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THERESA PEREIRA – WASHED and dried, devout and scowling, fleshy in arm and leg – reached office moments before nine on Tuesday morning and not earlier because she missed the last of a dozen elevators at India Bullocks Financial Centre’s Tower #3. It had not waited, the doors closing even though she ran across the lobby shouting ‘hold-hold’ to the poker-faced operator; so she waited several minutes as the lifts returned from their interminable journey up thirty-one floors and back before she could step into one and finally reach her thirteenth floor office. She needed the time to prepare herself a coffee, fix her desk, and get ready for the arrival of her boss, Buster Das, the Chief Executive Officer of Morning Analysis, Mumbai’s fourth-largest circulating English-language newspaper. Running for the lift had given her a slight wedgie in her slacks, but what to do, a skirt would make her look older than the other girls in administration nipping at her heels and ready to take her place as executive assistant even though they had no experience managing a CEO’s office. She dared not pull the fabric out while in the lift though she was sure that those louts from Deloitte upstairs had probably noticed and sniggered silently amongst themselves. Must be Delhiwallas, she consoled herself, but as soon as she reached her floor and swiped her card on the spooky electronic box on the wall just inside the sliding plate-glass entrance, she went behind her desk and discreetly tugged the wedgie out.


She looked at the daily planner. Mr Das had meetings lined up all day, starting with a presentation by the head of Human Resources, Mr Himangshu Roychowdhury, and the Chief Financial Officer, Mr Tilak Raj Tijori, at ten. Mr Das needed a cup of black coffee as soon as he sat down to help digest the several sheets of data from the night before: newsprint consumption by the tonne, production timings and delays in minutes, and daily revenue in rupees (lakhs). Theresa went into the dry kitchen that was a little more than a cluttered alcove located on the other side of the reception, and set the coffee machine in motion.


Theresa phoned the security guard to unlock Mr Das’s door. Then she picked up the papers deposited on her desk during the night and arranged them in an intelligible order. When the security guard arrived, jangling his keys, she waited in front of the door to the CEO’s room for the guard to unlock it. Then she turned the handle, pushed the door open, and screamed.


Buster Das sat in his chair, dead.


His head drooped forward, chin on chest, and for a minute he seemed to be dementedly grinning at her. But he was not. His skull had been smashed in and his white hair had turned brown, as if he had been preparing to dye his hair with glops of henna just before he was killed. It was not henna, however; it was dried blood which had streaked downwards in every direction. His hands hung limply by his hips. No, he did not look alive.


The door opened and in rushed the peon, Deepak Rathi, a squat, wheatish-complexioned man with bulging eyes whose premature greying was camouflaged by cheap dye, and who wore a regulation powder-blue shirt and navy blue trousers, machine-stitched from industrial polyester. In his stubby fingers he held Buster’s cup of coffee. Rathi took one look at his boss and his eyes almost escaped their sockets; he swore under his breath in Marathi. He set the cup down on a coaster on Das’s desk. ‘Who done this?’ he asked. To the office gentry he refused to speak in the vernacular, no matter how much the executives tried Hindi or Marathi in their misplaced belief that it might put him at ease.


‘Not me,’ Theresa said.


The security guard was the next to come in, followed by others in the office who had heard Theresa’s scream and could not believe their luck – a spectacle so early in the morning, that too, on a Tuesday. Rathi herded them back out. ‘No one come before police,’ he declared.


Theresa called the police control room. Then she called the Editor, Rocky Borkotoky, who accused her of sensationalizing the news, and the chief city reporter, Pearl Pandey. Both would arrive as quickly as Mumbai’s traffic would allow.


Then she returned to Mr Das’s room. Rathi stood still near the door, staring at his former boss. Theresa stood beside him and also stared at the grisly cauliflower that was once Mr Das’s head.


‘Room is smelling,’ Rathi said.


‘Don’t open the windows till the police come and allow it,’ Theresa said.


Das hadn’t been a particularly wonderful boss. He hadn’t even been a particularly wonderful CEO. There was so much that happened at a newspaper office, which was not surprising since about 500 people worked out of here. Theresa wondered how much she needed to tell the police as she waited for them to arrive.
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INSPECTOR SANDESH SOLVEKAR scrutinized the trophy thrust in front of his face by Sub-Inspector Mona Ramteke. It was cheap and virtually meaningless till the moment it was used to bludgeon Buster Das to death. Das’s blood caked the edges of the trophy’s wooden base. The murderer had held it by the shiny brass plate. They would check for fingerprints, though the murderer might have wiped it clean or used surgical gloves like Ramteke’s.


‘What a nonsense trophy,’ Sandesh said.


‘Yes, sir, it’s a wonder it didn’t fall apart on the victim’s head,’ Ramteke said. ‘Or in the murderer’s hand.’


The plaque grandiosely announced that it had been presented a year back by the newspaper’s parent media company, Jeeyo News. ‘Special Award to Jury Member Buster Das,’ it said. Sandesh snorted. What a piece-of-shit award. No wonder they called it Jee Huzoor News. What a stingy company. It couldn’t even spend the extra rupee to reach a minimal standard of classiness. This was clearly a Crawford Market knock-off.


And the dumb murderer also had to choose this plasticky trophy. He could have at least used the shiny, smart, silvery trophy that stood on the side desk next to Das’s laptop, the trophy from the victim’s previous newspaper company, News of India. Maybe the use of the Jeeyo News trophy was deliberate. Perhaps it was a clue.


‘Anything missing?’ Sandesh asked. ‘From pockets? Desk?’


‘Wallet untouched, sir, but keys missing.’


‘His keys?’


‘I think so, sir,’ Ramteke said. ‘Maybe the killer locked the door behind him while leaving. Shall we look at the wound?’


Das had been struck at least a dozen times. Ramteke counted out to Sandesh the marks on the pulpy surface that used to be a head. Sandesh looked at the grey matter peeking out. Was Das’s brain trying to tell him something?


‘The post-mortem at KEM hospital will tell us the exact number of blows and the exact degree of trauma the brain suffered as the victim’s life faded,’ Ramteke said. ‘It will also give us an approximate exact time of death.’


‘Approximate or exact?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Unless someone pays off the post-mortem staff to make a fudged or false report,’ Sandesh said.


‘Not everyone’s a film star, sir,’ Ramteke asked. ‘Not everyone can bribe the hospital director with three crore rupees. Unless there’s a scandal. No, sir. KEM will just be sloppy as usual.’


‘And we have no scandal in sight,’ Sandesh said. ‘A disgruntled employee might have killed this CEO. For all we know, his secretary might have killed him. She’s the one who discovered the body, right?’


‘Yes, sir,’ Ramteke said. ‘A typical auntyji. And she doesn’t look too shaken.’


‘Your estimation of the time of murder and death?’


‘Sir, I’d say fourteen or fifteen hours ago. But it’s for the post-mortem to say for certain.’


‘That’s okay, I’m sure the post-mortem will just confirm what you say.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘I hope someone’s on the call data analysis.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Ramteke said. ‘SI Sawant has got the victim’s mobile number as well as his landlines at home and in the office.’


‘What about CCTV footage?’


‘Yes, sir, we’re getting that organized and scrutinized by Sawant’s team.’


‘Chalo, aunty ko bulao,’ Sandesh said. ‘Let’s hear what she has to say.’


‘In here?’


‘No, the conference room. Must be one in this office.’

They walked out of Das’s room. The office smelled of fresh paint and polish. The plate-glass windows to the far left overlooked Lower Parel. Office executives stood and gaped at Ramteke. Though they were in plainclothes, being in the crime branch, and though she was thinly built and not even five-feet tall – her category had a lower height requirement to join the force – she walked as if with each step she claimed another piece of this corporate floor as her own domain. The executives stared in awe and with curiosity, missing Sandesh who was right behind her. They might have noticed him had he towered over her, but he was a man of average height and slender build. Sandesh liked that she drew attention away from him; it gave him greater space for unhindered observation and thought.


Ramteke led them to the conference room where a PowerPoint presentation was in progress. A man with a protruding belly and armed with a laser pointer stopped talking as soon as he saw Sandesh standing in the doorway.


‘Your boss is dead and you people are making presentations?’ Sandesh asked.


‘What to do, client was given time,’ the laser pointer said, rubbing his belly. ‘You want the conference room? Please take it. We will reschedule.’


‘Das is dead?’ the client spoke up. He had a wispy beard. He had two accomplices on either side: on his left were two women, one a senior colleague in her forties, the other an intern. Sandesh gazed at the senior colleague, who wore a smart jacket and a fashionably short haircut, but Ramteke interrupted.


‘Thank you for allowing us to use this room,’ she said firmly, and the clients hurriedly scurried out. The laser-pointer introduced himself. ‘Bobo Batterji, VP, Marketing,’ he said, clutching his laptop to his chest and sticking his hand out. Sandesh reluctantly offered him a limp hand to shake, and then Bobo left.


Sandesh took the seat at the head of the conference table and nodded to Ramteke. The sub-inspector brought in Theresa, who walked down the length of the room but stood standing in front of Sandesh, going anxiously from one police-face to the other. Theresa saw a balding inspector whose face resembled that of a vigilant pug, and a cropped-haired woman whose austere face was marked by heavy eyelids and a slightly bulbous nose-tip. Sandesh motioned for her to take a seat.


‘Now why would anyone want to kill this man?’ he asked aloud, as if talking to himself.


Theresa burst out crying. Sandesh and Ramteke exchanged impassive glances.


‘Why couldn’t they have killed him a month from now?’ Theresa bawled. ‘I was leaving at the end of the month. Why did this have to happen while I was still here?’


‘What difference does it make?’ Sandesh asked.


‘How am I ever going to get that scene I saw this morning out of my head?’ said Theresa. ‘What if I look for a job in a new company and they don’t hire me because my last boss was killed? What if they think I killed him? What if they think I should have stopped him from getting killed? What if my fiancé ditches me?’


‘Why were you leaving this job?’ Sandesh asked.


‘Well,’ Theresa hesitated, and then began to wipe her eyes as she prepared her answer. ‘It’s because … I don’t know, I don’t know if it has any relevance to this. It might even confuse things.’


Sandesh said nothing. He lifted his eyebrows in query.


‘Well, it’s like this: I was leaving because my boss, the late Mr Buster Das, sexually harassed me.’
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‘BUSTER DAS FANCIED himself to be young at heart. He kept his hair long, down to his collar, even though it was all grey. It made him look like an overaged hippie, fresh from Goa. He sometimes wore denims to work, even though his legs were like matchsticks,’ Theresa said. ‘I’ve never seen a CEO who wasn’t formally dressed in long-sleeved shirts and trousers, even if it were a first or a third Saturday.’


Sandesh frowned.


‘Second and fourth Saturdays are holidays for non-journalists,’ Theresa explained. ‘On other Saturdays we dress informally.’


‘Life is good in the corporate world,’ Ramteke murmured.


‘Ramteke,’ Sandesh chided his subordinate. ‘Yes, Miss Pereira?’


‘He always had a glad eye,’ Theresa continued. ‘Ask any of the girls here. He was always touching them on the shoulder while talking to them, and always using some excuse to key their phone numbers into his BlackBerry. I think he even grabbed Ms Kao’s buttocks. Ms Savita Kao is the editor of our entertainment supplement, Behind Bombay.’


‘He grabbed the Behind Bombay editor’s behind?’ Ramteke asked. ‘Did she or anyone else ever complain?’


‘No, how could they?’ Theresa said. ‘He was the CEO after all. The HR department would always try to defuse the matter before an official complaint could be made. And who wants to go to the police?’


‘Police is that bad?’ Sandesh asked.


‘Sorry, Inspectorji, you know what I mean. It’s such a hassle. Go to police station, go to court, and then get thrown out of job,’ Theresa said. ‘Smart women know how to handle these things so that the touching stops and so that they don’t have to involve the law.’


‘How practical,’ Ramteke mused. ‘Yet the touching never really stops, does it?’


‘Go on,’ Sandesh urged Theresa.


‘Also, I guess some girls felt sorry because everyone knew that his wife was a wannabe singer and filmmaker, when she was actually just a hippopotamus.’


‘I see,’ Sandesh said, mentally picturing an actual hippopotamus singing at Buster Das’s cremation. ‘So what happened with you that made you want to leave your job?’


‘Don’t get me wrong, I love my job,’ Theresa said. ‘I joined Morning Analysis six years ago, when it first started. At that time, we had a different CEO. What a lot of fun. And all the kids working here were always so well behaved.’


‘You mean the journalists?’


‘Yes, I know you think all journalists are drunken scoundrels, but we had a very young crowd here, and everyone was polite and spoke courteously.’


‘When did Buster Das join?’


‘A year back,’ Theresa said. ‘He used to work for the number one newspaper, News of India. He retired and then landed a job here, they say, to turn it into a profitable paper. The owner is apparently tired of losing money.’


‘The owner, Vishwas Bandra?’


‘Yes, him. The chairman of Eastern Vessels Ltd, EVL, which owns Jeeyo TV and Morning Analysis as well as many other diversified holdings.’


‘I’ve seen him,’ Ramteke said. ‘He’s the fellow with the streak of white hair in the front of his head?’


‘Yes, him only,’ Theresa said. ‘Our Editor saheb calls him Vishwas Bandar.’


‘You were telling us about Das,’ Sandesh said.


‘Yes. In the beginning, Mr Das did not act funny with me. He was very business-like and would not even glance at me when I’d be in his room taking down instructions or dictation. But then things started to change three months ago. First, he would stand behind me while I typed out letters or memos, and he moved closer and closer until one day I felt his body brush against some loose strands of my hair.’


‘What did you do?’


‘I pretended that my computer was broken and worked at Beana’s terminal in the newsroom.’


‘And then?’


‘Then he began touching me on the shoulders. There wasn’t much I could do, so I just tried to ignore it. One day he invited me for a drink after work. I told him I didn’t drink, and that I was meeting my fiancé in any case.’


‘What did your fiancé have to say about Das?’


‘Actually,’ Theresa said, squirming, ‘I don’t have a fiancé. I just made one up to get Mr Das off my back.’


‘Okay.’


‘The final straw was one late afternoon when he put his arm around my waist and suggested we go for an offline meeting at the Lavasa guest house one weekend. I immediately put in my papers.’


‘You resigned without having another job in hand?’ Sandesh asked.


‘What to do, even that slimy fellow Deepak Rathi saw us,’ Theresa said. ‘I didn’t want him also to get ideas.’


‘Why do you call him slimy?’


‘He’s no ordinary peon,’ Theresa said, leaning forward and whispering. ‘Vishwas Bandar placed him here in the CEO’s office. He reports on everything to Mr Bandar.’


‘Really?’ Ramteke said. ‘He’s a spy?’


‘Quite common in these family-run companies,’ Theresa said matter-of-factly. ‘The owners plant a trusted family retainer in their top executive’s office.’


‘So, Miss Pereira, where were you last night about 9 p.m.?’ Sandesh asked.


Theresa’s eyes widened. ‘You think I killed Mr Das?’


‘We’ll need an official statement from key people connected to him,’ Sandesh said, ignoring her accusation. ‘Please answer the question.’


‘I left late for home, at around 8:30 p.m.,’ Theresa said. ‘You can check the attendance log. I always swipe when I leave, so that I can claim overtime.’


‘And Mr Das was alive when you left?’


‘He was alive when I informed him over intercom that I was leaving for the day.’


‘Thanks, Miss Pereira,’ Ramteke said. ‘We will contact you for a detailed statement later on.’


Theresa looked at the two of them and left without a word.


‘This shouldn’t be a tough case to crack,’ Ramteke noted. ‘They have strict security here at the India Bullocks complex, and the receptionist would note any outsiders or visitors. It had to have been an inside job.’


‘We will just have to find out who was here at the time of the murder and that’s it?’ Sandesh asked. ‘That might still leave us with a hundred suspects. It might be tougher than a murder at a private residence.’


‘Maybe it’s like Murder on the Orient Express, where everyone did it,’ Ramteke said, sniggering at her own joke.


‘Maybe it’s like The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, which would mean that you did it.’


‘Sir, who should I call in next?’


‘What’s the peon’s name?’


‘Deepak Rathi.’


‘Let’s bring him in,’ Sandesh said. ‘We’ll get to the Editor once he arrives.’
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DEEPAK RATHI WALKED in, his bulging eyes locked onto the two detectives though they did not seem to notice him. He tried to sit down but Ramteke immediately grabbed his right upper arm and squeezed his biceps with two powerful fingers that felt like a pair of tongs.


‘Who told you to sit down?’


‘Sorry sir. I mean ma’am.’


‘Your Editor is too big a person for us to slap around,’ Ramteke said. ‘But you’re not. In fact, sir, I think we ought to take this daughter-fucker down to the police station and give him a taste of life in a dirty, dark, non-AC cell.’


Rathi’s eyes bulged further on hearing the lady detective swear. It seemed to tell him many things at once, but he kept quiet, trying not to further enrage the sub-inspector though she had to be several inches shorter than him.


‘Are you a journalist, behenchhod?’ Ramteke asked.


‘No, ma’am,’ Rathi replied. ‘I’m just the peon.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘Ma’am, I do little things for the CEO or for the Editor when his peon is not here,’ Rathi replied. ‘I make tea, I deliver papers, I escort guests into the office, I take messages to others in the office or call them to the boss’s room.’


‘In short, you’re the boss’s dog,’ Ramteke said. ‘Or rather, you’re the boss’s dog’s tail.’


‘Whatever you say, ma’am.’


‘Whatever I say?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘Are you one of those peons who spits into his boss’s coffee before serving it?’


‘No, ma’am.’


‘How long have you been working for Vishwas Bandra?’ Sandesh asked.


Rathi looked at both of them.


‘You mean for Morning Analysis?’ he asked. ‘Six years, since its launch.’


Ramteke slapped the side of Rathi’s head. It was stinging but more importantly, a woman had just hit him. Incredible. He could do nothing about it. Tears sprang to Rathi’s eyes.


‘No, you choot, Inspector saheb asked how long you’ve been working for Vishwas Bandra,’ said Ramteke. ‘Everyone seems to think that you work for him, and not for any of his companies.’


‘Twenty-one years ago; started in September.’


‘Since the days when Bandra was just a small-time courier for clothes smuggled in from Thailand?’ Ramteke asked.


‘Ma’am, I don’t know about that.’


‘What do you know, you parasite?’ Ramteke asked. ‘Do you know who fucks your boss’s wife?’


The peon looked with determination at the ground.


‘Where do you live, Rathi?’


‘Wadala.’


‘Where in Wadala? In those new luxury flats?’ Ramteke sniggered.


‘No, ma’am. Shanti Nagar.’


‘You work for a big man like Vishwas Bandra and you live in a jhopadpatti?’


‘It is a redevelopment flat, ma’am, near the IMAX,’ Rathi said. ‘Not a slum.’


‘But you used to live in a jhopad?’

Rathi kept quiet.


‘I bet I know where,’ Ramteke said. ‘On that bridge over the Harbour line railway tracks, the one that connects Wadala West to Wadala East. That’s probably where you were born, after your parents came to Mumbai, looking for food, fleeing the snake pit that was their village. Your mother probably didn’t dare go to the hospital to deliver you in case the neighbours decided to steal her life’s possessions from that box under the broken cot. You grew up sniffing refinery fumes and so you are a retard.’


‘That’s enough, Ramteke.’


‘No problem, sir,’ Rathi said.


‘What do you do for Mr Bandra?’


‘Whatever he tells me,’ Rathi said. ‘I used to work at his house. Then he sent me to work at the TV company, Jeeyo News. Then he sent me to Morning Anal.’


‘You mean Analysis.’


‘Sir, yes sir.’


‘What do you do here?’


‘Whatever CEO sir needs.’


‘And do you ever report back to Mr Bandra what goes on in this office?’


‘No,’ Rathi said.


It was a denial that was neither too swift nor too slow, neither too loud nor too soft, and Rathi did not look uncomfortable. Yet Sandesh knew he had lied. Rathi, it was obvious, was a loyal and practised liar.


‘So start telling me the names of the people who met Mr Das yesterday evening.’


‘From what time?’ Rathi asked.


‘Lunchtime onwards,’ Sandesh said. ‘We’ll go further back if need be.’


‘After lunch there was a meeting with Manjeev Mantri sir. The Ad Sales VP. Then he met the business editor, Maharaj Govindraj sir. There was an outsider with him. Then he met Bobo Batterji sir, who came with a lady from PG Bank. Then Ms Savita Kao ma’am came. Then Theresa ma’am. After that the HR VP, Himangshu Roychowdhury sir. Then Dating Editor Mohini Saxena. Then another meeting with Mantri sir. Then the Editor met him.’


‘And then?’


‘Then he was dead.’


‘The Editor was the last to see him alive?’


‘No, sir,’ Rathi said. ‘After the Editor left, I went to clear the cups, so I might have been the last person to see him alive. Or actually, I would have been the second-to-last person.’


‘So who was the last?’


‘Whoever killed him?’


‘Accha, now you’re a policeman?’ Ramteke barked, and gave Rathi another slap on the side of his head.


‘No, ma’am,’ Rathi said, straightening his head and struggling to keep his tears in check. ‘I’m just saying that I did not kill CEO sir.’


‘Why did the Sales VP meet him twice?’ Sandesh asked, ignoring the slap.


‘They meet often,’ Rathi said. ‘He brings in the money for the company. Often they argue.’


‘Why is that?’


‘For different reasons each time,’ Rathi said. ‘But main thing is, Mantri wants to take over Das’s job.’


‘So badly that he would kill him?’ Ramteke asked.


‘Why kill him, he can just tell Chairman that he can do a better job. Chairman will give him the job.’


‘Who’s Chairman?’ Ramteke asked. ‘Mr Bandra?’

Rathi nodded.


‘Did you kill Das?’ Ramteke asked.


Rathi looked at the sub-inspector in horror. ‘Why should I do something like that? I am not a killer.’


‘Just answer the question,’ Sandesh said coldly.


Rathi looked at him and said neither swiftly nor slowly, in a voice neither loud nor soft, ‘No.’


Sandesh stared long and hard at Rathi. ‘What do you think, Ramteke?’ he asked, without taking his eyes off the peon.


‘Sir, I don’t think this moron did it.’


‘Okay, get out,’ Sandesh said. ‘Wait a second. Ramteke, who did he say was the last person to see the victim? Before Rathi himself?’


‘The Editor, sir.’


‘Was there anything out of the ordinary about their meeting, Rathi?’


‘No, sir,’ Rathi said. ‘As usual, they shouted at each other.’


‘As usual? What did they say?’


‘I did not hear, sir,’ Rathi said. He then leaned forward. ‘But after Editor sir left, CEO sir was muttering to himself.’


‘What was he saying?’


‘He kept saying, ‘Over my dead body,’ over and over again.’
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THE EDITOR STRODE into the conference room, ruddy-complexioned and heavy-set, leaning forward as he walked. He nearly stumbled over a chair as he pushed up his glasses to get a clearer picture of the developments as they unfolded. Both Sandesh and Ramteke stood up to shake his hand.


‘I’m Dr Rocky Borkotoky,’ the Editor said.


‘Pleased to meet you, doctor saheb.’


‘Oh I’m not a medical doctor,’ Rocky said. ‘I have a doctorate.’


‘In media studies?’ Sandesh asked politely.


‘No.’


Both Sandesh and Ramteke waited for an elaboration till they realized none was forthcoming. Sandesh broke the silence by asking, ‘How do people generally address you?’


‘As ‘sir’.’


‘Even your friends?’ Ramteke asked.


‘Especially my friends. But if you like, Editor saheb will do.’


‘Yes sir,’ Sandesh and Ramteke said simultaneously.


‘Terrible business,’ Rocky said as all three sat down. ‘Poor bastard.’


‘Bastard?’ Sandesh asked, his eyebrows raised. ‘Did you have some enmity against Mr Das?’


‘No enmity; that was just what we called him,’ Rocky said, with utter sincerity. ‘Bastard Das. Not to his face though. Poor Bastard Das.’


‘And you also call the owner Vishwas Bandar.’


‘You mean ‘monkey’?’ Rocky said, taking off his glasses and wiping them with the hem of his shirt. ‘No, not me. I would never do that. I like my job. Why should I jeopardize it by calling the owner a monkey?’


‘Do you go around nicknaming people all the time?’


‘Only some of the time,’ Rocky said. ‘But tell me, how is any of this related to the murder of Bastard Das?’


Sandesh exchanged a glance with Ramteke. ‘You know that Das was killed?’ she asked.


‘Yes, I know,’ Rocky said. ‘Everyone knows. Anyone who watches TV knows by now. That chimpanzee Deepak Rathi let the cat out of the bag.’


‘What cat?’ Sandesh asked. ‘Why did you call him a chimpanzee?’


‘Because he’s Bandar’s spy. Get it? Bandar? Chimpanzee?’


‘Okay, sir,’ Sandesh said. ‘Can you tell us where you were last night at around 9 p.m.?’


‘Let’s see,’ Rocky said. He looked upwards and scratched his chin. ‘Probably bashing the CEO in the head with one of his cheap trophies.’


Sandesh sighed.


‘Of course I didn’t kill the poor bastard,’ Rocky said. ‘I was somewhere in the newsroom, or probably in my cabin. Or maybe I was talking to the home minister, Gayaram Lotakar.’


‘Sir, we’re just trying to do our job,’ Sandesh said at the mention of the political boss of all policemen in the state.


‘I know, I know,’ Rocky said contritely. ‘Why don’t we walk around the newsroom? That may help your investigation later, when you chart out who was where at what time, etc.’


‘Good idea,’ Ramteke said.


‘Ramteke,’ Sandesh mildly chided her.


The newsroom, on the north side of the floor, was a large low-ceiling hall with rows and rows of seats and flat-screen computers. It was mostly empty at this time of day, though people had begun to stream in, possibly because they had heard about the murder. Staffers were switching on a dozen large-screen TVs on the newsroom’s walls, each tuned to a different news channel, all of which were flashing the “Breaking News” of Buster Das’s murder. One channel called it the day’s ‘Big Breaking News’. On the northeastern side was a terrace which looked out over the trains rolling in from the western suburbs to the Elphinstone Road station below. The terrace was used by smokers, as evidenced by the carpet of cigarette butts littering the unpolished marble floor.


In the northwest corner of the newsroom was a large cabin with glass windows and no blinds. This was the Editor’s office, and he invited the detectives in to conduct the rest of the interview.


‘Or you can take me back to the conference room, but that won’t make me any less comfortable,’ Rocky pointed out.


‘But everyone can see us,’ Ramteke said, pointing at the panes and the people outside gawking at them.


‘So what?’ Rocky said. ‘Are you planning to strip-search me or slap me around the way you likely slapped around the chimpanzee?’


‘Of course not, sir,’ Sandesh said as he took a seat. ‘I mean we never slapped Rathi around. We do not believe in third-degree.’


‘Is it?’


‘What kind of a name is Buster Das?’


‘That wasn’t his real name,’ Rocky said. ‘I once asked Human Resources for his real name. Get this: it was Banke Bihari. No wonder he kept it a secret. He even had Admin put ‘Buster’ on his nameplate.’


‘How did he come to be called ‘Buster’?’ asked Ramteke.


‘How should I know?’ Rocky said. ‘Go ask his mother. Or HR. Or his wife. Or Theresa.’


‘Sir, is Rocky your real name?’ Sandesh asked.


‘No,’ Rocky said. ‘My real name is Dr Rocky Borkotoky.’


‘What kind of a CEO was Buster Das?’


Deepak Rathi brought in three cups of filter coffee, setting each down on cheap coasters on the Editor’s large and polished desk. Rocky kept quiet till Rathi and his empty tray were out of the cabin and the door had swung softly shut.


‘He had no brain,’ Rocky said with a straight face. ‘That’s why I was surprised that the blows on his head killed him, since there was no major organ inside to damage. I guess I was wrong.’


‘Sir.’


‘He and I were always at loggerheads,’ Rocky said. ‘He was a marketing-and-sales man, and he thought that the newspaper required a bunch of gimmicks to succeed. He kept us in innumerable and interminable meetings about marketing strategies that we ought to adopt to make the paper a “thought leader”. He spouted an incessant amount of one-liners, like a demented adman on the loose, saying things like “the past has no future”, “let’s take the paper out of newspaper”, “Twitter is where the stories break”, and other such nonsense.’


‘Was he was not on the right track, sir?’ Ramteke asked. ‘After all, who nowadays reads newspapers? Mumbai Police is on social media these days. Even our crime branch.’


‘Really?’ Rocky said, pulling out his phone. ‘What’s your Twitter handle?’


‘But what was wrong with Mr Das’s point of view?’


‘For one thing, all of his one-liners were a tangled mess that showed no real understanding of what defines news,’ Rocky said. ‘Secondly, he was a whimsical fellow, changing strategies every few days as if he were changing his underwear, though frankly I know nothing about his underwear habits. This was a sure sign that he did not know what he was doing, or that he was uncertain about his plans. Thirdly, lots of people read newspapers; they just don’t read them from cover to cover.’


‘What is your philosophy?’


‘I think we should just focus on stories,’ the Editor said. ‘People want to read a good story, period. Put out an interesting headline to draw them in, and tighten the copy so that their attention doesn’t waver. Doesn’t get much simpler than that.’


‘Didn’t Buster Das agree with what you’re saying?’


‘That bastard was with News of India for three decades,’ the Editor said, sighing. ‘People who work there mistake the strength of a 175-year-old brand for their own ingenuity. Such was the case with the first CEO at Morning Anal, Pradip Hooda.’


‘Morning Anal?’


‘Yes,’ the Editor said. ‘That’s what the hawkers call our newspaper. You know, the poor boys who deliver the paper. Because the reader gets it in the ass every morning.’


‘Sir,’ Sandesh said.


‘Anyway, as I was saying, Hooda told the Big Bandar he’d launch a paper at an expense of 300 crore rupees, but that he’d earn 350. Sounded great. The Big Bandar was in. By the end of the year, the earnings came to a grand total of Rs 50 crore. Till date, the paper has lost around 870 crore rupees.’


‘My God.’


‘But the Big Bandar did not learn his lesson. He hired Bastard Das. And the bastard did not believe in journalism, as is the practice at News of India. He believed the newspaper’s job was to “aggregate customers for the advertisers”.’


‘But News of India is a good newspaper,’ said Sandesh.

Rocky Borkotoky laughed long and hard.


‘Well, they’re number one,’ Sandesh said, defensively.


‘True,’ Rocky said, his laughter subsiding.


‘So you disagreed fundamentally with the CEO on the direction the newspaper should take?’ Sandesh asked.


‘Fundamentally and absolutely, but still not enough to kill him.’


‘What was his attitude towards you?’


‘I guess he hated me but needed me as well,’ Rocky said. ‘His hair was all white, as you may have noticed. I once told him he should dye a streak in the front black so he could look like a photo-negative of the Big Bandar. He did not find it amusing.’


Ramteke giggled.


‘But if you even think of suspecting me, I will have to complain to the Home Minister about your incompetence, harassment and body odour,’ Rocky said.


Both Sandesh and Ramteke tilted their heads down but found no evidence of what the editor alleged.


‘In any case, your top suspect should be the Ad-Sales guy, Manjeev Mantri,’ Rocky said. ‘He was hoping to be the next CEO. He definitely had motive.’


‘Really?’ Sandesh asked.


‘Or even our Behind Bombay editor, Savita Kao. Bastard apparently slept with her. So some of the kids called her Savita Bhabhi.’


‘Like that dirty cartoon on the net?’


‘Yes, that one,’ Rocky said. ‘The rumours are all over the internet. Don’t you people ever surf the web?’


‘We have a dedicated cyber-crimes cell.’


‘Sounds like a crack outfit,’ Rocky said.


‘I hope you’re not being sarcastic,’ Sandesh said.


‘Oh sure, you like sarcasm and wordplay when I attack the government in my column, but you want me to behave myself when you’re wasting your time questioning me.’


‘Sir, just tell us about the events of last evening as you know them and we’ll move on.’


‘Okay,’ said Rocky, leaning back in his chair. ‘Let’s see … we had our usual evening news meeting at 6:00 p.m., and that lasted about half an hour.’


‘What happened at this news meeting?’


‘We put up on the wall the news lists from our various departments – Business, City, Sports, Nation, World, and so on,’ Rocky said. ‘Then we threw darts to decide which stories go on page one.’


‘Sir,’ said Sandesh.


‘Or something like that, more or less. We discuss the stories department by department, and then shortlist a bunch for page one, after which we make a final selection starting with the most important as first lead, or flyer, and ending with something interesting as the anchor.’ Rocky paused. ‘It’s also a time when we share some general gossip.’


‘General gossip?’


‘Some items of gossip I discuss with individuals, and some items I discuss during the meeting so that it spreads among the staff.’
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