are a city woman,’ Sursingh protested, ‘You don’t know these vagabond types. It is not safe!’

‘Quiet, Sursingh, I have decided. It’s getting late and this man looks like he could use a ride. Please get in and start the car. Bhushan, you get in with Sursingh. Let’s go.’

Kartik knew that once his mother had decided on something, there was no turning back. With grumbling words which sounded like expletives of the worst kind, Sursingh turned the ignition back on and drove the rattling Ambassador up the hill road. It had suddenly become darker than it was a few minutes ago. The Ambassador snaked up the hill, curving on sharp bends slowly and carefully.

‘Thank you Madam, thank you,’ said Bhushan turning around and looking at them, his beady eyes shining. ‘It’s not every day that you meet someone who is kind, especially once it gets dark. You are really kind, I can see that. Last time when I was coming from Kolkata, I tried to ask for lift, you know. There was this driver going to Darjeeling …’

‘Bhushan, what was it that you were running from?’ interrupted his mum. Kartik’s ears perked up.

‘Madam, let it go please … it … it was nothing … I cannot tell you. It’s a bad night to tell,’ his tiny eyes widened, ‘It’s a moonless night. It brings bad luck to people … even nice people like you, if I talk about it … please Madam …’

‘Tell me who Bhushan or I will ask Sursingh to stop and make you get off,’ she said sternly.

‘Oh no! Please don’t do that!’ said Bhushan, starting to shake with fear again, ‘It was, but you won’t believe me … It was a … g … gh … ghost’

‘What? A ghost! You mean of someone who is dead?’ exclaimed Kartik, jumping with excitement and hitting his head on the ceiling, ‘Ow!’

‘Yes, baba, very much so,’ Bhushan looked towards Kartik, ‘But one shouldn’t speak about them on nights like these.’

His mother made a noise of disbelief which sounded like ‘hrrrmph’.

‘I was in the Devi temple at the top of the hill which stands just above where you picked me up,’ said Bhushan pointing towards one of the many hills, Kartik couldn’t make out which. ‘I should have known, it being moonless night and all that. Moonless nights make ghosts very powerful and this evil ghost has been troubling everyone in the town. So I was there and this big ghost …’ he spread his arms wide and hit Sursingh, who let loose another volley of angry words.

‘Oh, sorry,’ he said and continued, ‘So this massive ghost appeared out of nowhere and started to follow me! I ran and ran till I could run no more. As I stood there, it came and pushed me from behind and I fell through the bushes onto the road. Though I was hurt, still I got up and ran. After all I was still alive, wasn’t I? How do you think I got these bruises?’ he asked, showing his hairy arm to Kartik. His brown weathered skin had long red gashes, like someone had angrily scratched him.

‘Wow! You mean an actual ghost attacked you?’ Kartik’s eyes became round, his mind racing and collecting useful things about ghosts from all the horror movies and fantasy games he had recently seen or played, ‘So, was the ghost running or floating?’

Bhushan looked at Kartik in surprise for a second and then was about to answer the question when his mother interrupted, ‘Bhushan, take your superstitious stories somewhere else. Kartik there are NO ghosts. Spirits exist, yes, but they don’t go around chasing people, or pushing them off cliffs!’

‘You are city folk, Madam. Who will notice a tiny ghost in a huge city with so many people? Small places like Kurseong are different. Here we see ghosts all the time,’ Bhushan said, nodding. ‘Most of them do not attack you, but some can become really violent. Like there is a ghost that everyone in Kurseong is talking about. Have you heard of the Iyer ghost, Madam?’

‘Dear Mata, protect us!’ said Sursingh, touching the idol of Goddess Laxmi which was stuck on his dashboard. ‘Even I have heard of this Iyer ghost, Madam! It is supposed to be a demon from hell that attacks innocent people late in the night. Many people have been hurt by this ghost.’

‘See …’ said Bhushan, spreading his arms and hitting Sursingh yet again. This time though Sursingh was too scared to respond. He continued to touch the idol’s feet.

‘Didn’t I tell you? The evil Iyer ghost has become quite famous, or should I say infamous, in these parts. Madam, the ghost has attacked people in the very town we are going to. And you know what?’ he turned his body and leaned forward so that his face was in the middle of Kartik and his mother.

‘I think it was the same ghost who pushed me tonight.’

Sursingh muttered another protective mantra.

‘You don’t believe me, Madam?’ he asked, as Kartik’s mother smiled and shook her head, ‘You know, it came out in the newspaper, Kurseong Today, last week only! Now you tell me, will the newspaper lie? You can even ask Mr W. He’s a respected man in town. Even he believes that this ghost is troubling people. He’s also a good friend of the Inspector. Everyone has been talking about him. I mean the ghost, not my master, though of course even my master is quite popular in town, not in a bad sense of course. I don’t want to scare you while you are going into the town but there have been accidents! That is why I was scared to walk back into town alone. I didn’t want to be attacked again. I don’t want to be dead right now madam. I have a family!’

Kartik, who had never really heard of anyone talk of a ghost like they might meet them walking on a road was becoming quite interested in this conversation. He had his chin firmly glued to the back of the front seat and his eyes firmly glued on Bhushan.

‘Ok, ok, calm down Bhushan,’ said his mother, ‘I don’t believe in ghosts so I find it hard to believe your ‘accident’. Who’s this Mr W?’ she asked changing the subject, much to Kartik’s chagrin.

‘Oh! Mr W is the man I work for, Madam. He’s a lawyer, actually retired now. Very respectable man indeed, Madam. His bungalow is just next to the Officer’s Mess, Madam, which is where he goes a lot. That’s where I stay too. He’s niceness himself, Madam.’

‘So where does the Iyer ghost live? Does it stay in one place or does it travel around attacking people?’ asked Kartik, trying to bring Bhushan back to the topic of the ghost.

‘Oh, it lives in a bungalow you know. But baba, you shouldn’t ask too many questions about it in the night, you know. Ghosts love small boys.’

‘Shh, Kartik,’ interjected his mother. ‘Isn’t the Officer’s Mess on Wicker Lane?’ she asked, ‘I think that’s exactly where we are headed.’

‘Oh, yes, yes, it’s on Wicker Lane, Madam! Are you Sheila Godse Madam then?’ Bhushan turned his head back bobbing up and down excitedly, ‘Pinky Madam’s school friend? You are the one who is moving into bungalow number 13? Pinky Madam has been talking about you to everybody. I am so thrilled to meet you,’ said Bhushan extending his grimy hand, for a handshake, smiling, his yellow teeth glowing with paan stains, ‘Mr W’s house is just next to yours. We will be neighbours! It’s nice to see good people like you moving into Wicker Lane. You know, it’s always the empty houses which create problems. Houses with people have lesser ghosts.’

‘So that means that the Iyer ghost lives in an empty house?’ asked Kartik, trying to wring out information about this ghost. It seemed to him that only he was interested in knowing more about it.

‘Yes, it lives at the Iyer Bungalow. But that is not empty you know … Mrs—’

‘Kartik, I won’t have you believe in ghosts, please. Bhushan, please don’t talk about this ghost now. You might believe it exists but we don’t,’ chided Mrs Godse.

Kartik fell back, quiet, thinking hard. Till now, he hadn’t really needed to think about ghosts and their existence outside of fantasy movies, so he wasn’t sure if he believed that a ghost could actually exist. As in, could a ghost come out of a house and shake hands with you? Would its hands feel icy if it did? Was a ghost a ‘he’ or a ‘she’ or would it be called ‘it’? What about food? What did ghosts eat? His mother definitely didn’t seem interested in ghosts. But if everyone believed in the existence of this Iyer ghost, as Bhushan mentioned, it had to be real, didn’t it? Many such questions were popping into his mind when the car suddenly halted, its tyres screeching in protest yet again. Surprised, Kartik looked up and noticed that while he had been mulling over the Iyer ghost, they had arrived at what looked like a town and Bhushan was getting down.

‘Thank you madam for your lift! I just live there,’ he said pointing to a short, squat shape. It was so dark that Kartik couldn’t make anything of it.

‘If you need any help, anytime, just press the bell. And that’s you there,’ said Bhushan, pointing to another a dark spot next to the first dark spot, ‘It’s quite an old bungalow, madam! I am sure you will like it here.’

‘Can you put the light on please, Sursingh?’ said Mrs Godse tiredly a few minutes later after Bhushan had finished with his thank yous.

Sursingh turned on the switch and a sickly pale yellow light reflected off his face.

‘Ah, here it is. Here’s your money,’ she said, handing him a sheaf of notes. ‘I will call you when I need to go to the tea estate.’

They picked up their things from the boot of the Ambassador which zoomed off leaving a cloud of dust and smoke behind it. Since they had sent most of their things through the packers, all Kartik and his mother had was a small bag on wheels, or strolley, as they called them and Kartik’s backpack, which he never parted with. His mother joked that Kartik even slept with his backpack under his head. It was true, but he would never tell her that.

‘Ah, my uncle’s bungalow! I am seeing it after such a long time. Do you like it, Kay?’

Kartik wasn’t sure, since he couldn’t actually see much of it. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he could make out a conical structure rising up in the dark sky. The gates creaked open as if they had long been unused, which was probably true. The strolley made a screechy noise on the gravelled path which led up to the building. He could hear a constant ‘trrrrrrrrrr’ which his mother told him came from the crickets that lived in the wild grass on both sides of the path.

‘Gosh, it’s so dark here that I cannot even see my own hands,’ exclaimed Mrs Godse, shuffling through her handbag trying to find the key for the main door.

‘I hope the porch light is working.’

Kartik fished out a small torch from his backpack and threw some light inside the cavernous interiors of his mother’s handbag.

‘Oh, thank you Kay,’ she said, triumphantly taking out a key as long as Kartik’s hand. She smiled in the pale blue light, her teeth glowing eerily.

‘Let’s go!’ she turned the key in a big, brass old-fashioned lock and pushed the door open. A strong bright light shone in Kartik’s eyes, blinding him. Before he could figure out what it was, his mother started to scream.

‘Arrrrrrrrrrrrgh!’

He saw her stagger and fall backwards, her shoulder coming like a missile straight towards him. She hit him with a force that knocked his breath out. He lost his balance and fell backwards, the white light still shining as brightly as a full moon. The only problem was that this full moon was shining from inside their house!
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2 The Inspector Arrives


Mrs Godse sat on the bed in the otherwise bare room, drinking a hot cup of tea to calm herself. ‘Looks like they’re here,’ called out Kartik who stood by the window. Although it was midnight, Kartik was wide awake, his senses keen. He still couldn’t believe what had happened. Two intruders had flashed a bright torch in their eyes, pushed his mother and run out of their to-be-home. Thankfully, his mother had fallen on him and he had managed to break their fall by falling on a bench on the porch. But who were the strange men and what were they doing prowling about an empty house? Their house!

After recovering from the shock of seeing two people running out of their bungalow, his mother had called the police station. It was Khanus, the police constable on night duty, who had picked up the phone. He had come over almost immediately in a jeep and taken them to the station. After speaking to the Inspector, who was in charge, he had shifted them temporarily to the guest house which adjoined the police station.

The police guest house looked like a hospital. Damp and bare. The room had papery walls and a double bed covered with a white sheet. A damp smell clung to everything, including his mother and him. Kartik shivered. And to top it all, it was cold and clammy as well.

As he walked towards the door to open it, Kartik felt a biting pain in his right buttock where a sharp corner of the bench had jabbed him, but he ignored it. He was a big boy now and the man of the house. Right now, all he wanted to know was who had broken into their new house.

‘Mrs Godse, this is our Inspector saab,’ said Constable Khanus. Khanus was a burly fellow with hairy arms. Actually he was hairy all over, if his neck and other exposed parts were anything to go by. He was huge in size, and moved slowly. Like a troll, thought Kartik. His large fingers pointed to a small man behind him.

‘I welcome you to our small town, Mrs Godse. I am Inspector Bakhtaar,’ said a small man with a thin voice. It was hard to notice anything about the Inspector except for his huge belly which protruded like a monster from his barely buttoned down shirt. That and his nose, which was another bulbous appendage on his moon face. He was smiling good-naturedly.

Kartik was reminded of the cats he used to draw when he was a small boy—number eight with a tail.

‘Nice to meet you Inspector,’ said Mrs Godse moving towards the Inspector and shaking his hand. ‘This is my son Kartik.’

Kartik nodded, still standing by the window sill.

‘Did you manage to find out who those intruders were?’ asked his mother.

‘Yes, yes, very much so. Our team at the police station is very, very efficient you see. We like to keep track of troublemakers and are quite talented in sifting the real culprits from the fake ones,’ said Bakhtaar in a cheery jovial voice, moving his hands back and forth like he was marching. ‘You see, at first we thought it was the Iyer ghost who has been giving us a lot of trouble lately, but now we know for a fact that it wasn’t, since we have discovered footprints! Haven’t we Khanus?

‘Yes sir. We discovered footprints,’ said Khanus, who spoke in spurts like a telegraph would, fast, then faster and then a sudden stop.

‘And not only one,’ continued the Inspector, ‘when I threw some light on the dusty path, we saw two sets of footprints. Oh yes, two sets. One biggish, one smallish.’

Mrs Godse looked up from her cup of tea and took a deep breath and said, ‘Even I could have told you that it was two men and not some ghost, who pushed me and my son and then ran off. What I am asking you is, did you find out who they actually were?’

‘Oh, no, not really,’ he answered, fiddling with the shirt button stretched taut across his potbelly and shaking his head. ‘In all probability, they were just vagabonds who found an empty bungalow and were staying there the night. Unfortunately for you, or for them, they didn’t know you were moving in today.’

‘They didn’t look like vagabonds to me, sir,’ said Kartik hoarsely, walking towards the Inspector. All three grownups looked at him.

‘And what makes you say that, my boy?’ the Inspector asked.

‘Well, I noticed that they were carrying a LED torch, a strong one which they used to shine in our eyes. LED torches are usually quite expensive. If they were just homeless and wanted to stay there, they wouldn’t have such an expensive thing in their hands. This means that they were either thieves or definitely had some other business in the house.’

The Inspector was quiet for a moment. ‘Hmm, you’re smart, boy, I must say. What’s your name again?’

‘Kartik.’

‘And how old are you?’

‘He is twelve,’ answered his mother.

‘Nearly thirteen,’ said Kartik at the same time.

‘Well, Kartik, I am forty-three years old, you see?’ he said waving his finger in Kartik’s direction, ‘and I have been doing the duty of an Inspector for more than twenty years, before you were even born.’

He came very close and looked up at Kartik, who was at least a head taller than him.

‘So if I tell you that the two people were vagabonds, they were.’

‘But, sir, the boy does have a point, the LED torch is quite expensive. What would a homeless vagabond be doing with such a fancy equipment?’ interjected Khanus from behind. The Inspector did a quick about turn and stared at his subordinate.

‘Yes, I know, Khanus. You think with twenty years of experience I would not know that? The police force will look into the matter of the said LED light,’ he said in an officious manner. He stared at his subordinate again who quickly took out a small notepad to scribble down some notes and then looked up at Kartik and his mother.

‘Mrs Godse, I appreciate your boy’s concern, but be assured from the police force’s end, this is a very quiet town and not much happens in terms of crime.’

Kartik was about to protest. From the crazy hitch-hiker Bhushan with his stories of being chased and attacked by a ghost, to intruders in their own house! Enough had happened and they hadn’t even completed twenty four hours here! He saw his mother shake her head, looking at him. He stopped himself from saying anything and stood quietly.

‘Still,’ said the Inspector, ‘I will ask Khanus here to stay overnight at the bungalow to make sure everything is safe.’ Khanus looked as if he was about to disagree but then thought better of it and kept silent.

‘You can stay in this guest house tonight, Mrs Godse. I will come in the morning after our second round of investigation is over and you can move in then.’

‘I thank you Inspector for your kindness. It’s been a long day for us with the journey, the ghost incident and then this.’

‘I am sure it will get better,’ said Inspector Bakhtaar turning to leave, with Khanus perfectly timing his turn with him. Then suddenly, he turned back looked at Mrs Godse and asked, ‘Did you say ghost incident?’

‘Oh, we met this man called Bhushan, who was running away from a ghost or something. I didn’t believe him of course but he seemed to be quite scared of it. I think he said something like Iyer ghost.’

‘Aiiiiiiiii! Iyer ghost again!’ the Inspector jumped away from them as if Mrs Godse had just transformed into a supernatural creature herself. ‘Bhushan, the boy who works with Mr W, is it? I will ask him.’

Then as if an idea occurred to him, the Inspector turned and moved towards Mrs Godse. He bent very close to her, so close that she had to bend backwards to avoid a collision.
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