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  The Sea of Innocence




  







  Chapter 1




  The girl in the video did not look older than sixteen, a pale flame flickering amongst the four dark-skinned boys who crowded around her as she raised her hands and moved to

  the music. The boys merged together in the dim light as they tried to get close to her. They may have been older than her but since they were all dressed in t-shirts and bright shorts, and two of

  them had their hair tied in ponytails, they seemed young. The girl was tiny, in a yellow halter-neck top and short blue skirt, as they circled her, dancing with her eyes closed, mesmerized by the

  hypnotic beat.




  A low ceiling was visible behind them, lit by a single bulb covered with a red scarf, the light spilling in splashes of blood onto the swaying figures. Curtains lined the wall, and in one corner

  a circular window was visible. Familiar-sounding trance music bound them into a robotic movement.




  One of the boys suddenly said something vehemently to the girl. It was difficult to distinguish the expressions on the faces. The video was possibly shot on a mobile phone and the images were

  grainy. No effort was made to adjust the quality or to zoom in – and though the tone of his voice was sharp, the words were muffled by the music. From her relaxed manner, it seemed the girl

  knew him well. She shook her head and pushed him aside while he was trying to say something into her ear. It was obvious she was confident of herself. Without even opening her eyes, she carried on

  dancing.




  The boy slipped his arm around the girl and cupped her left breast. The other boys stared and the dancing came to a standstill. Nervous laughter broke out as the girl slapped him and one of the

  boys blocked the camera-view momentarily, trying to stop the fight, perhaps. He was jostled by the boy next to him and, as though made aware of the camera, he looked over his shoulder and stepped

  alongside the girl. The girl threw her long curly hair back over her shoulder and struggled with the boy, who continued to grope her. He managed to untie her halter top, exposing her breasts.




  The other boys became absolutely still.




  She quickly pulled the two ends of the top behind her neck, retying them. And then she lunged at the boy to hit him. But he ducked and caught hold of her wrist. There was a momentary pause, as

  though the script had gone wrong and someone had given instructions to redirect the video.




  ‘Oh, come on!’ one of the boys said. This time both the words and their implication were clear.




  ‘Shut up, you idiot,’ the girl replied, and then giggled and added, ‘Don’t be stupid.’ Oddly, she didn’t sound angry.




  The screen went dark. Then when the video started again three of the boys and the girl were on a bed. One of them was lying on his side, speaking to her.




  ‘You promised. You can’t be . . .’




  The audio was once more slightly blurred, and even the little conversation which could be heard was jagged and unclear.




  She was obviously immune to his persistent, persuasive tone. She lay flat on her back, still in her halter-neck top and short skirt, staring at the ceiling. Her legs were crossed but her feet

  were moving in time to the music.




  The camera was jerkier than before. Earlier it might have been placed strategically on some table; now someone – perhaps the fourth boy? – was holding it.




  ‘Come on . . .’ The voice was aggressive and shrill. The girl looked directly into the lens, but her eyes were completely unfocused. She pushed herself up, moving slower than before,

  and slid back as though the effort was beyond her. Was she drunk? Why didn’t she get up and leave?




  ‘Just take off her skirt,’ another voice said, even more loudly than the previous one, with a distinct Indian accent. I thought I heard a Goan lilt.




  The lens moved closer to the bed and hovered over the girl, scanning up her pale legs, getting closer to the fabric of her skirt, when there was a sudden flash of bare thighs and a triangle of

  blonde hair. Then the screen went blank again.




  The video did not last more than three minutes.




  I stared at the small dark screen of my mobile phone, still in a state of shock.




  The clip had been sent to me by Amarjit, an old college friend of mine and a police officer presently based in Delhi (while recovering from a high-profile divorce).




  It was accompanied by a message saying he wanted to speak to me. But after his ex-wife had threatened to name me as a co-respondent in their divorce, there was very little reason for me to

  communicate with him. In fact I had broken off all contact from him for the past three years.




  So was this some kind of horrible joke? A schoolboy prank: a lewd video sent to intrigue me and break the ice instead of a bouquet of flowers? Hook me with a mysterious and very disturbing

  message, and then reel me in.




  I wasn’t going to fall into that trap again.




  I answered politely, suggesting that he tie his feet to a 500-kilo weight and drown himself in the Arabian Sea.




  But the video had an unsettling effect. Its very visible sexual overtones and the vulnerability of the girl upset me more than I had thought. I was also puzzled and angry that Amarjit had chosen

  to send me the video, and at this time.




  As he probably knew, since he was still in touch with my mother, I had come to Goa for a holiday, to lounge on the fabulous beaches while the sun spread a golden glow on the water. Not for this.

  In fact I was still depressed after hearing about the horrific gang rape of a young paramedical student on a public bus in Delhi. No, I could not deal with this.




  I sighed and, chucking the phone into my bag, which was already overcrowded with guidebooks and the sunscreens I had come to collect from our hotel room, made my way back to the beach. I wanted

  to join Durga, my 16-year-old daughter, as quickly as possible, nervous that she had been left alone even for a short time.




  Durga, meanwhile, was sitting comfortably on the sand getting a henna tattoo of broken hearts in a daisy chain painted onto her arm.




  ‘Too depressing. Why broken hearts?’ I asked her briskly, deliberately not looking at her, unprepared for another argument, as we seemed to have had quite a few in the past few days,

  mostly over trivial things. Though we always made up, I didn’t want to risk an all-out war, which was so easy on holiday, particularly when you’re meant to be having a good time.

  ‘Try something else.’




  Maybe that’s what 16-year-olds want? a voice retorted in my head, as I began to liberally lather on the sunscreen.




  After all, I was thirty years older than Durga, and anything but trendy, even though I now lay next to her on a sunny beach, wearing a flimsy pink sarong over my daring black swimsuit, to hide

  any unseemly bulges. Durga had insisted on wearing an old-fashioned swimsuit with a high neck and a little flared skirt. If she was so decorous, I should have definitely been wearing a burkini, at

  least! And yet, secretly, I was relieved at her choice. After what I had just seen on my mobile phone, I wouldn’t have been able to deal with Durga’s sexuality, even incidentally, on

  display.




  I could just about handle her current passion for sad songs and heartbroken tattoos. What kind of a holiday was this going to be? Not very jolly, that was for sure.




  The black nail polish she had applied this morning had been a bad omen, and should have warned me of worse to come. Was she turning into a goth? What if she wanted rings punched into her lips

  and safety pins in her belly button? And what if she insisted on being miserable? Despite my resolution that I wouldn’t say anything, I felt my irritation rise.




  ‘How about a string of paisleys around your arm . . . like this.’ I tried to inject a happy note in my voice.




  I waved my own plump arm with its intricate paisley henna tattoo (which looked quite nice, if you ignored the accompanying bingo wings – with only a touch of cellulite, mind you), while

  being observed keenly by Veeramma. She was the canny beach vendor who had painted the tattoo on me, and had subsequently attached herself to us for the past three days, showering us with endless

  compliments in fluent, if ungrammatical, English, French and Russian – as well as her native Kannada. She sold everything from head massages to sarongs and all the while looking like she had

  just stepped out of a village in Karnataka. She was smarter than I could ever hope to be, proving the value of never stepping inside a school.




  ‘Perhaps you should’ve got a dragon tattoo,’ quipped Durga, as she presented her other arm to Veeramma. ‘It’s more suited to what you’ve been up to.’

  She was teasing me about my penchant for trying to solve difficult crime cases, even though my avowed profession was that of social worker. And there were many who described my voluntary work as

  annoying interference in matters that didn’t concern me.




  Determined not to be provoked, I laughed at Durga’s little jibe and said ‘Touche!’, mindful of the fact that we still had a week left of our holiday. No point getting annoyed

  and ruining it.




  Instead, I wondered how Veeramma and her gang of fellow beach gypsies had the energy to walk around all day, barefoot on the hot sand, with a swathe of elephant-print sarongs slung on one arm, a

  bundle of silver jewellery dangling from the other, and a patchwork embroidered bag over a shoulder. And she smiled and smiled, used to dealing with camera-clicking, sensation-hungry tourists from

  all over the world. In fact, it was probably some of those very tourists who had tutored her in multiple languages.




  I had a feeling she was humouring us – sharing a wink and a smile with her sister vendors, gathered around us in a good-natured crowd. In India, a tamasha – a spectacle

  – could be created within minutes.




  Right now I had drunk too much beer to bother about the women’s obvious interest in us. I lit a cigarette, pleased for once at the slow pace of the Indian government, as the long-proposed

  ban on smoking on the beach still had to be implemented.




  I blew smoke rings and watched Veeramma deftly dribble another thin line of black henna on Durga’s arm. Obviously she knew who was more likely to win the battle of the broken hearts. I

  sighed and fell further back into the sand. Why argue when Durga wasn’t going to listen anyway? I tried to synchronize my breath with the rise and fall of the waves.




  Veeramma squatted comfortably on the sand next to us, while the other six vendors now edged closer to me and began complaining about their husbands and their mothers-in-law. They asked me,

  half-teasingly, to take them all, or at least one of them, back with me to Delhi, as they said they hated their lives, wandering around on the beaches all day. They longed to be inside a house,

  cooking and gossiping and squabbling like the overdressed housewives in the TV soap operas they watched at night. They did not even mind being hired as domestic help. Anything, so long as they were

  not looking for customers, made objects of ridicule, treated almost like untouchables, shooed away from the shacks serving food and drink which lined the Goa beaches.




  I glanced back towards the row of beach shacks: temporary thatch-roofed, sand, cement and wood structures. Barring a few, they would be removed every monsoon and then reconstructed in the

  holiday season, the licences given to them providing an additional income to the government babus who carefully priced every stamp of approval for these coveted allocations. The shacks

  created their own economic and social environment and life (or, very occasionally, death) on the beach depended on which shack you attached yourself to.




  ‘Bastards no let us come up to deckchairs, still taking hafta,’ Veeramma grumbled under her breath.




  I had already learnt that the cops who gave them permission to sell their wares took a cut from their earnings. In the few days that Durga and I had been in Goa, we had realized that a

  well-oiled, systematic food chain existed. The tragedy was that no matter who postured as the biggest fish, there were others still larger than them.




  Reluctant to get up, I gestured to the waiter near my erstwhile deckchair to bring my beer over, as it seemed too far away to reach in my flip-flops.




  In my present cautious mood, I especially did not want to leave Durga alone with the gossiping women. What if they asked her something awkward?




  They might want to know about the men in our lives and ask where my ‘husband’ (and presumably Durga’s father) was. Having revealed so much about their own lives, wouldn’t

  they be eager to know about ours?




  These were always difficult questions for an adopted child such as Durga to answer.




  Of course, she and I had discussed what she should say when asked. As rehearsed, she should mention that she lived in Delhi with her grandmother and me and that her father had died some years

  earlier. All of this was technically correct. There was no reason to reveal that her father had no connection with me. Or that he had been murdered. Nor should she discuss the tragic circumstances

  under which I had adopted her.




  And if after this brief introduction she withdrew into silence, hopefully any further queries would be stalled. I knew it was difficult and unfair to ask a young girl to keep so much to herself,

  but thankfully she had never been very loquacious and the last few years in the Delhi school had trained her well.




  The sand was soothingly warm against my back and I lay back, relaxing while Durga’s tattoo was completed.




  Slowly I became aware that Veeramma’s hypnotic movements over Durga’s arm had stalled as she stared towards the sea, her eyes glued to a young woman in a bikini running past us, her

  blonde hair bouncing behind her.




  I felt my stomach knot in tension. She reminded me far too much of the girl I had seen in the video less than an hour ago.




  Veeramma said something to one of her friends, who was also closely watching the girl. I couldn’t follow her comment, but both of them burst out laughing. Puzzled, I watched the girl speed

  over the sand, lightfooted like a gazelle. She seemed no different from all the other tourists who crowded the beach and were swimming in the water. Why had she caught Veeramma’s eye?




  ‘What’s so funny?’ I asked her.




  Veeramma shook her head.




  ‘Nothing. She new catch, I think.’




  ‘Caught by whom?’ I asked.




  A silence followed. Durga moved uncomfortably, as Veeramma’s grip on her arm tightened slightly. Then Veeramma looked up and smiled. But the smile did not reach her eyes.




  ‘Some beach boys like fish.’




  The woman sitting beside her cut in swiftly, ‘They sell in market!’




  Another added, And making tasty curry.’




  ‘No. Masala fry! Chop chop! Bon appétit!’ giggled the woman next to her, saying the last few words in a perfect French accent, bowing slightly towards me and

  presenting her palm as though serving a culinary treat, while the other arm looped the air. Where had she learnt that astonishing perfection? Could just mixing with a few international tourists

  give these women this accent and style? Or was there some other secret behind their multilingual skills?




  As she stopped for applause, I thought the divergence between her words and light-hearted gestures was not only macabre, it was frightening as well.




  Watching her, all the women laughed out loud. Yet there was nothing funny about the implication of young men snaring women like fish and then selling them or slicing them up.




  Almost by a hidden signal the women started gathering their things, and stood up to leave.




  ‘What do you mean?’ asked Durga, her eyes darkening. In her own childhood she had seen and understood, far too early, about cruelty. She knew immediately that something wasn’t

  quite right. She might have also felt my unease.




  ‘Forget it, madam. Enjoy holiday. Many things on beach you don’t want to know.’




  ‘Goa, Goa . . . Goa, Goa.’ Another woman swung her hips in time to the chant, as she pirouetted on one heel.




  Veeramma poured a bit of oil on Durga’s henna hearts, and told her, ‘Don’t rub off now. Leave thirty minutes then tattoo will stay for few weeks.’




  I handed her the payment, but couldn’t help asking, ‘And how do you know that girl?’




  ‘I did tattoo, madam,’ she said, suddenly looking shy. ‘But private place.’ She quickly placed her hand just below her belly button and darted a look at Durga, who was

  listening fascinated.




  ‘Not you, baby. Shut eyes, ears,’ she added. Even though Durga was as old as the teenager who had just run past on the beach, Veeramma made the classic blunder of thinking that,

  being an Indian adolescent, she would be more innocent.




  A cold shiver ran through me while I remembered the permanent tattoo that Durga had once had on her arm. We had later had the design erased, at her request. Little did Veeramma know what Durga

  had been through in her young life.




  Perhaps I shouldn’t have brought her here, a place that might unleash difficult memories that had thus far been assiduously contained. The carefree feeling which had been somewhat dented

  by the morning’s video suffered further erosion. After all, it was only a few years ago when Durga had come into my life as a traumatized teenager, unfairly accused of murder. I had managed

  to get her out of jail and adopt her. But I couldn’t protect her from the unexpected. My foolish assumption had been that Goan beaches would be safer than the streets of Delhi for women and

  young girls.




  In the past few days I had realized that the naivety which once existed on Goa’s beaches had disappeared long ago. There was an uncomfortable and very apparent dichotomy between life on

  the beach and the rest of Goa. The sandy rim of the sea seemed almost like another country, which was, for some, ruled by its own laws of behaviour. Even though the beaches looked serenely

  cosmopolitan on the surface and offered a variety of sea sports and other innocent pleasures, there was a looming darkness around the edges. Like a hungry nocturnal sea animal it padded through the

  sand, seeking victims. Shades of it had been apparent in what Veeramma said about the girl, but a suspicion of it was in the dead eyes of some of the beach boys, and the cynicism with which they

  looked at the near-naked bodies strewn on the beach. Not everyone on the beach was here for a good time. Or perhaps everyone had a different description of what a ‘good time’ was.




  In contrast to the beaches, mainland Goa seemed almost puritanical, despite the proliferation of the liquor shops and bars. The interior was where much of the history and culture lay. But right

  now it seemed too much of an effort to explore it.




  Durga smiled back at Veeramma.




  ‘So why do you think she had the tattoo done down there?’ Durga asked, trying to look as though she hadn’t understood. ‘No one would ever see it.’




  ‘Only fish in sea,’ Veeramma quipped.




  Many days later I would remember our laughter and realize how eerily accurate Veeramma’s answer had been.




  ‘She’s quite clever, isn’t she?’ said Durga, looking towards Veeramma as she picked up her bags and joined her friends.




  ‘You have to be, I suppose, if you want to survive on this beach,’ I replied. ‘Veeramma’s quip about the beach boys made me think of the men in the video. Could it have

  been shot around here, and did the clue to their identity lie in their casual attire, the shorts and t-shirts that everyone wore around Goa? The fact that Amarjit had sent it to me while I was here

  might not be purely coincidental. But why, after all these years, would he want to get in touch with me, and in such a strange manner? Was it something to do with the girls that Veeramma had spoken

  about?




  Almost guessing my thoughts, Durga asked, ‘I wonder who that blonde girl was,’ as we trudged back to the restaurant under the thatched roof, on the higher ground. Dusting out our

  towels, we settled back into our deckchairs.




  I shrugged. I had already been worried that our holiday would get ruined by our occasional squabbles, and now I had another reason to be concerned.




  Urging her to order some king prawns I lit a cigarette and asked for another bottle of chilled beer.




  I decided that I would erase all memory of that girl in the video, and stop worrying about what happened to her. I would also ignore Amarjit’s attempts to get back into my life. This was

  not my problem. I was here just to holiday with Durga.




  Famous last words, as they say.




  







  Chapter 2




  Much to my annoyance and despite the increasingly rude messages I had sent to dissuade him the previous evening, Amarjit decided to show up, in person, at the hotel at 8 a.m.

  the next day. Which made me realize that he must have actually arrived in Goa yesterday, or even earlier, and then sent that video. He might have even seen me on the beach. What the hell did he

  want? Why was he being so persistent?




  I hated being stalked like this.




  Meeting former boyfriends is difficult enough for me when they drop in unannounced. But more so after I have been dealt with rather vigorously by a masseur and my hair is standing on end.




  Quite apart from the fact that the massage had given me an oily sheen that made me resemble a gold-plated Rolls Royce (I probably looked as large too, in my crumpled kaftan), I simply

  didn’t want to meet Amarjit. He had already wrecked my stay in Goa with that video. It was hardly the sort of thing to send to someone holidaying with her 16-year-old daughter and it had

  depressed me more than I’d realized.




  I hadn’t been able to push those depressing images out of my mind. It was especially curious that the girl seemed to have willingly put herself in such a risky situation. Even if she had

  misunderstood the intentions of the young men, she surely knew that being alone with them, given the fact she was a foreigner, could lead to some rather serious consequences. What puzzled me was

  that, after the boy molested her in front of the others, she had laughed, and even lay down next to him. Despite the peculiar circumstances, she seemed, at least to me, to be an ordinary

  middle-class girl just having a good time. So why then was she alone in a room full of men, who were probably filming her with them? And why didn’t she walk away from that highly insecure

  situation?




  Unfortunately, despite my determination not to think about her, when we got back from the beach, I continued to do so till late at night. Obviously I couldn’t discuss the video with Durga

  for fear of disturbing her fragile calm. I knew that showing her the images or sharing my worry over this young girl would remind her of how vulnerable and alone she had once been. It might even

  bring back the nightmares that had finally stopped haunting her. Nor could I talk about it with anyone else, because I had no idea why Amarjit had sent the video to me, whether it was a recent

  incident, or part of some ongoing investigation.




  As a result, I hadn’t been able to sleep and had booked myself for a massage at the crack of dawn, before Durga woke up and found me restless and anxious.




  And now Amarjit stood before me, with that familiar half-smile. It seemed he had completely forgotten what I had said to him when we had last met, years ago, as well as the messages I had sent

  yesterday.




  But to be honest, every time we met, I too tended to lapse into an easy familiarity, without even realizing it. Besides, his recent divorce made me a little more sympathetic towards him. Life

  was never going to be easy when your wife had cleaned you out and walked off with a younger man.




  Instinctively I smiled back and then quickly looked away, changing that expression into a frown.




  It was a struggle.




  I wished I could hurt him and tell him to go away, but all the moments we had shared held me back. Former lovers (of which I have quite a few, I’m afraid) always have a peculiar impact on

  me. Perhaps I am one of those incorrigible romantics who live in hope that the good times will come back again. Though I doubted if Amarjit and I would ever make the Mandovi River sizzle. There was

  too much unfinished business between us, and I was sure he was still too cut up over the way his wife had left him.




  Yet we did have a relationship which went back a quarter of a century, and much of that history was dotted with pleasurable moments. Barring the last few years . . .




  Luckily Durga was still asleep upstairs in the hotel room and Amarjit and I could speak frankly. It was important she didn’t know that he had come to visit us this morning. At the time

  when she had been kept in judicial custody it was Amarjit, a supposedly close friend of her father’s, and a senior police officer, who had failed to protect her over and over again. Seeing

  him she would immediately sense bad news. And might even guess that our holiday was irrevocably wrecked.




  It was now clear to me that my mother must have told him everything, including where we were in Goa, banking on our old friendship to make it a less acrimonious meeting. I also thought that she

  still harboured a hope (which she had hinted at earlier, on hearing about his divorce) that we would suddenly fall in love, again, if we met in the salubrious climes of Goa.




  ‘Don’t you have anything better to do than to hound me like this? It’s just about eight in the morning. This is Goa, for God’s sake! And I’m on a holiday!’ I

  said as grumpily as I could manage, cutting through the smile he had pasted on his face.




  I noticed that he had come to meet me minus the usual paraphernalia of police uniform, medals and fancy car topped with a red light and a flag. He was in a loose kurta and jeans and I

  hadn’t seen him like that since our days together in St Stephen’s College in Delhi. Mufti? Had he forgotten who, and how important, he was? That would take a volcanic explosion,

  wouldn’t it?




  ‘Have they finally thrown you out?’ I asked bitterly.




  Amarjit raised his eyebrows, looking as though I had paid him a compliment. Apart from a guarded ‘hello’ he hadn’t said a word thus far, allowing me to get all my angst

  out.




  ‘Though,’ I continued dryly, ‘if you send sex videos to people, I wouldn’t be surprised if they have.’




  He waited for me to stop spluttering. And then paused for another beat.




  I remembered this tactic only too well. The silences that could wear you down; and then, like a common criminal, you would be forced to grovel and confess – Yes, yes; I did it. The

  fault was mine. All mine. I’m guilty.




  ‘Have you quite finished?’ His voice was annoyingly amused.




  We were still in the lobby of the hotel and so I turned around and marched to the coffee shop, sitting down without bothering to hide my irritation. I beckoned a waiter, and ordered black

  coffees for both of us. I was damned if I was going to offer him any breakfast.




  I tried to forget that oil was dripping down my back, and in the mirror opposite I saw that strands of my hair were bunched together as though I had applied gel to them. Not a great way to look

  at all.




  Perhaps concerned about who was likely to see him, he looked around the room before sliding into the chair opposite. He sat with his back to the wall, half turned towards the entrance. It was

  the posture of a man ready to run, if required. Why was he so tense?




  ‘Is Durga here with you?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes,’ I muttered to the tablecloth.




  What gave him the right to ask me anything?




  ‘Is it possible for you to send her back to Delhi?’ he asked. ‘I need your help, and it might be a little dangerous if she’s around.’




  Affronted, I stared at him. He had just made my daughter sound like a piece of luggage! Send her off, indeed! My temper rose even higher.




  Realizing that we were in the smokers’ section, I deliberately and slowly pulled out a cigarette from my handbag, and placed it between my lips. I knew my smoking annoyed him, ever since

  the day he had given up and assumed I would follow suit.




  But apart from watching me carefully as I lit the cigarette – almost as though I was indulging in some pagan rite – he did not rebuke me.




  I slowly blew out smoke, making him wait for my answer. When I spoke my tone was, I hoped, annoyingly languorous.




  ‘Let me explain this to you: I am here on a holiday with my daughter. We plan to stay here for at least ten days. We’ve barely been here for three. Why would I want her to leave?

  Since when are you my holiday planner? And, after the last time, why the hell would I want to help you?’




  His ears turned red. A sure sign that he was starting to get angry. Good!




  He ignored my words, and lowered his voice. ‘It’s not safe for Durga. Especially if you get involved in the case I’ve come to talk to you about. She’s a very pretty girl

  and I don’t want her to attract any attention.’




  ‘I have already told you that I am not interested in the video, or in this case, or in fact in anything to do with you. Nor am I prepared to tell Durga to drape a dupatta over her head.

  She’s sixteen years old. Get a life, Amarjit! Besides—’




  I was about to remind him about his childless status. But knowing it was something he was extremely sensitive about, I bit my tongue. I could be mean, perhaps, but not cruel. Besides he could

  always make a similar remark about me. I had never borne a child, though at least I had managed to become a mother.




  ‘What were your thoughts about the video I sent you?’ he asked, looking around once again, as though he thought someone might be listening.




  His obvious tension was giving me a headache.




  I gave him a sweet smile.




  ‘Oh dear, I think I forgot to thank you. Very entertaining. I had no idea you dealt in soft porn. And so, tell me: did they screw her in the end?’




  There was a silence and I looked up to see, for the first and probably the last time in my life, Amarjit frowning, looking as though my question had physically hurt him. And because it was a

  crude question, and one I should never have asked, I, too, wished I could withdraw it. Even as the words had escaped my lips, I knew how unfair they were.




  I just wanted him to feel as ashamed and awkward as he had once made me.




  But he said nothing, and continued to stare back at me. So I took a deep breath and tried again, this time maintaining a gentler note.




  ‘Alright. I give up. What’s the story? I mean of that girl in the video?’ I asked.




  Was my reluctant interest responsible for his obvious relief? He quickly lowered his gaze to the coffee cup. Yet when he looked up he seemed uneasy. Was he hiding something from me?




  ‘They probably did molest her . . . and rape her. But I have no proof of it.’




  ‘So where is she?’




  He spread his hands and shrugged.




  ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’




  ‘When did this happen?’




  ‘It could be weeks or just days, or months. I have no idea. Now she’s gone and all we have is that video. It was found on a mobile phone last week near a shack on the beach. There is

  no SIM card within, and no traceable number. The same video was also sent out to various people in the government and the police. We don’t know who sent it or why. Perhaps it was just to warn

  us that this was happening to the girl. She vanished some time back, I’ve been told.’




  ‘So who complained about the fact that she was missing?’




  ‘Her sister. They are . . . were . . . both in Goa on a holiday. The video was probably shot somewhere around here.’




  ‘In a house with round windows,’ I said, thinking back to the video.




  ‘What?’ Amarjit looked startled.




  ‘Nothing.’ I shook my head, determined not to be the least bit intrigued by this case.




  We stared out through the veranda, shrouded in greenery, at the calm blue sea outside. It was a picture-postcard scene, with the first few swimmers bobbing among the waves. The fishing boats

  were further out in the water and I could see their sails, like the closed wings of butterflies resting on a blue garden. The water was peaceful, gentled by waves which were spreading themselves in

  welcoming smiles on the sand.




  How could one even imagine this to be a scene of violence?




  And yet I had sensed it lurked beneath, yesterday.




  I wondered if this was my cue to abandon Amarjit and ask Durga to go down to the beach with me before I was dragged any deeper into this. But the thought of waking a sleeping teenager was

  daunting.




  Besides, I was curious why he was so keen to find out more about the missing girl. Hundreds of Indians and scores of foreigners went missing every year. Few were ever found and it was very rare

  for a senior police officer to take any interest in their disappearance. What could have possibly upset him? And why had he come all the way to Goa? Even though the video had upset me a great deal,

  I covered up my unease, and began to demolish his argument that a rape had occurred.




  ‘That girl seems a survivor. She looked like she knew those boys quite well,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘Are we then worrying without a cause? Yes, they were trying to feel her up

  and get her to strip, but it might have been consensual. Like a game. She didn’t make an effort to leave, and it was obvious that they all knew that a video was being shot. Even this scuffle

  between them may have been part of a prepared script. Are you sure this wasn’t staged, and that they weren’t actually shooting a movie? Maybe even porn?’




  Amarjit looked as if he was about to say something that would possibly persuade me to the contrary, but I carried on determinedly.




  ‘Look, she’s a young woman, in a strange country. Why would she agree to go into a room with four – or was it five? – Indian men to dance, or whatever it was they were

  doing . . . And then why would she agree to lie down next to them on a bed? Why didn’t she try to get away from them even after one of them touched her breasts? My hunch is that she knew

  exactly what she was getting into.’




  Amarjit looked around again, as though worried that someone would hear us. But we were in a corner of the coffee shop, with a row of plants screening us from the rest of the restaurant, a safe

  distance from the nearest table.




  I knew I had said some very politically incorrect things, but then I had heard the local Goans complain more than once about some of the female tourists and their behaviour. The insinuation was

  that these women were trying to seduce the local men. I did not subscribe to this point of view, but right now I felt we must at least consider it.




  It was difficult to tell if this was just a clash of cultures. After all, the women could equally complain that the men who ‘succumbed’ to their charms were looking for sex and a

  foreign passport.




  Was it a larger problem that an apparently modernizing India did not know how to deal with female sexuality, and assumed that normal, friendly behaviour and western clothes meant that the women

  were available?




  Some Indian village panchayats in a northern state had recently reacted badly to Indian girls wearing jeans and carrying mobile phones, and had banned both: jeans and mobile phones.

  Goans would not hold such extreme views, surely, but I felt that in recent years the constant presence of tourists in this small state might have had an adverse impact. Especially since many of the

  locals veered towards a fairly conservative lifestyle while life on the beach was anything but that.




  Just because the girl might have consented to being alone with these boys for a ‘dance’, was it presumed that she would willingly take her clothes off and sleep with them, I

  wondered. Or, as I had suggested, had she known what was going to happen and wanted to be there?




  ‘Don’t look so shocked, Amarjit. You think if I question what the girl was doing with four or five boys in a room alone it will sound like an antifeminist view. How can Simran

  say this?! But, to me, this girl looked like she had a choice. While I don’t think that foreigners who come here must behave like vestal virgins, it would surprise me hugely if they are

  so very blasé about everything. How could she go into a situation like this and not expect something sexual to happen, damn it?! And then the whole thing is being filmed! Come on. She looked

  at least fifteen or sixteen years old. Most western girls have been on dates by then, have had sex and so on. She knew what she was in for . . . and I am sure it did not end in . . .’




  I stopped because I noticed how increasingly grim Amarjit had become.




  He completed my sentence, pushing his coffee cup away as though the brew was not distilled from the best coffee crop from Chile, as the menu claimed, but from hemlock.




  ‘In rape. Or murder. Or both. And now we don’t know where she is. Which is why I had to come down, and try to talk to you.’




  Provoked, at last, I thought he might tell me the truth behind his interest. I couldn’t believe he had come down to examine the single case of one allegedly missing girl. Why do that when

  he had so many lackeys who could do it for him?




  ‘It’s a long way to come when you’re not even based here. That’s strange.’




  ‘Someone has asked for my help, and that’s why I’m here. Please don’t try to grill me on who it could be. Suffice it to say that the government is very worried about

  incidents like this is Goa. They’ve happened a few times in the past, and we’ve received complaints that the local police just hush it up. This time we want to investigate the system,

  see if anything is going wrong. And also check if any of these complaints, especially by foreign nationals, are true. Now that this girl has vanished, we need to know if this is also part of the

  same conspiracy of silence.’




  ‘And so you’ve been sent here to do some firefighting?’




  ‘Just to get a proper investigation going. I can’t announce it to my local colleagues here because the state government will object if I interfere. But everyone is upset because

  these cases can become very high profile, hurt the image of the country, and even affect tourism.’




  I was startled by his last words. Affect tourism? I thought he was here because he was worried about the girl.




  ‘And of course, then the economy gets hit as well,’ he went on.




  ‘Which part of the world is she from?’




  ‘She’s British.’




  So it wasn’t just the problem about this missing girl, but now the larger economic and foreign-policy implications which were worrying the mandarins in Delhi. All because a young British

  girl had disappeared.




  ‘Have there been many more cases like this? I only know of two cases so far: this girl, and that other girl, also from the UK. I can’t remember her name.’




  Amarjit hesitated. ‘Scarlett Keeling.’




  As soon as he said the name, it all flooded back. Because of the publicity it had generated I had followed the case quite closely for a while.




  That name had been in the headlines non-stop for almost five years, while Scarlett’s mother had fought for justice over her daughter’s brutal murder in this part of Goa. Initially

  the police had simply said that the 15-year-old had drowned while out swimming at night, and rushed to close the case. But the mother, Fiona MacKeown, had found too many loopholes in their

  investigation, including the fact that the girl had been naked except for a brassiere dangling from one shoulder, when her bruised and battered body had been found one morning, on the beach. Three

  days after her daughter’s death, she stumbled upon the clothes her daughter had been wearing on the night she died: the shorts, t-shirt and underwear stuffed behind a shack close to where

  Scarlett’s body had been discovered. The police, apparently, had not even bothered to hunt for her missing clothes.




  I remembered that she alleged that Scarlett had probably been given drugs, raped and then murdered. Fortunately, one witness, a British national, stepped forward. He claimed he had seen her

  being sexually assaulted by a barman of the Luis shack at Anjuna beach (not far from my hotel) early in the morning. Even though the girl had been somewhere on the beach or in the vicinity from

  12.30 at night till her death sometime around five or six in the morning, no one could explain how she died.




  Two men were eventually arrested: the barman accused of the rape, and an alleged drug dealer who was also at the shack that night. Scarlett had been seen snorting some of the cocaine he had

  spread out on the shack’s kitchen table.




  But Fiona accused powerful people in the government, including a minister’s son, of a deliberate attempt to obliterate the evidence. It could have been due to the alleged involvement of

  government officials and their families, or to the normal procedural judicial delay in India, but the case dragged on, and only very recently had the girl been buried back home in Devon. Nothing

  had been proven conclusively and the hearings were tangled in legal knots. The accused were out on bail and for the past few years had been leading normal lives.




  Very little had gone well in the Keeling case. Nor did the investigative agencies apparently behave in an exemplary fashion. The forensic department completely failed to provide any conclusive

  evidence. And after the girl’s recent burial no one knew, as governments changed and ministers were reappointed, whether anything would ever be resolved. No wonder Amarjit was hesitant as he

  reminded me about it.




  ‘So do you think this is very like the Keeling case? Was there any suggestion she, too, could have been gang raped?’




  He nodded slowly.




  ‘We don’t want this to hijack the headlines. As I said, Goa is opening up. Lots of investment is flowing in, we don’t want it to look unsafe.’




  I raised my eyebrows at that. He had the grace to look sheepish, at least, as we were both reminded of the recent rape of a young girl on Delhi bus. What about her? I wanted to ask.




  And why are you worried about this girl in particular?’




  He knew what I meant.




  He paused again.




  ‘It’s actually her sister who is worried. She is threatening to go to the British High Commission and the media and create a stink. She says she can’t just allow her

  sister’s disappearance to be forgotten like this. Her story is that they were last together at a shack on this beach. Drinking with some friends. She claims their drinks were spiked and when

  she woke up the next morning, she was alone in the guest house she’d been sharing with her sister, Liza. No one has any idea where she could be. Frankly I don’t have all the details,

  but I thought if you could speak to her and others on the beach, discreetly of course, and find out more . . . When it happened, etcetera, etcetera. Especially since this video has surfaced.

  It’s been sent to a lot of fairly important people and we’re worried.’




  ‘Any idea who could have sent it?’




  ‘None. But it was sent from a computer that’s difficult to trace. We’re working on it.’




  ‘Not from the mobile phone on which it was found?’




  ‘No – that doesn’t seem to match.’




  ‘Did you ask the sister?’




  ‘I don’t think she knows about the video. I haven’t mentioned it to her either. And right now it would be best to keep quiet about it, as she might give a copy to the wrong

  people.’




  ‘You mean the media?’




  He nodded.




  ‘That’s why it has to be kept very confidential. Please don’t talk about it to anyone. Especially not the press or the police out here.’




  I didn’t like the sound of this at all.




  ‘Surely you have more details about it?’




  I didn’t think Amarjit would come to Goa without being armed with everything he could find out.




  He still looked a little evasive. ‘The reason I want to involve you is that you could give us a fresh insight. You see, I’m not quite certain about what exactly happened to the girl,

  or if she’s still alive.’




  But he displayed an air of helplessness that made me furious.




  ‘What’s the problem? Don’t the highly efficient Goan cops have enough ideas about where she could be, Amarjit?’




  I fixed a steely gaze on him and slammed my coffee cup on the table. It was time to show him that I didn’t believe a word of what he had just told me.




  ‘Why the fuck are you here to ruin my holiday? Tell me the truth. You know I don’t buy this story. It’s too . . . too glib. Girl vanishes and the cops have no clue what

  happened. And suddenly you are motivated to fly out to Goa to find out what happened. Complete crap. If there is a cover-up tell me who is involved and why. There must be someone important behind

  this, there usually is. Was she someone’s girlfriend, someone’s mistress? Wasn’t that what was suspected in the Scarlett Keeling case, too? That some minister’s son had

  raped her? And if that’s what you’re worried about, what can I do about it anyway?’




  ‘Help me find her,’ Amarjit said quietly.




  ‘Look at me. I have a young daughter to look after, who, thanks to you, went through a huge amount of trauma a few years ago. I need to spend time with her. I will not dash off looking for

  a missing girl on some whim of yours—’




  ‘I don’t want to wreck your holiday, for God’s sake,’ he cut in, trying to calm me down, using blatant flattery as a weapon: ‘I just need someone like you to handle

  this. You have this way of speaking to people, getting them to open up. It’s a fabulous coincidence that you were here just when this video turned up. I can’t trust anyone else, because

  I don’t want the press to know that this girl Liza Kay has disappeared. And if the cops know we are looking for her, she’s dead anyway.’




  It was strange to hear a police officer say that, but it was true. If someone had kidnapped her or had hidden her and knew that the police were on their trail, they would kill her even quicker.

  Assuming she was still alive.




  All it means is asking around a little, since no one connects you with any of this. You’ve been here with your daughter, you don’t look like you’re involved in the drug mafia

  or any of the usual suspects! You don’t look like a cop either. Just keep a lookout for information, for any clues. All these beaches in North Goa are very closely linked to each other, and

  you’re sharp. You’ll be able to pick up something very quickly—’




  Despite his overwhelming and somewhat false flattery, my attention was diverted by something he had said.
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