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Every time I return to Calcutta I feel it must be surely impossible that it can continue much longer like this…


…Yet it always does.


An interval of a year makes the visual impact more painful, the squalor more squalid, the poverty more militant, the despair more desperate…


…I find Calcutta an intimidating and even infernal city, unredeemed and probably doomed.


– Mrinal Sen


Padatik (1973)






PROLOGUE


Calcutta, 1 May 1984: The hoodless jeep that had been following the black-and-yellow Ambassador taxi since Howrah, overtook it right in the middle of Dhakuria Bridge. It stopped suddenly, blocking the road. Taxi driver Ramneek Singh rammed his feet on the brakes, hoping fervently that they would not malfunction as they sometimes did. The old car shuddered with the sudden change in inertia, every rusty screw protesting, tyres burning their imprint on the road, but finally screeched to a halt within a few feet. The passengers were jerked forward violently and the man sitting beside the driver bumped into the dashboard, knocking over a small, cheap digital clock. For some inexplicable reason, Ramneek’s first instinct was to pick up the clock and set it straight. It was still working. The screen displayed the time as 2.13 p.m.


The very next instant, an iron rod landed on the windscreen, shattering it into a thousand pieces, raining shards of glass on Ramneek and the passenger beside him. 


A group of six or ten men stepped out of the jeep, armed with iron rods, hockey sticks or bicycle chains, the lower half of their faces covered with handkerchiefs or towels. Within minutes, they had broken all the windows of the taxi. Pulling open the doors, they dragged out the passengers – three monks and a nun of a small religious sect that had become wildly popular over the past few years. The name of the sect was Vasant Sena, Ramneek remembered. 


One of the attackers held Ramneek by the collar, slapped him around, broke his nose and punched him in the stomach. The taxi driver fell on his face. His assailant placed a foot on his head and parked a hockey stick right next to his nose. The hot surface of the road was burning the side of Ramneek’s face and he knew he should have closed his eyes, but the scene unfolding in front of him was mesmerising, and he bore unwilling witness.


The bridge shook at frequent intervals because of the local trains passing underneath. By now a small crowd had gathered at the spot, but no one intervened. There was little resistance from the victims either. One of the monks tried to make a run for it but was promptly caught, and his legs broken. All three monks and the nun finally succumbed to the vicious assault, lost consciousness and collapsed on the road. One of the attackers took out a tin can of kerosene and doused the victims. Then, he set them on fire.


Three of the bodies were lifeless, unmoving, but one monk, engulfed in flames, got up, arms flailing wildly, ran to the edge of the bridge and jumped off.


Ramneek would always remember this moment: when the blaring horn of the train passing below and the cries of the falling man combined into a piercing crescendo, tearing through the hot summer afternoon.









PART ONE









ONE


The body of the first girl turned up on a vacant plot at Hindustan Park on 9 January 1989. The municipal corporation employee responsible for switching on the streetlamps was late that evening. A group of boys was playing cricket in the gathering darkness of dusk. The batsman hit an elevated shot and the green tennis ball ballooned over the derelict wall surrounding the plot. An old Art Deco building had stood there not very long ago. But after the current owner moved to New Jersey, developers, who bought the property, tore it down to construct a new block of flats. The new construction had not begun yet, and the plot was strewn with concrete debris and weed entangled with refuse. The hapless fielder who had the task of retrieving the lost ball climbed over the wall and was unenthusiastically kicking around broken bottles of beer when he came upon the body. He ran back to his friends, who alerted their parents, and one of them called the police.


By the time a sub-inspector and a constable from the Gariahat police station arrived on a loud Enfield motorcycle, the streetlamps had been lit. A small crowd, comprising the amateur cricketers and a few adults, had gathered at the spot and were conducting a conversation in agitated whispers. The sub-inspector recognized the local municipal councillor, a member of the Party, among them. Instead of approaching the crowd, he enquired in a loud voice where the body was. A few hands immediately pointed towards the vacant plot. Taking his service revolver out of its holster, the sub-inspector climbed over the derelict wall, indicating to the constable to follow him.


Later, after the team from the forensic department had scanned the area, collecting whatever they needed and taking pictures of the body, the sub-inspector had a chat with the boy who had discovered it, his parents and the local councillor. They all told him that they did not know the girl; she was not from the area. The councillor made a few statements about the deteriorating performance of the police department, and how he intended to raise the matter with the politburo and also write to the commissioner. The sub-inspector shrugged and lit a cigarette. The crowd had already started thinning away, going home to watch popular Hindi film songs on Chitrahaar or catch the evening news on their black-and-white TVs. An ambulance arrived to take away the body, blaring its horn uselessly, rudely punctuating the Rabindrasangeet emanating from a music school nearby.


The autopsy was performed well after midnight at the Katapukur morgue. The sub-inspector was sitting on an iron bench in the corridor outside the operating theatre, smoking one cigarette after another to stay warm. He was almost certain that like most cases of bodies of young girls being discovered, it was rape. The girl was around twelve or thirteen, maybe a little younger.


The doctor, however, said it wasn’t rape.


‘No?’ The sub-inspector was very surprised. ‘So what is it?’


The doctor looked down at the dirty floor of the corridor in which they were standing, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The sub-inspector thought the uneasiness was unbecoming in a man who performed autopsies every night.


‘Well?’


‘There’s something else,’ said the doctor.


‘What?’


In a low voice, the doctor replied: ‘Her heart is missing.’


This made no sense to the sub-inspector, so he asked the doctor to explain.


‘Someone has cut out the heart from her chest,’ said the doctor.


The sub-inspector suddenly felt that the night had grown colder. He was about to ask the doctor for more details but was cut short as they heard the night duty compounder sealing the body into a freezer with a loud clang.


The body of Anasuya Chatterjee, twelve, a student of Welland Gouldsmith School, was found by a municipal worker, whose duties involved driving around a truck at dawn, sprinkling the streets with water. After completing a few rounds on the morning of 8 February 1989, he parked his truck near the gates of the Eastern Command cantonment on Gurusaday Dutta Road and was having tea and butter-toast at a roadside stall, when he saw a pack of feral dogs fighting crows at a garbage dump nearby. 


He would later recall that he immediately knew something was wrong. So, he took out the iron rod he always kept in the truck, and ran towards the dump, shouting and waving the weapon above his head. Seeing him, the animals fled, but they didn’t go too far. Regrouping at a short distance, they kept a watch on the human who had interrupted their breakfast. 


It did not take the municipal worker long to figure out what had attracted the birds and the beasts. He had initially feared it was an infant, abandoned for being illegitimate – not an uncommon occurrence. But, what he saw was the naked body of a young girl, half-wrapped in a black polythene sheet. A daring crow had returned, and perching on the dead girl’s forehead, was plucking out her left eye with sharp jabs of its beak.


He felt his insides churn violently as he bent over on the side of the road and threw up.


The police had no difficulty in identifying the body. Anasuya’s parents had reported her missing a week ago after she failed to return home from school one afternoon. Her father was a senior marketing executive at the head office of a tea company that had gardens in Darjeeling and Assam; the mother was a schoolteacher. The hapless yet surprisingly stoic parents identified the body at the Katapukur morgue, where they had been summoned by the officer-in-charge of the Ballygunge police station. The officer noted how the grieving parents displayed little emotion. The father filled in all the forms with a steady hand, and they drove away in their white Padmini, following the small truck that was carrying the hearse.


As there was no ransom call, the police had initially presumed it to be a sex crime. The autopsy report, which came a week later, however, debunked this theory: Anasuya had not been raped. It also provided another piece of information which made the investigating officer very uneasy: the heart had been surgically removed from the body. The officer immediately arrived at the conclusion that the crime had been committed by illicit organ traders and noted his observations in the FIR.


The identity of the first girl was never determined. No one had reported her missing or had come to look for her. Maybe she was the daughter of migrant workers from Bihar or Bangladesh passing through the state; perhaps her parents or family had moved on when they thought they would never find her. The sub-inspector who had begun the investigation at first thought the anonymity pointed to an honour killing, which, though uncommon in the city, was not unheard of. But he couldn’t reconcile this theory to the fact of the missing heart. You might hate your daughter for eloping with someone of a different religion or caste, for smearing the honour of your family, but would you cut her heart out? Frustrated by the lack of progress and reassured by the lack of interest in the case, either from his seniors or anyone else, the sub-inspector let the file sink to the bottom of the ever-increasing tower of papers on his desk. There was no lack of cases – theft, burglary, molestation. Ones that could actually be solved, and some even had the additional satisfaction of a monetary gain. Even if he managed to find out who the girl was and why she had been killed and who had killed her, it wouldn’t really help advance his career, would it? A few weeks later, he was transferred to another police station, and after handing over the pending cases to his successor, he promptly forgot all about them.


It was not yet dawn when Bishu Mondal, armed with a red plastic bucket half-filled with water, arrived at the edge of the pond, not too far from the Tiljala slum where he lived with his wife and children. He was not in the habit of coming here every morning to do his business. In fact, he had suffered from acute constipation since 1971, when he and his elder brother had arrived in the city, escaping the Pakistani soldiers further east who had bayoneted their parents and raped their sister. As Bishu was fond of telling everyone, the insufficient meals in the refugee camp, the hunger and the constant anxiety had wrecked his metabolism. However, a barley syrup, prescribed by a homoeopathic doctor and prepared by his wife the previous night, seemed to have finally done the trick, and even before he had woken up that day, he had felt an undeniable stirring in his lower abdomen that promised a release he had not experienced in years.


The pond was completely choked with water hyacinths. It had originally belonged to the local landowner, but after the swarm of refugees settled all around it, the pond became communal property, and was therefore collectively exploited and polluted. Early in the morning, many others from the slums, like Bishu, came here to perform their ablutions. There was no toilet in their shanties or the area. And, later in the day, women would wash their clothes or utensils, or even bathe in the same water. A year ago, the denizens of the area observed the first water hyacinths in the pond, and soon enough, it had overrun the water body, killing all the fish, monopolising the water. Some said the invasive plant had been introduced by the erstwhile landlord: if the pond were of no use to the squatters anymore, he would be able to sell it off to builders, who could then fill it up and construct a multi-storeyed building. Deprived of a source of fresh water, some of the squatters might even move away, allowing the landlord to reclaim some of the plots.


These were not the thoughts that occupied Bishu’s mind that morning. Instead, filled with an overwhelming alacrity, he pulled up his lungi, lit a beedi and balanced himself precariously on his haunches at the foul-smelling spot, which served as the communal cesspit for his neighbours with more regular bowel movements. His sphincter had just begun to relax when he saw it. Caught in the water hyacinths was a body. At first, he thought it was an animal, but as he bent forward to get a better look, Bishu realized he was staring at a human body. He could even recognize her: it was Kumkum, the teenage daughter of Bihari migrants who had recently settled in the area. 


A strange shiver went through his body as he realized that his constipation was back in full force. Standing up, he tried to shout, only to find that his voice was choked. A minute later, he recovered and screamed out: ‘Murder!’









TWO


Ashutosh always said it was futile to investigate an isolated murder in this era of genocides.

I don’t know what you know about how we work, but in the police, the boss is always right. Ashutosh was my boss, so I never told him what I thought of his pet philosophy. Initially, my impression was that he, like so many other officers, was trying to avoid unrewarding investigations that comprised the bulk of police work. But soon enough, I realized that was not true: Ashutosh never let files accumulate on his desk, never hesitated from pulling long hours or even working round the clock, and when he was on a case, he was like a hound that had smelled blood.


What? What? Yes, yes, I know the comparison is trite; what did you expect? To want flowery language from a policeman is stupid. My narrative is likely to be full of such descriptions, and if you don’t like it, I am sorry I really can’t help you there. What I’ll give you are facts. Non-negotiable, indisputable. Do what you want with them; they are of no use to me. At times, I will also tell you things which you might find unbelievable or you might feel sceptical about my ability to know certain details. You see one uses one’s imagination to reconstruct some events that one might not have necessarily witnessed. It is not fiction, only well-informed guesswork. 


Where was I? See what you did with all your questions and doubts? I’ll have to request you to not interrupt me when I’m talking. You can ask me what you want when I take a break to smoke or something, but if you interrupt me when I’m talking, I’ll lose my train of thought, and these days, it has become very difficult for me to get back to what I was thinking. Scatterbrain: that’s the word they have been using to describe me these last few months. It’s an accurate adjective. The thoughts in my brain are scattered around like grain for pigeons. Or perhaps, they are like the birds, startled, taking flight all at once, in dumb circles.


Let me try again, and don’t interrupt.


I reported for work at 10.30 a.m. at the detective department on 13 March 1989, and was summoned to ACP Ashutosh’s office half an hour later. Before knocking and entering, I stood for a moment outside, to take a deep breath and brush my uniform. My left eye had been quivering for the past few days and I’m suspicious about these things. What also contributed to my unease was the sound of a woman’s laughter from inside. I knocked and was promptly granted permission to enter.


Ashutosh was not behind his table but at the sofa set near the windows. He occupied the single seat, while Rukmini Bose and Muzammil Ibrahim shared the double. She sat closer to Ashutosh.


What? Did I know them? No, no, that was the first time I saw them and Ashutosh provided a brief introduction: Rukmini was a social worker and the director of an NGO that campaigned against child labour. She was also, as I would later learn, Ashutosh’s friend from university. Though I was not looking at her directly, I could immediately tell she was strikingly handsome, tall, with a strong bone structure, broad shoulders, a full mouth and large eyes. She also had a strong voice – not loud, but confident; unfamiliar with doubt. She was smoking one of Ashutosh’s Camels. Muzammil was her assistant. 


‘And this is Inspector Pradeep Batabyal,’ said Ashutosh, introducing me. ‘Our best and brightest.’


To me, he said: ‘Take a seat. How many sugars?’


The expensive tea set, complete with a cosy and cups for milk and sugar, was laid out on the centre table. Ashutosh was pouring the tea.


‘One, sir,’ I said.


‘Milk?’


‘Yes, sir.’


Handing the cup to me, Ashutosh resumed the conversation they had been having. What he was telling them was not new to me – I had heard it several times before, and had, privately, named it the Theory of Two Motives.


‘It is always either of the two: love or money.’


‘What do you mean? There are no other reasons for murder?’ Rukmini seemed incredulous. 


‘No, people usually kill for one reason: money. Love is rare; and intense love that leads to murder is impossible to find.’


‘So, this is the reason you are reluctant to investigate? The inevitable mercenary motive?’


‘As usually, Rukmini, you get me wrong.’


The two of them exchanged a smile that was impossible to miss.


‘How can I say such a thing?’ he said. ‘I’m a police officer and I have to investigate crime. But, the thing is, no matter how intriguing a murder looks, the usual motive for it is money.’


‘What is your point?’


‘Simply this: as a professional, one must be clear-eyed; one must not get distracted by the various confusing strains that inevitably entangle themselves around a crime.’


Rukmini put out the cigarette, though she had only smoked half of it. ‘So what is your clear, professional view of what I told you?’


‘I have a few ideas, but they are not yet so fully formed that I can discuss them. Maybe you can relate everything to my colleague here, and he will have some ideas.’


‘But I have already told you everything.’


‘Yes, you have, thank you,’ Ashutosh’s voice was indulgent, conciliatory. ‘Yet, as we have often seen, when people repeatedly narrate a certain set of events, they remember details that may have slipped into some crevice of their memory. These may seem inconsequential to the narrator but are likely to be of immense importance to the listener, especially if they are professionally trained, such as Pradeep and I.’


‘Very well then,’ Rukmini lit another cigarette.


Pratham Prakash, the NGO where Rukmini served as an executive director, was established about thirty years ago by her mother who was a social worker and a lifelong member of the Congress, and even went to jail in 1942.


Pratham Prakash worked in the Tiljala area. It ran about a dozen evening schools in various places between the railway crossing in the area and VIP Road, further east – a distance of about twelve kilometres. Most of the students in these schools and training centres were children and wives of factory workers. The NGO also assisted municipal schools by supplying books and stationery, and conducting vocational classes for senior students. It had generous allowances from the state and central governments, and some funding from sources abroad. Besides Rukmini and Muzammil, it had three permanent employees, who looked after the administration and finance, and about twenty volunteers on the ground.


‘About six months ago, a boy from our school went missing.’


‘Name?’ I said.


‘Anil Kumar.’


‘Age?’


‘Seven years.’


‘Do you remember the date he went missing?’


‘It is mentioned here, in the FIR we lodged at the police station.’ Rukmini proffered me a piece of paper.


‘Thank you, I’ll look at it later,’ I said, accepting it and putting it on the centre table between us. To prevent it from flying away, I put my cup of half-finished tea on it. ‘Please continue,’ I said.


She cleared her voice. ‘A month later, another student disappeared. Name: Kumkum; age: eleven years.’


Children from lower classes – especially girls on the verge of puberty – going missing was not uncommon. If my memory serves me right, there were about sixty-five unsolved cases lodged with the police in April 1989. The rate of recovery, too, was not bad: it stood at 166. As you probably know, most missing children are kidnapped by traffickers, and forced into prostitution, bonded labour or begging, either in some city or village within the country, or smuggled out through Nepal or Bangladesh. Some have even been rescued from Jordan or Morocco.


‘The police are usually quite proactive in such cases,’ said Rukmini. (I don’t know why but her statement seemed tainted with insincerity.)


She continued: ‘These are not the first cases of missing children in the area. With the help of the police, we have been able to rescue almost everyone, including Anil.’


The boy had been abducted by child snatchers. The gang was nabbed by the Bihar police at Motihari. When he was rescued, Anil was traumatized by the frequent beatings his abductors had meted out to keep him subdued. He was also malnourished and in a drugged stupor. But medical care and reunion with his family speeded up Anil’s recovery. He was back in school before the end of the month.


‘And the girl?’ I asked.


‘She was found yesterday.’ Rukmini’s voice remained steady even when she uttered the next word: ‘Dead.’


For a minute or two, no one said anything. I could hear the laughter of constables, loud and incongruous, outside the closed doors of the room. Obviously, this information was new only to me; the others in the room were already aware of it. They avoided looking at each other or at me, and I, too, tried to conceal what I felt with a cultivated professional detachment.


The body was found in a hyacinth-choked pond in the area. The exact cause of death was yet to be determined; the post-mortem report was awaited. One thing that Kumkum’s parents noticed immediately was that she wasn’t wearing any clothes.


Ashutosh and I exchanged glances but Rukmini guessed what we were thinking, and said, ‘No, it doesn’t look like she was raped.’


The ACP got up from the sofa, walked to the window and lit a cigarette. ‘It’s all very unfortunate,’ he said, ‘but what do you want us to do?’


Rukmini put her cup down on the table and slowly said: ‘As I was telling you, the police are very helpful when a child goes missing. They take initiative and do their best. But, if a child, unfortunately, turns up dead, they seem to lose all interest in the case.’


Ashutosh was looking out of the window. Now, he turned around to face us. He was backlit and his face was in the shadows; so we could only see him exhaling smoke through his mouth and not read his expressions.


‘Can you really blame them?’ he said, his voice uncharacteristically flat.


This outraged Muzammil. ‘How can you say that, sir? Isn’t it the duty of the police…’


‘I think I know the duty of the police,’ Ashutosh cut him short, ‘if you will excuse me, more than you, Mr Ibrahim.’


‘What are you trying to say?’ said Muzammil, more outraged if that was possible.


Ashutosh was smiling as he replied. ‘Please correct me if I’m wrong but it seems to me that you understand English well enough. Was it some particular word you found incomprehensible?’


This combination of bullying and sarcasm would have been enough to shut up anyone else, but not Muzammil. I could not help detect the ferrous core of spunk that allowed him to be completely unfazed.


‘Is this the standard operating procedure at the detective department?’ he said, returning Ashutosh’s sardonic smile.


Resuming his seat, the ACP crossed his right leg over his left. ‘We do have a complaints section,’ he said, feigning helpfulness. ‘Perhaps you could take up my uncivil behaviour with them.’


‘Perhaps, I will. You should know that we are not going to let the case drop, and we will not hesitate to approach higher authorities. Maybe, the home minister…’


At this point Rukmini decided to play the referee in the slugfest. ‘I think we are getting completely distracted,’ she said.


Muzammil wanted to say something but she restrained him with her fingers on his wrist.


‘I understand what you mean,’ she said, turning to Ashutosh. ‘There are too many cases and too few personnel to investigate them. It is a smart move to concentrate resources on those who can still be saved.’


She paused to see if Ashutosh would say something. When he did not, she continued: ‘That’s why I have come to you. To make a personal request. The girl was my student and I know the family very well.’


‘Alright,’ said Ashutosh. ‘We’ll do what we can, but there are limitations.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Please try to understand. The detective department cannot take up cases just like that. There is a process. This particular case – accident or murder – is a regular one and should be dealt with by the local police. We have no justification to officially interfere in this.’


‘So, you are telling me there’s nothing you can do?’ A tinge of helplessness was woven into the question.


Ashutosh replied in a soft voice. ‘I’m afraid we can’t do anything officially, but there are things we can and will do. As I was telling you, Inspector Batabyal is our best. He will look into the case.’


Rukmini looked from Ashutosh to me and back as if she were not convinced. He continued to assure her. ‘A local investigation must have already begun. I’m sure we’ll have the criminals in custody within a week or so.’


There was a brief pause, after which she replied: ‘I’m very hopeful.’


When the visitors had left, Ashutosh stood looking out the window, smoking. I sat ramrod straight, awaiting instructions.


‘So what did you think?’ he said, at length.


‘It could be anything.’ I did not want to commit myself right away. ‘A kidnapping gone wrong, or an attempted rape. Maybe she resisted.’


‘No, no, I’m not asking about that. What did you think of Rukmini Bose?’


I did not know what to make of this question, so I kept quiet. Anyway, no answer was required of me. Ashutosh started telling me of her exploits as a university student and her career in politics during the tumultuous seventies. ‘We were not really friends; just in the same batch.’


He sat down opposite me and asked if I wanted another cup of tea, and of course, I had no option but to accept. 









THREE


The officer-in-charge at Tiljala police station was not too happy to be summoned to the detective department early on a Thursday morning. He expressed his displeasure by refusing my offer of a smoke or tea, and by shaking his leg impatiently as I looked through the Kumkum Kumari case file.


‘Is something bothering you?’ I said looking up when the leg shaking did not stop.


‘No, no, it’s nothing,’ he said hurriedly. ‘I’m only curious why the detective department is suddenly interested in this case.’


‘I’m sure it’s just a regular review,’ I said in a calm voice and lit a cigarette.


The officer smiled, ironically, and shook his head to indicate that he wasn’t taken in by my claim of regularity.


‘Why don’t you tell me a little bit about the case and how far the investigation has progressed?’ I said.


Without demurring, he opened his notebook to the relevant page and began his account:


‘A missing person diary for Kumkum Kumari was lodged by her parents on the evening of 10 March 1989. Kumkum was a student of the local municipal school and also attended dance classes organized by a local NGO in the evening. On the day the diary was lodged, Kumkum failed to return from the dance classes.


‘The family moved into the area only six or seven months back. They are Bihari migrants from Bhojpur. The father works at a tannery in Tangra; the mother as a maid in some houses on Palm Avenue and East Ballygunge. Kumkum was their only daughter.’


The officer paused as he reached the end of his notes and continued to narrate from memory.


‘In such cases, as you know, we cannot rule out the possibility that the girl may have eloped. Kumkum’s parents denied it and her friends told us that there was no man or lover in her life. Yet, I continued to stick to this hypothesis because it seemed to me that no one would kidnap the daughter of poor migrant workers for a ransom, right?’


‘Quite right,’ I said, trying to be encouraging.


‘Well, I also thought the kidnappers may have had a different motive,’ the officer said. ‘Maybe they were not looking for ransom. Maybe they wanted to sell her into prostitution, or maybe they wanted to break her legs or blind her, and make her into a beggar. So, I tapped all my sources and tried to track all the child-snatcher gangs in the city…’


He stopped suddenly, leaving the narrative hanging mid-air.


‘And?’ I said.


‘Nothing.’ His voice was tinged with frustration. ‘It’s as if Kumkum had disappeared into thin air. You know, if a person doesn’t want to be found, they can go to extraordinary lengths to ensure that, and even children have a vivid imagination. Anyway, as you know, we failed. Kumkum turned up dead.’


There was a long pause as both of us sat quietly. There was something bothering me.


‘Where’s the post-mortem report?’ I said.


‘We don’t have it yet.’


This was very irregular. ‘Why?’ I demanded.


‘The doctor wanted a little more time.’


‘Why?’


‘He was unsure about the exact cause of death. He said it was a heart attack, but he wanted to run a few more tests.’


I didn’t understand and asked him to explain. The officer wanted a smoke, so I gave him my pack. He took his time selecting a cigarette and lighting it. Now, it was my turn to shake an impatient leg.


‘I don’t know how to explain this,’ he said, ‘but when the body was found, the heart was missing.’


‘What do you mean the heart was missing?’ I said.


The officer cleared his throat before answering. ‘Well, it seems someone surgically removed the heart before dumping the body.’


Later in the day, having recovered a little, I requisitioned all the case files of missing children in the city over the past six months. There were over sixty thick cardboard folders, stuffed with foolscap pages, with single-lined small type running across like endless lines of ants. These arrived in a squeaking steel trolley, pushed into my room by an orderly. Ordering a large kettle of black tea, I lit a cigarette, uncapped my ball point pen, placed it in my notebook, and undid the strings of the first folder. I knew the task I had set myself would take me all night.


You know, this is what we do at the department: ploughing through piles of documents, trying to track patterns and aberrations that might point us in the right direction. People who watch police dramas on TV or read those stupid crime novels seem to think that our work involves a lot of running about, high-speed car chases and adrenaline-fuelled gunfights, but believe me when I tell you, it’s hardly ever that. Usually, it’s a poor fellow like me, burning the midnight oil, destroying his eyes by straining over the faint type of official documents, and getting cancer by chain-smoking on an empty stomach. And, as far as gunfights are concerned, well, you wouldn’t want to be near one. Trust me, I’ve been in a few.


Anyway, for the first few hours that evening, there was nothing at all. Just the regular stuff: missing diaries and FIRs, ransom demands, arrests, and details of how far the court cases had progressed. Then, finally, just as I was about to give up, I came upon the first case of any interest to me. The similarities between this case and Kumkum Kumari’s were so striking that they jumped out of the untidy pile of papers on my desk and hit me on the head. 


A ten-year-old girl goes missing. There is no ransom call. The police and the parents are clueless. It seems that she has disappeared off the face of the earth. A few days later, her body turns up. Footnote: the heart was missing. The first case was lodged in mid-November 1988. Between that case and Kumkum’s, three other such incidents were reported from different parts of the city. 


A pattern was emerging, and a hypothesis was forming in my head. I remembered Ashutosh’s Theory of Two Reasons: there were only two reasons for murder – love or money. Surely, these girls were not being killed and their hearts cut out for the sake of love; there was a mercenary motive. Someone with a more fertile imagination might have come up with ideas of tantric rituals or black magic, but not me. This was my hypothesis: a gang of organ traders was targeting children, killing them, and stealing their hearts. How much would a human heart fetch in the international market? I don’t know, but I guess it was enough to motivate these bastards. What troubled me more was that no one in the department had noticed this. The press – usually with a very good nose for such macabre developments – too, seemed to have completely missed it. How long had this been going on? How many cases had gone unreported? How many children were still in the custody of these villains and how were we going to track them down?


By the time I sat down at the typewriter in my office to prepare the report I would submit to ACP Ashutosh, it was already dawn. Providing the details I had unearthed, I recommended an immediate investigation. I also specified my suspicion that a gang of organ traders was operating in the city. As most of the bodies were found in the southern parts, I concluded that it might also be mobile, coming in from Canning or Bangaon, kidnapping their victims and then escaping through the border to Bangladesh, where they might find easy customers. Sealing my report in a thick yellow envelope, I wrote ‘Classified’ on top of it. It would be a disaster if anyone, especially an enterprising crime reporter, got wind of it. There would be panic on the streets. We needed to make a few arrests before we could go public, and one had to be really careful and discreet as the police department tended to leak information like a broken tap.


As I was thinking of all this, I lit a cigarette and stood at the window of my office, looking out. The crows were making a racket, and a municipal truck was sprinkling water on the streets in an attempt to wash away the dirt of the city.
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