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This book is dedicated to Simba, our lovely furry baby. He made ours a truly blended family. 


It’s a privilege to be your hooman dad and be able to call myself Vish ‘Mufasa’ Dhamija.









The QR code below will lead you to a Spotify playlist that I’ve put together for this story. Each diary entry is accompanied by a song that resonates with it. You could either listen to the track first and try to work out where the next entry is headed. Or you could listen to the songs as you read along. Or save the playlist for later. Whichever way you choose to tune in, I hope you enjoy the book. And the playlist too! 
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PART ONE










ONE


‘Boadicea’ – Enya


THIS IS A WORK OF FACTION: FACTS INFUSED WITH FICTION, and a bit of fantasy. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or any actual event is most definitely intentional. 


For a few months now, this rather crazy idea of chronicling my life story has infested my mind like termites on wood, eating up whatever little brain I have left. I think the seed got self-pollinated when I was in prison. Haven’t a lot of people written journals while they were in prison? Jeffrey Archer, for example? When he got out, his diaries were published and people across the world paid to read them. Though his imprisonment was for an altogether different reason, he and I have one similarity: we both went to prison.


Of course, if I had asked for a pen and paper to write while I was inside, I’d have been laughed at. Maybe even got kicked in my gonads for making such a request. To be fair, I am not some missionary or an actor or an author or a rock star or a cricketer or even a politician who’s held a public office. What have I done in my life that’s worth anyone’s time? Who would want to read it? And if, by chance, someone did, the next question is why?


Believe you me, though I have a feeling this diary will be read by others, I am writing it for myself. It is for me. It is my diary. I want a record of events in case I get Alzheimer’s in my old age. I am told it runs in my family. I already fail to remember if it was my mother or my father who told me, you see. 


Is it a diary if I don’t write in a dated notebook? Or will it be referred to as notes? I’m not going to be fussed about mentioning dates, but I’ll still call it a diary.


My. Not-so-secret. Diary.
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And since it’s for my own gratification, I can say what I want. I can break chronology, I can write from my imagination – though it might be untrue. I can embellish a banal anecdote to make it sound earnest, even admirable. I can reminisce about what never existed, I can romanticize a particular figment of my life. I can draw doodles or make pencil sketches, go off on tangents or invent references. I can start a fresh page whenever I like. End one when I want. Readers must interpret it at their own risk. You may make assumptions or hazard a guess – that is up to you. I won’t deny or defend or elaborate. I won’t apologize either! No one should have to apologize for telling the truth or half-truths even, if you ask me.


I must make you aware, dear diary, that I have a good memory. Not a photographic memory alone – that is such a cliché: ‘Oh, I have a photographic memory’. No. If I have a conversation with someone, I can later transcribe it word for spoken word. I am one of a kind, smart. The rest of the world are dummies; they don’t see me as a polymath. Pity! Some people have even accused me of being a narcissist – you can’t please everyone, can you?


By the way, would I be labelled as a total loony if I talk to my diary as if it were my friend? You can call me anything: a fraud, liar, squirrelly, outlandish! You may classify me as an unreliable narrator, someone totally unmoored from reality, but remember: I’m writing this for me. If and when someone accidentally comes across it, I’ll leave it up to them what to believe.


As Salvador Dalí – yes, the celebrated Spanish surrealist known for his outlandish paintings – once said, ‘I have Dalí-nian thought: the one thing the world will never have enough of is the outrageous.’ Taking heed of the big man’s wise words, I promise you one thing: my story – call it a diary, notebook, notes, gibberish, whatever – will not read like some dystopian account. I’ll keep it interesting and bizarre.


As a footnote, I must clarify that although I’ll be writing my diary in English, there will be an occasional word in Hindi or Urdu, which I’m sure you’ll understand or look up. One Hindi/Urdu word I love using, and for which I haven’t found a suitable alternative, is hazaar. It translates to ‘thousand’, but when the noted nineteenth-century poet Mirza Ghalib wrote ‘Hazaaron Khwaishein Aisi’, he certainly didn’t mean a thousand desires; he meant numerous, infinite longings. I find hazaar to be one of the best synonyms for ‘unlimited’. You see, this is what I mean when I said I tend to stray from the narrative. Bear with me.


One more thing, my darling diary ... did you notice the title of this entry? I think I might keep doing that. If you know the songs, hum along!


All the best!












TWO


‘Amar Akbar Anthony’ – Eponymous OST


HELLO, MY NAME IS RAHUL MAHAPATRA AND I’M A CARD ARTIST. 


I can do artful tricks with cards. I am good at deception. I have mastered legerdemain when it comes to cards. I can manipulate them, cull them, bottom deal, second deal, middle deal, Greek deal, false shuffle, riffle shuffle, count cards, make cards disappear and reappear, make players cut cards in a manner to suit me, false cut . . . all of it and more, and without my fellow players noticing anything.
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How? Well, I just told you I’m a card artist. I can also do a few tricks with coins, but I’m not a sorcerer. I have no juju. I cannot cut people in half and join them again, I can’t make a dove disappear from under a handkerchief, I cannot pull rabbits from a hat – oh, hold on, maybe I can.
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Hi, I am Saurabh Mathur, and I’m a musician. I say musician, but I’m not in some rock or jazz band, nor do I compose film scores. And, as a matter of fact, I haven’t had any professional training – I’m what they call an autodidact, a self-taught person. My instrument of choice is the violin, but I can play most stringed instruments. I perform at dinners and parties, where people invite me to entertain their guests. I am not a celebrity performer so the money isn’t great, but it’s okay. I get by. Money shouldn’t be the goal for an artist. Sometimes, I get paid less than the tips I receive.
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Oftentimes, as a second act, I perform some card tricks for children – for free, just to entertain them. It gets me bigger tips if the parents are impressed, and when I leave a mark, the kids tell their parents to invite me to more parties.


[image: ]


Hello world, you are supposed to call me Dimpy Raja, though not many people know me by that name. I was born in a small town in Uttar Pradesh that remained a part of UP when the state split into two. Tangential info, but I thought I’d still let you know. I come from a lower-middle-class background. I say ‘middle class’ but if I’m being honest, and if they based the classification on financial status alone, I’m pretty sure I’d be classified as an underclass. But hey, why bother?


[image: A handwritten text reads, ‘Loser.’]


I failed in school simply because I could never give a concise answer to questions asked in examinations. I detest people who merely want the basics, no frills. I mean, your life isn’t just the essential bits; it’s the flourishes, the embellishments, the asides . . . are you with me?


Just a little piece of trivia: the three of us are the same person.


Let me put it in simple terms for you. I am a conman. Con has several synonyms: scam, rip-off, sting, hustle, swindle, flimflam . . . you get the idea, so take your pick. The term originates from ‘confidence trick’, shortened to ‘con trick’ or ‘con game’, further shortened to con. And the person being conned is called a mark, rube or gull (short for gullible). Remember that.


Another thing to note is that there are short cons and long cons. While a short con takes seconds or minutes, a long con is something that unfolds over an extended period of time – weeks or months – and involves a script, teamwork, sets, stages, costumes and props, among other things. It also involves large sums of money. Will you remember that too, please?












THREE


‘Free Bird’ – Lynyrd Skynyrd


2 December


Three months out of prison


I’VE SEEN AND LEARNT A LOT IN MY LIFE (HALF OF WHICH I don’t remember) and yet, I know there’s still a lot left for me to see, to learn, to practise. 


At thirty-two, I am already what they call a relic. Relic, you know? A surviving reflection of what I used to be in my heyday. I used to be a legend among my peer card players, con artists, swindlers, scammers, grifters. There were many who aspired to be me. I’m serious. Unfortunately, those days are now long gone. I’m finished now. Over with, done. And that isn’t because I’ve lost any of my skills or my panache or my looks or my dexterity. Not at all, not one bit. My conning career is over because I was caught and arrested by the police. Once. And that’s one time too many in this line of work. 
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Mud sticks. Once the façade cracks, it’s checkmate and game over. In my case, I was convicted by the court and sentenced to a three-month incarceration. I’m now an Arthur Road Jail graduate, so to speak. My reputation is besmirched. And for someone like me, that’s the end of your career. Once the police know you, recognize you and are suspicious of you, you are a marked man. Other people – the posh, rich and so-called respectable – don’t trust you anymore; they don’t allow you to sit at the same table with them.


I don’t agree with those who might call me conceited, since I’m actually handsome: five eleven, clean-shaven, with a full mane of slightly wavy, dark hair and a prominent jaw with high cheekbones. I’m told I have very expressive eyes. Of course, I’m no Dwayne Johnson, but I worked out regularly at the gym before I went to prison – and while I was in it. With my fast metabolism, I’m not flabby or out of shape even now. In my younger days, a few photographers had even approached me for modelling assignments. This was before film stars and sports personalities took over the entire modelling industry, but that’s another story. Without getting side-tracked, I have to state that modelling didn’t interest me one bit, since it would have afforded more recognition to my face than I fancied. My interests lay elsewhere, and recognizability wasn’t helpful in the line of work I had picked.


I am what people call a petty criminal. That is not how I see what I do, and I do it purely of my own volition. I enjoy it. It’s thrilling. It keeps me going. It makes my adrenaline rush. Much like a gambler in Vegas – although the odds of me winning are a lot higher than a punter in those professionally run casinos. And I have won more than I’ve lost. But over time, since I was found out and the police nabbed me, I’ve become a loser. 


At the private, unlicensed card parties at clandestine locations in Mumbai, where I used to be invited and paid to play, I was a king. Strike that. I was an ace. I was the ace of spades. Sleight of hand, counting cards, manipulating cards, card flourishes, you name it; Poker, Blackjack, Texas Hold ’em, Teen Patti – with its hazaar variations – bring it on.


Some people call professionals like me cardsharps or card sharks – both nicknames mean the same thing: that we cheat at card games. I call it cardistry, which is a portmanteau of card and artistry. And I’ve perfected the art to a science. 


I can also do card tricks. Four aces is my favourite one: I place – in a room full of people – sixteen cards in stacks of four each. Anyone from the audience is welcome to come and check the cards to ensure that none of the sixteen cards is an ace. Then I give the cards a shuffle, place them back and presto! At the bottom of the four stacks will be the four aces from the pack. It is a matter of skill; a simple sleight of hand. 


However, I don’t do these tricks when I’m at a card table. That facet of my life has to remain unbeknown to the high-stakes gamblers I play against, or I’d be kicked off the premises immediately. Gambling and magic tricks don’t mix, for obvious reasons. Once in a while I’ll perform card tricks, pro bono, to entertain a room full of kids; but my foremost reason for being at those weddings or parties – and for which I’m getting paid – is my violin playing. 


Fortunately, these two aspects of my livelihood have never had any overlap. I am always careful when I accept an invite to showcase my musical talent for money; if there is even the slightest possibility that somebody from the gambling world might be there, I don’t take out my deck of cards. I always do my research well, irrespective of what or where I perform, and long before I arrive at the scene. If it is a party, I must know the host and possible guests. If it is a high-stakes card game, I make sure I know all the punters. It’s the only way to survive for as long as I did without getting caught: eight long years. That, and a very good memory.


I have other skills, too. I can shake your hand and pocket your wristwatch. It’s quite simple if you wear a metal watch bracelet. Leather straps are a lot harder, often unyielding. There were times I survived in Mumbai making good cash selling high-end watches. But that isn’t a capability which is of much significance these days, what with most people relying on stupid smartphones to know the time. 
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How does one take off someone’s wristwatch during a handshake? Well, speed has to be your partner in crime. You should move at lightning speed. I don’t need to emphasize that if you are slow, you will get caught and bear the consequences right there. You’ll be slapped or kicked, maybe handed over to the police. Essentially, you should be faster than the time it takes the other person’s eyes to send a signal to the brain. Before the mark realizes, the con should be over and you, out of their reach. 
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The same principle applies to misdirection. To succeed, you must suspend morality and imagine that you are married to the Siamese twins – Miss Speed and Misdirection. You cannot do without misdirection any more than you can do without speed. Hide something in plain sight and people don’t even notice it. Most people instinctively focus on the wrong things. If not, it is my job to misdirect them. 


In the four-ace trick I told you about just a while back, I invite people from the audience to validate that there are no aces among the cards I’ve laid out on the table. Usually, a curious few are itching to come forward, to touch, to see, to confirm. Obviously, I keep the number of people to a minimum – one or two, maybe, since I don’t intend to let the whole crowd come close to me. The whole point of the exercise is to let those scrutinizers pick up the cards, look at them, count and recount them to verify if each stack is four cards, and the total cards are sixteen. These detectives relay to the crowd that there is not a single ace among them, let alone four. The aces are not in the deck either, but their focus is on those sixteen cards, and sixteen cards alone. The aces are with me, and I place them at the bottom of those four decks before these detectives get back to their seats, before I begin the trick. The shuffle I do when I am, supposedly, performing the trick for them, is deceptive. It’s called a false shuffle in card parlance. I place all four packs over each other and shuffle the sixteen cards vigorously without moving a single card from its place because I do not want to disturb the cards that I’ve already put in place for the grand reveal later. How? You might ask. 


It’s speed. 


It’s misdirection. 


And.


It’s practice. If you honestly repeat a sequence hazaar times, you will hone the skill to perfection, no doubt about that. 


Concentrate. Repeat. Rinse. Repeat. Cheat. Repeat.


I practise with mirrors surrounding me. You never know who’s looking at you and your hands, and from which angle, do you? Practise until you become so adept, so flawless, that you can even fool yourself. Precision is crucial to what I do. Like an archer with his arrow – Arjuna in Mahabharata – hitting the eye of the bird by seeing its reflection in the water. You should be able to do it with your eyes closed, in your sleep. That’s when you have the proficiency to become a pro. 


Speed. Misdirection. Practice. There’s your Royal Flush: Ace, King and Queen. 


Back to the card table. 


I can deal the cards in the order I want. But I ensure I never deal myself a set of aces. That’s what an amateur would do. And that’s why the amateurs get caught. Never, ever do that. You should get the best cards only when someone else has dealt the hand. I’ll tell you more but, at the moment, I have to take a break because I’m required elsewhere. 
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I have a cat. Or should I say the cat has me? Dogs have owners. Cats have staff. They say some hazaar years ago cats were worshipped by humans. I think the cats still believe that. I know for sure that if this was her flat, she wouldn’t let me in. But I still love her even though I am her pet, which I have come to recognize after she accepted me as her companion. She’s one of those hundreds of stray moggies that inhabit Mumbai. They have bulletproof immunity, and don’t get vaccinations to endure common ailments like high-priced, pedigree pets do, all the time. With no neutering programme, these cats are forever procreating and multiplying in numbers. They survive by scavenging on leftovers that people throw in the bin. Someone once told me that there is a statistical relationship between stray cats and cities that have high fish consumption. On that front, Mumbai is not alone; Kolkata has its fair share. Maybe Chennai too, I don’t know. It doesn’t pique my curiosity enough to ask around or even Google it. Just when did the domestic cat go into the sea to fish for itself? But I’ve digressed again.
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Well, you will have to bear with me at times. I have this nasty habit of deviating, of segueing into related, sometimes even unrelated subjects. It’s like what fiction writers call a side plot, but here’s the problem: sometimes my departure from the point I’m making might sound utterly irrelevant to you, and I leave it up to your judgement to ascertain what’s pertinent and what’s extraneous. In my defence, asides are something that come with the territory. I use them for misdirection at card tables, while performing card tricks and, ergo, it comes naturally. I can apologize for this in advance, but I warn you that nothing shall change in my telling of the story.


Anyway, coming back to my cat, she’s called Zeenat. I gave her the name since she had no tag, and no one ever came looking for her. Why Zeenat, you may ask? Well, my mother always made snide comments to my father that he was too friendly for her liking with our neighbour’s wife, Zeenat. She would call her a witch, a churel. There is yet another reason that might make things clearer, but I shall reveal that at an opportune instance. 
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For now, let’s get back to the current Zeenat. Funnily enough, her response to my calling out for her is dependent on whether she needs something from me at that moment or not. Zeenat adopted me one day without any kind of forewarning. She’s ginger in colour like the famous cartoon character Garfield and if she were left to her own devices, she’d probably be as fat. I bet she could eat an entire blue whale in one sitting. Moby Dick, if you’re reading this, beware! Zeenat always carries a fork-and-knife set in hopes of finding you. 


So, like I was saying, two days after I returned from prison, about three months back, this tubby tabby just jumped into my second-floor apartment through the open window and made herself comfortable, politeness and privacy be damned. Are you curious as to how she got to the second floor? Cats can scale buildings with the help of drainpipes. I know it since I’ve seen Zeenat go in and out countless times from the very window she first used to enter my dwelling. She hardly ever knocks at the front door for me to let her in, and I have no cat flap. Hence, unless she holds a broom between her hind legs and flies up and down, there is no other explanation. Although, knowing her, I wouldn’t put it past her. 


For the last few minutes, Zeenat has been purring insistently and scratching my leg. She wants something to eat, and rightly so. It’s nearly seven in the evening, and she’s been out all day. Maybe she got something to eat outdoors, but one look at her face makes it seem like she didn’t. I can never be sure. Right now, she’s pretending like she’s a helpless, famine-struck cat that’s been abandoned. She’s an extremely consummate actor when she wants something. I’ll be right back.
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Did I tell you I live on Pedder Road in Mumbai? Yeah, posh or what?


I can guess what you’re thinking now. How come someone who plays cards and the violin at weddings; has been to prison and lives with a stray cat can afford to live in a two-bedroom apartment that is worth well over eleven crore rupees? It’s a long story. 


Zeenat has finished her dinner and is now standing at my feet, looking up as if to impress upon me that she wants a bite of mine. Just a few minutes ago, I had asked her, ‘You want salmon or tuna today?’ knowing she couldn’t care less. If she could have her way, she’d have had both. She’s a real bhukkad, if you know what I mean. While tearing open the salmon pouch and emptying the contents into her bowl, I had realized I was hungry, too. Some might find the smell of cat food nauseating, but I find it appetizing. 


A look into the fridge revealed that there was bread, there were eggs, there was beer and there was milk. And that was fine by me. I never learnt to cook. I’m not a gourmand. I eat to live and not the other way around, like some other folks. If I’m cooking, it’s bread and eggs, or else there’s always some frozen food in the freezer. Tonight, I decided to bake the frozen cheese and garlic bread, dressing it with some olive oil, crushed red chillies and sea salt flakes. After grabbing a Kingfisher, I brought my dinner to the sofa in the living room to continue writing in my diary.


As I eat, Zeenat has switched on her charm, licked her lips a few times, running her long tongue over her nose, too. I’ve told you before – she’s incorrigible! 












FOUR


‘Our House’ – Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young


MY APARTMENT ON PEDDER ROAD IS ON THE REAR SIDE OF THE building, which, despite its market value today, is dilapidated, lichened and weathered, much like every other building in Mumbai, unless it is owned by the likes of Mr Mukesh Ambani. If I step out of my building and look to the right, I can see the concrete monstrosity that has come to be known as one of the most expensive private residences in the world. But hey, whatever floats your boat; who am I to judge? Anyway, back to the point: how do I live in such an expensive property, albeit on rent?


I go by the name Rahul Mahapatra here. I have a whole backstory to go with it. Born and raised in Delhi, I moved to Mumbai to manage my family business – which is commodity exports, by the way. I have a large team based around the world, so my work goes on 24/7. Of course, none of this is true; it’s all fabricated to lend me gravitas and attract respect. What else would I tell people? That I’m some kind of part-time bandmaster at weddings and parties? The guy who plays music at parties and entertains kids with magic tricks is Saurabh Mathur. I don’t advertise, I get word-of-mouth referrals and that’s enough. 


Rahul Mahapatra plays cards. But I don’t play for myself or with my own money. I have two patrons. Both are compulsive gamblers, both loaded up to their necks. Fortunately, they play in different circles so there are no crossovers between them, nor with the other players they take me to play with.


Gambling in Mumbai isn’t legit. 


But stockbrokers can buy, sell, short sell, play dirty, speculate and still call theirs a recognized trade. According to me, speculation is no less than gambling. When the banking industry brought the world to a standstill in 2008 by ignominiously engaging in hedge-fund trading, they didn’t send all the bankers to prison. Not that I know of. Nasty bankers, nastier governments! Didn’t someone once say that money made the law, and the law now protects those who have the money? Don’t even get me started on that one . . .


I got diverted yet again, but I won’t apologize for it. You know that by now, don’t you? 


Gambling in Mumbai happens at private residences. I’m talking high-stakes gambling, not what friends play at Diwali get-togethers. This is serious business. The biggest I won in one night was close to ten lakhs – just my share – so you can imagine what I’m talking about here. Another question you might want to ask now is how do I play games which require such deep pockets when I am a bleeding pauper?


The two patrons (read: gamesters or gamblers) I used to work with were Roshan Godara and Jinendrabhai Patel. It’s not like they need the money like I do. It is an addiction for them. It’s about one-upmanship. So they used to pay me to play with them as their friend when I was, in actuality, playing for them. 


So that I didn’t overexpose myself, I only played ten or twelve times a year – enough to live a grand lifestyle in a two BHK on Pedder Road and drink the twelve-year-old Macallan whenever I wished.


As I write about it, I’m getting reminded of everything that has led to this point in my life. Oftentimes, I regret the day I met Roshan Godara. And even more so, I regret the last game we played together.


[image: ]


I was still in my PJs one February afternoon, relaxing, which was typical of my days back then. I have never held a nine-to-five job in my entire life. I wasn’t made to work for others, or to succeed my father in the business he ran to support our family – I will tell you all about it a little later, but I fear that you will accuse me of veering from the subject again. Zeenat wasn’t in my life then, and my girlfriend of two years had walked out on me the previous Christmas for reasons I shall explain in a while, too. By the way, my ex’s name is Zara, and that is another reason I christened my cat Zeenat – to please my inner child by naming her with the same first letter. Despite being confident and mature in my professional life, I can be ingenuous at times, I know!


Where were we? Oh yes, I was at home when I got a call from Roshan Godara. Roshan is a third-generation industrialist. His grandfather owned several textile mills in Lower Parel, and when his father took over the business, he diversified into retail. Roshan inherited the business early on since his father had been on board the unfortunate Air India flight 182 from Toronto, which exploded over the Atlantic Ocean on 25 June 1985, due to a bomb planted by terrorists. Roshan was in his early twenties then and the only heir. He must be in his late fifties now, but his age is irrelevant. What is significant is that the silver spoon he was born with was placed more firmly in his mouth after his father’s death. The business was big, there was professional management in place and hence, unlike ordinary people like us, he had no need to work his ass off. But along with money came boredom, which led him into the dubious company of other more-money-than-brains friends, which sired wrong habits – alcohol, womanizing and gambling, to name but a few. 


I met Roshan about five years ago at a music gig I did at a birthday party. He spotted me performing card tricks for kids and seemed impressed. I hadn’t yet gotten into high-stakes gambling when we met. He wore jeans and a navy blazer that looked expensive. He was short. A head full of almost-silver hair; a walrus moustache; sharp eyes behind gold-rimmed glasses; a prominent nose; straight, dental-polished white teeth; thick lips to complete the look. He looked moneyed and genial, not menacing. He clapped and walked up to me once the kids had gone away.


‘You know some wicked tricks, man! I’m Roshan. Roshan Godara.’


‘Saurabh Mathur,’ I said, as I took his outstretched hand.


‘Do you know any other magic tricks?’


‘Not many, just a few with cards to entertain kids.’


‘So you know other card tricks, too?’


‘A few, like I just told you,’ I smiled.


‘Would you like to do something different?’


‘Different, how?’


‘Besides performing these card tricks at children’s parties – which you do as a side job anyway, considering your main reason for being here is music, isn’t it? Have you ever played cards for money?’


‘What do you have in mind?’ I have to admit that he had got me interested by then.


‘Why don’t we meet at my office and discuss it in detail?’ He opened his wallet, gave me a hefty tip and his business card, since other people were now within earshot. 


I thanked him and he moved away.


Can you guess the first thing I did the next morning? 


[image: A hand-drawn illustration of two fried eggs.]


I’m sure you got it wrong. I cooked myself a breakfast of two over-easy fried eggs, buttered a toast and had it all with a strong black coffee. Although Roshan’s little pitch had got me intrigued, I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction by showing any desperation.


I called him the next day, but in the afternoon.


Until I met Roshan, I had never imagined I could use my skills so profitably at card games. Hell, I didn’t even know about the existence of these private parties. However, he took the time to explain everything to me. The rules, the games, the stakes and the kind of people he typically played with. And then we became partners, in a manner of speaking. We brought complementary skills to the partnership – he had the money and connections, and I understood the math behind the cards, the algorithms. Cards aren’t a game of chance. Those who take chances are morons. Cards are a game of strategy and sleight of hand, of confidence and probability.


Imagine that Monty Hall has you on his game show. He asks you to select one of three doors – there is a prize behind only one of the doors and nothing behind the other two. You pick door number one, but Monty doesn’t open that. Instead, he opens door number two, and there is nothing behind it. If Monty then gives you the option of choosing between the remaining two doors, is it in any way beneficial for you to switch your choice now?


You might say no. I say yes.


I’ll switch my choice and immediately double my probability of winning – from 33.33 per cent to 66.66 per cent. This is called the Monty Hall Paradox, and I’ve studied it, so let me explain. Bear in mind that your approach to solving the problem might not match the actual process but still, let me try. In Monty’s show, there are three doors, behind which are a car and two goats. He asks you to pick a door, and you choose Door One. Monty instead opens Door Two to show you there’s a goat behind it and asks you to pick a door again. Do you, now, stick to your original choice of the unopened Door One or do you switch to Door Three?


You might not believe me, but the odds aren’t fifty-fifty. If you switch to Door Three, you will win 67 per cent of the time!


If I haven’t done a good job of explaining, you can blame my teaching skills and look it up on the web. Trust me, I’m being truthful for once.


[image: ]


Back to when Roshan called me in February this year and told me he had booked two seats for us at a card party. These parties were always held at one of the players’ home or second home. Most of these rich blokes had extramarital flings going on, so owning a second home was almost mandatory. Well, it doesn’t bother me – we all have our vices. The point I’m making is these parties were never hosted at hired locations or in hotel rooms. The police had no reason to intervene in private parties. In any event, these were respectable, rich, connected people who could pull strings should the police catch any scent and come snooping around.


With Roshan – as with Jinendrabhai – the terms were fixed. They put in all the money. At the end of the game, if we won, we first put aside the money we had spent that night and then divided the pot equally. If we lost, I earned nothing and the loss was theirs. They hired me for my skills, so I think it was a fair deal. However, losing was out of the question unless Roshan or Jinendrabhai wanted to keep others from suspecting that we were playing duplicitously. How else could someone always win?


Roshan told me over the phone who else would be at the party – I knew three of them already but one player was new to me, so I did my homework on him. 


Roshan and I got to the venue after 9 p.m. It was a penthouse in Worli, owned by one Amit Gupta. As per our custom, Roshan handed the cash to a man at the door and we walked in. The other two men I knew were Jamshed and Robin; they were already inside. Amit, Jamshed and Robin were all fifty-plus businessmen – I never cared to ask what trade they were in to avoid being asked the same question myself. The new person that day was in the same age bracket as them; maybe fifty-two or -three, not a lot older. No one introduced us, and that was okay. I’ve been to many parties where some of the players chose to remain anonymous. He was dressed in casual khaki chinos, a powder blue open-collar shirt and tan leather loafers. He was clean-shaven, including his head. After exchanging hellos, two servers – one male, one female – served us drinks and some finger food and we got to the table by 9:45 p.m.


Seating was decided by lots. That day, Roshan sat to my right, which was always an asset since there were no dealers at these private parties. Dealers made it feel formal, while this felt like it was between friends and associates. We were all respectable businessmen at a friendly game here, not some convention of cheats. This was good, as the game could be rigged from the start by me, with my ability to deal cards at will. We dealt cards by turns, and if the person who cut the cards was in cahoots with you, you could stack the deck so your partner could cut it at the exact place you wanted him to. Convenient, isn’t it?


‘Teen Patti, with no variation in this round,’ the host announced and started shuffling the cards.


Two rounds later: ‘I’ve never met you.’ It was the new player, looking at me.


‘That’s strange because I know about you.’ I knew his name was Anand. 


‘How?’


‘I can read people,’ I responded. 


‘But I’m not wearing a name tag.’ He looked down at his shirt pocket and smiled. Smartass!


‘You aren’t, but you gave a cheque at the door.’ Instead of cash, which was peculiar for a host of reasons, I wanted to add.


‘So you’re observant, but that doesn’t qualify as reading people.’


‘You could say that.’ I didn’t want to get into an argument. The fact was he was right. I wasn’t reading him. I had read about him. Slightly different, but I had read a flipping dossier on him. I knew his name – Anand Kumar. He owned a dozen petrol stations across Mumbai and had a wife who was gallivanting with younger men at the gym while he was dipping his pen elsewhere. No children – at least not between them. They lived in Cuffe Parade and hobnobbed with television actors. They were IPL fans – both Mumbai Indian supporters who always got box seats at home matches. Rutting Kumar drove a blue Mercedes and his cougar wife had a white Volvo. But, of course, I didn’t say all that. Always do your homework, and always be prepared, but having info does not necessarily mean you have to use it. 


Rule 101: don’t show your cards until you have to, and unless you have to.


Back to our table, everyone!


The short conversation laced with my arrogance had been nothing but misdirection. My smartass comment had taken Anand’s gaze from my hands to my face. That’s all I required. 


[image: A handwritten text reads, ‘JQK.’]


In those few seconds, I did a noisy riffle shuffle, culled the cards and started dealing. A card to the newbie Anand Kumar on my left, then one to Jamshed, to Robin, to Amit and then to Roshan, before I dealt one to myself. Three rounds, three cards each. Now everyone was focused on the game. 


[image: A handwritten text reads, ‘AAA.’]


I hadn’t dealt myself any great cards. I had dealt the best cards to Roshan and some cards worth betting on to Anand. Why? Because for Roshan to win a big hand, someone else needed to have good enough cards too, to raise the stakes. There’s little point if everyone else folds. Got it? And as one after the other player folded, including me, Anand kept raising stakes and Roshan matched them. He knew he had to exercise control and not double the wager – that might’ve sent a signal to Anand to fold. The idea is to make the prey think he’s leading the predator into a trap. 


That night we won thirty lakhs. Roshan had deposited ten lakhs at the door for the two of us, making our total winnings twenty, and my share a cool ten lakhs.


[image: The rupee sign written by hand.]
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