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To my mother, the wind beneath my wings
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About the Author


Chapter 1

Pallavi was in a studio at the India TV channel, discussing the format of a new chat show she was planning to host. It was an exciting venture – something never before seen on Indian television.

The producers were hoping to create an Indian Oprah Winfrey of sorts.

They had roped in Pallavi for a large sum, hoping that her public image and the success of her previous television show would pay off for this one too.

It was win-win for everyone involved.

‘But we will have to Indianize it completely,’ Pallavi said, as everyone watched an episode on paedophiles on The Oprah Winfrey Show.

‘Right. But I think Indian audiences are just about ready to lap up such discussions,’ one of the producers said.

‘Yeah, and it will cater to the voyeuristic instinct of the audience,’ his colleague commented.

‘Yes, I suppose you are right,’ Pallavi concurred.

Her cell phone tinkled delicately. She ignored it. This meeting was important. It could be the beginning of something new and exciting. A glorious second innings for her.

The mobile continued to tinkle. Irritated, she snatched it up. It was her housekeeper, Rose. ‘Why are you disturbing me?’ Pallavi spoke curtly.

‘I’m sorry, Ma’am, but … but you see … erm… Sir… Sir is… erm … perhaps, dead,’ Rose spoke falteringly.

The producers noted the sudden widening of Pallavi Kapoor’s pupils, even as she struggled to keep her face expressionless.

‘Are you mad!’ Pallavi was shocked. For a moment, her brain went blank. This could not happen! This was not possible. Perhaps Rose had lost it. But then Rose was a most efficient woman, and unlikely to say anything bizarre.

Gathering herself, Pallavi spoke into the phone, ‘What are you saying?’

‘Well, yes Ma’am, when, when, Sir did not come out till late, we, um – I – went into his study to wake him and saw … saw that he seemed to be dead,’ Rose spoke in a voice that was barely audible.

There was no doubt about the veracity of her words, Pallavi realized.

Blankness enveloped her again.

Involuntarily, she began twisting the rather large diamond ring on her right-hand ring finger, as she tried to assimilate what she had heard.

Was her husband really dead? 

No, perhaps Rose was mistaken.

But then, Rose was not the sort of person to make mistakes – especially mistakes of this nature. If she said Rajvir was dead – then he must be dead.

She felt her heart constrict. A pain-like sensation rose from somewhere deep inside, reached her throat, and began choking her. Feeling short of breath, she opened her mouth to breathe.

She caught sight of the producers looking at her with concern.

No, this would not do.

She was Pallavi Kapoor.

Nothing fazed her.

Instantly she regained her composure.

Rose was still at the other end of the cell phone. ‘Well call Dr. Singhvi. Don’t talk to anyone else. I’ll soon be there,’ she instructed.

Dr. Singhvi was their family doctor and lived near their home.

Pallavi had some doubts.

It was best for the doctor to examine Rajvir first.

Before, before, she believed anything. Maybe, maybe, Rajvir was just unconscious, or something.

Switching off the cell, she murmured apologies to the producers and explained that there was a sudden emergency and so she would continue the meeting later.

Pallavi took care not to reveal anything.

The producers could sense that something serious was amiss; but they did not have the guts, or the familiarity, to ask her anything.

She saw the question on their faces, but ignored it. If what Rose said was correct, then soon everyone would know and there would automatically be tremendous public curiosity and media hype.

All the better for her upcoming show, a mercenary thought arose, shocking her. Ashamed, she firmly squashed it.

The death of Rajvir Kapoor – the reigning superstar of the Hindi film industry! This was nothing short of a national tragedy.

But first, she had better reach home and see for herself what had happened.

Could he have really died?

There was nothing wrong with him.

Had there been an accident?

A sudden anger rose within her. Seriously! Just when things were going her way, Rajvir had to go and die on her, she thought.

She never could have anything easy in life she reflected, as her BMW raced to Xanadu, her swanky new home.

Pallavi had no love for her husband – not had, since quite some time. Perhaps she had never truly loved him … he was just a means to an end … a profitable end, no doubt.

She wondered idly how much profit his death would bring to her.
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‘Are you sure?’ television journalist Vimal spoke into the phone.

Minutes later, switching off the cell phone, he looked towards his cameraman, his eyes shining. He could barely contain his excitement.

‘Well?’ the cameraman prompted.

‘It seems that there has been an accident, or something. Perhaps, perhaps Rajvir Kapoor is dead!’ Vimal’s voice was hushed.

‘Wh …What? The legendary superstar Rajvir Kapoor?’ the cameraman exclaimed.

‘Hush…’ Vimal gestured for him to keep his tone down.

‘This is the scoop to beat all scoops. And we are the only ones to know about it. Let us go with our cameras to Rajvir’s brand new home, Xanadu, and quietly film the comings and goings. This way we will be the first to break the news on national television,’ Vimal tried hard to keep his excited voice level.

‘But how do you know?’ the cameraman was mystified.

‘I have my sources,’ Vimal gave his superior smile.

The cameraman knew better than to further question Vimal. The latter never revealed his sources. ‘Are you sure it’s true?’

‘Of course! Have you ever known my information to be wrong?’ Vimal was irritated.

‘Rajvir had it coming to him, you know. Building a 30-foot home pretentiously called Xanadu, in the middle of Mumbai. What does he think of himself? Is he some kind of king? To live in such luxury whilst we scramble for crumbs?’ For a moment, Vimal’s mouth twisted in hate.

During the housewarming party for Xanadu, there had been numerous protests at such an ostentatious display of wealth in such a poor country, the cameraman recalled.

‘Yes, one of our poor brethren must have done him in, out of spite, no doubt,’ Vimal continued.

Was it really true? The cameraman wondered. If so, this was a great tragedy. How, why, and when did this happen? The questions clamoured within him as they drove towards Xanadu.

‘This will ensure maximum TRPs for our channel, at least for the next couple of days – maybe even a couple of weeks, if we play it right. This could be the break that gives me my next promotion,’ Vimal broke gleefully into his reverie. The cameraman looked askance at the greedy expression that had crept upon Vimal’s visage.

‘We can milk this for all it’s worth and ensure that we get maximum mileage. The channel must immediately set up a special team to put together various programmes dealing with the life and films of Rajvir Kapoor. All his hits, flops, awards, love life and all, should be used to create separate programmes. And all these programmes must touch the emotional chord of the viewers. Gosh, this is exciting! We must not lose our first-mover advantage! I had better discuss all this with the boss,’ Vimal seemed to be speaking to himself. Immediately he called up the channel head.

As he listened to Vimal on the phone with the boss, the cameraman wondered whether he was really cut out for the mercenary world he found himself in.

Unmindful of the cameraman’s disapproving expression, Vimal continued over the phone and outlined the framework of various programmes that could be created based upon the superstar’s life. Clearly, content for more than a month’s worth of programming could easily be produced. And since no one else knew of the tragedy, they had a head-start and would have Rajvir-specific content ready before anyone else. No doubt, these programmes would earn them crores through advertisements.
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As soon as Pallavi reached Xanadu, her palatial, multi-storeyed, newly-constructed home, she rushed to her husband’s study. The study was located on the thirtieth floor adjacent to the rooftop terrace garden and helipad.

The study no longer exuded the warm vibrations it normally did. Her senses told her before anything else that death hung in the air. She stopped in mid- stride, unwilling to approach the large mahogany desk that dominated the luxurious room.

Rajvir Kapoor’s head rested sideways on the varnished desk-top, as though he was asleep. His thick, unruly hair lay on his forehead in artful disarray.

The Pallavi of twenty years earlier would have been tempted to run her hands through the hair and push it away from his smooth, broad forehead.

Now, she simply stared at him. From what she could see of his face, he seemed peaceful. His eyes were closed, as during a nap, and the expression on the visible half of his handsome face was normal.

She looked towards Rose standing respectfully at some distance from the table. Her expression was inscrutable; then, for a millisecond, her eyes shifted.

Pallavi followed her line of gaze. Next to the table, almost adjacent to one of its carved legs, lay a pistol. It looked identical to the one Rajvir had, she thought.

Was it the same? 

Yet, how had Rose concluded that Rajvir was dead? There were no signs of violence – no injury, no nothing. He seemed to be sleeping; and just because a gun was lying there, it did not mean…?

Hesitantly, she walked up to the desk and stretched her hand to touch her husband’s cheek.

Her hand recoiled at the touch of the deathly cold skin. Simultaneously, her eyes settled on the barely visible small wound at the back of her husband’s head. Along with it, she took in the small pool of congealed blood that had seeped underneath his inert head and body.

She sank into the settee next to the table. Her heart began palpitating uncontrollably. Bile rose up in her throat. Her stomach seemed to hollow out. She opened her mouth, drew in a large gulp of air, and forced herself to become calm.

Several minutes went by.

Rose waited, her face expressionless.

After taking several deep breaths, Pallavi gathered herself and asked, ‘What did Dr. Singhvi say? When is he coming?’

‘Ma’am, he must be about to reach,’ Rose spoke softly.

‘I suppose the police will also have to be informed … and everyone else too,’ Pallavi half murmured to herself.
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A short while later, Dr. Singhvi entered the study. Wordlessly, he went up to the desk.

He was their family doctor – had been one, for the past twenty-five years.

He did not have to be explained anything.

His eyes took in the scene, and the wound at the back of Rajvir’s head. There was no doubt it was a gunshot wound. In spite of years of training, he was not able to mask the sorrow that crept upon his face and took a firm grip over his eyes.

After checking the pulse, breathing, heartbeat, and eyes, he shook his head.

Over the decades, he had come to regard Rajvir as a friend. They shared an easy camaraderie, despite the difference in their backgrounds and chosen profession. Perhaps, it was the similar age and some sort of indefinable chemistry that had led the two to share a warm and deep friendship, one that only grew stronger with each passing year.

It was hard to believe that this had happened.

Just last night, he had been here at Xanadu, to be part of the grand celebratory bash that Rajvir had organized. The occasion was to celebrate the star’s thirty years of successful innings in the film industry. Everyone who was anyone had been at the party.

Images of the flamboyant and vital Rajvir greeting the guests last night flashed through him. How could this have happened in the span of one night?

Yesterday, he had been sharing a drink with the actor, and today, he was looking at his life-less form.

This was more than he could bear. Tears threatened to spill over his face.

Quickly and firmly, Dr. Singhvi took control of his emotions. This would not do. He was a professional, and witnessing dead bodies was part of his job.

‘Do you want me to inform the family members?’ he spoke gruffly.

Pallavi shook her head, not trusting herself to speak. She was more shaken than she had expected.

There was silence, whilst Pallavi debated the next course of action.

Dr. Singhvi waited patiently.

After a while, Pallavi gained some semblance of control.

‘I, I, need to tell Amar myself. This will be too much of a shock, and, and…I have to make sure he can withstand this. I have, have to be with him…and comfort him, as best possible…’ her voice seemed to break.

Amar was her only child, her only son.

Five floors of Xanadu had been especially furbished keeping his interests in mind. Pallavi had spared no cost or effort in ensuring that Amar was happy in his new home. There was an entire floor with state-of-the art gaming technology, another floor that housed his private gym because Amar hated to share his gym with anyone else, a floor with an Olympic sized pool, another which was a discotheque complete with computer controlled light and sound effects, and one floor comprised his living quarters.

All these floors were strictly off limits for his father, Rajvir.

Pallavi felt a searing pain rise in her as she thought of how Amar would be able to handle this traumatic tragedy on top of everything else that was wrong in his life.

The more she tried to make Amar’s life tranquil, the more arduous it became.

She wished she could live his life for him and take all his pain upon herself.

Shakily, she turned towards Dr. Singhvi, ‘Please, could you inform the others,’ she requested.

Mutely, Dr. Singhvi nodded. He knew what to do. Rapidly he made calls to all close family members and to the Commissioner of Mumbai Police, who was a close friend. Given the circumstances of the death, the police would have to necessarily be brought into the picture.
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As Pallavi took the lift to go downstairs to Amar’s living quarters, she wondered at the circumstances that had led to Rajvir’s death. It was plain that the single gunshot was the cause of death. Had Rajvir shot himself? No, that was not possible. Rajvir was not the kind of person to commit suicide. He had such zest, such a voracious appetite for life. And there was no reason for him to do so either. He was in his prime and at the pinnacle of success.

So, then, was it murder?

Well, it was for the police to decide.

Rapidly, she strode into Amar’s bedroom.

All her love for her son overflowed as she took in the tousled top of Amar’s head, as he lay sprawled across the opulent four-poster bed clad in silken pyjamas. In sleep, he looked like her adorable, innocent little boy of yester years.

Her eyes strayed to the bedside table. There was the mandatory empty liquor bottle and rolled joint.

Tears threatened to overpower her. It wasn’t his fault really. It was hers – no it was Rajvir’s.

Hate rose to replace the sorrow.

Taking a deep breath, she took control of herself. This would not do. She had to be strong – for the both of them.

Gently, she shook Amar.

He murmured and turned to the other side.

He was heavily intoxicated.

‘Wake up, beta,’ she bent and spoke softly as her breath grazed his right ear.

‘Wha? What?’ Amar tried hard to open his eyes and look at her. He loved her. Loved her with an intensity that was surely unearthly.

She stroked his hair and tried to find the right words.

Amar looked at her in bewilderment.

His mother never came to wake him up. There had to be something wrong, very wrong.

Panic started to rise in him.

Even in his drugged state, the anxiety got his heart pounding uncontrollably.

An unknown fear took him in a vice-like grip.

‘Your papa is no more,’ Pallavi spoke softly.

‘Huh?’ Amar looked at her blankly. The words did not register. ‘What?’ he asked again.

‘Your papa is dead,’ she repeated.

Amar could not fully comprehend the import of what she said. He only knew that he felt relieved. Relieved that there was nothing wrong with his beloved mother. Seeing her waking him up, his first thought had been for her safety. Instantly his mind had conjured up the frightening thought that she had come to tell him that she had cancer or some such thing and had only a few days to live.

Thank God! Thank God!

She was safe. Yes, nothing could happen to his adorable mother. This was the least that God could do for him.

Instinctively, he buried his head into her lap. Pallavi stroked his head, willing her energy to flow into her son’s body, in a vain attempt to strengthen him.

Words were unnecessary.

They remained like that for a long time.
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‘Apply harder strokes,’ she spoke imperiously.

‘Yes, Ma’am,’ the masseuse was deferential

Remanika observed herself in the ceiling mirror and stretched languorously She was gorgeous – no doubt about it, she concluded dispassionately. She was getting a massage in her special retiring suite that served as spa-cum makeup-cum-resting retreat. It had a massage area where all the walls and ceiling were covered with mirrors. Remanika had it specially refurbished, so that she could observe herself at all times from all angles. As she lay on her back, staring matter-of-factly at her reflection in the mirrors, she noted she was not as perky, or as fresh, as she used to be. She became somewhat alarmed. This would not do. The masseuse massaging her ankles followed her gaze to the ceiling, but then respectfully averted her eyes.

Last night’s party had taken a toll. She was not young any longer, she reflected. One late night, and it extracted an immediate price in the form of a lacklustre appearance the day after. Of course, she had the privilege of a personal masseuse – to take care of any such emergency. It was imperative that she regain her freshness – she had a shoot scheduled at three in the afternoon. And she simply had to look her best.

Her cell phone vibrated. Who had the temerity to disturb her? Remanika became angry. She let it buzz. The caller was persistent. The vibration refused to let up. She grabbed the mobile. It was her husband, Amar. Cursing under her breath, she switched it on, ‘You know, darling, I don’t like to be disturbed,’ she spoke sharply.

‘Papa is dead!’ Amar sounded frantic.

He was probably in a drug-induced haze, Remanika thought. ‘No – darling. Just go back to sleep,’ she spoke softly.

‘He – he’s dead! Didn’t you hear me?’ Amar’s voice emerged in a hysterical croak.

There was real panic in his tone, Remanika realized. She lifted herself abruptly from the massage bed. Her carelessly draped towel slid off. ‘Oh God! Are you sure?’ she was shocked.

‘Yes,’ Amar disconnected the line.

The masseuse was flabbergasted at this bizarre behaviour. Till date, Remanika had not allowed anything to disrupt her massages. But she did not dare to question her mistress.

With a flick of her hand, Remanika dismissed the masseuse.

On her way to Xanadu, Remanika reflected that her father-in-law, the iconic film star Rajvir Kapoor, had it coming to him for a long time. ‘Serves him right, the bastard,’ she muttered as her Mercedes sped toward Xanadu, her marital home.
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‘Cancel all my meetings,’ Girish Kapoor spoke into the intercom to his secretary. ‘And get me an immediate flight to Mumbai.’

Girish leaned back into his plush chair and looked out of his large office window at the Singapore skyline dotted with high-rises.

A spasm of sorrow rose in his heart. This was unforeseen. How could his younger brother die before him? It was inconceivable. He had never imagined it – was completely unprepared for it.

Perhaps in some warped way, this was the way it was meant to be. Rajvir, though three years younger than him, had always been ahead of him in everything in their lives. It was perhaps fitting, in the larger scheme of things, that Rajvir would leave this earth too, before him.

Girish had no affection for his younger brother since quite some time. An early jealousy had ensured that the love between them was soon lost.

But now, the news of his death brought the childhood love flooding back.

Blood was indeed thicker than water.

One by one, childhood incidents flashed through his mind.

He could see the five-year old Rajvir – innocent and unbelievably angelic-looking – following him everywhere and doing his bidding in everything.

The young Rajvir had adored everything about his older brother. There was nothing that he would not do for Girish. Whether it was taking the fall for some mischief, lying to adults, or stealing sweetmeats, Rajvir was ready to do anything for his elder brother.

All through childhood, the two had been inseparable.

Even their parents could not scold one without the other supporting and defending the culprit.

They were one against the entire world.

Strangely enough, they never fought amongst themselves, as was otherwise the norm amongst most siblings.

When had things started to go wrong? Girish tried to recall. It had started somewhere in their teenage years. When the gods had begun favouring Rajvir over him.

He had a sneaking suspicion that their mother too favoured her younger son. Actually, he had always felt it was so, even when they were small.

But his consciousness began registering this fact only when it became so very obvious that everything and everyone was in favour of Rajvir. His younger brother was fast becoming the darling of everyone – be it friends, relatives, neighbours, and even strangers.

It was then that Girish realized and accepted that their mother too had always done that extra little bit for her younger son. Whether it was giving him the best piece of chicken, or the best seat in the movie theatre, or just spending a slightly longer time listening to his stories from when they came back from school…

Earlier, Girish had never really noticed, or perhaps never paid much attention to it. But now, he knew for sure, that their mother clearly loved Rajvir more than she loved him. This gave birth to a fierce, searing pain at the core of his being – a pain he had never been able to overcome, even to this day.

It was the ultimate betrayal by his mother. How could she be partial like this? She ought to have loved both her children equally – but she didn’t.

This was unpardonable!

Girish began disliking, perhaps even hating their mother and resenting Rajvir.

It was only their father, who seemed unbiased. But then he had always been aloof from the family, so it hardly mattered. Most of the time, he was away on his touring job. When at home, he was submerged mostly in his files, or the umpteen heavy books that he was so fond of reading. He left all home affairs mostly to his wife and did not pay much attention to the boys. He did not think that the father ought to interfere too much in household stuff, or molly-coddle the kids. He did his bit by earning a living and providing for his family – what more did they need? Apart from that, he was entitled to some well-deserved time to himself, which he spent happily with his beloved books.

The increasingly handsome Rajvir had a way about him. No one who met him could remain immune to his irresistible charms. Especially the opposite sex – young or old – he had them within his control within minutes of meeting him. They simply could not resist him – his voice, his words, his mannerisms, his looks – all were attractive to the extreme.

What finally sealed the fate of their brotherly love was when Girish learnt that his girlfriend, the dazzling school beauty whom he was madly in love with, had accepted his proposal of friendship only in order to get close to Rajvir.

This was more than he could bear.

First, his mother whom he had loved unquestioningly had betrayed him; and now the love of his life too had betrayed him.

And the cause was only one – Rajvir!

Girish could have happily killed him at that time.

Murdered him with a knife, poisoned him – no better still, strangled him with his bare hands – that would have given him the most satisfaction.

He had spent months plotting his younger brother’s death.

Somehow, better sense had prevailed and Girish had purged himself of the thoughts of fratricide and got over the betrayal.

It took him almost a year, but he forced himself to do it. He immersed himself in academics. It was his last year in school.

There was only one way out. He had to get through the competitive exams and leave home forever.

He had to do this, if he wanted to preserve his sanity and his emotions.

Rajvir could never understand what he had done, that caused his beloved Girish bhaiya to distance himself. Since the brothers had never learnt how to fight with each other, a cold war had ensued.

Neither Girish could explain the reason for his resentment, nor could Rajvir bring himself to ask. They simply began moving away from each other.

Rajvir reasoned that it was because his brother was under pressure due to the impending board exams and the competitions that were to follow.

Girish never bothered to correct Rajvir’s assumptions.

The resulting coldness that developed gradually turned to freezing ice and they drifted apart.

By the time they became adults, started walking on different paths and made their own homes, all brotherly feelings had vanished.


Chapter 2

Karan Ahuja, Commissioner of Police, Mumbai, rapidly strode into Xanadu.

This was not the first time he had been here.

He, along with Dr. Singhvi, and a couple of the who’s who of the country’s elite, had shared some memorable evenings here with Rajvir Kapoor.

The superstar had made it a point to sustain relationships with intellectuals and professionals. Originally, Rajvir had ambitions of a career in the business world with the goal of becoming a top-notch corporate honcho. This was before his love for histrionics had pulled him in another direction, and the rest was history.

As Ahuja entered Rajvir’s study, he recalled that just last night he had been here attending the biggest social event of the year – the thirtieth anniversary of Rajvir Kapoor’s legendary stint in the film industry.

What had happened in a few hours that had led to this unprecedented tragedy?

After offering his condolences to Pallavi, Karan Ahuja walked close to the body and bent to inspect the wound.

He had been shot from the back. The shot had been aimed at the medulla oblongata; where the brain stem joined the spinal cord. This was always fatal.

It was a clean medium range shot. Gun residue clung to the hair, adjacent to the entry point in the skull. There was a reddish-brown area of grazed skin forming a kind of abrasion ring. Blood had pooled underneath the head and body.

Evidently, the star had had no inkling of the impending attack.

It was murder, no doubt about it.

Had it been suicide, the wound would have been in the front, or on the side of the head. Since the injury was at the back of the head – it had to be someone else who would have shot him. It was murder!

Besides, there was no way Rajvir could commit suicide – he was a man very much in love with life, and living it to the fullest.

At first sight, it seemed clear that the gun used to shoot the star was the one lying right now next to the table. Obviously, there would be no fingerprints on it. If at all there were prints, they would be those of Rajvir possibly.

There was no exit wound, so he was shot at from some distance. The bullet must be lodged inside the head. An examination of the bullet would easily tell whether it was from the gun lying here.

Ahuja inspected the distance from the back of the chair to the wall. The wall had a large window, which was at a tangent from the position of the chair.

On the right side of the wall with the window, were elaborate glass doors that opened onto Rajvir’s favourite retreat – his beautifully landscaped terrace garden, with a helipad on one side.

Ahuja walked up to the window. It was open as usual, and it too overlooked onto the terrace garden.

The glass doors that led into the garden were also open.

Rajvir had a fetish for fresh air. Even though Xanadu had central air-conditioning, Rajvir preferred that his study let in as much natural air as was possible.

Next to the window, on the left side, built into the wall, was an ornate bookcase that ran from floor to ceiling.

Ahuja knew that the bookcase hid a doorway that led to the special four-storey garage that housed Rajvir’s precious collection of vintage, sports and other luxury cars.

The hidden doorway was thus designed so Rajvir could make a quick and secret getaway whenever he wanted. He had had it specially constructed as per his specifications.

Not many were privy to this information.

Rajvir had revealed its existence only to a select group.

Someone could just as easily have entered via the garage, through this hidden door, shot him and vanished back through it.

Or, the person could have hidden in the terrace garden and then shot him from outside the window at an opportune moment.

The terrace, study, and the secret doorway – all would have to be examined thoroughly for clues, Ahuja rapidly concluded as he looked around.

Dr. Singhvi, Pallavi and Rose waited in silence.

Looking at their questioning faces, Ahuja said, ‘A post-mortem would be in order.’

Dr. Singhvi nodded.

Pallavi looked blank.

‘In these kinds of death, this is how we proceed,’ Ahuja spoke gently. ‘This will help us to determine the cause and time of death, and gain possible clues about the identity of the murderer,’ he added.

Pallavi’s face froze. Until now, the reality of the murder had not sunk in. Though a corner of her brain had already realized that it had, had to be murder. The gun, the manner in which Rajvir was slumped on the desk – all pointed to this simple fact. And yet, to hear it being spoken aloud by Ahuja sent a shiver through her entire being.

‘Umm, do whatever needs to be done,’ she mumbled.

Addressing both of them, she continued, ‘Would you stay for a while, at least until, er… the … he, is taken away and my family reaches? I really am feeling quite faint now and would like to retire to my room for a little while. Just till I’m able to gather myself.’

Pallavi was normally a strong woman; but now she felt weak – it was all a bit too much to stomach.

Rose escorted her mistress to her room.

Left behind, the men wondered what to say to each other.

An uncomfortable silence built up.

The CP made a call to the police station that had jurisdiction of this area in which Xanadu was located. It was only right that he should proceed as per protocol. But Rajvir deserved more than just protocol; he deserved the best man on the job.

Karan Ahuja called up Detective Inspector Bhogle of the Mumbai Crime Branch. He was one of his most brilliant investigating officers. This case had to be handled by the Crime Branch. It could not be left to routine investigation that would normally be carried out by the senior inspector of the local police station.

A little later, Crime Branch Detective Inspector Bhogle entered, closely followed by the Inspector in-charge of the local police station along with a couple of constables and a photographer.

Rapidly they went about their business, extremely conscious of the watchful gaze of the Commissioner.

‘Inspector Bhogle is one of our best men,’ the CP said to the doctor.

Dr. Singhvi nodded, as he took in the reliable-looking demeanour of the tall, thin, handlebar moustachioed inspector, who was keenly examining the body.

‘I think Bhogle will do a good job of the investigation,’ Ahuja continued.

‘I suppose the press and media will have to be informed,’ Dr. Singhvi spoke ruefully.

‘Yes of course. It would be best to release a matter-of-fact statement about his death without giving any details.’ Karan Ahuja said.

‘Yes, but no matter what we release to the press, the media will soon be upon the family like vultures to feed on Rajvir’s death,’ Singhvi spoke, looking pained.

‘Yes, well, that cannot be avoided. But what we must be careful about is to keep the circumstances of his death confidential, as far as possible. It is murder and so we cannot afford to have some vital clues finding their way into the public domain,’ Ahuja said.

Dr. Singhvi was quiet. There was nothing to be said. This was indeed a distressing situation.

They fell silent, as they watched the photographer take several photographs of the body from all angles. He also took photographs of the room from all sides.

Inspector Bhogle and his men dusted the entire room for fingerprints.

The policemen went over the room inch by inch, to look for anything that should normally not belong there.

The inspector picked up the gun with a gloved hand and dropped it in a transparent, plastic zip bag. ‘Does anyone recognize the gun?’ he asked no one in particular.

‘Er, yes. It looks like the one Rajvir has,’ hesitatingly Singhvi said.

‘Where did he keep his gun?’ the inspector asked.

‘In the top left drawer of the study table,’ Singhvi said.

‘How do you know this?’ Bhogle asked a tad suspiciously.

‘Rajvir was a close friend and shared most things with me,’ Dr. Singhvi spoke guilelessly.

Inspector Bhogle pulled the drawer. It slid open smoothly.

It was empty, save for a couple of slim, transparent files with some typewritten A4 size papers in them.

‘There is no gun in this,’ he paused. ‘Are you sure this is where it was kept? And was the drawer always left open?’ he continued.

‘Yes. The gun was always kept in this drawer. But the drawer used to be locked and the key was kept in the second drawer beneath the top one,’ Singhvi said.

‘How convenient,’ the inspector spoke wryly, as he slid open the second drawer.

It did contain a key.

Bhogle slipped it in the keyhole of the top drawer and twisted it. There was a click, and the drawer was now locked.

‘Presumably Rajvir was killed with his own gun,’ Karan Ahuja spoke heavily.

‘Yes. Though we will have forensics ballistics confirm it for us,’ Inspector Bhogle said.

No one said anything.

‘Well let us get on,’ Bhogle addressed his team.

One of the constables held up a silver object that he fished out from under the settee. Everyone crowded around it. The object seemed to be some kind of ornament. It had two elongated pins that ended in an intricate mesh-like carved flower with a sparkling ruby embedded at its centre. None of them could figure out what it was. It seemed to be some kind of weird hair or dress accessory. Carefully, the inspector slipped it into another zip-bag. It could be important evidence.

After examining the study, Bhogle and his men stepped out into the terrace to look for clues. The inspector paid special attention to the window that opened out from the study into the terrace. Perhaps the murderer could have been crouching outside beneath the window waiting for Rajvir. But there was nothing near the window or anything anywhere on the terrace to indicate anything out of the ordinary.

Inspector Bhogle re-entered the study.

‘You should examine the passageway behind the bookcase,’ Karan Ahuja said to Bhogle as he pulled an innocuous-looking lever adjacent to the bookcase. Noiselessly the bookcase slid sideways to reveal a hidden door in the wall behind it.

Bhogle opened the door and went inside. His team followed.

Inside, Bhogle found himself in a narrow, well-lit passageway that led to a secret lift. Apparently, this lift was for Rajvir Kapoor’s exclusive use. The secret lift led directly down to the four-storey garage. The multi-storey garage was also connected via a common lift and common staircase to various upper floors and the lower common parking floors.

The garage was awe-inspiring with a fleet of Bentleys, Jaguars, BMWs, Lamborghinis, Mini Coopers, and numerous other vintage, sports and fancy cars. Bhogle could not help but be confounded at the sight of so many impressive and shiny automobiles. He sighed deeply as he stroked his handlebar moustache. He could never hope to possess anything like this.

The policemen closely examined the floors of the garage, lift and passageway. Everything seemed just as it should have been.

Half an hour later, the police team returned to the study.

‘Did you find anything?’ Karan Ahuja asked.

‘No – I’m afraid not,’ Bhogle responded.

Ahuja nodded. He had not really expected them to find anything. A killer who had the audacity to murder the star with his own gun, in his own study, in his own house, would not be so careless as to leave behind any evidence.

A brief silence ensued.

‘Sir, we have done everything possible. Now the body must be taken for post-mortem,’ Inspector Bhogle broke the silence.

‘Yes,’ Karan Ahuja inclined his head.

‘And I think we should begin interrogating all the people in the house immediately,’ Inspector Bhogle paused. ‘Before they have time to recover, or time to establish alibis, or anything.’

‘See, I told you he is one of our best,’ Karan Ahuja spoke to Singhvi.

Dr. Singhvi nodded.

‘I think you had better call Mrs. Kapoor and take her permission for us to carry the body to the mortuary and to begin the interrogation of the household staff and of everyone else in the house,’ Ahuja continued.

A little later, Pallavi entered the room, followed by Rose. She looked completely recovered and normal.

‘We will have to take him now,’ Karan Ahuja spoke softly. ‘The sooner the post-mortem is carried out, the better.’

‘Yes, sure, please do what you must,’ Pallavi spoke evenly.

‘And this here is Inspector Bhogle,’ Karan Ahuja introduced the investigating officer. ‘He will need to begin his interrogation. Could you arrange for him to speak to everyone who is present in the house?’

‘Sure, I will have Rose arrange it,’ she looked towards her housekeeper, who nodded efficiently.

‘Umm, ah, I will need to talk to all the family members as well,’ Inspector Bhogle spoke delicately.

‘Oh!’ Pallavi looked surprised.

‘It’s nothing. Just police procedure,’ Karan Ahuja spoke soothingly.

‘Yes, right. Of course. Whatever needs to be done, must be done,’ Pallavi said.

‘The death seems to have occurred sometime late last night, so we would need to know who all were here last night as well,’ Inspector Bhogle said.

‘Oh… that will be very difficult.’ Helplessly, Pallavi looked towards Dr. Singhvi. ‘As you know we had a grand party last night. Rajvir had invited all the big names of politics, corporate, government, film, media and god knows who all, to celebrate the completion of his thirty years in the film industry,’ Pallavi said.

Everyone fell silent. This was a difficult situation.

‘Yes, I know; I was here too. But surely you must have a guest list? Please provide us with a copy and we will see how to go about it,’ Karan Ahuja was the first to speak.

‘Yes, that will not be difficult. Rajvir’s secretary will have the guest list. But then there were also the caterers and additional temporary staff,’ Pallavi looked troubled.

‘Don’t you worry. We will jot down the details of everyone who was present and take care of it. You just make sure to let us know of anything you think that could be important,’ Karan Ahuja spoke softly. He knew Inspector Bhogle had a daunting task ahead of him. Interrogating so many people was a herculean proposition. Any one of the three hundred odd people who were here last night could have done the dastardly deed.

‘Yes, don’t worry. I’m sure Rose will be able to give us the details of the caterers and the temporary staff,’ Dr. Singhvi spoke quietly.

‘Madam, you don’t worry. I will coordinate everything with Rose and begin my interrogation,’ Inspector Bhogle said, and left the study with Rose.

‘I think we are done here. Inspector Bhogle and his men will take care of all other formalities, the taking away of the body, and other things. I will leave now and if you need anything, please do not hesitate to call,’ Karan Ahuja said. ‘Rajvir was a good friend – a good man. I’m truly sorry for your loss. Once again, please accept my condolences.’
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Left together, Pallavi and Dr. Singhvi moved into the adjacent living room. They could not bear to be in the study any longer. For a while, they sat quietly, lost in their thoughts.

Pallavi was surprised at the sentiment that had sprung within her at the sight of the lifeless Rajvir. Unwittingly, all the emotions she had had for Rajvir twenty years ago, had returned like a deluge.

Had that feeling truly been love?

Mentally, she shook her head at the absurdity of what she was feeling.

The news of the death had not really caused her pain – it was shock and disbelief really. But now, now she could not help but feel some kind of inexplicable sorrow.

What was this? Where had her usual practicality disappeared?

She did not love her husband; in fact, she despised him – had done so for a long time now.

Then why this sudden turnabout? Is this what death does? The living who are left behind forget all the warts, and focus only on the good that the departed possessed?

‘Well. What’s done is done,’ after a while, Pallavi spoke firmly. ‘Thank you Dr. Singhvi for coming. But you can leave now, if you like. I don’t want to impose more than is necessary upon you.’

‘Don’t be silly, Pallavi. You know very well that Rajvir was a dear friend. I cannot possibly rest until this thing is sorted. You are certainly not imposing on me. This is the very least that I can do. Rajvir would have done the same for me, had he been in my place. I think you should relax now. The rest of the family will soon be here, and you need to prepare yourself to deal with them. And also to deal with the world. I hope you realize that this is nothing less than a national tragedy and soon your home will be swamped.’

‘I know,’ Pallavi spoke ruefully. ‘It is all just beginning to sink in. But you don’t worry about me. You know how strong I am. I think the first thing to be done, is to release a formal statement to the press. Will you help me in it?’

A while later, Rose peeped in and saw the two sitting side by side, working upon the finer details of the press release, funeral, cremation and sundry other details. Quietly, she sent in some tea and snacks to fortify them.
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Mridula stood pensively looking at the large photograph of her father that occupied the centre of the designer wall in her drawing room. She loved him – loved him deeply; loved him like she had not loved anyone in her life.

It could not be possible that he was no more. It was impossible that death could touch a man as vital as Rajvir Kapoor. All through his career, he had suffered not a single scratch, not even when he had insisted on performing his own stunts – no matter how dangerous.

There was no way that he could be dead.

He had always been healthy – abnormally healthy. The aches, pains, fevers of the normal human experience had never touched him.

Obviously, he could not have died himself, or due to anything of his own doing.

It had to be something beyond the ordinary.

Although Dr. Singhvi had been guarded on the phone and simply stated the fact of her father’s death, she knew, knew instinctively, that there was more to it than what the good doctor was letting on.

She had known only one parent and that had been Rajvir. Admittedly, Rajvir had never been around during her growing up years. But the lack of attention had fuelled an obsessive love within her that had only grown with the passing years.

Her mother had died during childbirth. She had been an upcoming starlet in the mid-eighties. She had been madly in love with the reigning superstar Rajvir Kapoor. Or had she just been angling for a big role?

Or was it both?

All her life, Mridula had to suffer the ignominy of hearing rude whispers that it was the latter that was the motive for her mother throwing herself at Rajvir.

Unfortunately for her mother, she did not get a big role, but got pregnant instead.

Destiny dealt her a further blow by prematurely snuffing out her insignificant life during childbirth.

To the surprise of everyone, Rajvir decided to honour his responsibility and brought the new-born Mridula home.

Later, when he married Pallavi, he adopted the then five-year-old Mridula.

The house staff never made her forget the fact that she lived in luxury only due to Rajvir’s largesse.

As a result, the young Mridula initially hated her father.

The hate did not last long.

She could not help but develop a fascination for this impressive stranger about whom she read reams in newspapers and magazines, and sometimes caught a glimpse of in passing.

Rajvir had certainly done his duty towards Mridula.

He had ensured she had the best schooling and the best looking-after as a child.

Then he had her married to one of the top industrialists in Delhi. He gave her a lavish wedding and even bought her a luxurious home in posh South Delhi as a wedding gift.

But it was only his money that he showered upon her, never his attention.

He never spent time with her, never chatted with her, and never gave her the opportunity to experience what it was to have a father.

In the years that followed, Mridula became the mother of two children, a boy and a girl. By rights, she should have been satisfied and happy; and to all appearances, she was.

But try as she might, she could not be happy, for there was always the yearning in her heart to fulfil her self.

There was only one thing in the world that could fulfil her and make her happy, and that was to become a star like her father.

As far back as she could remember, Mridula would spend hours in front of the mirror, imitating some actress or the other. She knew she would become a heroine one day. It was just a matter of time.

But it was not to be. Rajvir Kapoor was adamant that the film industry was no place for his daughter. The seventeen-year-old Mridula had pleaded desperately with Rajvir to let her become an actress.

But it had not happened. Rajvir not only forbade her, but also was supremely scornful of her ability to make it in the film world. When she reminded him that she had won several prizes for acting in school, he had laughed. Then he had become cruel. His words, ‘Have you looked at yourself in the mirror?’ burned through her constantly, even to this day.

Mridula was not beautiful. She had not inherited any of her mother’s striking features; instead, she bore the genetic imprint of her father. What was handsome on her father’s countenance was horsy on her. She was plain – her masculine features making her appear less than attractive.

Yet, she had inherited her father’s acting ability in full measure. She knew she could act – had she been given a chance, she would have become a consummate actress, and all the best actress awards would have been hers for the asking.

But that was not to be.

She paid the price of being Rajvir Kapoor’s daughter.

After her father’s refusal and after umpteen showdowns at home, Mridula had rebelled.

She decided to forge ahead on her own. Using her pocket money, she had a portfolio made by the best agency in the business.

She made rounds to all the producers.

It was futile.

As soon as people in the industry learnt that she was Rajvir’s daughter, no one agreed to take her on. They did not want to antagonise the superstar. One word from Rajvir and they would soon fade into oblivion.

No one was willing to risk it all, merely for this horsy-looking, awkward girl -- no matter how talented.

After a couple of years of struggle, Mridula gave up.

She knew she was defeated.

Rajvir magnanimously took her back in his fold.

Plying her with his munificence, he sent her to Yale for her graduation.

For all appearances, her rebellion against her father was forgotten and her dreams of becoming an actress became a distant memory.

And now he was no more.

How she had fantasized and hoped against hope, that in his old age, her father would seek her out and they would finally bond.

This would never happen now.

What sins had she committed to have never known a parent’s love?

Tears of self-pity rolled down her cheeks. She let them flow, as she continued to stare blindly at Rajvir’s imposing photograph.

An hour later, she was her usual brisk self. Rapidly she arranged for tickets to Mumbai, informed her husband, and instructed the nanny to take care of the children full-time in her absence.


Chapter 3

Pallavi and Dr. Singhvi sat in the middle of the now crowded sitting room at Xanadu. Rajvir Kapoor’s son, Amar and daughter-in-law, Remanika sat beside them. Not many words were exchanged. There was nothing to be said.

The tragedy was too overpowering for them to say anything, except assimilate it within their consciousness as best as they could.

Amar was blank. His drug-induced stupor had probably still not been lifted. Or perhaps, he had drugged himself afresh, to deal with the ordeal.

Remanika was her usual cool self. She seemed unmoved and soon retired to her room, pleading a headache. Probably wanted to catch up on her beauty sleep, Pallavi correctly surmised.

There was a flurry of activity outside the door of the sitting room. The cause soon became apparent, as Rose led in Swami Maheshanandaji. The two disciples accompanying the swami deferentially waited outside.

‘Oh, I really am glad to see you,’ Pallavi spoke feelingly. ‘But how did you know?’

‘Is there anything I don’t know – or cannot know, if I want to, especially about this family?’ the swami smiled beatifically. ‘I knew – knew in my bones that my best friend, my childhood sakha is no more, and I came as soon as I could.’ Maheshanandaji put a reassuring hand on Pallavi’s head.

‘Though I should have known, known last night itself when I was here, that danger stalked my dearest Rajvir,’ the swami spoke ruefully.

‘Some things can never be known,’ Pallavi said.

Maheshanandaji nodded. Then hugging the confused Amar, he pronounced, ‘You are the head of the house now.’

Amar’s face took on an apprehensive expression in addition to the bewilderment already there. Clearly, he was completely out of his depth.

‘Now, now, don’t you worry. Given the circumstances, I will modify your medicine dosage. And in no time, you will feel better,’ the swami soothed Amar.

Pallavi nodded towards Maheshanandaji in gratitude.

Swami Maheshananda, or Mahesh as he was known then, was the childhood friend of Rajvir. The two had been best friends from their school days back in Varanasi. Growing up together, over the years, they had developed a bond that was as inexplicable as it was intense. On the surface, there was no similarity between the two. They came from different family backgrounds and had different temperaments; and yet, their friendship was such that they could die for each other.

It was in the last years of school that the two began to subscribe to divergent ideologies. Where Rajvir was determined to make a success of himself in the material world, Mahesh began to question the very purpose of his existence.

Rajvir was unable to understand what had got into his best friend. Mahesh began spending more and more time with assorted god-men at the Ghats of Varanasi. He began to explore alternative styles of living and even contemplated giving up home and becoming an ascetic.

Somehow, Mahesh did finish school, albeit with very bad marks. Then whilst in college, he began to experiment with various meditation techniques. Soon he joined the cult of some Aghori baba. This cult carried out weird rituals involving human bones and skeletons in burial grounds after midnight.

Rajvir tried his best to dissuade him.

But it seemed that something powerful, some kind of external force had taken Mahesh in its grip. There was no way he was ready to come back to the ordinary path.

‘I want to know the truth about human existence. Learn everything there is. And acquire powers – supernatural powers,’ he explained to his best friend.

Faced with Mahesh’s persistence in following his chosen path, Rajvir had no choice but to give up. As a friend, all he could do was respect his friend’s decision and be there for him.

Soon they were pushed in different directions, yet they remained best friends over the decades. They did achieve what they had set out to do. Rajvir became a star and Mahesh became a renowned swami with an international following.

Gradually, Swami Maheshanandaji became a mentor and guru of sorts to Rajvir’s family as well.

‘My dear, you don’t worry about anything. I am here to help you,’ Swami Maheshanandaji said to Pallavi.

‘Thank you Swamiji,’ Pallavi looked relieved.

‘I will stay here till the funeral,’ Maheshanandaji offered.

‘Yes, that will be nice. I can use all the support I can get,’ Pallavi said.

‘At this time we all are here for you,’ Dr. Singhvi added.

‘There will be tremendous media attention and hundreds of people will come to offer their condolences. I will certainly be glad to have you all by my side to help me deal with it all,’ Pallavi spoke gravely.

Rose entered, followed closely by a maid bearing a tray of refreshments.

The group settled down and began discussing the modalities of the funeral and the other things that needed to be tackled.
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Inspector Bhogle leaned back upon the comfortable sofa in the cosy sitting-room where Rose had stationed him for carrying out his interrogation.

He had begun his questioning of the immediate family members of Rajvir Kapoor who were present at Xanadu.

Admittedly, he did not know what to make of their reactions. Perhaps it was shock, but they all seemed strangely unmoved by the sudden tragedy.

Barring Pallavi, who did seem somewhat sorrowful – though not much, the rest – his son Amar and daughter-in-law Remanika, seemed peculiarly indifferent, bored rather…

Really, what kind of family was this? Could it be because they were guilty? Or was one of them guilty? His questions had been routine. When had they seen Rajvir last? Where had they been last night? Their answers were mundane. They had been at the party last night, and none could remember the exact time when they had last seen Rajvir. Maybe it was around midnight, they conjectured. After that, they had retired for the night and Rajvir had disappeared into his study, as was his usual practice.

He also questioned Swami Maheshanandaji and Dr. Singhvi. They were both upset and saddened by the sudden demise of their friend. But they too had no inkling about the why and how of the death. Predictably they could provide no clues either.

Inspector Bhogle then graduated to interrogating the house staff, one by one. He had just finished with the last of them. Although he had been careful not to reveal the precise reason for the interrogation, yet it seemed that the servants already had an inkling of what had happened. But knowing their place, they were careful not to let on that they were aware of the unexpected tragedy.

They went along with the inspector and answered all his questions as best as they could.

Bhogle flipped through the notes that he had jotted in his case diary. He was always meticulous about entering every little detail of every case he was on, into his case diary. There was not much. His previous three hours had not given him any concrete lead. He did, however, gain tremendous insight into the lifestyle of the more privileged beings on earth.

When Rose had handed him the list of staff employed in the house, he had been amazed at their sheer number. He knew that the rich and famous had people waiting upon them for every little thing. But this was beyond his imagination.

There were a total of sixty-seven staff members. These consisted of chefs, tech experts, cooking assistants, fitness-trainers, beauty experts, waiters, drivers, gardeners, handymen, electricians, plumbers, cleaners, liftmen, guards and several others with assorted job descriptions. So many people to take care of only one family comprising Rajvir, his wife Pallavi, their son Amar and his wife Remanika!

There were the occasional houseguests and the infrequent parties; but on a regular basis, there was just the family of four, which too was not always present.

Most of the time the four, all of whom had busy careers, were away on their individual film shoots, advertising campaigns, or some other assignments.

Xanadu seemed very much a home for the staff, manned by the staff. Rajvir and Pallavi were generous employers and the staff was happy to be working for them. The pay and perks were great and there was not much work – at least not on a regular basis.

They certainly did not bear any grudge against their employer and so could not be involved in Rajvir’s murder – at least this seemed to be the conclusion as of now, the inspector reflected.

Looking through his notes, Bhogle realized that he did not have any immediate leads as to who could have murdered Rajvir. The servants did not really know about anyone who had any enmity with their master. Perhaps they would be more forthcoming only after they were told about the exact circumstances of their master’s death.

Currently, all they could tell him was that everything had been routine the day before. For a week prior to it, they had been busy with preparations for the grand party. And it had all paid off – the party was a great success.

The food, the ambience, and the entertainment – everything had been perfect and all the guests had left happy.

No doubt, their hard work would translate into a good bonus this Diwali, was the unanimous belief of the staff.

None of them could recall anything out of the ordinary occurring either during or after the party. Everything had been just the way it always was, at all of Rajvir’s parties.

Rose had left to bring the two houseguests who were still staying in the two-storey guest wing of Xanadu. A couple of professors, she had said.

Why in the world were two professors staying here in the house? the inspector wondered. Rajvir and his life seemed as far removed from the world of academics as was possible. Well, he would soon find out.

After that, he would interrogate the temporary staff that had been brought in yesterday for the party.

Then it would be the turn of the VIP guest list. He would have to be cautious about interrogating the guests who had been at the party. He had better be careful not to upset the bigwigs who were bound to be on the guest list. This was going to be more challenging than the normal murders he was used to taking up.

Since this was such a high-profile case, Bhogle had decided to have a preliminary talk with everyone who was present on the night of the murder. He wanted to take no chances and nor overlook anything.

He also needed to look at the security footage. The head of security had informed him about the closed-circuit camera system that criss-crossed across Xanadu. Bhogle too had noted the cameras in the parking floor, the main entrance and at various locations. The recordings of all the cameras last night would be very helpful, Inspector Bhogle realized. He instructed the security head to give him a complete copy of all the footage that was there from the night before.

Bhogle had also asked for the floor plans of Xanadu to understand the entry and exit points to the house; particularly the entry and exit from Rajvir’s fatal 30th floor study.

Once the post-mortem was performed and the time of death was narrowed down, only then he could begin his actual investigation and interrogation in right earnest. He would focus on the people who had a motive for committing the murder and were also present at Xanadu within the time window of the death.
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The fashion photographer sucked in his breath as he rapidly clicked a bikini-clad Natalie posing on the sandy beach. He was used to photographing gorgeous women, and yet, in his twelve-year career he had never shot anyone as alluring as Natalie. There was something about her – something indefinable, not visible to the naked eye so much as it was to the camera. The camera loved her, or maybe she loved the camera, for it brought out the sparkle in her eyes, and the charm of her personality. The best thing about her was her figure – athletic and yet feminine, enhanced further by her languorous body language.

‘Are we done?’ Natalie called out.

‘Yes, enough in the sand. Now I want you to step into the water,’ he instructed.

Watching her glide sinuously into the water, the photographer felt himself go hot. ‘Get a grip on yourself old boy,’ he berated himself. He was a professional – not some callow youth easily smitten by a beautiful woman. Forcing himself to do the job at hand, he clicked photographs in quick succession as Natalie cavorted in the shallow water. She was a high-fashion model and knew all about posing and making love to the camera. She gave him all she had.

Later, whilst drying herself, she began idly checking her phone for all the new messages that had come since morning. A second later she drew in her breath sharply.

The photographer looked at her quizzically.

She shook her head, being careful to keep her expression bland. ‘I’ll change and soon be back,’ she said as she walked shakily towards a makeshift tent put up for her on the beach. Once inside, she slumped on the cushions spread on the floor-level sitting arrangement. Once again, she read the sms: ‘Rajvir is dead’, it said. Unconsciously, her hand went to her stomach and she burst into tears.
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‘Oh God! This is such an awful thing to have happened!’ Professor Dinkar Mishra said, looking distressed.

‘Yes. This is unbelievably terrible!’ his friend, Professor Shantanu Bose said, looking perturbed.

‘How could Rajvir die? It is not possible. If he could die, then so could we! I mean, all of us are in the same age group after all. There was nothing wrong with him. Or was he hiding some horrible secret? He looked and acted healthy. Maybe, maybe it was an accident,’ Professor Dinkar’s voice grew suddenly hoarse.

‘Yes that seems likely,’ Shantanu said.

‘I just cannot accept it. Last night we were laughing, and now he is no more? Can this be possible? Can my friend have really passed away?’ The hint of tears appeared in Dinkar’s eyes. He blinked rapidly whilst the tip of his nose reddened.

‘To think that we were invited here for the summer and then to have our host die like this…I mean, it’s appalling,’ Professor Shantanu said, pretending not to have noticed how overwrought his friend had become.

‘Yes, and now it is such a delicate situation. I don’t know what to do. Whether I should stay back and complete what I had come here for, or…leave after an appropriate interval…I don’t know,’ Professor Mishra tried to gain a semblance of pragmatism.

‘Well, I do think you owe it to Rajvir to finish the script as he had wanted. That would be the decent thing to do,’ Professor Shantanu counselled.

‘I suppose you are right,’ Professor Mishra spoke gruffly.

A week ago, Professor Dinkar Mishra had flown in from California at the behest of his long-time friend, Rajvir Kapoor, to work on a script for his next venture. He was a professor of Culture Studies at a University in San Jose and the author of several novels. His last novel had won him the Man Booker Award. Rajvir, having always been fond of reading, had decided that he wanted his next film based upon Dinkar Mishra’s award-winning novel. Thereafter he had moved fast; bought the film rights of the novel and roped in the author himself to finalize the script.

It was easy, since Rajvir and Dinkar went way back. The two had met when Rajvir had come to Mumbai to make it big and lived at Dinkar’s parents’ home as a paying guest for a couple of years. That was a period of intense struggle for the young Rajvir, and Dinkar’s family had extended great support to him. Never one to forget his friends, Rajvir had stayed in touch with the family over the decades, and especially with Dinkar, who had been his buddy during his lean years.

Dinkar Mishra had agreed to spend his summer break in Mumbai and work on converting his novel into the script that Rajvir wanted. His family had decided to stay back at San Jose.

Whilst in Mumbai, Dinkar thought of catching up with all his friends in India and decided to meet up with as many of them as possible.

He was delighted to learn that his visit providentially coincided with that of his former colleague Shantanu Bose who was coming to the city for a summer school programme at IIT Mumbai. The two had begun their academic careers simultaneously at one of the IIT’s as young lecturers.

Happy at the prospect of a reunion after five years, they decided to take up Rajvir’s generous offer to stay at Xanadu. They would each have a suite to themselves in one of the two floors of Xanadu that was devoted for guests.

Professor Shantanu was supposed to stay at IIT Mumbai; but he was all too happy to cancel it in favour of spending as much time with his old friend as possible.

Anyone looking at them would wonder at their friendship. They looked diametrically different from each other. Professor Dinkar Mishra looked like an avuncular, portly-built, genial, uncle-like person. His friend Shantanu looked youthful, boyish almost, with his side-parted smooth hair perpetually falling over his forehead in almost-contrived disarray, his tall broad-shouldered, lean frame, and warm brown eyes that held unfathomable depths. Dinkar always felt an uncharacteristic jealousy of his friend, fuelled in great measure by their initial years at IIT.

During those years, Shantanu managed to acquire and build a legendary student fan following, most of it female. Shantanu never consciously did anything to instigate the adulation. It happened automatically. Not only was Shantanu good-looking, but his formidable knowledge and insightful intelligence soon became the stuff of student folklore. Their areas of academic interest were also completely different. Where Shantanu was just diversifying into the exciting world of nano technology, Dinkar was into literature, considered tame and unbelievably boring by IIT students. And yet, over the years, their friendship had grown and strengthened, having been built upon a foundation of deep affection and a healthy respect for each other.

Rose entered the guest wing where the two professors were housed. ‘Sir, Inspector Bhogle is here and would like to speak to both of you,’ she said respectfully.

They looked at her in surprise. ‘Inspector? Why?’ Professor Shantanu asked.

‘Well, Sir, I really cannot say anything. Inspector Bhogle is speaking to everyone in the house and so I am here to take you both to him,’ Rose was deadpan.
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Recording the flurry of activity outside of Xanadu, Vimal knew he was onto something big. But he could not be unprofessional and announce the news before a formal confirmation.

The channel head soon devised a way out of this predicament. They began telecasting the comings and goings at Xanadu and periodically hinted that something momentous had happened, without actually referring to what it was. They alternated this with various clippings from the life and films of Rajvir Kapoor.

Soon enough, phones were ringing everywhere and the public began to get increasingly restive, seeking news of their favourite star.

Finally, the formal press statement announcing the sudden and untimely demise of Rajvir Kapoor was released. No details were given in the press release.

Predictably, Vimal’s channel won maximum TRPs for the breaking news and the continuous programming they had already lined up.

Soon the entire media went berserk. All the other television channels vied with each other in giving as much news centring on Rajvir as possible.

Even though no one had any details, yet speculation was rife that there was something mysterious in the sudden death.

There was a frantic scramble to get sound bites from the police, Rajvir’s family members and friends. This ploy was unsuccessful. No one agreed to say anything.

Some of the television channels dug out small-time actors, starlets and character artistes – anybody who had ever shared the same breathing space with Rajvir, and interviewed them about the star. Ecstatic on getting their five minutes of fame, these obscure people were all too ready to relate numerous stories – some real, some heavily embellished and some entirely fictional.

The channels were happy, as the voyeuristic audience eagerly lapped up whatever they dished out about Rajvir.

There was breaking news about a remote village pradhan beginning the construction of a temple dedicated to Rajvir.

Within twenty-four hours it seemed that the entire country was in the grip of mass hysteria. There was no other topic of conversation – it was Rajvir Kapoor who occupied pride of place in the national consciousness.
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Soon enough, pressure mounted on the police to reveal the exact circumstances of the death. There was no getting away. Commissioner of Mumbai Police, Karan Ahuja knew that the moment the news of the murder was released; the pressure to solve it would become acute.

Would Inspector Bhogle be able to solve the case at the earliest, or should someone else be deployed on it? He wondered what to do. He did not have any doubts about Bhogle’s competence. But the public mood was such that this could escalate into an ugly mess and the police image could take a beating if they did not soon get on top of the situation.

He wondered how the inspector was doing. Did he have any leads? Or was he still hunting for elusive clues and leads? He had better call the inspector and take his feedback. Then he would decide whether to assign the fast-becoming high-profile case to someone else or let Bhogle continue.


Chapter 4

Jyothika wiped away tears as she sat glued to the television. Every channel was showing clippings of Rajvir. Some were showing clippings of him winning awards; some were showing snippets of his popular songs; while some revolved around his legendary scenes and dialogues.

It seemed that the world had stilled; and there was nothing else newsworthy except what was going on at Xanadu.

Admittedly, Jyothika was there in most of the programmes. After all, she had been his heroine for more than a decade. Their pairing had been a hit right from their first film as the star lead. The audience loved them together and could not get enough of them.

It was inevitable that she should fall in love with him. Never before in her life had she met anyone as charming as Rajvir. More importantly, he treated her right – like a lady. Even though she soon became his mistress, he never once treated her with disdain or disrespect. This one trait alone made her his slave for life. Later, when she discovered that she was carrying his child, he did the decent thing and married her.

Today too, Rajvir was always by her side whenever she needed him. She had a sneaking suspicion that it was because of the son she had borne him. Her son, Chandra Prakash, resembled Rajvir so much that anyone could be pardoned for mistaking them to be brothers. Not only did Chandra Prakash look like a clone of his father, he had also inherited Rajvir’s formidable acting prowess. Jyothika suspected that it was narcissism that prompted Rajvir to lavish so much love and affection upon Chandra Prakash, and by extension, upon her too.

When the young Chandra Prakash had expressed his desire to emulate his father and become an actor, Rajvir had been elated. Immediately he had enrolled his son in a renowned acting school in New York.

Whilst Chandra Prakash was pursuing his degree in acting, Rajvir was busy planning his launch. Jyothika could not have been happier, at this fortuitous turn of events. She had never really expected that both she, and her son, would earn such respect in society. But as it happened, she was amazed how well things turned out. Although she was the other woman, the public easily accepted her as Rajvir’s wife, owing more to their on-screen pairing, than anything else.

Somehow, she had known it in her bones that it was too good to last. She could not remain so lucky all her life.

And today her foreboding had come true. Her world was crashing all around her, just before her most fervent dream was about to come true.

Work on Chandra Prakash’s debut film had just started. The muhurat shot had taken place barely a couple of weeks back. The shooting was on full swing, and it was expected that the entire film would be wrapped in a hundred and thirty days.

But now, Rajvir was gone. He was the force behind the film. Not only was Rajvir the producer, it was his influence that had got the film the best director, cinematographer, cameraperson, in fact the entire crew. Would they remain with the project now with the drastic change in circumstances?

More importantly, how would Chandra Prakash handle this terrible setback? Her son, though strong, was still a boy, and a very emotional boy at that. He was not tough like her. He needed support in order to survive in this cruel world. So far, she had shielded him as best possible, and Rajvir’s pampering had ensured that Chandra Prakash had grown up in a protective cocoon.

But now the security blanket in the form of Rajvir was gone. Would her son be able to survive this blow? It was not just a question of retaining his mental equanimity, but also of establishing himself in his career, sans the support of his powerful father.

This morning, Chandra Prakash was still asleep. She wondered how best to wake him and break the awful news. She herself was unable to accept it and come to terms with it, then how could her son do so?

It was not just the loss in terms of support. It was the loss of the only love of her life. She had loved Rajvir so completely. He was everything to her. He was not just her husband or lover; he was her father, brother, friend, mentor – everything! How would she live now? There was this sudden gaping emptiness within her. She felt unable to stand straight anymore. It seemed to her that she had been hit squarely in the solar plexus.

But how had it happened? There was nothing wrong with Rajvir. How could he have died so suddenly like this? None of the channels actually spoke about the exact cause or circumstances of the death.

‘Hi Mom,’ Chandra Prakash wandered in, looking innocent and child-like, as he did whenever he woke up.

Then he noticed her tear-streaked face. His face took on a look of question and anxiety. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

‘Come sit by me,’ Jyothika spoke softly.

As he lowered his tall frame next to her petite one, she ran her fingers through his hair, kissed his forehead and said, ‘Your father is no more.’

For a moment, Chandra Prakash looked at her in bewilderment. He had heard the words; but they made no sense.

The flashing images on the television in front caught his eyes, and drew his attention.

Minutes passed by.

Slowly tears began rolling down his cheeks. He buried his head in his mother’s lap, as deep sobs racked his body.

Jyothika could do nothing but cradle him and pat his head.

There was nothing to be said.

This was the worst thing that could have happened to them – particularly to her darling son.

After what seemed like ages, he sat up straight and spoke gruffly, ‘How could this have happened? We must go to Xanadu and find out the truth.’

Jyothika nodded.

An hour later, they were in the lobby of Xanadu, as Rose left to fetch her mistress.

This was the first time that they had come to Rajvir’s home.

Previously it had always been out of bounds.

But now the circumstances were different.

Thirty minutes passed by as they waited.

‘How dare we be treated like this?’ Chandra Prakash spoke angrily.

‘This was to be expected,’ Jyothika tried to calm him, although she seethed inwardly at the insulting treatment being meted out to them.

Rose entered. ‘Madam is indisposed. She will not be able to see you,’ she spoke, poker-faced.

‘What nonsense!’ Chandra Prakash spoke agitatedly. ‘I demand to know what happened to my Dad,’ his voice suddenly broke.

Trying her best to be diplomatic, Jyothika said, ‘I understand. But we have come all the way and my son has the right to know how, why and what happened. Please ask some member of the family or close family person to meet us, and tell us the truth. This is the very least that can be done.’

‘Okay Ma’am I will convey this,’ Rose spoke and disappeared inside.

‘How dare that Pallavi do this to us?’ Chandra Prakash’s eyes blazed.

‘It’s okay beta, keep calm. And don’t speak like this. She is older than you, you know.’

‘I don’t care. She should behave properly. This is no way!’

Jyothika remained quiet.

A good forty-five minutes later, Dr. Singhvi entered the lobby. Softly and in a matter-of-fact manner, he conveyed the circumstances in which Rajvir was found dead.

Satisfied, Jyothika and Chandra Prakash left. There was nothing more to be said or done.

Presumably the police were already doing whatever needed to be done.
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‘You know about the death of your favourite star?’ Inspector Bhogle commented to his wife.

‘Of course! The whole world knows of it!’ his wife was indignant.

‘Well I have been assigned the case,’ Bhogle said, with a deep sigh.

His wife’s eyes widened. ‘Assigned? You mean there is something suspicious about his death?’

‘Umm,’ Bhogle nodded, stroking his handlebar moustache.

‘But I thought that he was doing something with his gun and it accidently went off?’ she said.

‘Well that is mere speculation.’ Bhogle paused. ‘A star like Rajvir – many people could have hated him. Maybe his family too hated him … these filmy families are not like normal families. Who knows what goes on between them in the privacy of their homes? How the hell will I arrive at the truth?’ he seemed to be speaking to himself.

His wife listened interestedly.

‘Now you better not say anything to anyone regarding this,’ his expression darkened as he looked broodingly at his wife.

She nodded. She knew that the darkening of the expression was not directed at her. It was a natural occurrence when Bhogle’s mind was far away, lost in the intricacies of the case.

But it was great that her husband was assigned the case, she smiled inwardly to herself. Now she would be the only person in the world, barring her husband, who would know the true details of the case, she felt exulted.

‘I’m on my way to Rajvir Kapoor’s home. Don’t call, unless necessary,’ Inspector Bhogle instructed his wife absentmindedly, as he walked out of the door.
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‘So it is murder,’ Professor Shantanu Bose said.

‘Yes, it is plain enough, even though they have not said so to the press,’ Professor Dinkar Mishra said.

‘I think I should try…try in my own way to get to the bottom of this,’ Shantanu paused.

Dinkar knew all about his friend’s penchant for solving mysteries. The fact that he had already solved two murder cases in the past, made Shantanu even more convinced that there was something of the sleuth in him.

After all, unravelling a murder mystery was not much different to his job as a researcher.

Besides, ever since Shantanu’s wife had passed away, he had become more and more involved in unravelling crimes. The fact that he did not have any children, made it that much easier for him to devote all his time to such activities.

‘You remember, I was the one to solve the murder that had scandalized our IIT a couple of decades back and also the serial murders that had rocked Dehradun last year?’ Professor Shantanu spoke, as if reading his friend’s mind.

‘Of course, I know. You know, some day, I might base a couple of novels on those two cases of yours. But this is Rajvir Kapoor you are talking about. Don’t you think this is a bit out of your league?’ Dinkar cautioned.

‘Certainly not!’ Shantanu felt affronted. ‘Do you doubt my capabilities?’

‘No, I don’t; but I don’t want to see you get into something that you may not be able to handle. This, here, is high stakes, you know,’ Dinkar hastened to placate his friend.

‘Of course I know. This is precisely why it is so interesting. You know I cannot help myself. The entire thing is as alluring as a beautiful woman. I won’t be able to rest, till I know what is at the bottom of it,’ Shantanu’s eyes gleamed.

Pensively, Dinkar looked out of the window at the manicured lawns. He knew it was futile trying to convince his friend otherwise. Not only was Shantanu tenacious when he was pursuing a particular puzzle – he was also stubborn to the extreme. ‘But what about your responsibility at the summer school at IIT Mumbai? The reason you are here at the first place?’ he made one last attempt.

‘My dear, I’m sure you know how capable I am of doing two things at the same time,’ Shantanu smiled happily.
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Alone in her bedroom, Remanika looked dispassionately at her reflection. The mirror had small lights fitted atop it, and they shone mercilessly on every part of her face. She could no longer deny to herself the reality of the spidery lines that were emerging on her forehead. Nor could she ignore the radiating grooves that emerged at the corners of and beneath her eyes, when she smiled.

She recalled her meeting with the skin specialist a week ago. He had suggested Botox for her forehead and a dermal filler, something called Resytline around her eyes.

How self-righteously she had claimed in all her interviews that she would never opt for plastic surgery or anything artificial to preserve her youth and beauty.

And now? But then this was not plastic surgery. This was just some … a small intervention. Something, which was done even by ordinary girls nowadays, so why shouldn’t she go for it? Of course she would have to be careful about where she got it done. It would not do for the media to get this information … she would not be able to handle the ensuing public ridicule.

Just then, she noticed a slackening of the skin at the corner of her lips. An uncontrollable anxiety welled up from somewhere deep within her being, unnerving her. She observed it closely. How come she had not noticed it before? When did this happen? On either side of her lips, beneath her full cheeks, about a quarter of an inch of skin seemed to have slackened … as though it had slipped a bit.

Horrified, she put both palms on either side and pulled the skin back. Instantly her face looked younger.

Gosh!

She was deeply dismayed.

This was a disaster!

What would she do now?

Was plastic surgery next on the agenda?

Tears of self-pity fought through and emerged out of her eyes. Why was God – fate, so cruel to her? How could this happen to her? She was a Miss Universe, a National best-actress award winner. She was invincible! This was horrible. This was a disaster. The face that had helped her become what she was … that face was deserting her. How would she survive now? A slow panic rose up from somewhere deep within her and instantly spread to every cell of her being.

Flinging herself on the bed, she buried her face in the pillow as tears flowed unchecked. Later, drained of all emotion, she turned on her back and stared at the ceiling. ‘Don’t worry, you still have a lot going for you,’ she whispered consolingly to herself.

Remanika had reached this position in life after considerable struggle. Daughter of a single mother, she never had things easy. He mother had been a socialite in New Delhi page three circles. It was rumoured that she was the mistress of a powerful politician. Remanika had often asked her mother who her father was, but her mother had always refused to answer. The plea was an emotional one – ‘don’t make me unhappy by making me relive the most miserable time of my life’. Remanika loved her mother and always complied with her mother’s subtle emotional blackmail.

As she grew up and heard the rumours, she fantasized that she was perhaps the daughter of the said politician. But since Remanika never saw her mother with the person in question, she could never question her mother. Also, there was no way she could know much about her mother’s personal life. She had been sent away to boarding school in Shimla and she grew up without knowing much about her mother’s life back home.

Admittedly, she did not lack much as a child – not the material things anyway. But the void of not having a father stayed with her always. She would listen enviously to her friends relate stories about their doting dads. Most of them were daddy’s special little girls – much loved and adored.

Remanika had none of it. And she could not talk about this with her mother either. To talk of it would unnecessarily hurt her mother and that was something she could never do. She had seen her mother put up a brave front in front of the world. She had always given Remanika the best – been both a father and a mother to her. How could she show her sorrow to her mother and cause unhappiness to the one person in the world whom she loved more than anyone else?

It was in the last two years of school that Remanika decided that her mother had done enough; and now it was her turn to ease her mother’s underlying anxieties and give her a good life. And the only way she could do that was by becoming someone. The only recourse open to her was to become a star, she figured. The Mumbai film industry was the place to be. She had the looks; and perhaps the talent too, she thought. All through school, she had not missed a single chance to be up on the stage – be it for a play, or dance, or even a debate.

Her mother had been understandably apprehensive of seventeen-year-old Remanika’s decision. But she could not refuse her darling daughter anything. And she certainly did not want to spoil relations with her most precious little girl, over something as trivial as the choice of career. So setting her misgivings aside, her mother had given her consent. She tapped into her sources and got Remanika a contact in Mumbai for a modelling assignment.

This was the only toehold Remanika required. Soon she was in Mumbai and on to a modelling career. Films were her target; and she knew that it was just a matter of time before she got her big break. Then she came abreast with the sordid and cruel reality of the casting couch. This was more than she had bargained for. There was no way she could bring herself to take this route. Then a friend suggested another way. ‘Why not try for the Miss India contest?’ he advised. Remanika was not really sure whether she had what it took to be a Miss India. But then she had nothing to lose. She applied for it.

To Remanika’s delight and surprise, she was not only crowned Miss India-Universe, but she was soon on her way to participate in the Miss Universe contest. Suddenly, the wheels of destiny were magically and swiftly turning for her. Remanika entered a world of being feted and honoured wherever she went. Overnight she became a princess – it was the best time of her life.

God was finally looking her way, she thought. And He did come through for her all the way by handing her the Miss Universe crown. In one stroke she went from princess to queen. The next year passed in a blur of Miss Universe duties, charity visits, parties and a surfeit of male attention. Remanika blossomed, truly blossomed under all the adulation and attention.

When she came back to India, she was flooded with film and modelling offers. Her first film where she played the lead opposite a star son was a big hit and then there was no looking back.

A decade later, she had given several hits, several flops and been in love once. The relationship never did work out. He was a bigger star than she was, and came from a prominent film family. He had had several relationships in the past – all of which had ended badly. Remanika was warned by everyone to not get into it. He was tall, well built, charming, with a chocolate-like voice, a good twelve years older than her, and still single.

It began during their first film together. They had a two-month shoot scheduled at various locations in Europe.

In retrospect, Remanika could never understand what had happened.

Was it the exotic locales, or the proximity to one of the most handsome men she had ever come across – she could never figure it out. But it was like she had been hit. Hit by an avalanche of emotions of fierce desire, longing, need, craving, addiction…

Was this love? She did not know.

All she knew was that she wanted to be with him all the time. It was as if he was in her blood and she needed her constant fix of him in order to function normally.

Strangely enough, he seemed to mirror all these emotions too. The two were caught up in such extreme passion that nothing else mattered.

Six months into the affair, Remanika realized that she had to get out of it. The relationship was becoming toxic, at least for her. She was slowly being drawn into a kind of prison. Her star-boyfriend began controlling everything. What she wore, what she ate, whom she met, whom she talked to – he had to not only know every little detail, but it all had to meet his approval too. A dangerous side of him began to come to the forefront. If she kept anything from him, even inadvertently, or did not follow his advice, he would become furiously irate. After every episode of losing it and becoming angry with her, he would be so contrite, so apologetic and beg so tearfully for her understanding, that she would easily forgive him. Then he would smother her with such extreme love and caring, that she would feel like the luckiest girl in the world.

Gradually, his episodes of becoming upset with her began to increase in frequency. Once, he even came close to hitting her. This was after seeing photographs of one of her photo shoots, in which according to him, she wore particularly revealing clothes. Remanika began getting alarmed. Even though after the outburst, he was more loving than usual – bought her an enormous diamond pendant and whisked her to Madrid for a week-long getaway.

But Remanika was now fearful of him. She became particularly careful not to antagonize him. Her mother pointed out that she was turning into a puppet controlled by him. As long as she followed his dictates, everything was fine; but for how long could this continue? She knew she needed to break away, but did not know how.

Meanwhile, her films were doing well and she was being recognized as a consummate actress. One day she received an offer from a top award-winning director for the lead in a woman-centric film. It was the chance of a lifetime. The role was challenging and it was sure to win her the National Award for Best Actress. The only catch was that it entailed a mandatory lovemaking scene given the bold theme that the movie revolved around.

Remanika knew that there was no way that her boyfriend would allow her to do the film. But this film was something that she had been waiting for, all her life. It would truly establish her credentials as an actress, instead of just a model-turned-star. She desperately wanted respect in the industry, respect for her talent as an actress. So should she go ahead, and do the film without telling her boyfriend and take her chances or should she tell him everything and have him forbid her, she wondered.

The choice was tough. Her mother advised her to tell the truth from the beginning. Taking her advice, Remanika did so. The result was predictable. She was given a choice – it was either her man or the film. She chose the latter. Soon she shifted to a place of her own. This rejection was more than what her star-boyfriend could handle. Till date – in his entire life no woman had ever rejected him. Soon he was stalking her, turning up at her sets, at her apartment, and calling her up relentlessly.

One night, after a pathetically long conversation over the phone whilst he stood outside her door, Remanika let him inside her apartment. The ensuing discussion soon turned into an argument and he hit her. A shocked Remanika called her mother, who upon seeing her black eye, called the police. This was the final break. Remanika filed for a restraining order against him and that was the end of the one and only love of her life.

Till the end she could not really be sure of what it was – was it love, or addiction, or what?

The film did win her the National Award for Best Actress along with sundry other best actress awards as well. Instantly she came into the big league. Soon she had a film with the reigning superstar, Rajvir Kapoor. Remanika was thrilled.

Knowing Rajvir’s reputation with the ladies, she took care to keep a distance from him. Curiously enough, he did not make a single move on her. This miffed her. What was the matter? she thought. Was she not good enough for him, or attractive enough, or beautiful enough?

The reason soon became clear. One day he took her aside, sat her down and asked her about her future plans. Admittedly, until that point, Remanika had not really thought of any future plans as such. When she said so, Rajvir launched into a long counselling about how important it was for a girl in her position to have some kind of backing, some kind of support system in the industry.

Rajvir then said something that she could never have imagined. ‘I would like you to be my daughter-in-law,’ he said.

Remanika was shocked. Was he drunk, she wondered.

After the silence stretched for long, he asked again, ‘Well?’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she stuttered.

‘You know my son, Amar?’ he said.

‘Yes.’ Remanika certainly knew about Amar, the flop son of Rajvir. She had also heard some unsavoury rumours about him.

As if reading her mind, Rajvir continued, ‘Well, I’m proposing a win-win deal for the two of us. You marry my son and gain respect and position in the industry; as also life-long stability,’ he paused.

Remanika waited for the catch.

‘And I get stability for my son and an end to the nasty rumours about him,’ he smiled.

All through the seven-month shoot of the film, Rajvir worked at her resistance. He invited her to his home as also to all his family’s social functions. She got to know Pallavi and Amar; and realized that she quite liked them. It seemed to be a very nice proposition. When her mother learnt about the proposal, she wondered why Remanika was delaying taking a decision. ‘You will not get a better match than this,’ her mother told her repeatedly. The continued and combined cajoling finally got to her and she agreed to the match.

Their wedding was the most lavish the industry had ever seen. Everyone who was anyone was invited during the week-long celebrations. Remanika believed that she had truly hit the jackpot. She had everything that any girl could possible ask for.

But it was too good to last.

A sort of anti-climax followed the wedding. Amar was somehow never at home. He was always away on some pretext or the other. Rajvir went back to his busy shooting schedule and Pallavi was always busy in her various film, television, and social commitments. Remanika had foolishly stopped signing films given her impending marriage and was now alone at home with nothing to do. Her mother asked her to look at the bright side, that Remanika could enjoy herself and be a lady of leisure. But having always worked ever since leaving school, Remanika did not know how to live unless she was working.

Six months later, when the doctor prescribed her anti-depressants, Remanika knew that she had to take action, or else her very existence was threatened. Immediately she rehired her former secretary and put out word that she was looking for a comeback. Initially, there were no offers as everyone was wary about offering anything to Rajvir Kapoor’s daughter-in-law, lest he disapproved. Remanika felt a searing resentment well up within her for Rajvir. The man had ruined her. It was because of him that she was in this pathetic condition. She spent her days being brain dead in front of the television and the nights in a sleeping pill induced stupor. She had never been so alone in her life.

Another six months went by, and still there was no work for her. Remanika knew it was time she had a word with her father-in-law.

‘Okay, so you conned me,’ she said without any preliminaries.

‘You have everything that I had promised,’ Rajvir Kapoor was cool.

‘What about Amar?’ she challenged.

‘I had promised you stability, position and life-long security. And that is what you have got.’

Remanika was quiet. ‘Okay, but please let me work or else I will go mad, sitting alone at home,’ she pleaded.

‘Okay,’ Rajvir relented.

A week later, there was an offer for her. It was not exactly big league, but a desperate Remanika grabbed it. She knew that it was courtesy Rajvir, and this made her dislike him even more. But after that Remanika managed to steadily get offers. Soon it was as if she had never married Amar and life went back to normal.

But somehow, she could never forgive Rajvir for what he had done to her. Maybe, just maybe she could have met someone, fallen in love and married him, if she had not got married to Amar, she often fantasized. Now since she was a married woman, and that too Rajvir Kapoor’s daughter-in-law, no man approached her, much less made a pass at her. But now Rajvir was dead – as he rightly deserved to be. Maybe now, maybe now, she would be able to come out of the shadow of the Rajvir clan and live a fulfilling life, Remanika thought, as a tear of self-pity slipped out of the corner of her eye.


Chapter 5

As Inspector Bhogle’s vehicle entered the porch of Xanadu, he marvelled at the idiosyncrasies of the stars. Xanadu was the name of Rajvir Kapoor’s ritzy new home, which had been completed a year ago.

Built at a cost of over two billion dollars, the palatial home, comprising thirty storeys was located in the heart of Mumbai. It was on its way to becoming one of the famous landmarks of Mumbai and a must-go-to tourist destination for small town hicks.

Xanadu had everything that one could think of, and more. From 400,000 square feet of floor space, artistic, residential, and guest accommodation, maintenance levels, a ball-room (with wall-to-wall crystal chandeliers), private theatre, multimedia gaming zone, multi-storey garage, gyms, three stories of parking levels, a garden level, library floor, swimming pools, and ice room with snow flurries – the house had it all. It also included a lobby, several drawing rooms, sitting rooms, living rooms, dining rooms, exotic bathrooms, Jacuzzi, dance and yoga halls, a playpen that housed snooker and table tennis tables and a basketball section. The top floor had a study that opened into a terrace garden with a personal helipad.

It was a marvel in architecture with gorgeous design methods implemented by Chicago’s famed designers, Hoffman and Guise.

The interiors created as per Pallavi’s directions were a study in extreme opulence. It was a veritable palace – the ultimate in luxurious living.

Bhogle was here to begin his interrogation of the people in the VIP guest list of the party. Almost all the people who had been on the list were scheduled to visit Xanadu to convey their condolences. Bhogle had decided that this was the most opportune moment to have a word with all of them. Otherwise it would be very difficult to meet and talk to each one separately. The logistics of it would never work out, particularly given the fact that these were extremely busy people.

Ensconced in one of the sitting rooms, which had turned into an interrogation area of sorts since the last time he was here, Bhogle went through the list. All the notable people, about whom he had previously only read about in newspapers, were present in the list.

He took a deep breath. He would have to very careful about how he worded his questions.

It would not do to antagonize any of these big shots.

Somewhat nervously he twirled his handlebar moustache.

Mentally he went through his rehearsed sentences. He would begin by saying that it was just a routine information-gathering exercise. Then, he would simply ask about their closeness to the star, and about the exact time-period during which they had been present at Xanadu on the night of the murder.

This would be enough to give him some idea about the possible suspects, if any, from the guest list.

He leaned back to wait.

The guests would be escorted here by Rose, once they had finished offering their commiseration to Pallavi Kapoor.
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Inside the central drawing room, an irritated Pallavi was dealing with the numerous people who had come to pay their respects and offer their condolences. These social niceties always got on her nerves and she longed to escape to her sanctuary – her bedroom. But that would not do. These were people from the film industry, political bigwigs, and corporate honchos, who would not take to it very kindly. She had better hang around, grit her teeth, and suffer through the ordeal.

It seemed to her that most of them had come more for the photo-op than anything else. Everybody who was anybody, wanted to be publicly seen as paying his or her respects to the departed star and his family. She could catch snatches of whispered speculations about the cause of death, the circumstances around it, and the impact it would have on the films that Rajvir had not yet completed. Presumably, people were here to offer their compassion, but in actuality, they seemed more concerned with gossip. This was what the world was like, Pallavi sighed deeply.

She espied Jyothika and her son Chandra Prakash, making their way towards her. Her expression hardened. How dare they, she thought. A wild rage rose within her. She wanted to scream for her guards and order for them to be thrown out. But she did not do anything of the sort. By the time they reached abreast, Pallavi knew that her face had reddened in ire. Her mind became blank, her senses shut down, and she could not hear a single word of sympathy that the duo uttered. Thankfully, a moment later, it was over. The two left.

For the entire afternoon thereafter, a jealous rage continued to gnaw at Pallavi’s insides. Jyothika was the third wife of the late Rajvir Kapoor. She had been his heroine for over a decade.

This was nothing new.

Rajvir always did have a weakness for women. However, to his credit he always treated his current woman like a princess. And that was perhaps his charm. Even the women whom he had loved and left, never spoke a word against him.

Pallavi had always known of Rajvir’s penchant for beautiful women. But her extreme youth had convinced her that marriage to her would cure him of all such predilections.

But that was not to be.

Within a year of marrying her, there were rumours of Rajvir having an affair with an upcoming star.

He had fervently denied it to her teary-eyed face. And she had believed him too. At the time, she was hopelessly in love with his charisma and was ready to believe every word that he uttered.

Over the years, Pallavi was forced to accept the truth about Rajvir. She had no choice. She could take recourse to one of two paths: accept it and remain his wife, or accept it and leave him. In both cases, acceptance was mandatory.

She could never really understand it herself why she chose to stay, in spite of knowing that he was unfaithful to her, was cheating on her. Could it be that she could not stay away from him and continued to love him? Or was it because she gave birth to Amar within a year of marriage? Or was it simply because she did not have the guts to go back to being plain and simple Pallavi, the opposite of Mrs Kapoor, the wife of superstar Rajvir Kapoor and the position it accorded her? She honestly did not know.

Pallavi asked Rose to send her a cup of her favourite chamomile tea, whilst she settled down in her favourite place – the small hidden alcove, that lead onto a terrace overlooking the garden.

Quietly sipping her tea, she was lost in silent introspection.

The events since Rajvir’s death had moved so rapidly that she had not had time to assimilate everything. Now she wondered how life would be with Rajvir gone. Admittedly, it would not make much difference to her. The two had led separate lives for more than a decade. So, she would in most likelihood, continue with her life, like she always had.

Amar too would in all probability continue the same as before. Only now, there was an even lesser chance of saving him than before. After all, no matter how old a son became, a parent, particularly a father’s influence was instrumental, in ensuring his continued well-being and stability. A tear threatened to spill out of one eye.

‘So here you are. I knew I would find you here,’ Dr. Singhvi entered the alcove.

Hastily, Pallavi controlled herself, smiled tremulously, and indicated for him to take a chair with a wave of her delicate hand.

As Dr. Singhvi lowered himself heavily into the plush chair, Pallavi called for Rose to get another cup of tea. She was glad at the intrusion; otherwise, she would have been in tears by now.

‘I hope you are all right, my dear,’ Dr. Singhvi spoke astutely.

‘Yes; as much as possible,’ Pallavi was truthful.

‘Don’t worry, I – we, are here for you,’ Dr. Singhvi spoke gravely.

Rose entered with a cup of tea and some biscuits. She was glad to see Dr. Singhvi with her mistress. She often worried about Pallavi, and was happy to see that the good doctor was lending her much needed support.

‘Thank you,’ Dr. Singhvi mumbled.

Rose left.

Gruffly he cleared his throat and continued, ‘Now Pallavi, you know I have great regard and affection for you. And – and, I could do anything, anything, for you. You know that, don’t you? You need just ask.’

‘Yes,’ Pallavi nodded. ‘I know you would do anything for Rajvir. I know how close you were to him and how much you care for us as a result.’

Dr. Singhvi was quiet for some time, wondering whether he should say what was there in his mind. Then taking a decision he said, ‘Yes, dear, I was close to Rajvir. But I know he was not without fault. I have seen how you have stood by his side, even though he made choices that were an insult to you. I can’t tell you of the number of times I have counselled him to treat you with respect.’

What was the doctor saying? For a millisecond, Pallavi thought that she had somehow misheard what had just been spoken.

‘And when Rajvir continued his wayward ways, I was deeply upset and always wished I could do something – anything for, for you. To make your life better. Somehow give you the love, affection, care and respect that you deserve,’ Dr. Singhvi spoke in a rush, his voice throaty with passion.

An astounded Pallavi looked speechlessly at the doctor. Gosh, what was this?

Rose entered. ‘Ma’am, Inspector Bhogle has finished with talking to all the guests and now wishes to speak to you,’ she said.

Thankfully, a shaky Pallavi got up abruptly. ‘I’ll just take care of it,’ she mumbled in the direction of Dr. Singhvi and left.

Dr. Singhvi sat alone for a long time in the alcove, abashed at his own temerity in saying what he had said to Pallavi. What must she have made of it? And it really was so stupid to say such stuff now, when she was already overwhelmed with everything that was happening in her life. He really was an ass. But then he had just blurted out what had been simmering within him for years and he could not take it anymore. Would she return after talking to the inspector? Or would she avoid him after what he had said?

Dr. Singhvi had never been married. Being the eldest of a large, father-less household, he had been so busy getting all his siblings settled into good careers and happy marriages, that he had forgotten all about himself. By the time he thought of settling, it was too late. It was not that he had been untouched by Cupid. Love had hit him not once, but twice. But both times, destiny had ruled otherwise.

The first time he had been in love was when he had been in his B.Sc. course. She was his classmate – the loveliest, most delicate girl he had ever seen. Perhaps she had been in love with him too. But those were conservative times. When girls had to be married off at the earliest. And the young Singhvi was in no position to offer marriage to her. The relationship had ended badly and it had taken him several years to recover. It was then that he had decided that he must make more of himself. Determinedly he had studied and cleared the medical entrance examination and joined the MBBS course.

The second time had been when he was working in one of the top hospitals in Mumbai. By now, he had, had a couple of relationships during which he had taken care to keep his heart well out of the equation. He had learnt the hard way that getting the heart involved in any relationship was a sure recipe for courting unrelenting pain that lasted several years. This time round, the woman he fell for, was the head of plastic surgery. Cool, confident, the epitome of elegance, Singhvi could not help but be smitten by her. This was one classy lady, and a highly successful one too.

He tried everything in his repertoire to woo her. Perhaps he succeeded too – he was not sure. For although they did start dating of sorts, she always remained strangely aloof. It was almost as though she kept a part of herself out of the relationship. Sure, she was passionate at times, but then she was equally remote at other times. Could it be that she too kept her heart out of the equation, as he had learnt to do so? But this time round too, Singhvi did not quite know how and when, but his heart had already slipped in. He knew that this too would hurt for a very long time to come. The break came when Singhvi could not take the half-and-half loving anymore. He wanted all of her – or nothing of her at all.

Finally, he was here in his twilight years. Could it be possible that he would be lucky the third time? Would Pallavi reciprocate? The mere thought sent a shiver of delight coursing through every cell of his body. She was the ultimate woman for him. She had everything he could imagine. Beauty, intelligence, a loving compassionate heart. He had loved her from the moment he had first set eyes upon her on screen.

Then many years later by some quirk of fate, he became the family doctor of Rajvir and Pallavi married him.

And now, Rajvir was dead.

Could it be that God was finally looking towards him? And had saved the best for last for him?

Dr. Singhvi was unable to control the wide smile that broke across his face, at the thought.
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As Natalie stepped out of the shower into her bedroom, she stopped in shock. Lolling on the bed was a scowling Lucas.

‘Surprised, doll?’ he spoke with a twisted smile.

‘Wh … when did you come? And how did you get into my room?’ she stuttered.

‘Have you forgotten how ingenious I am?’

Natalie was quiet.

‘What did you think? That you will leave me and I will let you go?’ Lucas spoke bitingly.

‘No – I never left you. Actually, when my agent got me this job offer, I – I could not refuse. And … and then things happened so rapidly that I did not have time to inform you.’ Natalie explained falteringly.

‘Really, and even after coming here you did not get time to call me and let me know where you were and how you were doing?’ Lucas’ face became grim.

Six months ago, Natalie had been a struggling model in Brasília – one of many. Her father was a construction worker and she was the third of four children. Life was hard and the only asset she had, were her looks. Barely out of school, she had tried to earn some money through modelling.

But there were hundreds of girls like her, and work was limited. Then she heard about the audition for an exotic-looking girl, by some agency. She applied and to her surprise learnt that it was for some role in a Hindi movie. Till then, she had no idea what a Hindi movie was. She knew nothing about India either. The money was good and she had nothing to lose, so she grabbed the offer.

Soon she was in Mumbai and thrown headlong into the film industry. She had a small role in a film where the hero falls for a foreign girl, but his family prevails and he comes back to his senses.

Natalie was delighted with her entire experience in Mumbai. Just because she was a foreigner, she was treated like royalty. If only these people knew how poor she actually was back at home, she thought at times. Here, she was provided a stay in a luxurious five-star hotel, and had people waiting to fulfil her every want. This was like a dream come true for her. She felt like a princess. Along with the movie, came an item number in another film and some modelling offers, all of which she was only too glad to accept.

The best part of the whole deal was meeting the superstar Rajvir. He had charm, sophistication, gentleness and an air of old-world chivalry about him. She had never met anyone with so much magnetism. And the power that he wielded – it was to be seen, to be believed. To top it, he was a thorough gentleman. He treated her like a lady. He was the most amazing man she had ever met. He was just the right mix of the father she never had, and the lover she had only dreamt about. She had always believed that a man like him existed only in romance novels and not in real life. After meeting him and getting to know him, she could not help falling for him. That there was a huge age difference, or that he was married, did not matter.

She forgot all about her boyfriend Lucas whom she had left behind at home. Lucas was the antithesis of everything that Rajvir was. He was Neanderthal, crude, possessive, and unbearably overbearing. He had archaic, sexist views about how a girlfriend should behave and expected Natalie to be the subservient little woman, while he lorded it over her. Frankly, Natalie had been sick of him and was just looking for a way to escape him. The Mumbai offer was exactly what she had prayed for.

But now, Lucas was here. Natalie looked at him fearfully. He looked darkly at her, a scowl deepening the scar that ran down the side of his face – a legacy of a late night bar brawl. She wondered how he had found her, and what he would do to her, particularly after he found out exactly what she had been up to these past months.

‘Anyway, I forgive you,’ Lucas’s face softened. ‘My only condition is that as soon as this is over, you come right back home to me.’

‘Okay,’ Natalie said. She dare not counter him. It did not take long for Lucas to get violent. In the past, he had hit her often enough, at the slightest provocation.

‘Right. Then it is settled,’ he smiled. ‘Now come to bed – come to papa,’ his eyes narrowed with desire.

Quietly, Natalie went to him.
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Rajvir Kapoor’s funeral was held the next day. Minutes before the procession, there was an ugly scene amongst the family members, as Chandra Prakash sought to be given pride of place next to his father’s dead body. He had as much right as Amar did, he stubbornly claimed. The peaceful body, laid out in the midst of a tasteful display of flowers was to be carried in an open vehicle through a predetermined route to the burial ground. This would give a chance to the public and his fans to pay their last tributes to their beloved star.

The names of all those who would sit beside the body in the hearse had already been decided. Naturally, Pallavi had ensured that Chandra Prakash’s name was not on the list. Soon Jyothika joined the argument and vociferously backed her son’s rightful place. There was no way that this impasse could be broken.

They were now running behind the time schedule of the procession. The public was getting restive at the delay. TV crews stationed outside for live coverage began using various sources to find the cause of the delay. Some of them began speculating that there was probably some juicy story developing.

This would not do, Dr. Singhvi thought. His friend deserved a decent last journey. He decided to sort out the fast escalating, ugly mess. There was only one thing to be done. Pallavi would have to accept Chandra Prakash. After all, this was what Rajvir would have wanted, the good doctor counselled Pallavi. Besides, the world had accepted Chandra Prakash, and Rajvir too had publicly supported his second son’s career. Pallavi had no choice but to gracefully acquiesce Singhvi explained to her. She could not afford to be petty and mean during this solemn occasion.

Thankfully, Pallavi saw the sense of what Dr. Singhvi counselled. It was also important that she appear magnanimous and refined in the eyes of the public, even though she was the wronged woman here.

Soon Rajvir’s last journey began with both his sons on either side of him. The crowds that thronged all the way from Xanadu to the cremation ground were unprecedented. Never before had such crowds been seen at anyone’s funeral, so said all the commentators covering the event. This was the way Rajvir Kapoor would have wanted it. Loved when he was alive, and loved when he was no more.
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‘But why name it Xanadu?’ Inspector Bhogle muttered. He could not get over this palace of a home that had belonged to Rajvir. These rich people and their ridiculous quirks, he thought. He had come to Xanadu, wanting to clarify some of his doubts, question some of the people again, and examine the scene of crime. He was hoping to narrow down his list of suspects, and gain some clues. Till now he did not have any leads to go on. In particular, this time round, he wanted to closely question the family members.

‘Actually, Rajvir was a voracious reader – but a reader of comics though,’ smiled Professor Dinkar Mishra, who happened to be comfortably ensconced in the sitting-cum-interrogation room.

‘So?’ Bhogle was puzzled. He could not see the connection.

‘Well, one of his favourite comic characters was Mandrake the Magician.’

Bhogle looked blank. He did not know who the hell was Mandrake.

‘He was a famous comic character. Surely you must have read his comics?’ Professor Dinkar was surprised.

Inspector Bhogle shook his head. ‘I have only read Amar Chitra Katha and Tinkle, when I was a child,’ he said.

‘Oh! But you must know about Phantom?’

‘Yes, I did read Phantom comics,’ the inspector nodded.

‘Well, Lee Falk, the creator of Phantom, was the one who created Mandrake the Magician as well,’ Dinkar said.

Bhogle did not respond.

‘It seems to me that Rajvir was inspired by Mandrake the Magician. And like Mandrake he also must have used some kind of magic to gain the kind of huge fan following he has,’ Dinkar continued musingly.

Could this be possible? Bhogle wondered. ‘Anyway, I’m not interested in all this,’ he said, instead. He wondered when Rose would summon the head of security so that he could get on with what he had come here for.

‘Well, you were wondering why Xanadu, and that is what I’m trying to explain. Mandrake’s home was called Xanadu,’ explained the somewhat miffed professor.

‘Umm,’ Bhogle was non-committal. He had never heard of such a stupid thing in his life.

‘And Rajvir was so enchanted by Mandrake’s home Xanadu, that he dreamt of having a similar home. Of course, he could not recreate the original Xanadu. So, he did the next best thing and built the most lavish home, that money could buy,’ Dinkar was determined to give the complete explanation.

These professors never miss a chance to lecture, and show off their knowledge, the inspector thought. ‘Well anyway, let me get on with the investigation – the thing that I have come here for,’ Bhogle became business-like.

‘And you know what Mandrake used to do? He used some kind of fast, hypnotic technique to create illusions in his quest to catch villains. And Xanadu was really hi-tech for those times with closed circuit TV, a road that divided in half, and other fancy stuff,’ Dinkar continued, undeterred by the lack of interest. Evidently, the professor was himself a great fan of comics.

‘The security cameras and fancy stuff are here also,’ Bhogle mumbled in an attempt to be polite.

‘Yes, and perhaps there are illusions in this Xanadu too as were in the original Xanadu of Mandrake,’ Dipankar said.

‘Xanadu was also the name of the summer capital of Kublai Khan's Yuan Dynasty in China, remember?’ commented Professor Shantanu who had just entered and caught the last bit of his friend’s conversation. ‘It was located in what is now Inner Mongolia.’

‘Yes, and Xanadu was also mentioned by Samuel Taylor Coleridge in his poem Kubla Khan, which he had created as a result of an opium-inspired dream. Thanks to the poem, Xanadu became a metaphor for splendour and opulence,’ Dinkar added one more bit of information.

‘If I remember correctly, Xanadu was also the name of Charles Foster Kane's estate in the film Citizen Kane,’ Shantanu smiled, trying to be one-up on his friend.

Bhogle looked from one professor to the other in exasperation. Were they mad, to be talking of such irrelevant things, he wondered.

Rose entered with the Head of Security.

The inspector sighed in relief. God these professors! They were really made for each other. For a moment back there, he felt he was back in college; in a particularly boring class.

Rapidly, the Head of Security took Inspector Bhogle to Rajvir’ study on the thirtieth floor via the lift. There lift opened into a corridor that led directly to the study. There was a staircase too that opened into the same corridor. There was a security camera on the wall between the lift and the staircase.

Professor Shantanu leisurely sauntered in after them.

Bhogle decided to ignore the professor and get on with his work.

He examined the entire area closely.

Given the angle at which body was found at the table, the shot had decidedly come from behind, without the star knowing of it.

The gun used was presumably the one that belonged to the star. Ballistics would soon confirm it.

So, the murderer was aware that a loaded gun was providentially kept in a drawer, the key to which was kept in an adjacent drawer of the table.

The killer must have taken out the gun at some opportune moment and then lain in wait for the star.

Bhogle walked out through the large fancy glass doors into the terrace garden adjoining the study. The garden was a riot of colours courtesy the exotic flowers planted artfully around a bright green lawn with a mini fountain cascading around the feet of a crystal Buddha. On one side of the garden was the tiny helipad with a helicopter stationed in what seemed like perpetual readiness.

The killer could easily have hidden here. The shot too could have been fired from the terrace through the window that was at a tangent to the study table chair. The murderer could then have easily escaped either through the staircase, or the lift that lead to the lower floors, or the hidden passageway behind the bookcase.

Bhogle walked back in.

‘The murderer must be someone close to the family or even a family member,’ Professor Shantanu said the very thing that Bhogle was thinking.

‘Hmm,’ the inspector was non-committal.

‘Where is the security footage of this room?’ Inspector Bhogle asked.

‘This room does not have any cameras,’ the Head of Security replied.

‘That makes sense. Rajvir would not have wanted his privacy invaded,’ Professor Shantanu said.

‘So only footage of the corridor outside the study is available?’ Bhogle asked.

‘Yes. And also of the helipad,’ the Head of Security said.

‘Where all are the security cameras installed?’ Bhogle asked.

‘Well, Sir did not want the family’s privacy invaded. And the security cameras were just that -- a security measure. So, the cameras were installed at the main entrance, the entrance to the parking floor, the servant entrance, and where the lift and staircase open on each floor.’

‘So, there are no cameras in the hidden passage in the study or outside the secret lift going down from it and neither in his personal garage?’ Bhogle asked.

‘Unfortunately, no,’ The Security Head was apologetic.

‘Get a copy made of all the footage of all the cameras for that night and give to me. I will check it at my office,’ Bhogle paused.

‘For now, I will begin my next round of questioning,’ he continued. Bhogle flipped open his case diary, ‘First I will talk to those family members I have not spoken to as yet, that is his daughter, Mridula and brother, Girish,’ he said.

‘I think I will just hang around here in the study, while you go ahead with your interrogation,’ Professor Shantanu said.

Bhogle did not say anything. He did not want to be impolite. He could not understand why the professor was interfering in matters that did not concern him. Anyway, it did not matter. He had more important things to think about. He walked out, closely followed by the Head of Security.

Left alone, Professor Shantanu sat on the settee next to the study table for a long time, mentally going over the probable sequence of events that must have occurred here on the fateful night.


Chapter 6

‘It is a pity he had to die,’ the man with the fresh scar on his forehead, said.

‘Why do say that?’ asked his crony.

The two were sitting at their favourite watering hole, gulping Old Monk and watching the news on the tiny TV that hung over the bar.

‘I’ll let you on to a secret,’ the scar-faced man lowered his voice.

His companion leaned closer. ‘What?’

‘Don’t tell anyone,’ he paused. ‘Actually, I had been given the contract to get rid of Rajvir.’

There was a shocked silence.

‘Yes,’ the man continued, as his scar gleamed purple in the dim lights.

‘My God, who gave you the contract? And more importantly how much were you paid?’ Greed glittered in his friend’s eyes.

With a brutish smile, revealing stained teeth, he boasted, ‘I won’t tell you the amount, but considering Rajvir’s stature, you can only imagine how big it was. Why do you think I agreed to pay for drinks?’

‘So, it was you who did it?’

The man looked confused. ‘Er … I suppose I must have done it. Though for the life of me, I don’t have any memory of actually doing it … I really should cut down on the cocktail of drugs that I take, before going for the assigned job.’

‘And who asked you to do it?’

‘That too, I don’t know. I just got a phone call fifteen days back, asking me if I was interested in making a hit and earning big money. When I agreed, I was asked to report to room number 345 at Hotel Grand. The room was dark when I entered. There was a man sitting in the corner hidden in shadows. I could only make out his outline against the chair. He spoke in a muffled voice about the hit and made me an offer I could not refuse. Half the money was given to me as advance and I was promised the other half after the hit.’

‘So, you got the other half also?’

‘Yes,’ the scar-faced man smiled. ‘Isn’t it great? I did the job, and even got the money. And I don’t even remember when or how I did it,’ he grinned widely.

‘That is not possible. No matter how drugged you were, surely you would have some memory of it? You know it’s not so easy to just walk into Xanadu, make a hit and walk out. It is a high-security zone, man! Perhaps you did not do it. Just think, where were you on the night of the murder?

‘I don’t know. I woke up the next morning in my bed. The last memory I have is of snorting some coke and going to sleep… and if I did do it in some sort of drugged unconscious state, I may have left some clues behind, which could lead the police to me,’ the man looked troubled.

‘You fool! Better get a grip on yourself, man. Do you want to spend the rest of your life in jail? You know you just got out a couple of years back? The cops will only be too happy to throw you back in,’ his buddy spoke in genuine concern.

There was silence.

‘What do you think I should do?’ the man looked anxious.

‘I think first you throw away all the damn drugs that you are hooked on to and go back to your village for a couple of months till everything cools down,’ his friend counselled.

The brutish man nodded. This was sane advice. Besides, he did have a lot of money – enough to last him a couple of years, even if he did not get another job. Downing his drink, he said, ‘You are right, my friend. I will do exactly as you say. Remember, don’t breathe a word of this to anyone.’

‘Of course, you know you can rely on me,’ his friend paused. ‘But there is a small price attached to my silence.’

‘How much?’ the man spat out.

‘Hey, don’t get angry. Even though I am your friend, perhaps the only friend that you will ever have; I gotta eat too!’

‘Ok,’ the scarred man spoke grudgingly.

They haggled a bit about the amount. Finally, after agreeing to transfer the agreed-upon-amount into his friend’s account, the brutish man left the bar.
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‘The post-mortem and ballistics report has come,’ Dr. Singhvi said.

‘Oh! What does it say?’ Pallavi asked. She did not need to ask how he knew. The doctor was always in the know of things

‘Nothing extraordinary really,’ Dr. Singhvi said.

Professor Shantanu, who happened to be sitting in a far corner of the rather large drawing room apparently engrossed in one of his books, listened attentively.

The two were oblivious to his presence.

‘Well, it was murder, most certainly. And death was instantaneous. It was as a result of the single bullet wound. Thankfully Rajvir did not suffer,’ Dr. Singhvi said.

‘It must have been apparent to the killer, that the single bullet had done the deed. That is why no second shot was fired,’ Pallavi said.

Shantanu felt real admiration well up in him for the lady. She did have brains, notwithstanding her filmi credentials.

‘Ballistics has confirmed that the gun found in the study had been recently fired and the bullet extracted from er, Rajvir, matched the remaining bullets in the gun. So that takes care of the murder weapon.’

‘Yeah, but we already sort of knew that. There was no doubt in my mind that it was Rajvir’s own gun that had been used,’ Pallavi nodded.

‘Right. And the time of death is between three and five in the morning,’ Dr. Singhvi said.

‘Almost everyone had left by that time, remember? I think it was just a handful of guests who still remained,’ Pallavi said.

‘Yes. I think even I had left by that time.’

‘Really? I thought you were still there… Or maybe I was mistaken,’ Pallavi said.

‘You must be mistaken. I’m sure I left by that time. I’m no longer young enough for such late nights,’ there seemed to be smile in the doctor’s voice.

‘Neither am I,’ Pallavi concurred.

‘You can never, not be young, my dear,’ Singhvi stated.

‘It’s only now that the reality of Rajvir’s death has hit me,’ Pallavi said, ignoring the doctor’s compliment.

‘I can understand.’

‘I mean I knew Rajvir would die –’

‘What!’ Singhvi exclaimed abruptly, cutting her in mid-sentence.

Professor Shantanu went suddenly still.

‘What I meant was, I knew that Rajvir would die one day,’ hastily Pallavi corrected herself. ‘And I had always thought that it would not really affect me. I was completely detached from him, as you know. But when I got the news of his death, I was surprised at my own reaction,’ Pallavi paused.

Dr. Singhvi waited patiently.

‘I’m startled at the emotions it has aroused within me. I never expected to feel this way,’ she continued.

‘It is natural, you know. I would say, allow yourself to feel whatever you are feeling – accept it. This is the only way to hasten the healing process,’ Dr. Singhvi counselled.

‘Yes, you are right. And I am so glad that you are here to help me through it,’ Pallavi smiled gratefully.

‘You know you can always count on me. And besides I would do anything for you; er, I mean, for Rajvir’s family.’

Professor Shantanu listened with interest to the doctor’s words.

‘So, what is going to be done now after the report?’ Pallavi asked.

‘Inspector Bhogle will focus on narrowing down suspects, based upon the report, I guess,’ the doctor replied.

‘Okay. I hope he does it quickly, so that things are laid to rest,’ Pallavi spoke, somewhat anxiously.

‘Don’t you worry, dear, everything will turn out fine,’ Dr. Singhvi patted her hand.
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In the sitting-cum-interrogation room, Bhogle flipped through the notes he had jotted in his case diary.

Predictably, his preliminary interrogation of the family and close friends had yielded nothing. Nor had anything emerged from his talks with all the guests who had been at the party. And neither had the servants, temporary staff and outside caterers offered any clues. But then Bhogle had expected that. Being a thorough and meticulous detective, he always made it a point to undertake this kind of preliminary investigation just to get a feel of the case and understand as much as possible about victim’s lifestyle.

But now Bhogle was going to get down and dirty. He had narrowed down the list of people he was to interrogate, based upon the post-mortem report.

The verdict was that death had occurred between three and five in the morning. So, there was no need to talk to people who were not longer in Xanadu outside of this time-frame. At least not for now. He had already made a list of people who had not left Xanadu by 3 am that night after examining the security footage. The Head of Security had been most helpful in this.

He had also gone through the security footage. In particular, he had concentrated upon the footage of the corridor outside the lift and staircase that led up to Rajvir’s study. That was the sole entry and exit point to and from the study. There had been only three people seen in the footage of the corridor between three and five. With the help of Rose and the Head of Security he had garnered their identity and listed them for his next round of interrogation.

Based on these two parameters, he now had a list of twenty-four people he needed to talk to. These were from the VIP guest list. The temporary staff and outside caterers had already left by midnight. And barring household help that were deputed on night duty, the rest had all retired into their quarters for the night.

Bhogle had already talked to fourteen of the VIPs and gained nothing for his meticulousness. It was clear that they had nothing to with Rajvir’s death in any way. They were there just for the party and had neither animosity, nor any kind of feeling, or motive for wanting to harm the star.

Bhogle had known that he would gain nothing through this interrogation.

But then, he always went by the book. This practice of his, of always checking out everything, and not leaving anything to chance, had always stood him in good stead. It had helped him to have the best success rate of solving cases in the department. He was not going to let go of his tried and tested investigative method now – he could certainly not take any chances with this high-profile case. In fact, solving this case could just get him his next promotion, Bhogle smiled at the thought.

He had been careful to word his questions in such a way that none of the high-profile guests whom he talked to, felt humiliated, or anything. Having rehearsed his opening line about this being a routine information gathering exercise, he used it with disarming diplomacy on each one of them.

Most of the people, barring a few who felt it was a waste of their valuable time were all too ready to answer his questions. Predictably, he could get nothing that seemed important enough or significant enough for him to be able to link it with the murder. Going by what he had gathered till now, he was sure that talking to the remaining ten would also not yield much.

His earlier interrogation of Rajvir’s daughter, Mridula and his brother, Girish too, had given him no clues. The two were not even present in the city on the night of the murder; and had no idea about how or why it could have happened. They had no idea about who could have done it.

Girish was as far removed from the Hindi film industry as possible; and he expressed his extreme ignorance about Rajvir’s life. He did hesitatingly suggest that it could have been the result of some business deal gone wrong or something – if such a thing was possible. Other than that, he could not think of any reason why Rajvir could be killed.

Mridula too confessed that her life was in Delhi and she did not know of anyone who could have wanted to kill her father.

Rose walked in and announced that the remaining people whom Bhogle had summoned for questioning were waiting. Bhogle asked for them to be sent in one by one.

An hour and half later, Bhogle stroked the left half of his abundant moustache in frustration. He had learnt nothing. None of them seemed to know anything. Sure, they had been at Xanadu during the narrow window when the murder had occurred. But that was the normal practice. Parties did go on till the early hours of the morning and it was customary for them to hang around till then. There was nothing unusual in that. Mere presence did not indict any one of them in any way.

Most importantly, none of the twenty-four were close enough to Rajvir to be privy to the presence of the murder weapon hidden in the drawer. In fact, barring the three of them, the star had never bothered to invite the others to his study either. The three who had indeed gone up to the study had merely gone for a walk on the terrace garden. They too did not know anything about the gun in the drawer. They had returned from the study soon enough, which was borne out by the security footage. When they left the study, all had seen Rajvir alive and well, enjoying one of his special cigars at his desk. All three had left Xanadu a little later. Prima facie, the three had no motive for doing the dastardly act.

So, if they saw Rajvir alive around three, then the murder must have happened after that.

Bhogle tapped his pen repeatedly on the spine of his case diary as he unconsciously did, whenever stumped. He needed to figure out the motive. Unless he had the motive, he could not arrive at the identity of the murderer. Why would anyone want to kill Rajvir? Love, lust, revenge, money and power – these were the prime motives for murder. This is what he had learnt in all his years of experience. What out of these could be the motive here? And who would have one of these motives for killing?
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‘He deserved to die,’ Lucas smiled his lopsided grin, as his eyes shone brightly. Whether it was the high of drugs, or the high of some pleasurable memory – it was hard to discern.

‘Hush,’ Natalie cautioned him.

Lucas seemed oblivious to the slight censuring. ‘No one messes with my woman and gets away with it,’ he added gleefully, as his chest visibly expanded in pride.

Natalie had been summoned to Xanadu for another round of questioning by Inspector Bhogle. She had just finished, and was on her way out.

Lucas had insisted on accompanying her. Since coming to India, he had become adamant about going everywhere with her. It was ostensibly to take care of her, he said. But Natalie knew it was so that he could keep tabs on her. She did not know how much longer she would be able to handle this. Lucas was suffocating her. How would she ever escape his smothering?

Anyone hearing the conversation would have concluded that Lucas was guilty of the crime.

And indeed, as Rose listened into the conversation, she thought so too. This was terrible, she thought. She had had heard enough.

Immediately she rushed to the sitting-cum-interrogation room, and informed Inspector Bhogle of what she has heard.

Satisfied, that she had done the right thing by her former employer, Rose went down to the kitchen for a well-deserved cup of tea.
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‘I can’t say that I am grief-stricken by his death,’ Pallavi bit daintily into a delicate-looking cucumber sandwich.

Professor Shantanu was nonplussed for a moment. It seemed inconceivable to him that the wife, er, widow, of Rajvir would make this sort of comment. The spouse is always guilty in the case of murder of a married person, the thought flashed through him. Squashing the thought, he remained non-committal, as he waited for her to go on.

‘Well as you know, there was never any love between us. It’s common enough knowledge,’ Pallavi paused to sip her chamomile tea. Absent-mindedly, she looked at the professor. He really was striking looking, in a sophisticated, gentlemanly sort of way. Far removed from the usual type of men she was used to dealing with.

Professor Shantanu waited patiently, wondering at the contemplation evident in her eyes. ‘I see,’ he said, when the silence stretched too long.

‘Ah yes,’ Pallavi came back to the conversation. ‘Well, maybe there was love initially. But it was so long ago, that I honestly have no recollection of it,’ she smiled.

The professor felt himself being irresistibly drawn to her face, which had become suddenly charming, owing to the open smile that extended to her eyes. She was just too beautiful; he had to concede.

‘But yes, his going has certainly inconvenienced me,’ Pallavi continued, oblivious to Shantanu’s reactions.

She picked another sandwich. ‘Oh please, why don’t you also have one?’ she said, remembering her manners.

They were sitting on the terrace, facing the magnificent, flower-lined green lawns of their hanging garden. It was Pallavi’s favourite place to relax. It was teatime and seeing Shantanu, Pallavi had invited him to sit with her.

The professor picked up his cup of tea and asked, ‘Inconvenienced you? How?’

‘Well you see, I was – am – about to embark on a brand-new phase in my career, something very exciting for me. But now with Rajvir going and dying like this – you know getting himself murdered and all – I don’t know how quickly I will be able to get on with my favourite project,’ she looked dejected.

‘I see,’ he paused. ‘What project is this?’

‘I have been offered to host a chat show on the lines of “The Oprah Winfrey Show”. It will be called, “The Pallavi Kapoor Show”,’ she said with a touch of pride.

‘Oh! That is great. Congratulations!’ Professor Shantanu smiled.

‘Thank you. I am really looking forward to it,’ she said.

‘I can imagine,’ the professor nodded.

‘But this thing needs to be sorted out first,’ Pallavi continued.

‘Yes. Who do you think must have done it?’ Shantanu asked.

‘I really don’t know,’ Pallavi’s face took on a bemused expression.

‘Surely you could have some idea?’ he prodded.

‘Umm… I don’t know. Although many people did not like Rajvir… Many people were jealous of him… Some probably hated his guts, and some hated his success. Yet, I can’t say who could have gone far enough to kill him,’ she said.

‘It must be someone close to him, perhaps,’ Shantanu said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean someone who knew about the gun and about the layout of Xanadu,’ the professor pointed out.

‘Yes. I suppose so,’ Pallavi agreed.

‘An outsider would not be able to simply walk in, take Rajvir’s own gun, do the killing and then walk out, undetected. It has to be someone whose presence in Xanadu would not have been questioned,’ Shantanu said.

‘Gosh, yes. But that day – night rather– there were so many people … and all of them had the right to be at Xanadu,’ Pallavi said.

‘But how many of them knew the way to Rajvir’s study and about where the gun was kept?’

‘Yes – you are right,’ Pallavi looked troubled.

‘So – it has to be someone from the family or some close friend,’ Shantanu reiterated.

‘My God! I never thought of this.’

‘I think you should, and when you think of the possibilities, let me know.’

‘This is a scary thought. Going by what you say, it could be one of only a handful of people,’ Pallavi’s eyes took on a distressed look.

Shantanu wanted to kick himself for causing agony to so lovely a lady. ‘But don’t you worry now. I’m sure Inspector Bhogle must have formed some conclusions,’ he tried to soothe her.

Notwithstanding his attempt, Pallavi looked pensively into her tea, as they sat together in the silence that stretched between them.

Shantanu controlled his urge to reach out and stroke her arm. She was just so adorable, and really, no one had a right to put her in trouble, he thought with a flicker of antagonism towards her deceased husband.

He really should not have gone and gotten himself killed like this.


Chapter 7

Inspector Bhogle looked at the list of family members and close friends that he had jotted down in his case diary. He had decided that he had to begin by ruling them out as suspects, one by one.

In most homicide cases, it was always someone close to the victim who had the strongest motive as well as the strongest opportunity for carrying out the crime. This was the way to proceed in this case also.

Besides, he neither had any leads, nor was anywhere near to pinpointing the likely suspects as of now.

Many people seemed to dislike Rajvir, but would they have gone so far as to kill him?

What about the information that Rose had just given him? Could it be possible? Possible that Lucas could have had something to do with Rajvir’s murder, or indeed done the deed himself? He had better grill Lucas closely and Natalie too. Clearly, Natalie must have been the flashpoint for Lucas. Given Rajvir’s reputation, possibly there could have been something between the two; and Lucas upon finding it out, must have been furious.

But first, he decided to examine the security footage one last time. He knew there would be nothing new. But then, not for anything was he known for his thoroughness. As he switched on the system, Professor Shantanu walked in.

‘Would you mind if I too have a look at it?’ the professor requested.

‘Okay, I guess. But why would you be interested in it?’ Bhogle was puzzled. Previously he had chosen to ignore the professor’s unnatural inquisitiveness in the investigation. But this time round, he had to ask.

‘Well – I don’t quite know how to put this, without sounding smug,’ the professor hesitated.

‘No, it’s okay, just tell me,’ Bhogle said.

‘Actually, I have solved some murders in the past,’ Shantanu stated.

‘Really? Where, when? Tell me the details,’ Bhogle was always interested in hearing about crime.

Professor Shantanu needed no further prompting. Fondly, he launched into the tale of how he had solved the case of the murder of a professor’s wife when he had been a young lecturer at IIT.

‘And when was the next murder?’ Bhogle asked.

‘It was not just one murder, but a series of murders last year in Dehradun.’

‘Oh! You mean the ones which took place in a college, in which the plot involved an international intrigue? I read all about it.’ Bhogle had a phenomenal memory.

‘Yeah.’

‘Wow. You got to the bottom if it?’ Bhogle was impressed.

‘Yes,’ Shantanu tried vainly to remain modest.

‘Then you must get into this one too. I could use your insight into the case,’ Bhogle made a split-second decision.

Shantanu smiled broadly. This was precisely what he wanted. He was already deep into trying to work out the how and why of Rajvir’s murder. He also realized that he wanted in on all the information that Bhogle had gathered. The best way to do this was to join forces with him.

The two hunched over the security footage. Bhogle rapidly filled him in with details about how he had questioned everyone seen in the footage around the time of the murder.

‘You mean between three and five?’ Shantanu stated.

‘Yeah and all those who were seen in the vicinity of the study.’

Bhogle pointed out all the people they could see and ticked them off from his list, a second-time round, for the benefit of the professor.

‘Hey, how about this person?’ Shantanu pointed to the back of a man as he entered the study.

‘How did I miss him?’ Bhogle quickly reversed the recording. Strangely enough, the man appeared from one corner, which was not covered by the camera and quickly slipped into the study. Only his back was visible. There was no way of identifying who it could be. The time in the footage showed 4 am. They watched the remaining clip to see when he came out. But he did not. It seemed that he stayed back in the study or disappeared from there, or something.

‘This needs further investigation,’ Bhogle’s eyes narrowed.

‘Let’s check the entire footage until morning. Maybe he left through the secret passageway leading to the garage,’ Shantanu said.

Bhogle looked at him in surprise. How did the professor know about the secret passageway? He did seem adept at investigation; he had not been kidding.

‘But first, how do we know who is he? Does his back profile tell us anything?’ the professor continued.

They stared hard, as they replayed the footage of the man’s entry into the study.

‘He is not young,’ Shantanu said.

‘How can you say?’ Bhogle said.

‘Look at the way he walks. The steps he takes are not those of a young man… And wait …’ Shantanu paused, as he stared at the frozen frame of the man. ‘When you look at him from an angle it seems that one of his shoulder blades slopes lower than the other one – it reminds me of … of … someone … I can’t quite recall. But I think I have noticed it in someone.’

‘Really?’ Bhogle leaned forward to peer closely at the picture.

‘Yes! Maybe it will come to me and then I will tell you.’

‘Please! Think hard. This is one chap I have overlooked and we must identify him immediately so that I can interrogate him. Maybe he is the culprit, or maybe he knows something, or maybe he can give us some clue,’ Bhogle was excited.

‘Maybe you should show it to the people in the house. They could perhaps recognize him,’ Shantanu suggested.

‘Yes. I’ll do that ASAP,’ Bhogle nodded. ‘I think it was a good idea that I asked you to be in on this. You have already made a beginning in helping me.’

Shantanu smiled. Was it possible that Bhogle did not realise that he had been manoeuvred into making this decision?

‘Would you like to be with me during my next round of interrogation?’ Bhogle asked.

‘Absolutely!’ Shantanu was happy things were turning out just as he wanted.

‘Great, I’m going to begin with Lucas,’ Bhogle quickly filled in Shantanu with the conversation between Lucas and Natalie that Rose had overheard.

‘Right go ahead. I’ll just sit by the side, listen, and observe,’ the professor said.

A little later Bhogle summoned Lucas, ‘Tell me, where were you between three and five on the night of Rajvir Kapoor’s murder?’

‘Nowhere. Why do you ask?’ Lucas said.

‘I’m putting this question to everyone, that is why I’m asking.’

‘But why put it to me? I have nothing to do with Rajvir,’ Lucas became insolent.

‘Yes, you don’t, but your girlfriend does,’ Bhogle goaded him.

Lucas’s face tightened. ‘So?’ he hit out after a while.

‘So, it is natural for you to hate the man your girlfriend is overly friendly with.’

‘Natalie was only doing a film with him. There was nothing more between them. So, I did not need to feel anything for him, or hate him,’ Lucas spoke evenly.

‘Are you sure about this?’

‘Yes.’

‘But I believe a little while ago you mentioned about Rajvir messing with your woman and so deserving to get what he got,’ Bhogle spoke softly.

Lucas’s eyes widened with surprise. Then quickly recovering, he improvised, ‘Whoever has been telling you tales, neglected to tell you that I was just joking.’

‘Really? Was it a joke?’

‘Of course. Natalie was mine, is mine, and will always be mine. Why would I mind about Rajvir?’ Lucas paused. ‘And Rajvir was an old man – no match for me. Why would Natalie be interested in an old man? No matter that he was a big star.’

‘But you knew he was messing with Natalie?’

‘I told you I was just joking!’ Lucas raised his voice glaring at him. ‘I had found out about his reputation and was just teasing my girl. Can’t you understand?’

Bhogle remained quiet, watching the play of rile and irritation on Lucas’s face. After a while he said, ‘All right, just answer my routine questions then.’

‘Okay,’ Lucas conceded.

‘So where were you on that night?’

‘I was at my hotel room.’

‘Can someone vouch for it?’

‘No – I was alone. And you will have to take my word for it,’ Lucas spoke firmly.

‘Okay, I guess it is all right for now. In case I need more information, I will contact you. Please leave details about your whereabouts with my sub-inspector outside.’

Lucas nodded.

‘For how long do you intend to be in India?’ Bhogle asked.

‘I have decided that I should not leave my Natalie unprotected here. So, I will stay as long as it takes for her to finish her current assignments and then we will leave together,’ Lucas spoke firmly.

‘Right, thank you,’ the inspector said.

Lucas left.

‘Lucas was not invited to the party. He was not seen at Xanadu by anyone. He is not visible in any of the security camera recordings either. So, we will have to take his word that he was in his hotel room. If we cannot place him at the scene of crime, then we cannot really brand him a suspect,’ Bhogle said to the professor, who had been sitting quietly all this while.

‘True,’ Shantanu said.

‘But notwithstanding that, what do you make of him?’ Bhogle asked.

‘Umm, it is difficult to say. He is a tough cookie, no doubt. But would he have killed Rajvir? And if so why? I’m not too convinced about it,’ Shantanu responded laconically.

‘Yeah, I agree. I’m also not convinced about it. Although he does seem like a man who could easily kill someone. But not in the present situation,’ Bhogle paused.

Professor Shantanu inclined his head in acquiescence. ‘Perhaps Lucas really was joking as he said. Maybe Rose misconstrued the whole thing. She may have misinterpreted his words. She must have heard only a part of the conversation and not knowing the complete context, jumped to the only conclusion she could and reported accordingly,’ he said.

‘But anyway, it was a good thing that she told us what she did, and we have cleared this thing with Lucas,’ Bhogle said.

‘Yes. Now what next?’ Shantanu asked.

‘Well let us see who could be our main suspects …’ Bhogle flipped through his case diary. ‘Actually, I have not been able to pinpoint anyone as such. It is all based upon conjecture actually. I decided to begin with the family members, as is the norm in these matters. So, there is the wife, Pallavi, the son, Amar, the daughter-in-law, Remanika, the daughter, Mridula and the brother, Girish. Maybe the other wife Jyothika and the other son Chandra Prakash,’ Bhogle read out from his jottings on the page.

‘Yes, one must rule out the immediate family first,’ Professor Shantanu said.

‘Rajvir did not have any close friend, barring Dr. Singhvi and that swami perhaps, and maybe CP Karan Ahuja,’ Bhogle paused. ‘It would be ridiculous for us to assume that Ahuja Sir is suspect,’ he smiled.

‘I thought you guys are taught that everyone is suspect, unless proven innocent,’ the professor said.

‘Yes. But Ahuja Sir is the Commissioner Mumbai Police, for God’s sake,’ Bhogle said.

‘Right. What else do we have to go on?’ Shantanu asked.

‘Not much. Nothing actually. None of the guests, who had remained at Xanadu between three to five, seem to have anything against Rajvir. At least nothing that could be a strong enough motive for murder. The household staff too is very well looked after. I don’t think any one of them could have borne a grudge against their master and so wanted to do away with him,’ Bhogle paused.

‘Perhaps it could be someone unknown, some outside person, who could have done the deed for reasons best known to him or her,’ Professor Shantanu pointed out.

‘Umm … it could be possible. But how would the person have hoodwinked the security at Xanadu, gained access to the study, and also known about the fortuitous presence of the gun in advance?’ Bhogle said.

‘Yes. Also, there is no evidence of any such person in the camera footage either,’ Shantanu concurred. ‘Except, except, if the person entered the study via the secret passageway, did the deed, and escaped by the same route. Then no camera would have recorded it,’ he continued.

‘You do seem to have a point there. The main thing is the motive. Why would some outside person do it? Come to think of it, why would some family member also do it? As of now, it seems that only Lucas has some sort of motive,’ Bhogle said.

‘We just have to find out more about Rajvir’s relationship with all his family members. That is the only way to move forward. That will tell us if one of them had a motive for killing him,’ Shantanu said.

‘I will start working on it right away. I think you should also do the same. Since you are staying at Xanadu, it will be easier for you. You can informally get to know more things than I could ever hope to, in my official capacity,’ Bhogle said.

He was right, Professor Shantanu thought. The family members did indeed talk quite freely with him and even amongst themselves in his presence. He decided not to share with the inspector the last conversation he had, had with Pallavi. There was no reason to do so at this point of time. He knew it was not like him to lose objectivity when dealing with murder. ‘Maybe I will share my suspicion about Pallavi later,’ the professor made a mental note to himself.
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‘You know Rajvir was not an ordinary star,’ Professor Dinkar Mishra said.

‘Yes, of course I know that,’ Professor Shantanu was surprised as to why his otherwise perceptive friend was stating the obvious.

‘I mean he consciously strategized to create his own success.’

‘What? How could he do that? Being successful as a hero is more a matter of chance and luck, than mere talent,’ Shantanu countered.

‘I agree, it usually is. But this was not the case with Rajvir,’ Dinkar smiled.

‘Really? What did he do?’ Shantanu was interested.

‘Remember, Rajvir studied Business Administration and wanted a career in the corporate world before deciding to give movies a shot?’

‘Yeah.’

‘As you know, he lived with us during the time and I became his best buddy and he discussed his strategy with me. He had majored in marketing and he decided to apply marketing theories in real life. He told me that he himself was a product, which he had to market. What he needed to do was to create and project Rajvir Kapoor as a brand with mass appeal,’ Dinkar paused.

‘Wow. Did he actually do this? And how?’ Professor Shantanu was impressed.

‘Yes. What Rajvir did was, he studied all the Hindi movies that had been hits. In particular, the films of Dilip Kumar, Raj Kapoor and others. He concluded that the successful movies of the time had a common story-line. In most of them, the hero was a common person who managed to triumph against all odds. So, he decided that he would act in only those films where he was projected as being one of the masses; one who fights and wins against the establishment. For this, he roped in the scriptwriter duo Manas-Munir, who also happened to be his friends. He convinced them to spin stories around this central theme,’ Dinkar said.

‘Wow,’ Shantanu recalled some of the early hits of Rajvir, which had exactly the kind of story that Dinkar was mentioning. Who would have thought that it was all one big strategy?

‘And then the rest was history, as you know. With the passage of years, he made sure that the story-line and his role in his films kept pace with changing times and social concerns. This ensured that the masses continued to identify with him, empathize with him and feel that he was one of them. This ensured his continued mass appeal over the decades. So, beginning with playing the underdog, he went on to play the rebel, then romantic lover, to action hero and so on… All along, there was a clever marketing strategy in place. That is not to say that he was not immensely talented,’ Dinkar explained in detail.

‘Wow! I never knew this,’ Professor Shantanu marvelled at Rajvir’s astute acumen. This was certainly remarkable. ‘Gosh he certainly was a master illusionist like Mandrake the Magician and managed to manipulate the masses and that too for decades.’

‘Yes, not many people were in the know of it.’

‘But why didn’t the same strategy work for his son, Amar?’ Shantanu asked.

‘Well, there has to be talent and a bit of luck too. Strategy alone cannot do the trick,’ Dinkar said. ‘Sadly, Amar has no acting ability, charisma, or star power; and luck too has somehow bypassed the poor boy.’

‘Could this have led Amar to be extremely jealous of his father? You have been close to the family. Tell me what do you think?’ Shantanu asked.

‘Yes. Come to think of it, Amar was not really fond of his father. Had never been, for as far back as I remember. He pretended to get along, for the sake of his mother. I think it was Pallavi, who sort of held the family together,’ Dinkar said.

‘Could Amar’s jealousy have escalated to hatred and could he have murdered his father?’ Shantanu said.

‘Wh… What are you saying?’ Dinkar looked at his friend in surprise.

‘You must admit it could be possible. It must not have been easy to grow up in the shadow of someone like Rajvir. Imagine the pressure it must have put on a young boy growing up. The constant comparisons, the pressure to measure up, and the constant media glare. And finally, the failure …’ Shantanu said.

‘Yes. It must have been tough. Enough to unhinge anyone,’ Dinkar conceded.

‘So, it could be possible for Amar to be the killer?’ Shantanu asked.

‘Well, put this way, I suppose it could be,’ Dinkar nodded.
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‘Sir, one of our informers is here with some crucial information regarding the Rajvir case,’ one of the sub-inspectors informed Inspector Bhogle.

Bhogle was sitting in his office, going over the post-mortem report of Rajvir and reviewing the notes in his case diary, wondering about his next step.

He had just returned from Xanadu, after showing the split-second security clip of the unidentified peculiar-shouldered fellow entering the deceased’s study to all the members of the Rajvir family. None of them could identify him.

This was really strange.

How could it be possible that no one could recall who the person was? In their defence, the clip was so brief that it was hardly possible to pinpoint the person – more so, since only his back was visible, and that too at an angle. Presumably, it was one of the lesser-known guests, or some acquaintance; someone not familiar to the family members. Why would such a person enter Rajvir Kapoor’s study so late in the night – early morning rather– in fact right at the time when the murder took place?

‘Sir, should I call the informer?’ the sub-inspector said.

‘Is he a reliable fellow?’ Inspector Bhogle asked.

‘Yes sir. His information is always correct.’

‘So, what information does he have?’

‘He says he will only tell it to the bada sahib,’ the sub-inspector was apologetic.

‘Okay, bring him in.’

A while later, a thin, straggly-looking, bearded fellow walked in.

He seemed hardly the type to have authentic information. But since he was here, he might as well talk to him, thought Bhogle. ‘Yes, tell me,’ he said.

Taken aback at the direct question, the fellow hesitated.

‘Go on, I don’t have all day,’ Bhogle was tempted to throw him out.

‘Er, yes, Sir. I overheard a conversation in a bar some nights ago that a supari was given for Rajvir Kapoor’s murder,’ the chap divulged in a rush.

‘What?’ Inspector Bhogle was taken aback. He could not believe what he had just heard.

‘Are you saying that you heard someone having got a contract to kill Rajvir Kapoor? The superstar Rajvir Kapoor?’ Bhogle repeated, just to be sure of the facts.

‘Yes, Sir. Exactly,’ the fellow’s voice held more confidence now.

‘Okay. Now tell me properly,’ Bhogle leaned forward with interest.

‘Like I just said, Sir. I was at this bar. Sitting next to me were two men. One of them who had a scar on his forehead, was telling the other about how he was offered a lot of money to kill Rajvir Kapoor.’

‘Then? Did he do it?’ Bhogle asked.

‘Well, actually, he said he was not sure whether he had done it. But since Rajvir was dead, he thought he must have done it. More so because he was paid some money in advance and the rest later. So, since he got the money, he only must have done it,’ the chap seemed proud at his logical deduction.

‘Do you know these two people? Where could we find them?’

‘The person who did it has already gone to hide in his village. But the other fellow is in town. Once I understood how important this information could be, I also found out where he works and lives,’ the fellow smiled greedily, knowing that he would get a definite reward for his trouble.

‘Take us to him,’ Bhogle got up decisively. This was the only lead he had had in days. It seemed to be exactly the breakthrough he had been praying for. He stroked his moustache happily.

Until now, all of Inspector Bhogle’s interrogations had led him nowhere. All the bigwigs with whom he had talked to at Xanadu, had given him no clue whatsoever.

All he had gathered was that, most – if not all – of Rajvir’s friends and acquaintances were jealous of him, and not really sorry at his death. Even though all of them did put on an act of being grief-stricken, the perspicacious inspector could easily see through them and gauge their real feelings.

But mere jealousy and physical presence at Xanadu could not be the basis of anything.

It certainly did not give him any clue about the person who could have murdered the star.

Even the family members could not be indicted based on the fact that they did not seem overly saddened by the death of the star. Lack of grief, which was mostly conjecture on his part, could not be conclusive proof against anyone for wanting the star dead. There had to be a clear motive.

Then, there was the fact of the murder weapon being so easily accessible. Forensic Ballistics had confirmed that the bullet found in the deceased’s skull was from the gun found at the scene of the crime; and that the same gun was used to commit the murder. Licence records obtained from Rajvir’s secretary had corroborated the fact that the star had purchased the gun several years ago.

Literally, anyone could have access to the gun and used it. Keeping a lethal loaded weapon in his study drawer! What was Rajvir Kapoor thinking? Admittedly, the drawer was kept locked. But the key to the locked drawer was carelessly kept in the next drawer.

Anyone familiar with Rajvir, or the family, or even the household help, would have known of this fact. Anyone could have easily taken out the gun and shot the film star at the opportune moment. The chance for committing the crime with ease was available to many. But which one of them had the motive to do so? This was the crux of the matter.

It was the strongest motive that would lead to solving the case, and not the strongest opportunity!

But now, he had a fresh lead. Hopefully, this informer would take him to real murderer and he would finally solve the case, Bhogle thought.


Chapter 8

It was 11 am.

The mood in the outer sitting room of Xanadu was sombre.

As pre-decided, all the family members had gathered there.

They were waiting for Mr. Kantilal, the trusted family solicitor. He was to reveal the details of the last will and testament of the late Rajvir Kapoor.

Everyone was lost in their own thoughts.

Pallavi sat pensively in her favourite chair, by the side of the large window that looked out on the street. The morning light that slanted across her sharp features added an enigmatic dimension to her countenance. Her expression was inscrutable. She was calm. She knew that she would be the major beneficiary of the will. That was the very least that she could expect, in return for giving her life and sacrificing her career for her husband and his son.

For a moment, her lips tightened, as her glance wandered to the purple kanjeevaram-clad Jyothika. Sitting protectively by her side was that – that damn Chandra Prakash. Why did he have to be a replica of Rajvir? She thought bitterly for the nth time.

Why did they have to be here? But then Kantilal had insisted that they be called. He had said that this was what Rajvir had wanted. So, she had no choice but to grit her teeth and tolerate their presence in her home. Thankfully, this would be the last time she would have to do so and then she would be rid of them, once for all.

Her gaze shifted to her only progeny. Amar was lost in his own world as usual, his expression blank and his eyes dull. Pallavi felt pensive. What could she do to rescue him from the empty world that he was slipping into? Why didn’t Remanika do something? After all, the wife could always do more than the mother. But no – not Remanika. Even now, she was busy flicking imaginary dirt away from under her French-manicured nails.

Amar’s sister was no help either, Pallavi thought, as she glanced at Mridula. The latter looked back at her, expressionless as usual. She could never understand this girl. Why did Mridula never exhibit any animation? She was always vacuous, somewhat away from the real world. Neither joy, nor sorrow, seemed to touch her. At this time admittedly, her calm presence had been helpful. Of course, it was rather too much for her to expect Mridula to do something for Amar. He was only her step-brother. Besides, she herself had never supported the young Mridula either.

Although Pallavi had never been the proverbial evil step-mother, she had never been the loving, affectionate, mother-figure either. But how could she be faulted for that, Pallavi made a mental excuse for her own distant behaviour towards her step-daughter. She was barely nineteen when she had married Rajvir. As his wife, she found herself saddled with a five-year-old step-daughter. There was no way she could conjure up motherly feelings for the rather quiet, awkward-looking girl who glumly slunk about the corners of the house. Pallavi could hardly come to terms with being a wife, and to expect her to be a mother as well, was a bit too much. Gradually, Pallavi and Mridula had learnt to keep to themselves and live in their own worlds, even though they inhabited the same living space.

Girish Kapoor was getting increasingly bored with the waiting. It was not necessary for him to be here. Yet, he could not refuse Kantibhai. Perhaps it was just some formality, that demanded that he be present. Apart from that, he was quite sure that there was nothing in the will of his younger brother that concerned him. And that was the way he wanted it. Granted that Rajvir was fabulously rich. But, Girish too, was a billionaire many times over. His business was flourishing – had been for the past several decades. His empire spread across continents and showed no signs of a slowdown, despite the global recession. Anyway, this was his last day, so he should do his bit, as expected of him, before flying back to Singapore. He had done what was required of him as the older brother and only sibling of Rajvir. But he knew he was not really needed here. Rajvir’s family members were all supremely capable of taking care of themselves.

Mr. Kantilal walked in, interrupting everyone’s respective introspections. He carried a slim briefcase. Taking his place on a chair that faced everyone, he took out a large, A4 size envelope from his briefcase. As the silence around him deepened, he slit open the envelope and took out a sheaf of papers from within it. ‘A month back, my dear friend Rajvir called me to finalize his will,’ he said.

‘But I thought that he had made his will a couple of years ago?’ Pallavi looked puzzled.

‘Yes, he had. But he decided to scrap that and make a new one,’ Kantilal said.

‘Oh … and I was not told about it?’ Pallavi’s cheeks coloured.

Mr. Kantilal looked distressed.

There was an uncomfortable silence.

Mr. Kantilal cleared his throat and began reading.

Shorn of legalese, the new will left the majority of Rajvir’s movable and immovable assets to Pallavi and Amar.

This was in line with the old will.

Listening to the long list of assets that came to her and her son, Pallavi felt appeased. Rajvir had done the right thing by her after all, Pallavi thought.

Amar remained in his own world. He could not be bothered with what he got or did not get.

Rajvir had also bequeathed considerable property jointly to Amar and Remanika. Remanika knew that it was too much to hope that there would be something exclusively for her. She had had to be saddled with the Rajvir clan if she wanted to enjoy her share of assets.

Mr Kantilal continued with the new additions to the will. Rajvir had included his older brother in the new will and left a great deal to him, including certain items of emotional value.

Surprised and taken aback at this, Girish felt a surge of unexpectedly warm emotions within him for his younger brother. And to think that even though they had not been in touch, Rajvir had not only thought of him and left him some assets; but had taken the time, effort, and trouble to pick out sentimental stuff of their past and saved those too for him.

Did he need any more proof of how much his kid brother still cared for him?

This was just too sweet of Rajvir, Girish thought, as his nose reddened with the surfeit of love that suddenly overwhelmed him. He was the older brother, and by rights, he should have died first, and left behind something for his younger brother.

Instead, it was happening the other way around.

This was wrong, so very wrong.

His dear little brother should not have died like this … so soon … and before him. This was not the way things were supposed to happen. Girish felt choked.

Some assets were left for Mridula as well. But they seemed more of a token than anything else. Rajvir explained this by writing that he had given what he intended to give his daughter at the time of her wedding. He had already conferred upon her, the share she deserved in the form of her wedding gifts and dowry.

Rajvir also had extensive assets that no one knew about; and these he had bequeathed to Jyothika and Chandra Prakash. As Mr. Kantilal read them out in detail, Pallavi felt herself grow increasingly agitated. She struggled valiantly to keep her face expressionless, whilst she seethed inwardly. This was the ultimate betrayal on Rajvir’s part! A fierce anger rose within her and took her firmly within its grip. As the list came to an end, she realized that Jyothika had got assets which were almost equal to hers.

After Mr. Kantilal finished with the main beneficiaries of the will, he came to the minor recipients of Rajvir’s largesse. These included staff members, household staff, friends and sundry others. These were mostly routine, and there was nothing out of the ordinary in these listings. Once the reading was over, the gathering broke up and everyone left. Not much was said. Everyone preferred to keep their views to themselves.
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A little later, Pallavi sat pensively on her favourite plush chair in her balcony retreat melancholically sipping her chamomile tea. She was more disturbed than she cared to admit. How could Rajvir have gone behind her back and changed his will like this? This was the final perfidy. He really did deserve to die, her lips tightened. But, even so, in death, as in life, he had dealt her a fatal blow.

‘May I sit with you?’ Remanika entered the balcony.

Pallavi looked up in surprise. It was rare for her daughter-in-law to seek her out. ‘Okay,’ she briefly inclined her head.

Abruptly, Remanika lowered herself next to her. ‘I want my share,’ she said without any preliminary.

‘Your share? What do you mean?’ Pallavi asked.

‘You know very well how you people conned me into marrying your – your son. I had thought that with Rajvir dead, at last I would be free. But he played a last clever trick on me even in death, isn’t it? Leaving things jointly to me and Amar?’ Remanika almost spat out the words.

Pallavi’s eyes narrowed at her daughter-in-law’s bitterness. ‘What do you mean? Had you expected Rajvir to die?’

‘No,’ Instantly, Remanika became careful. ‘What I meant was, that as daughter-in-law, I should have been given something independently.’

‘Well, that is too much to expect, isn’t it? You are Amar’s wife and it is only in that capacity you are entitled to anything,’ Pallavi paused. ‘This is the way it always has been for us women,’ her voice softened.

‘I think I will file for divorce. I have had it!’ Remanika became angry again. ‘And I will fight and get my share.’

‘You do what you want to. But I would advise you against taking such a step. Firstly, this is not the time to do such a thing. Secondly, knowing how long these things drag on, it will be years before you actually get what you want,’ Pallavi said.

Remanika realized that her mother-in-law spoke the truth. She felt a burning anger gnawing at her insides. She just wanted to be free. Free of this family. Free to do her own thing. Free to live her life the way she wanted. Would she ever be able to achieve it?

She had really thought that Rajvir’s death would be the turning point in her life – the very thing that she had been waiting for, for so long. But it seemed that Rajvir had died in vain. Her life would still remain the same. She would always remain under Rajvir’s thumb; tied to his useless son; living but being half-dead actually.

Pallavi watched the flitting emotions on Remanika’s face. For a moment, she felt sorry for the girl. Women really did get a raw deal most of the time. And, they had no choice but to compromise; make the most of what they had, and get on with life as best possible.

Abruptly, Remanika got up. She left as suddenly as she had come.

Left alone, Pallavi’s anger at Rajvir resurfaced. The contents of the will had been completely unexpected. Did she deserve no respect, as Rajvir’s rightful and legal wife? How could he have accorded equal status to Jyothika in life and now in death too? Not only that, he had given equal rights to that bastard son of his, Chandra Prakash, as he had to Amar. This was too unjust; too cruel to bear. A physical pain rose in the vicinity of her heart. Would she ever be able to be happy? Ever? Would Rajvir haunt her even after his death?
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Inspector Bhogle strode into his office. He was in a foul mood. Nothing substantial had emerged from his visit to the chawl where the informer had taken him. He did meet the fellow whose friend had supposedly been given the supari – the contract for killing Rajvir Kapoor.

But it all sounded like a wild story. A story created by the scar-faced history-sheeter during one of his drug-induced hallucinations. The fellow anxious to be on the right side of the police had readily related all the details – the meeting his contract-killer friend had with the client at Hotel Grand. The advance amount given before the killing, and the remaining amount given after the crime. It was the fact of money being given which was the strongest factor, which indicated that there must be a kernel of authenticity somewhere in the story.

But confounding the issue was the fact that the killer had no memory of either entering Xanadu or of committing the crime.

This was strange.

No matter how high he was during the hit, surely, he would have remembered having killed someone, Bhogle mused.

The only thing that emerged was that it seemed that a contract had indeed been given for Rajvir Kapoor’s killing. But who gave the contract, and whether the death was indeed a result of the contract being carried out was inconclusive. They would know only once they caught up with the scar-faced history-sheeter who had taken the contract.

Rapidly he deputed two constables to go the contract killer’s village and bring him to the police station for questioning. Maybe, just maybe, some clue might emerge. But for that he would have to wait for at least a couple of days. It would take a minimum of 48 hours to bring in the suspect.

Till then he was back to square one – he did not really have any concrete leads. The case had him increasingly baffled.
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‘Rajvir Kapoor’s will was a reasonable one,’ Professor Shantanu Bose said.

‘How do you know?’ Professor Dinkar Mishra asked, somewhat surprised.

‘I have my ways,’ Professor Shantanu smiled.

‘Oh, c’mon, tell me,’ Dinkar insisted.

‘It’s nothing – I just happened to overhear Pallavi discussing the will with Dr. Singhvi,’ Shantanu explained.

‘Pallavi and Dr. Singhvi are rather close, don’t you think?’ Dinkar asked.

‘Umm … that’s to be expected, he being their family doctor, I guess,’ Shantanu responded.

‘So how has Rajvir divided his assets?’ Dinkar asked.

‘Pretty fairly,’ Professor Shantanu went on to give details of the will.

‘Just as I thought. Rajvir has been most fair,’ Professor Dinkar nodded.

‘Only I think Mridula should have been given some more. I mean, so what if she is a girl. Isn’t she too entitled to what her father had?’ Shantanu said.

‘Yes. I agree.’

‘Granted that she was married and settled by Rajvir and was given a hefty dowry in all probability. But that does not justify her being given so little as per the will,’ Shantanu stressed.

‘Yes. I know you are a feminist of sorts, but you cannot expect everyone to have a similar thought process. You know how it is. The traditional thought is that the girl gets her share when she is married off and that is all she is entitled to,’ Dinkar spoke conciliatorily.

‘True. But I feel sorry for the girl. She is so sweet, quiet; has left her family back at home to take care of things here till everything is sorted out and life becomes normal. And what does she get for it? Not even her rightful share. She is just being taken for granted,’ Shantanu said.

‘I know. I think most nice people are taken for granted and get handed the short end of the stick,’ Dinkar became philosophical.

‘Yes, that’s the way this world is. What can you do?’ Shantanu agreed.

‘But tell me, do you think that there is some angle for the murder related to the will? Could the will be motive enough for someone to commit murder?’ Dinkar asked.

‘It does not seem like that. After all, everyone seems to have got something – and in most cases their fair share,’ Shantanu spoke thoughtfully.

‘Umm, I think Pallavi could have a grudge because Jyothika and Chandra Prakash have got a large share. But in that case why would Rajvir be murdered?’ Dinkar spoke.

‘Hey, staying with me, you are becoming something of a sleuth as well,’ Shantanu smiled.

‘Well, you are rather influential,’ Dinkar grinned back.

‘You have raised a valid point,’ Shantanu became serious. ‘I think it is surprising that Jyothika and Chandra Prakash got so much. Obviously, Pallavi must have resented it the most. But then, like you said, could it be a motive for murder? And who could have the motive?’ he paused.

Professor Dinkar waited patiently.

‘Pallavi could have a motive to kill Rajvir so that he did not leave anything to Jyothika and her son. But he had already included them in the will. So then why would Pallavi kill Rajvir?’ Professor Shantanu paused.

‘Yeah.’

‘Jyothika could have also killed Rajvir,’ Shantanu added a new twist.

‘Why?’

‘Rajvir probably told Jyothika about the new will and that she and her son were major beneficiaries. Jyothika could then have been apprehensive that Rajvir might change his mind and remove them from the will, and so killed him,’ Shantanu explained.

‘Umm … this sounds like a possibility,’ Dinkar said.

‘But why would Jyothika want to kill him? After all, Rajvir was also in the process of launching Chandra Prakash. He was actually fulfilling all his duties as a husband and father towards her and her son. So, there is no reason she would want him killed,’ Shantanu overturned his own theory.

‘Maybe Pallavi got to know about the change in the will and killed Rajvir because she was extremely angry about it?’ Dinkar raised the query.

‘No, Pallavi told Dr. Singhvi that she did not know about Rajvir having changed the will. And that she was very upset as the details of assets left to Jyothika were read out; even though she tried hard to control herself,’ Shantanu was quick to defend the lovely actress.

‘Maybe she did it only to deflect suspicion from herself. She is a consummate actress, you know,’ Dinkar pointed out seriously.

Professor Shantanu looked at his friend quizzically. He did have a valid point. Could this be possible? Could this be the motive for Rajvir’s murder? Could Pallavi have done it out of anger and jealousy? Could she have been so upset at being thwarted and insulted by Rajvir in this manner, that she had taken this extreme step?


Chapter 9

It was a glorious day to be out of the city. As the car sped towards Swami Maheshanandaji’s ashram, located on the outskirts of Pune, Professor Shantanu gazed at the delightful Western Ghats.

The lush greenery and undulating hills, reminded him of the Shivaliks of Dehradun. Admittedly, he missed the old place, and being in the midst of these Ghats made him feel quite at home once again.

Providentially, it began to drizzle. The heavenly aroma of the rains mixed with the soil and the dense foliage immediately uplifted his soul.

He forgot all about the murder, all about the sordidness of relationships that he had been witness to since coming to Xanadu, and gave himself up to the enjoyment of the senses.

He looked towards Pallavi. A smile peeped tentatively at the corner of her lips as she gazed intently at the now heavy rains beating upon the trees lining the side of the road.

He wished this could last forever; the insane thought took hold of him. What was wrong with him, and at this age? Shantanu berated himself. Was it possible to have such feelings? At this moment, he felt as giddy and light-headed as a teenager.

He dragged his logical mind to the fore.

After a few minutes he managed to succeed, and the academic in him re-surfaced. ‘You know, this heavenly aroma is termed Petrichor. The word originates from Greek Mythology. It is made of two root words, Petra meaning stone and Ichor meaning the fluid that flows in the veins of the gods,’ he said, albeit in a voice that was uncharacteristically gruff.

Pallavi smiled widely.

Professor Shantanu forgot all about logic.

He had been reluctant to make this trip; but when Pallavi insisted, he had given in. He could not refuse her anything, he realized. She was keen to spend a day at the ashram, she had cajoled him. She really needed a break, away from all the unpleasant publicity and the ghastly police investigation. The swamiji’s discourses always put her in a calm frame of mind, she said.

Pallavi had great faith in the swami. He had guided their family through various ups and downs in the past twenty-five years.

Although of Rajvir’s age, Swami Maheshananda had a demeanour that immediately calmed frazzled nerves and created a sense of the sublime in everyone around him. It was said that his vibrations were such that anyone within a ten feet radius of him felt immediately cleansed of all negativity.

Rumours abounded of his numerous tantric powers; the practice of which helped him to generate powerful vibrations within himself, acquire limitless wealth, and build lakhs of followers, both Indians and foreigners, within a short span of time.

Soon, they were at the swami’s ashram.

Professor Shantanu marvelled at the opulent surroundings. These swamis really had it good. Maybe he was in the wrong profession, the thought made him smile.

The ashram housed a central building that had a faux-rustic style architecture. The outer walls were covered with some kind of stone-like tiles that made it a look in harmony with the abundant greenery all around. There were several other smaller buildings scattered all over acres of undulating landscaped gardens, waterfalls and groves of trees and shrubbery.

Upon entering, the immediate vibration that one experienced was that of peace and harmony. It was like an oasis amidst the chaos of the outside world. No doubt, all those who came here, in search of succour and calm, found it in plenty and then some.

Professor Shantanu could see some people taking a walk amongst the salubrious surroundings. Some groups lounged by the waterfall, discussing something – something that was presumably profound. A few others sat on the various benches placed all around, either lost in quiet contemplation or reading a book. Most of them appeared to be foreigners.

Professor Shantanu breathed in the invigorating air as he followed Pallavi on the cobbled pathway that led to the central building. Inside, he found himself in the reception area that was manned by a young lady, seemingly of foreign descent. She smiled at Pallavi. ‘He is expecting you,’ she spoke in a soft melodious voice. She seemed to know Pallavi well enough.

Pallavi walked on ahead, towards the left wing of the building. Clearly, she knew her way around. They passed some people who nodded and smiled at them. Pallavi walked on ahead and entered a medium-size sitting area. He followed.

The room he found himself in, was furnished in cream and gold. Everything – the opulent curtains, the plush sofa, the luxurious carpet– all followed the same colour palette. The swami sure had good taste, thought Professor Shantanu.

The man himself was sitting on a settee beside the window, seemingly lost in the scenery outside. Hearing the muffled sound of their footfall, he turned. A beatific smile engulfed his entire face.

Professor Shantanu could see where the charisma lay. The man was unbelievably handsome, sexy rather. He was diametrically opposite to most other swamis he had seen on television – who were either ugly and lanky, or benign and portly. Although he had met the swami at Xanadu, at the time of Rajvir’s death, this was the first time he had the opportunity to examine him at close quarters.

Swami Maheshanandaji was tall by Indian standards – a good six feet two inches. His skin was luminous, owing either to the meditation regime he followed, or a throwback to some Afghan or Caucasian blood, in his genetic lineage somewhere. The latter was probably the more logical explanation for his striking good looks; for, in addition to his rather sharp features, he had the most piercing green eyes, Professor Shantanu had ever seen. His goatee-style beard contrasting with his fair, ruddy complexion only heightened his appeal, whilst simultaneously adding to the expected swami persona. This was a man who would have had no difficulty charming the ladies. When this was his appearance at this age, he must have been an absolute Greek God in his youth, Professor Shantanu thought.

He felt an uncharacteristic stab of jealousy within him. Had Pallavi been more than just a disciple to him? the sudden thought troubled him.

‘I hope I have passed the test,’ swamiji spoke smilingly.

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ the professor was somewhat embarrassed at being caught staring. He hoped the swami did not have the power to read his mind. The swami’s voice too, was impressive – deep and sonorous, Shantanu could not help noting.

‘I hope your journey was comfortable,’ swamiji continued.

‘Yes,’ Pallavi smiled. ‘I really needed to get away from all the madness and I thought that your ashram was the best place for it.’

‘Absolutely! In fact, you should have planned to come and stay here for an entire week, instead of just one day.’

‘I know, but you know how it is. There is the formality related to the execution of the will scheduled tomorrow, the periodic intrusion by the police in their quest to investigate the entire thing and the information they keep wanting from me, from time to time.’ Pallavi looked forlorn.

‘Tell me, how can I help,’ swamiji spoke earnestly.

‘You can help firstly by helping me to divert my mind; then help me to deal with it all calmly; and lastly take Amar under your fold and get him to clean up his act. Since the death, he has gone into an absolute well of darkness. His debauched lifestyle will soon destroy him; plus, his mind is increasingly getting crazed by the indiscriminate use of drugs and well…’ Pallavi faltered.

Professor Shantanu resisted the urge to hold her and comfort her.

‘Swamiji, I want my son back, I want my sweet, innocent son back. Get him for me,’ she pleaded.

Swamiji patted her head. ‘Don’t you worry. Just coax him to come and spend the next week here at the ashram and I will do my best. We will put him on a complete detox program, flush out everything from his system, and then with the help of all the tantric powers I have at my disposal, we will soon have him back to normal, don’t worry. More than you, I owe it to my best friend, Rajvir, that I should take care of his family after he is gone. This is the least I can do for him now that he is gone. This is what I had promised him as well,’ he spoke resolutely.

This swami was certainly unlike any other he had heard or read about, Professor Shantanu thought. By all that he had observed, Swami Maheshanandaji seemed genuine and everything that an accomplished god-man should be.

Tea and a sumptuous spread of refreshments were brought in. The sight of it made Professor Shantanu realize that he was quite hungry. As he munched on the assorted dry fruit mix, he could not help but feel envious of the marvellous lifestyle the swami seemed to enjoy.

‘Tell me, aren’t swamis supposed to live a life of austerity? And yet all I have seen since I have entered your ashram is pure unadulterated luxury,’ he spoke his mind.

Pallavi looked reproachfully towards the professor, not expecting him to be rude to their highly revered host.

Swami Maheshanandaji’s face broke into a gentle smile. ‘There are two reasons for what you see. Firstly, most of my followers and guests here are westerners. They are used to a certain lifestyle. What is luxury for us, is simple necessity for them. So, I make sure that they are comfortable while they are here.’

‘Okay.’

‘My second contention is that where does it say that we swamis must live a life of austerity? The Gita says that we must avail of everything there is in this world. Only, we should not be attached to it, crave for it, or be obsessed with it. The way to live is to have the best things that life offers, but be detached from it,’ Maheshananda spoke earnestly.

Professor Shantanu remained quiet. The swami was right. There was nothing wrong with the logic he offered.

‘Swamiji, like I told you over the phone, I would just like to spend the day here,’ Pallavi spoke quickly in an attempt to change the topic.

‘Yes, my dear. Would you like to be a part of the full moon meditation that I have planned at seven in the evening?’

‘Yes,’ Pallavi smiled. ‘That would be a great help in calming me and soothing my fraught nerves. Why don’t you also join in?’ she turned towards the professor.

‘Sure,’ Shantanu said. There was no harm in checking out what went on here, he thought.
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‘The sales of my book will beat all sales records,’ Bipin Prasad chortled happily.

‘Yes,’ Nalini, his editor smiled. ‘We really made a good decision when we decided to accept your biography of Rajvir Kapoor for publication.’

‘I told you, that your publishing company will make a lot of money,’ Bipin Prasad gloated.

‘What a stroke of luck – him dying like this, just when the book is in the final stages of layout and cover design,’ she continued.

Nalini was the chief editor of Acme Publishing Company. Three months back she had received a proposal for publishing Rajvir Kapoor’s biography. Seeing the star’s popularity, accepting the proposal seemed the right thing to do.

Subsequently, Nalini had worked closely with Bipin Prasad, weeding out errors, and the book was now almost ready to go into print. Rajvir’s death at this time was most opportune for them. The book would be a best seller in no time!

Bipin nodded, his mind working at top speed. ‘How about I add a chapter about his rivalries, enemies, and sort of hint at who all could have had a motive to murder him?’ he said almost to himself.

‘That is brilliant!’ Nalini exclaimed. ‘But you would have to do it quickly. We don’t want to delay the final publication and release. We want to strike when the iron is hot.’

‘Don’t you worry. The chapter is getting written in my head, even as we speak. I just have to put it on paper. It will take me barely two or three days,’ Bipin said.

Walking home from the offices of the publisher, Bipin Chandra felt happy – no happy was not the right word to describe his state of mind. He was ecstatic – delirious with joy – no, he was in a crazy state of euphoria.

All his life, Bipin had craved for success. But God, in some kind of cruel joke, had always denied it to him. But now – yes now–– finally, he would get his due. All the success and fame as a writer that he had craved for, for the last twenty years, would be his. It really was true what the saying said, ‘God helps those who help themselves’. He had finally decided to make the saying a fact, and he was now getting his just reward.

The first few sentences of the new chapter began tattooing incessantly in his brain and he half-ran, half-skipped, to his one-room rented tenement, to type the words clamouring to get out, on to his old computer.

For decades, he had slogged, trying valiantly to pursue his dream of becoming a writer. When he had left his hometown Arrah, he had been confident of making it big.

After all, he would be studying in Delhi University and he was sure that it would be the gateway to fulfilling his dreams of becoming a great writer.

What followed was a rude awakening to the reality that was life. Not only did he have to face the ignominy of being treated as a second-rate citizen by his classmates for being a Bihari, but he was also the butt of jokes for his pitiful English and vernacular accent where he mispronounced ‘sh’, ‘p’ and ‘v’.

He spent all his years at the university crying himself to sleep. With no friends and no comfort, he often thought of suicide.

Going back home and admitting to failure was not an option.

So, he spent his days presenting a brave facade to the world; and wrote cheery letters home, which were perhaps his first forays in the world of fiction.

After a decade of having his fictional works rejected by publishers, he arrived at the brilliant idea of writing the biography of someone great. Latching on to greatness would ensure that some of it rubbed off on him too. After considering many names, he zeroed in upon Rajvir Kapoor. Given how star crazy the Indian public was, his book would surely become an instant hit, and he a great author!

In the midst of working on the biography, an inspired thought had come to him. What if Rajvir Kapoor died? And the release of his book coincided with it? That would ensure that his book became a bestseller within weeks.

Just like the biography of Steve Jobs, the iconic founder of Apple had become a bestseller. But then Jobs had cancer. As far as he knew, Rajvir was abnormally healthy. Was there some way he could die? Surely it was time God granted him one thing, just one thing, after forcing him to live his whole life in misery. But then God helps those who help themselves, the thought had come to him, making him smile.

It really was great that Nalini had got him an invite to the grand party of Rajvir, where he had had the opportunity to observe everything first hand, and also put his plan in action…
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‘Could the recent cricket-betting and match-fixing fiasco have something to do with Rajvir’s murder?’ Professor Shantanu said.

‘Umm … well it could be possible,’ Professor Dinkar nodded.

‘I mean, after all, top cricketers, a former Pakistani captain, small-time film stars, models, and even the BCCI have been found to be involved. And the amount at stake is huge, something like 2000 crores. So, who knows?’ Shantanu seemed to be ruminating.

‘Yeah, I mean really, what is this country coming to? Everywhere you look, there is sleaze, lies, cheating, corruption,’ Dinkar’s forehead wrinkled in disgust.

‘Yes, at least sports could have been left alone. You would think that after profiting from every resource in the country – be it coal, or whatever, and after making money out of every conceivable welfare scheme, business deal et al., these profiteers could have left at least some things sacrosanct,’ Professor Shantanu spoke passionately. He truly wished he could do something – anything to set things right.

‘And these cricketers who betrayed their sport. They were, as it is, so well off. They were making enough money through cricket and then they had so many endorsements, advertisements etc. – they were rolling in money. Then, why do it?’ Dinkar said.

‘You know how it is, greed has no end to it,’ Shantanu said philosophically.

‘Why do you think we have never been greedy?’ Dinkar raised the question.

‘That’s because we are stupid professors – who would work even without money, if it served a higher purpose,’ Shantanu spoke sarcastically.

‘Yeah we are certainly stupid – to be walking the straight and narrow path. Never really bothering to aspire for more than our measly salaries,’ Dinkar too became self-deprecating.

Shantanu nodded.

‘But coming back to our case. How do you think Rajvir could be involved in this? And if he was involved, why would it lead to his murder? After all, there has been no homicide in this betting business till now. It doesn’t make sense,’ Dinkar said.

‘I suppose what you say is correct. But you know how I am. I can’t help examining every angle that could be possible – no matter how remote, or how farfetched. Sometimes it is the unlikeliest – the most innocuous of things that causes major stuff to happen,’ he paused.

‘Remember the butterfly effect?’ Shantanu continued.

‘You are right of course,’ Dinkar concurred.

‘Umm, I think I should just check this out. If not for anything, just to rule it out for the sake of my peace of mind,’ Shantanu said, whilst simultaneously making a call to Inspector Bhogle.
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Mridula sat on the marble bench at the side of the tiny pond on the garden floor of Xanadu, looking pensively at the serene pink lilies floating in the water. When would she be able to shake off this despondency that clung to her being like a second skin? She could not remember the last time that she had been happy, really happy. The past decade had seen her conforming more and more, to what was expected of her, and killing her real self.

It had begun with Rajvir crushing her dream of being an actress. Then she was married off – with the expectation that she should live happily ever after. She should have, but strangely enough, despite having everything, she could not feel joyous. Her husband loved her; he really did, in his own way. She had everything any woman could possibly ask for – ridiculously expensive clothes, jewellery, luxurious holidays abroad, and an avant-garde lifestyle. Her children, who came soon after, and in quick succession, were little angels – sweet, adorable and exceedingly well behaved. She should be happy. Other women would kill to have all that she had.

What was wrong with her? Perhaps she needed psychiatric treatment. Why was there this emptiness within her? Why did she feel that there was no purpose to her existence? Did other women – people, think as much as she did? Wondering why they were living?

No – they did not.

It was only she, who constantly thought of the futility of her existence. There was no reason for her to live. Even her children did not give her the fulfilment she had hoped for. She had been delighted when they had been born, but soon she had tired of them.

The fact was that she felt empty, unfulfilled. It was all because she had been unable to pursue her dream. Her dream of being an actress. Instead, she was forced to be a nobody – just a wife and mother.

Was it possible for her to still pursue her dream? Or would she have to be content with what she had in the first place?

Certainly, no one would be able to understand why or what she felt. For the longest time, she felt that she was completely alone in this world. There was no one in whom she could confide in or with whom she could share her feelings. Indeed, there was no one who could understand her.

Had her mother been alive, perhaps she would have done so. But God in his judgement, or cruelty, had taken that away from her; taken away the only thing that could have possibly provided her with succour.

Now with Rajvir gone, she felt utterly lost. Admittedly, he was not one with whom she shared any of her feelings, and yet he was her father, her own blood. Now she was an orphan. Since his death, a deep pain had arisen in the vicinity of her heart and taken her entire being into a vice-like grip. She had never expected to feel this kind of pain. She had often thought of how she would feel when he died. The only emotion that had surfaced had been one of detachment. Her father had never been there in her life.

Yet now, there was an unexpected pain within her – a pain she had not expected to feel. She could not deny the fact that she had loved, loved him more than she had loved any other human being. So, it was perhaps fitting that she should perhaps be here and take care of all his affairs.

Till things were sorted out, she could not possibly leave Xanadu. This was the very least she could do for her father.

As images of Rajvir flashed through her mind, a sudden tear slipped out of her eye.


Chapter 10

Inspector Bhogle marched into the tiny interrogation room of his police station. He was eager to question the fellow who had allegedly received the contract for carrying out the hit on Rajvir Kapoor. His constables had been most efficient. They had not only located the history-sheeter from his village, but also brought him to Mumbai, all within 48 hours.

The scar-faced brutish fellow was seated in the centre of the room on a rickety chair across a small table.

Bhogle lowered himself heavily in the only other chair across the table from him. ‘You know why you are here?’ he barked.

‘No,’ the chap was expressionless.

‘Because you killed Rajvir Kapoor!’ Bhogle stated forcefully.

‘No – of course not,’ the man remained immobile.

Bhogle had to admire the chap’s gumption. ‘Look, you better stop acting funny with me. You know I can throw you in the lock-up right away. You better tell me the truth,’ he threatened.

‘Sir I know you can do anything. But – I really didn’t do it,’ he spoke softly, as his scar gleamed suddenly.

‘Do you deny you were given a supari to kill Rajvir Kapoor by someone at Hotel Grand?’

‘No.’

‘Then? And were also paid money for it?’

‘Yes.’

‘So – you are guilty. Case closed,’ Bhogle wished that it could be this simple. The fact was that he had no evidence. No clues, no fingerprints, no – nothing. All that pointed to this guy was circumstantial evidence.

‘Sir. I agree I got money and I was given the supari. But Sir the more I think of it, the more I am convinced I did not do it. Since the day I left Mumbai I have been thinking this only,’ his brutish features softened somewhat in earnestness.

‘What?’

‘Sir I have no memory of going to Xanadu. I have no memory of killing Rajvir Kapoor. How is it possible I did it, but don’t remember it?’

‘You are a druggie, aren’t you? Obviously, your brain is now reduced to less than half. How will you remember anything?’ Bhogle said irritated.

‘Sir, I agree I take drugs – and I did that day also. But you tell me, how could I enter Xanadu – it has high security; commit murder, and escape, and not remember? If I did it when I was high, I would have left behind some fingerprint or something, isn’t it? Or someone would have caught me? I mean this is just impossible,’ he spoke pleadingly.

He did have a point, Bhogle thought. They had examined the crime scene thoroughly and found no fingerprints or anything. And neither had the security cameras revealed any footage of this guy.

‘And Sir, if you had any real evidence about my having committed the crime, you would have arrested me straightaway. You would not be talking to me,’ he continued perceptively.

The bloody chap was smart, Bhogle fumed inwardly. ‘Tell me about the person who gave you the contract,’ he asked instead.

‘Well Sir, he was sitting in a dark corner and so I could not see him.’

‘Could you make out something? Anything?’ the inspector insisted.

‘Umm… I think he was not very young, and he did not sit straight. He was somewhat bending on one side, as if, as if, his neck was hurt or something,’ the brutish man’s forehead puckered in concentration of recollection.

This did not tell much, Bhogle thought. ‘What about his voice?’ he asked.

‘It was a normal kind of voice.’

‘How much money were you paid?’

‘Er …’ the man paused.

‘C’mon, tell me.’

‘One crore,’ the fellow said.

Bhogle whistled softly. This was a good amount. ‘But isn’t one crore too less for killing someone as big as Rajvir Kapoor?’

‘Sir, you know I am a small-time criminal. This amount was big enough for me. So, I agreed,’ the chap said.

‘How was the money given to you?’ Bhogle asked.

‘When I agreed, I was told I would be given forty lakh cash in advance. It was kept in a bag on the table next to the entrance door. I was instructed to take it with me on the way out.’

‘Wow! And the remaining amount?’

‘Some kind of a messenger person delivered the remaining money in cash at my house, the day after the murder.’

‘So, you mean to say you got money for doing nothing? This is unbelievable. The, er, your employer believes that you killed Rajvir – when in actual fact it was someone else?’

‘Yes Sir.’

‘You expect me to believe that?’

The man’s features softened, as he looked apologetic.	

‘Did the man finalize the day you were to carry out the hit?’ the inspector asked.

‘No – I was told to do it within the next ten days. Coincidentally, Rajvir Kapoor died within those ten days only. So obviously he must have assumed that I had carried out the hit as per the plan.’

‘So, you took the money for free?’ Bhogle half-accused.

‘Can you blame me, Sir? And how could I return the money? To whom would I return the money? I had no idea who gave me the money in the first place.’

‘Yes – that’s true,’ Bhogle wondered whether he should book the fellow under some kind of crime.

‘Would you be able to recognize the person who gave you the contract somehow – by his physical structure, his voice, or anything!’ Bhogle asked desperately.

‘No – Sir, I’m sorry,’ the brute sounded like he meant it.

Nonetheless, Bhogle had the sudden urge to get up and bash up the fellow so hard that he became senseless. Taking a deep breath, he controlled himself. He could not give vent to his own frustration like this. ‘Okay, just make sure you remain in town – and available for future questioning,’ he said instead.

He knew that this bloody fool hadn’t committed the murder.

But perhaps the chap who had hired this druggie had!
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Somehow, Professor Shantanu found himself alone with Natalie. A little while ago, it seemed that everyone was here in the sitting room and now inconceivably, they were alone. How in the world did this happen? The professor shifted uncomfortably, all too aware of the actress’s reputation. What should he say to her, or should he simply make an excuse and leave?

‘I can see that you were wondering whether you should leave the room,’ Natalie spoke shrewdly, breaking into his internal debate.

Professor Shantanu looked at her in surprise. He had not realized that he was so transparent. Or was it that this girl was a mind reader? He looked intently at her. She really was most attractive, with a look of innocence about her – contrary to her wild activities, as the tabloids claimed.

‘Don’t worry, I cannot read your mind,’ her smile brightened the corner where she was sitting, as she once again articulated what was there in his mind.

‘It’s simple really, professor. I’m used to such a reaction, from so-called respectable people, or people not from my part of the world,’ she continued.

‘No – I’m sorry, I did not mean to be rude or disparage you,’ Professor Shantanu was becoming more uncomfortable by the minute. Never before in his staid academic life, had he faced such a situation.

‘You are not being rude, professor. You are just being true to type,’ she paused.

‘What do you mean?’ Professor Shantanu felt somewhat affronted that he could be slotted into a ‘type’. He considered himself to be a unique individual. One who marched to his own drummer.

‘I mean, your type of people have a certain opinion about people like us, in the show business, particularly women – more so, foreign women,’ Natalie explained.

‘I suppose you are right,’ he conceded reluctantly.

‘But you – and others like you, are wrong, you know. We make a living, as best as we can, just like you.’

‘You cannot possibly compare!’ The professor was indignant.

‘Here is how I can compare. You have brains and you use it to earn your living. The brain is a part of the body. And it is the only part of your body that is worth anything and so you use that,’ she spoke slowly as though explaining to a child.

Professor Shantanu had no idea what this was leading up to, but he decided to hear her out.

‘Now, I have a proportionate figure and a symmetrical face, which too is a part of my body. Since it is highly coveted, I use it to make a living. So, in effect, both of us use that part of the body, which is worth something, to earn a living. So why should the use of the brain be considered worthier, than the use of a beautiful face, hands, legs and torso? Why the double standards?’ she spoke convincingly.

My gosh! She did have a very pertinent point. The professor was astounded at her logic. He had never looked at this quite in this way.

‘Well, Professor? What do you say to this?’ she spoke almost challengingly.

‘Umm … yes, I do grant this; you have a point. But, you see, there are ethical and moral issues involved…’ Professor Shantanu felt that he was getting into a fearful muddle here.

‘Morality? Ethics? What a load of bosh! Who decides that in the first place?’ Natalie was scornful.

Rose entered and announced that Inspector Bhogle had arrived and was looking for the professor. Thankful to make good his escape, Professor Shantanu left the room.

But definitely this Natalie was a sharp girl with a mind of her own too! Her thought process was certainly unique; it had jolted him out of his set ideas. This was precisely the kind of out-of-the-box thinking he wanted his students to have – though related to research, of course. Forget out-of-the-box, this Natalie had done away with the entire box! Shantanu could not help being impressed.
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Pallavi sat quietly in her room, watching yet again Amar’s debut feature film. The film had flopped miserably at the box-office.

What had gone wrong, she thought for the umpteenth time.

Rajvir had certainly done his duty as a father. She could certainly not fault him. He had produced the film himself, spared no expense, hired the best director, chosen foreign locales, and got the best songs composed. The story too was custom-made to launch the new scion of the Hindi film industry.

Pallavi for her part, had spent months on getting the perfect styling done for Amar’s look in the film. She had gone so far as to choose a not-so-beautiful newcomer as heroine, so that her son would not be overshadowed.

And yet the film had crashed in the first week of its release. The blame was laid on the fickle-minded public. No one dared hold responsible anything, or anyone, else. Though some nasty critics did lay the blame squarely on the rather wooden acting, by the somewhat plain-looking, uncharismatic hero.

As Pallavi watched the film closely, she had to concede that Amar was not really cut out to be an actor, or a hero. He could not act to save his life. And yet this would have been pardonable, if he had some charisma, some screen presence. But he had none. Sadly, Amar was no good in the fight scenes, nor could he dance fluidly either. His movements in the action sequences remained jerky, despite uncountable takes. The choreography of the songs in the movie called for him to make as few movements as possible, and yet he ended up going through the motions with extreme awkwardness. Somehow, due to some unkind twist of fate, or some sort of freak mutation, Amar had inherited neither of his parents’ looks or talent.

Tears welled up in Pallavi’s eyes. What great hopes she had had for her darling son. From the moment he had been born, she had decided that nothing but the best would do for him. From getting an English nanny, to exclusive baby furniture from abroad – she made sure that Amar grew up like a prince.

There was no doubt in her mind that he would grow up and overshoot his father in talent and charisma and become an even bigger star than Rajvir. To have this fervent dream shattered like this was unbearable. There was an ache within her that just refused to go away.

Five years had gone by since Amar’s first flop. Numerous other films had followed – each had faced the same fate as the first one.

Now the situation was such, that despite Rajvir Kapoor’s formidable clout in the industry, no one was willing to risk time, money or talent in being part of any project that involved Amar. In hushed tones, everyone referred to him as the film industry’s biggest jinx.

Pallavi tried to wipe away the tears that now came forth in a steady trickle. A year ago, she had begged Rajvir to make another film for Amar. It should be a tender love story she had suggested, more suited to their son’s personality. There would be none of the fight sequences and the dance routines which were the staple of most of the films being produced at the time. They were not Amar’s forte in any case.

Somehow Rajvir was unconvinced. He had come to accept that Amar had no talent. But Pallavi could not accept it. There are many stars who cannot act to save their lives, she had pointed out. Yet, they exist in the industry. So, couldn’t they do the same for their son, their only son? They could commission the best storywriters and scriptwriters to write something that would surely ensure that the film would be a hit. Just one hit and then there would be no looking back.

After months of cajoling, Rajvir had finally agreed to produce the film. Pallavi had been ecstatic. She knew this was the only way she could bring back her son from hurtling towards certain disaster.

Then, suddenly everything changed. Rajvir decided to defer the project. Pallavi could not understand it. She knew that deferring it was as good as shelving it. This would not do Amar any good. He would recede further into his world of drugs and debauchery; this was more than she could bear. If she could, she would have produced the film herself, but she knew nothing could be possible without Rajvir – given his standing in the industry.

Whenever she asked Rajvir, he simply fobbed her off that he would do it the next year, he was not deferring it indefinitely, it was just that there were too many things on his hands at the moment, and so he could not devote the time and attention that Amar’s film deserved. Pallavi had had to be content with this explanation. She had no choice but to bide her time.

Then she learnt from the industry grapevine, that the other son of Rajvir was being launched – and by none other than Rajvir himself. Pallavi was shocked. That Rajvir would betray her like this; and betray his own legitimate son! It was more than she could tolerate. When she confronted Rajvir, he simply denied it; but he could not do so for long. Soon he did acknowledge that he was indeed launching Chandra Prakash. There was no remorse, no guilt, no nothing.

‘What I have done once for Amar, I must do once for Chandra Prakash as well,’ was his simple explanation, when she goaded him.

‘Both are my blood,’ he said with a note of finality.

And that was that.

Pallavi was unable to accept such a blatant insult. For months, she had seethed in anger, jealousy, and bitterness. Gradually, an unrelenting fury had taken hold of her psyche, refusing to let up. The more she saw Amar slipping away from reality, and the more she saw Chandra Prakash stepping into the limelight, the more her hatred for Rajvir grew…

How could Rajvir do this to her? She had given her entire life to him, and what did she get in return? Not his loyalty, or fidelity or anything. The least he could have done was support their son. This was the very least he could have done. Did he not feel anything for their son?

Pallavi could not believe that this could be happening to her. And that too now? Now, when her life should have become easy … At least at this stage of her life, she should have things easy. But no – she could not have even this much relief in her life.

To see her only son, her precious Amar destroyed like this, all due to Rajvir, was more than she could stomach. She could not let her precious Amar slip away from life like this. She had to do something, simply had to do something to save her baby, her innocent little son. She would do anything – no matter what the cost.

And now it was only fitting that Rajvir Kapoor was dead – if he could not help Amar – he should not be able to help anyone else either! Now let’s see what happens to Chandra Prakash’s debut film, Pallavi smiled crookedly through her tears…


Chapter 11

Inspector Bhogle and Professor Shantanu were sharing a cup of coffee as they discussed the case. Over the past week, they had developed a tenuous friendship. Having learnt of Shantanu’s past success as an amateur sleuth, Bhogle had taken to treating the professor as a sounding board. As they sat, mulling over the facts, they realized that they were nowhere near solving the case. There was no hard evidence really.

‘You have the advantage of living here at Xanadu,’ Bhogle said. ‘Tell me your impression of these people when they are unguarded.’

‘Unguarded?’ Professor Shantanu queried.

‘Yes. With me they are all performing a particular role, projecting only that which they want me to see. But with you perhaps, they could reveal their true self, or let slip some vital clue. This is extremely important for me to know. For frankly speaking, I have no idea about the likely culprit,’ the inspector looked despondent.

‘Well yes, they do speak freely, because perhaps they think I’m harmless, or ignore me most of the time. But still, I have not gained any lead as such; nothing important anyway,’ Shantanu said.

‘Oh,’ Bhogle looked morose.

‘What about checking the cricket-betting and match-fixing angle I told you about the other day? Did you get a chance to look into it?’ Shantanu asked.

‘Yeah, of course. I’m clutching at straws here and so I did check it out. Unfortunately, we only have evidence of the involvement of some small-time character actors, a couple of producers and a starlet from the film industry. Apart from them, a couple of cricketers and some officials of the Cricket Board are involved. There is no way that Rajvir Kapoor could be linked to it. Not by a long shot,’ Bhogle explained.

‘Umm – I had thought so too. But it is always better to clarify every doubt that one has,’ Shantanu was pleased that the inspector had taken his suggestion so seriously and checked it out. ‘And what about that sloping-shouldered person who had entered Rajvir’s study that night? Could anyone recognize him?’

‘No – strangely enough no one could. I cross-checked with Rose, the Head of Security and Pallavi Ma’am,’ Bhogle paused. He wondered whether to fill in the professor with his latest interrogation of the contract killer. Then deciding to do so, he rapidly shared his information about the supari being given for killing the star.

‘My God! This is astounding!’ Professor Shantanu was shocked. ‘So, this means that more than one person wanted Rajvir Kapoor dead.’

‘Yes. The question is who these two persons are, and what were their motives?’ Bhogle said.

‘What had Rajvir done, that was so bad that these people wanted him dead?’

‘It must have been something terrible – why else would murder be committed? Then to fork out one crore for it! This kind of money is no joke, you know,’ Bhogle said.

‘Yes – the person must be very wealthy and hated Rajvir enough to spend this kind of money to have him killed. The profit he gained from his death has to be worth several times more than one crore,’ the professor said

‘Yes. So, there is one person who gave out the contract because he could not carry out the killing himself. Maybe because the person had no way of entering Xanadu. And paid up in full because he thought that the murder was the result of the supari,’ the inspector said.

‘Oh God.’

‘But I double checked the close circuit camera footage of all the entry and exit points of Xanadu after interrogating the supari chap. The contract killer did not turn up in any of the footage,’ Bhogle spoke almost sadly. He would have liked nothing better to find evidence against the history-sheeter and close the case.

‘So, the contract killer did not actually carry out the hit,’ the professor said. ‘And the person who commissioned the hit must be someone extremely naïve and with no links with the underworld to have hired such an incompetent killer who is a druggie to boot.’

‘Yes.’ Bhogle nodded. ‘And it was most probably another person who committed the murder due to his own reasons. This person had easy access to Xanadu and could easily commit the crime with no one being the wiser,’ he continued.

‘Umm…I suppose this must be the case.’

‘Though, it could actually be a professional hit after all. Maybe a second supari was given, about which we know nothing as yet. Remember, the murderer was smart enough to leave behind no clues or fingerprints or anything,’ Bhogle stated.

‘You know, with so many crime shows on television, I think even a kid knows enough about leaving behind no fingerprints or clues at the scene of the crime. So, it could be an amateur also who could have actually done the deed,’ Professor Shantanu pointed out.

‘Yes – you are right. So, in effect, we are back to square one – with no clues, no suspects and no motive. Will this case be my undoing?’ Bhogle looked despondent.

‘Don’t you worry – I’m sure we will have a breakthrough very soon,’ Shantanu spoke conciliatorily, almost believing his own words. ‘Meanwhile let’s review our list of suspects and try and narrow it down.’

Bhogle flipped open his case diary. ‘No matter which way I look at it, I keep zeroing in on the family only. Like I discussed with you last, I’m inclined to think that all of them had a motive to kill Rajvir. And only they knew about the presence of the loaded gun and where the key to it was located. In fact, it syncs with our latest conclusion that there are two persons who wanted him dead. All the family members had the opportunity to kill him personally. Alternatively, they all also had the money to hire a killer, if they were squeamish about doing the deed personally.’

‘You are right,’ the professor said. ‘So, who do you think has the strongest motive?’

‘Out of all of them, I think Pallavi is the one who must have done it for sure,’ Bhogle spoke convincingly.

‘Wh…why?’ Shantanu did not like where this was going. He felt a sudden anxiety within him.

‘You see, Pallavi must have surely hated Rajvir because of all his affairs and his marrying Jyothika. Then she must have been pushed too far when Rajvir decided to launch Chandra Prakash and finally when she realized that he left equal assets to his second family,’ Bhogle said.

Professor Shantanu remained quiet. He had concluded the same himself. ‘But there is no evidence, is there?’ he said, as Pallavi’s charming face swam before his eyes.

‘That is true. The entire problem is that I have no evidence,’ Bhogle pushed his fingers through his hair in frustration.

‘And it could be Amar as well,’ the professor pointed out.

‘Yes, I have thought of him too.’

‘He hated his father. More so Rajvir forced him to break up with the love of his life when he was at acting school in the US,’ Shantanu added.

‘Really? How do you know that?’ the inspector was surprised.

‘Like you said, I live at Xanadu and make sure to keep my eyes and ears open. One gets to know stuff,’ the professor confessed.

‘I agree Amar could also be the killer. A childhood hatred, a failed career, a lost love, a drug habit, and an unhappy, belittled mother – all of which could be blamed upon one person. This is the surest cocktail to unhinge anyone and make him a murderer,’ Bhogle said.

‘I think that Remanika could also be culprit,’ Shantanu said.

‘Umm, I did think of her. But I’m not very convinced.’

‘You do know she was sort of conned by Rajvir into marrying Amar?’

‘Well yes. Strangely enough, my wife gave the idea to me,’ Bhogle admitted. ‘Reading film magazines is her passion,’ he continued half-apologetically.

‘She was at the peak of her film career, had just won the National Award for Best Actress. But after marrying Amar, she lost it all. No films, no love, no independent source of earning; she was left nothing in the will either. She is not getting any younger also. Remanika must have been mad as hell at Rajvir for literally ruining her life. Motive enough for murder, wouldn’t you say?’ Professor Shantanu made a convincing point.

‘Sure, you are right.’ Bhogle paused. ‘What about Mridula? Do you think she too has a motive?’ he said.

‘Umm… I don’t know. Maybe, maybe she could. Rajvir did throttle all her ambitions of becoming an actress. And I suspect, since then, she has lost her zest for life and lives in a perennial state of depression. To top it, Rajvir did not leave her anything in his will. Presumably because he gave her whatever she deserved at the time of her wedding.’

‘Could this be reason enough to kill? More so, is she the type to kill? She is rather mousy,’ the inspector spoke doubtfully.

‘Sometimes, it is the quiet ones who have a rich inner world which leads them to sometimes take surprising actions,’ the professor said.

‘You could be right. Who else is there? Jyothika and Chandra Prakash?’ Bhogle asked.

‘I don’t think they have adequate motive. Rather they do not seem to have any motive at all. At the present time, it was only these two who were happy with Rajvir, I would think. They were adequately looked after in the will and Chandra Prakash was being launched as the next superstar,’ Shantanu said.

‘Yes. So, who else can it be,’ the inspector looked into his jottings. ‘Lucas, we have already ruled out. Rajvir’s brother, Girish lives in Singapore, is far removed from the film world and has no motive either.’

‘Do you think there could be some childhood motive? Siblings – brothers actually, have been known to nurse hatred for each other… Sometimes with fatal results. Maybe, maybe he hired a contract killer and engineered the whole thing by remote, whilst having the perfect alibi of being in Singapore at the time of the murder,’ Shantanu pointed out.

‘Hmm, could be; I will check this out too,’ Bhogle made a note in his case diary.

‘Let’s see. I have ruled out people employed at Xanadu, and all of Rajvir’s staff, as well as the temporary staff. None of the bigwigs that I spoke to seem to have anything to do with the death either. They do not have adequate motive; and the three who were seen on camera going to Rajvir’s study that night did not know about the gun in Rajvir’s drawer. In fact, all of them had left or retired long before the crime time-window,’ Bhogle paused. ‘It all comes back to the immediate family.’

‘And what about Rajvir’s friends, Commissioner Ahuja, Swami Maheshananda and Dr. Singhvi? Surely, they knew about the gun in Rajvir’s desk drawer,’ Shantanu raised a pertinent point.

‘Yes, and that’s why I did interrogate the swami and the doctor closely a second-time round; but could not find any motive. Rather they were the only people who seemed to have genuine affection for the star and were truly saddened by the tragedy. And besides, they were not seen on the security camera footage, entering the study that day,’ Bhogle said.

‘What about CP Ahuja?’

‘Yeah I talked to him also. But as per the security footage, he left Xanadu around midnight, long before the murder happened. And he has absolutely no motive. In fact, he genuinely cared for and respected the star,’ Bhogle explained.

‘So, what will you do now?’

‘I have to proceed carefully. What we have just discussed is conjecture really. I have to pinpoint my suspects as being present at the scene of crime when the murder took place. This means that they should have been in Rajvir’s study between three and five in the morning. If only they could have been caught in the security camera, either going in or leaving.’

‘Yes, and as of now there is only one unidentifiable person caught on camera who entered the study during the crime time-window. If only Rajvir had cameras installed in his study!’ Shantanu said.

‘Or if some reliable witness would come forward and give evidence about someone they saw entering or leaving the study at the time… Also, I need some concrete evidence against them. Only then I can book any one of them for murder,’ Bhogle spoke glumly.

‘Yes. You have to be careful,’ Shantanu concurred.

‘This is a sensitive high-profile case, involving the famous and the elite. I can’t afford to screw it up,’ Bhogle spoke earnestly.

Professor Shantanu nodded absentmindedly as he wondered how evidence could be gathered against the suspects.
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Swami Maheshanandaji sat alone in the meditation room at Xanadu. He was here at the behest of Pallavi to personally guide Amar out of the delusional depression that he had gotten into since his father’s death.

The swami had been attempting to meditate … but of late, he had not been able to concentrate well on his usual dhyan regime. It was strange really, and most unusual. Normally, nothing affected him. But he had to admit that losing Rajvir had affected him deeply. He had not expected to be so pained upon losing his childhood friend. But then strange are the ways of the human heart and human emotions…

‘Oh, you are here,’ Professor Shantanu wandered into the room.

Maheshananda inclined his head.

‘I hope I’m not disturbing you,’ the professor continued.

‘No – not at all.’

‘I hope you were not in the middle of some meditation or something,’ Shantanu was half-apologetic.

‘No – I was trying to meditate but was unsuccessful,’ the swami smiled wryly.

‘Really?’ Shantanu’s eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘I was under the impression that you would be successful in all such things, or for that matter in whatever you undertake.’

‘I usually am. But I’m human too,’ Maheshananda smiled.

‘Really?’

‘Yes, of course. Elevating oneself is a continuous process. The human mind is such, that the natural tendency is to slide down to the level of the senses,’ the swami explained.

‘I thought that when one reached a particular stage of elevation, then it was a done deal,’ Shantanu said.

‘No. It’s not like that. No matter what level you reach, if you are not careful about maintaining it with continuously feeding your mind with the correct thought process, then there is the very real danger of reverting to the original state,’ Maheshananda explained.

‘I see. So, you have to continuously work to first maintain your state of enlightenment and then go higher.’

‘Yes. That is exactly the way it is.’

‘Tell me one thing. Is it mandatory to move away from the world of senses in order to reach enlightenment?’ the professor was curious.

‘Well, it is not a case of moving away from the world of senses; but a case of transcending it.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean that you have to develop a state of mind where you live in the world of the senses, but are not too attached to it. You are not obsessed with sensory pleasures, but are able to move above and beyond it,’ the swami explained.

‘What about celibacy?’

‘There are different concepts about it. One school of thought explores the reaching of nirvana through the physical union with the opposite sex. There is another which believes in eschewing it completely.’

‘What do you believe in?’

‘I believe that it is all in the mind. People who practise celibacy may actually be mentally obsessing over it. Whereas people who are not celibate may be focussing on reaching a higher state of consciousness,’ the swami spoke reflectively.

‘What about you?’ Professor Shantanu could not help asking. He knew what was prompting him to ask such questions but he did not want to admit it to himself.

‘You really are curious about me, aren’t you? You are trying to analyse my psyche, isn’t it?’ Maheshananda smiled.

Professor Shantanu nodded. There was no point in trying to hide it. But he was not going to let on to the swami the real reason behind his need to know.

‘Well, I have vacillated between both positions at different times in my life, in my quest to understand and explore the purpose of human existence,’ the swami stated impassively.

‘I see,’ Shantanu said. A wild jealousy flared up within him. He could no longer deny that it was the thought that there was something more between Maheshananda and Pallavi, that was gnawing at his insides.

‘Anyway, these things don’t really matter. What matters is the ability to ensure equanimity of the mind under all circumstances,’ the swami became philosophical.

Shantanu remained quiet. He had already lost his equanimity of mind since the past few days, and he had no idea how he would get it back. It was inconceivable that he of all people should develop such irrational feelings. ‘So, you are here for how long?’ he changed the topic.

‘Maybe till the end of this week.’

A sudden thought occurred to Shantanu. ‘Tell me, since you have extraordinary powers, can’t you divine who killed Rajvir?’ he asked.

Maheshananda’s teeth glinted brightly as he smiled broadly. ‘I’m not a clairvoyant. And I’m not sure that they too have such powers.’

‘But who do you think must have done it?’ the professor persisted.

‘I really don’t know. This is a matter for the police to find out. I don’t focus upon things that are not my concern. I am only here to help Rajvir’s family cope with the tragedy so that they are able to get on with their lives as normally as possible.’

‘But surely you must have wondered. After all, Rajvir was your very best friend!’

‘I believe in not questioning the hand of destiny, or trying to analyse it. Rather, I believe in going with the flow of life and events, as they occur. There is no point in trying to analyse the how and why of it. Wisdom lies in accepting it, dealing with it as best possible, and moving forward,’ Maheshananda was categorical.

‘Oh,’ Professor Shantanu decided to leave it at that.
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Inspector Bhogle was having his breakfast, when his cell phone vibrated, disturbing the early morning calm of his home.

Determinedly he ignored it.

Equally determinedly, the cell continued to vibrate. Deeply irritated, he snatched it up, ‘Yes?’ he barked. The next instant, his face became grim.

His wife, who was pouring tea into her cup, stilled her hand. Long experience told her this was not good. She sighed deeply.

How she wished her husband had some easy-going job instead of this one, which was aging him faster than nature intended.

She resumed pouring the tea.

Her husband had gone very still, as he listened to the phone.

A while later, he put the phone aside and absent-mindedly picked up his toast.

Clearly, his mind was far away.

His wife knew better than to ask anything. He would tell her, if he felt like sharing anything.

After a five-minute silence, broken only by the crunch of toast against teeth, he said, ‘Do you know Natalie?’

‘That foreign, item girl?’ his wife said.

‘Umm … she has been found dead on the sets of her latest film,’ Inspector Bhogle’s calm voice belied the unrest in his eyes.


Chapter 12

Jyothika sat along with Chandra Prakash, looking at the rushes of the first few scenes of his debut film. A deluge of pride and happiness threatened to overwhelm her.

This is what she had been waiting for; for her entire life. And it had finally come true. But sadly, it was too late.

If only Rajvir was by their side, watching it along with them, her joy would have been complete.

On screen, Chandra Prakash’s resemblance to his father was uncanny. It was not just the looks and physique that was identical. It was the entire persona – the walk, the talk, the voice, the mannerisms – everything seemed to have been passed on unchanged, from father to son. The outstanding part of his persona was his acting prowess.

There was no doubt that Chandra Prakash had inherited his father’s on-screen charisma and acting talent in full measure. He was born to be the next superstar.

Jyothika knew about the snide remarks often made about how it was always the bastard spawn that inherited the best of both parents. She always ignored such comments; though, privately, a part of her was forced to acknowledge that perhaps it was true in more ways than one.

‘If only Dad could see this,’ Chandra Prakash gruffly broke into her thoughts.

‘Yes.’ Tears pricked behind her eyes.

‘I loved him. And now, now he is gone. And we are left alone. He must be okay wherever he is; it is we who are not okay,’ Chandra Prakash’s voice wobbled.

‘It’s okay, beta. This is what destiny had in store for us,’ Jyothika tried to be strong and pragmatic. She knew how much her son relied upon and loved Rajvir. It was more than love.

Chandra Prakash was devoted to his dad. Since the time he had been a little boy, he had done everything to please his father. His every little accomplishment was only for Rajvir, who in turn was an equally devoted father.

Jyothika had always felt blessed to see the strong bond between the two.

And now – she felt bereft, adrift – what would she do now? She took a deep breath. She could not afford to be weak. She had to be the support for her son.

She knew that Chandra Prakash at heart was as soft as his father. Both father and son looked tough at the surface, but they were softies at the core.

‘What are we gonna do now, Ma?’ Chandra Prakash looked lost.

‘Don’t you worry. We will go on as before. We will complete this film of yours,’ Jyothika spoke firmly.

‘But … I don’t think I have the strength to do it anymore,’ he spoke plaintively.

‘Don’t you want to do what your Dad wanted you to do? You owe it to him to complete this film and be successful. This is what he wanted. You must fulfil his last wish,’ her voice became commanding.

Chandra Prakash nodded through tear-filled eyes, not trusting himself to speak, lest he started crying like a weakling. He wished he could be as strong as his mother. It was perhaps her strength, that both his father and he loved most in her. She was the one who stood by them always and gave advice whenever they needed it. He knew how much Rajvir had loved and respected his mother. This had made him love his father more than ever. She was right; he would do as she said. He owed it to Rajvir to be a success and make him proud.

‘I hope the police are able to find the killer and bring the matter to rest,’ Jyothika deliberately changed the topic.

‘Yes,’ Chandra Prakash said.

‘Who could have done it?’ she said.

Her son remained quiet.

‘You know I do think it could be Pallavi,’ Jyothika said.

Chandra Prakash’s eyebrows rose in surprise. He knew that his mother actively disliked Rajvir’s legitimate wife. But accusing her of murder was going a bit too far, even by her standards.

‘It could be Amar also…,’ she continued.

‘Oh, c’mon Ma. Do you seriously think Amar can be capable of doing any such thing?’

‘Come to think of it, Mridula could have also done it…’ Jyothika ignored his interjection and seemed to be speaking to herself.

‘Now this is really preposterous. How can you even think of Mridula? She has nothing to do with this. She lives with her family in Delhi, far removed from this world of films, glamour and all. For god’s sake Ma, what is wrong with you?’ Chandra Prakash shook his head at the absurdity of his mother’s statement.

‘There is something unnatural about her behaviour, I tell you,’ Jyothika said.

‘Really?’ Chandra Prakash paused. He had great respect for his mother’s power of insight.

‘Yes, she is unnaturally quiet all the time. Who knows what all goes on in her mind? And I do think Rajvir has not done the right thing by her.’

‘How?’

‘Well for one, Rajvir should have left behind more of his assets for her in his will. Secondly, I do think he was the one who did not allow her to pursue her dream of becoming an actress,’ his mother explained.

‘Mridula wanted to become an actress? I didn’t know that.’

‘Yes. And what’s more she was certainly talented. And after she could not pursue her dream, she was never the same. Something died in her… Maybe, maybe she hated Rajvir for that … and so … could possibly, you know…’ Jyothika’s voice trailed away.

‘Could have killed him? Is that what you are saying?’ It sounded unbelievable to him.

Jyothika remained quiet.

‘But Mridula was not there on the night of the party, remember?’ Chandra Prakash pointed out.

‘Who knows for sure? She could have come, committed the act, and flown back with no one being the wiser,’ his mother said.

‘Really? And no one would have noticed her?’

‘Do you think anyone ever notices Mridula? The way she slinks about in corners with her unnatural silence, you would think she is invisible most of the time,’ Jyothika spoke emphatically.

After a long silence, Chandra Prakash said, ‘Maybe, maybe, you could have a point.’

‘Maybe,’ Jyothika paused. ‘But what should I do about it? Should I tell someone about my suspicions?

‘Yes. Of course. I think that Inspector Bhogle is a most competent officer. You should definitely tell him whatever you feel. It would not be right that you have some intuition or suspicion, howsoever farfetched about Dad’s killer, and don’t tell the investigating officer,’ Chandra Prakash spoke decisively.
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Amar lay on the bed in his city apartment, as he watched his latest lover, Robert, get dressed. Would this be it? The true relationship that he had been waiting for?

Robert worked in the Navy. Amar had picked him up a couple of months back, one night at the bar near the navy docks.

This was a first for Amar. He had never had a lover from outside his narrow world. All his previous lovers had been men from the modelling world or the film industry. All of them had an ulterior motive in latching on to Amar. They all hoped that Amar would use his influence with Rajvir, to get them a meaty role, or plum assignment or some such thing. None of them entered into the relationship only for Amar.

But Robert was different. He was an officer; he did not need anything from Amar – neither money, nor an assignment, or a favour, or anything. This fact alone was enough for Amar to begin cherishing Robert. He had never had anyone, who would be with him, for his sake alone.

‘So, I’ll see you tonight?’ Robert smiled lopsidedly, as a curly lock of hair fell on his forehead in a charming tangle.

Amar’s heart almost skipped a beat. Was he falling for this gorgeous man? Controlling his emotions, he replied – deadpan, ‘Sure.’

‘Right.’ With a wave, Robert left for his office.

Left alone, Amar wondered what to do with his day. Last night had been fabulous. Robert always made him feel peaceful and fulfilled. Something that had never happened before.

All his life, Amar had searched for this elusive feeling, but never found it.

Automatically, through force of habit, his hand reached for the rolled joint at the bedside table. His day began only after he had had his first fix, lying in bed. It was the only way he could get out of bed, and start the day. As he took a deep drag and inhaled the drug, a wave of calm descended over him. He felt happy, truly happy, perhaps for the first time in his life.

It seemed that finally good things were happening to him. First, finding Robert, and then Rajvir being murdered. Oh, how he had hated that man. He could never bring himself to think of him as his father. He hated him, as he had never hated anyone in his life. All his life he had had to walk in the bloody man’s shadow. But no more – now was the time to come into his own. Be his own man.

From as far back as Amar could remember, Rajvir had remained a stranger all through his growing up years. A distant person, who brought gifts, but was never really there. For the longest time, he had the impression of living in the house of this imposing personality, who was either coming or going. Numerous people always surrounded Rajvir when he was at home, whilst simultaneously many others waited for their turn to meet him.

It was only his darling mom, Pallavi who was there all through with him, fulfilling his every wish and demand – sometimes even before he could express it. He loved her so much that at times when he thought of her, he almost choked with the emotions that overpowered him.

Pallavi doted on him, hung on every word he uttered; pampered him and thoroughly spoiled him. In her eyes, nothing was good enough for him. And he could do no wrong. Even when he made mistakes, she made it a point to ignore and overlook them.

In time, Amar grew up with the belief that he was god’s gift to Earth.

Amar’s early years had been idyllic – it was just him and his dearest mom. They had each other and all the comforts in the world. And they did not need anything or anyone else to make their lives complete.

As Amar approached adolescence, he began to sometimes catch his mom with occasional shadows of sadness in her eyes that she would quickly mask if she saw him observing her. But she was not always quick enough to do so. And Amar realized that his mom was not really happy, she was just pretending to be so.

He would often enough ask her, ‘Are you happy?’ To which she would laugh gaily or smile her open smile that reached her eyes and say chirpily, ‘Of course,’ and lovingly smother him in her arms.

But Amar knew that there was something, something that she was not letting on, something she was hiding.

He had to find out what it was. Soon it became an obsession. Amar was convinced that his beloved mom was unhappy. He asked her repeatedly, but she refused to tell him anything. He asked everyone in the house, but made no headway.

He knew then that he would have to find out the reason by himself. He began observing things around him keenly and closely.

He was no longer the same Amar, lost in his own world of school, friends, cricket, and video games. Soon enough, he was able to understand that his so-called father was the cause of his dearest mom’s anguish.

He began to comprehend what a normal husband-wife relation ought to be, and how different it was at their home.

Rajvir was not even there for their annual holidays for which Pallavi took him. They never went anywhere as a family, just the three of them. Pallavi always explained that his father was a superstar and could not give his time to them. She neglected to tell him that he did not give any time to her either, as he should have, given that she was his wife.

It soon became apparent to the young Amar that there were other women who took the place that rightfully belonged to his mother.

Once, he heard Pallavi’s muffled sobs in her bedroom and he was filled with rage – rage for that man. He knew now that there was only one cause for his lovely mother’s sorrow and that was this man.

Amar resolved then that he would grow up and take his mother away from it all; away from the influence of this man who caused her so much pain and anguish. He would save her, make her happy. Then they would live happily ever after.

As he grew older, Amar realized he never could make his mother happy. He was just her son, not the man in her life. What was galling to him was that Rajvir seemed to not care one bit for making his mother suffer like this. In fact, Rajvir did not even seem to notice, or care about Pallavi’s well-being or even her existence. Sure, they went together for various film industry functions and parties as a couple, but it was purely mechanical – for the sake of appearances. It was as if they were two strangers, thrown together by circumstances.

Enough was enough, the young Amar decided one morning, upon observing the deep dark circles under his mom’s swollen eyes over breakfast. He would definitely do something to make his mother happy once he became a man – somehow, somehow, get rid of the root cause of her unhappiness.
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‘But what was she doing here on the film set in the middle of the night,’ Inspector Bhogle asked, as he looked at the body of Natalie sprawled awkwardly on the ground.

A heavy wrought iron light fixture lay shattered next to the body. Evidently, the fixture had fallen upon her and killed her.

Even though used to seeing dead bodies, yet the sight of the exotically beautiful young girl lying dead, brought a lump to his throat.

Her long, dark, glossy hair covered most of her face, as she lay sideways. She wore a skimpy negligee, which made her look sexy yet adorable, at the same time. A child-like innocence seemed to cling to her persona. It contrasted dramatically with the pool of congealed blood that spread out from underneath her.

Gingerly, Inspector Bhogle turned over the body with gloved hands.

In spite of himself, he recoiled at the sight of the ghastly injuries that marred one half of her face and head. The heavy wrought iron fixture had completely crushed a good part of her skull and face. All that was visible was a mish-mash of bone, skin and blood. It was too awful to look at.

There was no doubt about the cause of death.

‘Natalie was in the habit of coming and practising for her scenes the night before some of her shoots,’ the visibly shaken assistant director offered. ‘And since today we were to film a particularly difficult emotional scene, she was perhaps practising for it, late in the night,’ he explained further, trying hard to control the wobble in his voice.

‘I see,’ Bhogle was surprised to hear of Natalie’s dedication. He had assumed that all she had to do was to look pretty.

‘Actually, this scene was to be filmed yesterday. Somehow, in spite of many retakes, it just wasn’t what our director wanted. So, he had been rather upset and announced a pack up with strict instructions that it would be the first scene to be shot the next morning and that everybody had better get it exactly right,’ the assistant director elaborated, gaining a semblance of control.

‘So, what was the scene?’

‘It was an action-packed emotional scene. As you can see, this is the set of an old dilapidated building, where everything is apparently falling to pieces. It was supposed to be the ancestral home of the hero located in a village. The hero was involved in renovating the place and bringing it back to its past glory. Natalie was meant to come here to inform the hero that she was leaving him forever. The hero begs her not to leave. Natalie does not relent. Intense dialogues are exchanged and the characters become overwrought. Frenziedly, the hero grabs Natalie. She tears herself away. In desperation, the hero pulls the cord attached to the heavy light fixture intending to kill himself. The light fixture in question was in the process of being fixed to the ceiling via a pulley. It was rigged up to slide down rapidly. A shocked Natalie rushes back to the hero intending to save him. Dramatically the light fixture stops just a few inches above the hero’s head as Natalie pulls him away,’ the assistant director spoke in a rush.

‘Oh.’ It sounded just like another melodramatic, over-the-top scene of a Hindi film, Bhogle thought.

‘Poor Natalie,’ the assistant director’s eyes misted.

‘So, it was an accident,’ Bhogle stated.

‘Yes, a freak accident. It is strange the way the light fixture fell on her,’ the assistant director looked baffled.

‘Umm. But if the light fixture was to stop just before it reached the hero’s head, how and why did it drop on Natalie’s head?’

‘Maybe Natalie pulled the cord that the hero was supposed to pull just to get into the complete flow of the scene. Then accidentally the fixture slipped all the way down. Maybe it happened so rapidly that she had no time to move away,’ the assistant director spoke uncertainly.

‘But why would it slip down all the way? Wasn’t it supposed to stop?’

‘Yes, we had attached an iron hook at one point in the cord. The iron hook would automatically get entangled in the pulley and stop the iron fixture from slipping down all the way.’

Inspector Bhogle bent to examine the cord attached to the heavy wrought iron light fixture with gloved hands. There was no hook anywhere along its entire length.

The assistant director looked on mystified.

‘Was the hook to be attached this morning before filming? And Natalie did not know about it?’ Bhogle asked.

‘No – you see several takes of this scene were already filmed yesterday. But the director was not happy with Natalie’s intensity. He had decided to film it again today. So, everything was left just as it was, with the intention that no time would be wasted in fixing the props for the scene. The hook was very much there yesterday,’ the assistant director grew extremely troubled.

Inspector Bhogle ordered his sub-inspectors and constables to search the entire area for the elusive hook and any other possible clue. He asked them to pay special attention to the cord and the light fixture and examine it for fingerprints. His team got busy investigating the entire area. The photographer took several photographs from all possible angles.

‘I want to speak to the fellow who was in charge of the set and these props, etc.’ Bhogle said.

The assistant director soon brought forward a scared-looking, self-effacing, middle-aged man. He was in charge of the infrastructure on the sets.

The ensuing conversation led nowhere. The man was adamant that everything was precisely as per the director’s orders. He was categorical that the hook was certainly in place when they had left the sets the previous day.

As Inspector Bhogle jotted everything in his case diary, he thought that the case was getting really complicated. Given the circumstances, it seemed certain that this was no accident.

It was murder!

Why else would the iron hook disappear so mysteriously? Who could have done it? Taken such a chance?

How did the killer know that Natalie would be standing under the light and practicing?

How did he ensure that the contraption would fall upon her at the precise moment? And kill her?

It was an awfully slim chance.

But, apparently, the killer had taken the chance and succeeded too!

But wait a minute; in this case the killer would have known that Natalie would come here in the middle of the night to practice. How could he have known that? He would have known it only if he were very close to her. That meant someone close to her had to be the prime suspect.

He had better interrogate people close to her immediately before they had a chance to recover, or cover their tracks.

The first one that he needed to talk to, was the nasty Lucas. It was entirely likely that Lucas could have wanted to kill her. He was certainly capable of it.

But then did he also kill Rajvir?

Was there a connection between the two deaths?

Given the way it had happened, it was more likely than not.

Bhogle stroked his handlebar moustache in frustration.

He was no nearer solving the cipher of Rajvir’s murder, and now this?

He knew his superiors expected him to solve the case soon. But he had made virtually no headway.

He wondered whether Professor Shantanu could help him. The professor had good detecting ability and Bhogle could use his insight on the latest development.

He decided to go up to Xanadu and discuss it with the professor. Maybe he would get some lead, some clue, or some new angle into the case.

This was becoming more than he could handle.

After sending the body for post mortem, and examining the location for possible clues, Bhogle left.


Chapter 13

Inspector Bhogle immediately shared the news of Natalie’s death with Professor Shantanu. He was keen to get the professor’s take on it.

‘My God! How could this happen?’ Shantanu looked astounded. ‘I just spoke to her the other day! She was such a sharp, bright girl – she had her whole life in front of her. She could not die like this,’ he spoke in a rush.

‘And it is most probably murder,’ Bhogle said, as he explained about the missing iron hook on the cord attached to the heavy wrought iron light fixture.

‘Are you sure it was premeditated and not an accident?’ the professor asked.

‘Of course,’ Bhogle felt slightly affronted to have his expertise questioned. Was he right in sharing this with the professor?

‘No. I don’t mean it like that,’ Shantanu was instantly contrite. ‘It was -- a spontaneous response because it is so incomprehensible as to why someone would want Natalie dead.’

Appeased at this, Bhogle nodded.

‘Did you find any clues or anything?’

‘No, nothing apart from that the iron hook was missing. There were no fingerprints on the cord or the fixture. There seemed to be nothing on the sets that did not belong there. Everything at the crime scene was normal. Except – except for the body,’ Bhogle said.

‘Does it mean the killer is the same one and the two murders are linked?’ the professor asked.

‘It certainly seems likely,’ the inspector said

‘Why would one person want to kill both Rajvir and Natalie? What is the connect?’

‘Rajvir and Natalie have worked together and I am sure that the two shared more than a professional relationship,’ Bhogle pointed out.

‘Yes. That could be possible. In that case, Lucas is the prime suspect. Maybe, he killed them both out of jealousy and anger over the affair,’ Professor Shantanu said.

‘Yes, this is precisely what I thought myself. If we prove it, then it will be an open and shut case.’

‘But why kill Natalie now? Why not kill them both together? If it was anger over their affair?’ Shantanu said.

Bhogle remained quiet.

The professor continued, ‘Maybe it was because the opportunity did not present itself. Lucas was probably looking to commit the crimes in such a way that the suspicion would not fall upon him. Hence, the first murder during a party where any one of the two hundred odd people could have done it. And the second in such a way that it could easily be explained as an accident; but for your astuteness.’

‘Yes,’ Bhogle nodded.

‘So, the main thing now is not so much the evidence, but the motive. It is the common motive for the two murders which will bring you to the killer,’ Shantanu said.

‘I’ll let you know how it goes with Lucas,’ Bhogle left.
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The news about Natalie’s death soon became the most important news on all the channels. Television journalist Vimal’s channel, which as usual, had a head start, aired as many spicy stories as it could, about Natalie’s rather sordid background, which they learnt about through their investigative journalism, or so they claimed. There were clips of her various modelling shoots, and sundry topless pictures, which were suitably blurred for the sake of preserving the supposedly puritanical sensibilities of the television audience.

‘This just seems to be getting better and better,’ Vimal chortled to his cameraman as they gave a running account of the day’s happening from outside the studio where Natalie’s body had been found.

The cameraman nodded half-heartedly. Did Vimal not feel an iota of sympathy for the poor dead girl or her family, which must be in shock? he wondered.

‘It’s almost like a live film. And I’m in the middle of it,’ Vimal smiled happily. ‘You know, on my advice, the boss is trying to get some sound bytes from her family back in Brasília through video conferencing.’

The cameraman nodded.

‘I haven’t had such fun in a long time. Not had two such juicy stories so close together,’ Vimal said. ‘You know it could be something more than an accident. Otherwise, why would Detective Inspector Bhogle be here? Of course, we cannot say that outright; but we can certainly hint upon it. The audience will love the suspense,’ he continued gleefully.
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Girish Kapoor leaned back in his office chair and stared out at his favourite view of the Singapore skyline.

Since the time he had heard of Natalie’s death, he was disturbed.

This was bad…

He had made it a point to be in touch with Dr. Singhvi since leaving Mumbai after the reading of the will.

Somehow, he felt responsible for Rajvir’s family now. After all, he was the elder brother, no matter that they had not been in touch for past several years. Now after Rajvir having died, this was the least he could do for him.

It was bad enough that Rajvir was murdered, but now with Natalie’s death, which in all probability was murder, the matter was becoming increasingly complex. To top it, it was entirely possible that Rajvir had been involved with Natalie. How could Rajvir be involved in such a thing? Surely, he was too old for all this? Or was he?

Rajvir did have a weakness for women, Girish reflected. Was it a weakness, or was it because women could not resist him? Or did he set out to charm women in the first place? Or was it that he could not help being charming, and drawing women to himself as a consequence?

Girish smiled to himself. Since the time of his brother’s murder, he found himself increasingly analysing Rajvir’s psyche. All the lost childhood love that he had for his kid brother seemed to have suddenly resurfaced from the dungeon where it had been locked since decades.

Often, in the past weeks he found himself recalling several of the fun-moments they had shared as kids. Those memories filled him with the same delight as he had experienced while living those moments.

Should he go back to Mumbai and be with the family till things were sorted out? he debated.

Pallavi had assured him that she was fine and would be able to manage everything, and that he was not really required. He knew that there had not been much love between Pallavi and Rajvir for a long time now. So, it was easy to believe that she would be able to manage because she was perhaps not so moved by her husband’s death.

But now after Natalie’s death, did she think the same way?

Particularly since both the deaths were murders.

A sudden thought struck him.

Could Pallavi have herself murdered the two? Rajvir for cheating on her, and Natalie for abetting the cheating?

The thought shocked him.

And yet, yet it seemed entirely plausible. After all, Pallavi had the biggest motive; plus, she had inherited all of Rajvir’s assets also. So, there was a dual motive…

Girish became agitated. Should he discuss his suspicions with someone? With whom? Were they valid suspicions?

No – no, why would Pallavi do such a thing? After all she was not in love with Rajvir. So why bother if he was cheating on her?

And then it was not as if Rajvir was cheating on her for the first time. He had done it before in the past too.

So, she should be quite used to her husband’s philandering by now.

Why would this affect Pallavi? There was Jyothika flaunting her son Chandra Prakash in Pallavi’s face since decades. So, the other women in her husband’s life were nothing to get worked up about.

Yet, and yet…

Girish could not shake off the strong feeling that suddenly took hold of him about Pallavi’s guilt.

It was entirely possible that she was guilty.

Maybe, maybe Natalie was the straw that broke the camel’s back, as the cliché went.

Pallavi could quite possibly be harbouring hatred for Rajvir since decades, and when she came to know about Natalie, who was younger than his daughter – a wild jealousy and fury could have taken hold of her and she must have committed the dastardly acts…

He would go back to Mumbai, Girish Kapoor decided. If not for anything else, to at least discuss this with the police officer, in charge of the investigation – what was his name, yes, that Inspector Bhogle. He did seem to be a sharp and thorough chap.

He owed it to his kid brother to take some action.

He could not sit in his office and focus on business and make money as usual, while his brother’s killer roamed free.

No – he could not allow it. Would not allow it. He would certainly do his bit to set things right.

Immediately, he buzzed his secretary to book him on the first flight to Mumbai.
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It really was fitting that that whore, Natalie was dead, Amar reflected. This was the way it should be. All these wanton women with no shame…throwing themselves at Rajvir, to further their career. 

He took a deep drag on his joint, relishing the instant kick it gave him. This was good stuff. The new drug dealer that he had found, always supplied him with the best quality of his favourite drug.

Life was really falling into place.

And it was about time too.

At last, he was rid of Rajvir, and now rid of Natalie as well – that bitch who was undermining his beloved mother’s status.

The best part of all this was the fallout – the fate of Chandra Prakash’s film was now in the doldrums! With Rajvir, who was producing it dead, and the heroine dead too – his step-brother was in deep shit now.

It was turning out to be a wonderful world, after all, Amar smiled to himself. Were the Gods really looking out for him now? Finally? At last? Life had always been a struggle, since as far back as he could remember, Amar reflected.

Though for people on the outside, it may not have appeared to be so. The public would have assumed that he had it oh-so-easy. Being the son of the super-successful Rajvir, he obviously seemed to have everything anyone could ask for. He was a young prince – no less. Perhaps during the early years of childhood, it was true. It was the onset of adolescence that brought with it misery and trauma.

First, came the realization that his mother Pallavi was always unhappy. Then came the comprehension that the cause of her melancholy was Rajvir Kapoor. His so-called father could not help having a dalliance with almost every woman he came in contact with.

What caused extreme agony to his mother was when one of these dalliances became so serious that it resulted in matrimony. Rajvir Kapoor ended up marrying his then leading lady, that whore Jyothika. Not only this, the two had the temerity to go ahead and have a child out of their immoral and illegal union. The result was Chandra Prakash barging into his universe. Chandra Prakash – the stepbrother, whom he hated with all his heart.

The final ignominy was when it became obvious that Rajvir loved and cared more for Jyothika and her bastard son. This made Pallavi miserable, and the misery soon rubbed onto the young Amar.

As Chandra Prakash grew up, it became obvious that he had inherited the best of both his parents. In fact, the teenage Chandra began to look more and more like the Rajvir of his hey days.

The press soon got into the fray and began publishing pictures of the two with accompanying articles speculating on the arrival of the scion who would carry forth the legacy of the great Rajvir when the time was right.

Amar began seething with a jealousy and anger that refused to let up. A deep hatred took root in his heart. Amar wished fervently during his every waking moment that something dreadful should happen to the man who was responsible for heaping so much grief and injustice upon him and his innocent mother.

Cruel destiny though, had more in store for him. The current level of anguish was not enough. There was more in store.

Amar soon had the disquieting realization that there was something not quite normal about him. For years he had struggled with a conflicted aspect of his own personality – refusing to acknowledge it, much less admit to it. It was only when he was well in his twenties, that he had begun to understand and accept, that he was indeed made this way. The reason, the cause of his homosexuality eluded him.

Could it be that he was born this way? He honestly did not know. All he knew was that when his friends began noticing girls and taking an interest in them, he could not be bothered to do the same. For some years he did not think much of it. But when his hormones went into overdrive and he realized that it was other boys that he found attractive – he began to become truly alarmed.

This was awful!

What was wrong with him?

What could he do?

How could he set himself right?

He tried several methods – began dating girls, even had a serious affair in his late teens.

But, sadly enough, they meant nothing.

To compound matters, he fell in love.

It was a searing, crazy, mad, passionate love.

Amar did not know what had hit him.

He had never felt like this in his entire existence.

The emotions that erupted from somewhere deep within him, consumed him, overpowered him, until he could not think of anything else at all.

It happened at the Los Angeles acting school, which he had joined at the insistence of his mother. He had no interest in acting; but then he could not say no to his mother.

Amar did whatever Pallavi wished for – this had always been the equation between them.

After seeing the way Rajvir had disappointed her and let her down, Amar had decided long ago that he would be the man who would be there for Pallavi and make sure that he fulfilled her every wish.

At the acting school on the very first day, during orientation, he met Gary.

The attraction was instant, perhaps from the moment Amar saw him.

Gary was from New Jersey and the very antithesis of Amar.

The immediate allure was mutual, and over a couple of weeks it became intense.

A month later, they were most definitely in love.

Amar had never been so happy in his life, ever. He felt fulfilled, complete, at peace.

This is what he had been waiting for all his life.

This belongingness to another human being who made him feel whole.

The next year passed in a blur of intense delight, ecstasy and fulfilment.

Up until meeting Gary and falling in love, Amar had not acknowledged the fact of his sexual orientation even to himself. But now there was no doubt about it. He knew that this is what he was. There was no point denying it any longer.

And why should he deny it? Anything that felt so good – had to be good, Amar rationalized to himself.

No one back home had any notion as yet of there being anything out of the ordinary in his life. As far as they knew, Amar was single and single-mindedly pursuing his acting diploma.

Of course, such things can never stay hidden for long. And it did not. Though Amar wished that his coming out did not have to be so dramatic. Cruel destiny came into play again – and all too soon.

One morning, unexpectedly Rajvir arrived at his flat. His father’s experienced eye took in the presence of Gary, the sleeping arrangements, and immediately drew the correct conclusion.

Rajvir Kapoor had arrived for the premiere of his latest film and decided to surprise his son; instead, he was dealt a horrific shock himself.

He had no idea how to deal with it.

This was inconceivable – it was the most unthinkable, unimaginable thing to happen. How could his son, the blood of his blood, be like this? It was inconceivable!

Most probably it was the depraved Gary who had led his son astray, was Rajvir’s conclusion.

There was only one thing to do. Amar had to be removed from such an immoral environment. He would have to leave and come back home to Mumbai. He knew though that Amar would not listen to him.

There was only one way to do it. Pallavi had to be brought into the picture. She would have to be told and be convinced that there was only one way to save their son and that was by bringing him back home.

Emotional blackmail was the only way to put this plan into action.

Pallavi arrived by the next flight. She was in a state of shocked disbelief. Tears of helplessness would not stop pouring from her eyes. She was too stunned to comprehend what was in front of her, much less able to react, or take any decision, or even understand her son. It seemed to her that she no longer knew who her beloved son was anymore. She could do nothing but follow Rajvir’s instructions.

Like a zombie, Pallavi agreed to everything Rajvir said. She was convinced that there was only one thing to be done – only one thing that could save her darling son from disaster. She had to take him away from this decadent city, this depraved country, this place that had corrupted and debased his innocence. Once he was back home, within the protective cocoon of their home, their city and their country, he would come to his senses, and be saved. Nothing else mattered. She knew only one thing – she must save her son.

Even now, as Amar recalled the events of those traumatic days, when he was forced to quit school and go back to Mumbai, a lump rose in his throat.

Gary was perhaps the only person he had ever loved. After that, it had taken him years to get over Gary.

For months thereafter, there was an intense craving within him. He felt that he had been squarely hit in the vicinity of his heart and would never recover from it – there was an actual constant ache within him, which just refused to let up. He felt physically ill and nothing could make him feel normal.

But there was no way he could go back to Gary. Pallavi had extracted a promise from him. Later, much later, she admitted to Amar that perhaps what she had done was wrong. But at the time she had thought that she was doing it for his own good. She had been completely brainwashed by Rajvir into believing that this was the best – nay, the only course of action open to them.

There was also the fear of the horrific publicity that would ensue if such a thing became known, she had reminded him at the time. There was also the question of what this kind of news would do to Rajvir’s public image. It was unthinkable that the son of the film industry’s greatest lover, the manly, virile, superstar Rajvir could be gay. This was totally unacceptable.

Years later, she apologized to Amar, said that she was sorry for taking him away from what was probably the only love of his life. But then her gesture was too late and too little. Though Amar never did hold it against her. He knew that it was not her fault. It was the fault of that bloody man – that damn Rajvir – he only saw his own selfish needs. Nothing else mattered to him.

A tear slipped out, as Amar recalled the past. Why, oh why, did he have to suffer so much in his life? Roughly, he brushed away the tear with the back of his hand.

No – no more! Now justice had been done. That man was killed – the way it was always meant to be. It should have happened much earlier – but anyway it was good that it happened anyway.

At last, he could be at peace now – he too had a right to be happy and if God had not scripted happiness in his destiny, then he would bloody well make sure that he scripted his own happiness!

The thought made Amar smile contentedly as he pulled deeply at the joint which was almost over by now.


Chapter 14

‘Do you know the details of Natalie’s port-mortem report?’ Professor Shantanu asked.

‘No,’ Professor Dinkar put down the newspaper he was reading and looked at his friend with interest. ‘What was the cause of her death?’ he asked.

‘It was due to a blunt force trauma to her head leading to extensive external and internal brain injury and haemorrhage. Obviously, it was the direct result of the heavy wrought iron light fixture falling on her head.’

‘My God! Really awful!’ Professor Dinkar’s lips pursed in revulsion.

‘Yes. But we already knew it.’

‘There is something more, isn’t it?’ Dinkar asked perceptively.

‘Yes,’ his friend responded.

‘Well then, come on, out with it. Do you need an invitation?’ Dinkar really did not like Shantanu’s habit of giving out information bit by bit, instead of all at one go.

‘Natalie was pregnant,’ Shantanu announced.

‘Wow!’ Dinkar exclaimed. ‘So, she could have been murdered by the person responsible for getting her pregnant. Obviously, because he did not want her to have the baby. Or because he did not want the news of it to be made public.’

‘Prima facie it would seem to. But that is not the case. Her gynaecologist has revealed that Natalie was very happy about the baby. Although she did not disclose the identity of the father to the doctor, she did say that although the man in her life was surprised, he did not dissuade her from having the child,’ Shantanu said.

‘You have a lot of info,’ Dinkar looked at him with respect.

‘You know me. As also people love to talk… And I make it my business to provide a sympathetic ear,’ Shantanu said.

‘But really, how could Natalie get pregnant? Surely it could not have been an accident? Nowadays kids are so smart, and she, being a model, an actress, a foreign one at that, she should have known better,’ there was note of surprise in Dinkar’s voice.

‘Hey, don’t be sexist and a reverse racist!’ Shantanu censured his friend.

‘Sorry, but you know what I mean,’ Dinkar was somewhat contrite.

‘Yeah and you are right. It was no accident. She was in love.’

‘Wow! So, who was the father? Lucas?’ Dinkar’s face twisted in distaste. There was something about Lucas, that offended his aesthetic sensibilities.

‘No – not Lucas.’

‘Then?’

‘Rajvir.’

‘Oh my God! Are you serious?’ Dinkar was shocked.

‘Yes.’

‘That is impossible!’

‘Are you raising a question about Rajvir’s virility?’ Shantanu said a tad wickedly.

‘Heck no!’ Dinkar smirked. ‘I mean how? How… Oh God! I really can’t imagine it.’

‘You are not supposed to imagine it,’ Shantanu was clearly amused the way his friend continued to tie himself in knots.

‘But my God! Think of Rajvir’s age! How could he be into something like this at this age? And that too with Natalie? She must easily be less than half his age,’ Dinkar spoke affronted.

‘True. How old was Rajvir anyway?’

‘I think he must have been around 52 or something,’ Dinkar said.

‘Well that’s not too old,’ Shantanu pointed out.

‘Yeah, and he was a particularly young and handsome-looking specimen of manhood at that. I guess it was easy for Natalie to fall for him,’ Dinkar rationalised.

Shantanu inclined his head.

‘But are you sure it is Rajvir? You cannot conclude that Rajvir is the father based upon mere hearsay,’ Dinkar said.

‘You know me. My source is totally reliable,’ Shantanu said.

‘Then tell me. I will be the judge of it.’

‘Actually Dr. Singhvi told Inspector Bhogle, who in turn told me,’ Shantanu disclosed.

‘And how did Dr. Singhvi get to know?’

‘You won’t rest till you know all the details, will you?’ Shantanu said.

‘I too am a researcher, remember?’ his friend smiled.

‘Dr. Singhvi got to know from Rajvir himself.’

‘Wow!’ Professor Dinkar whistled. ‘Rajvir would tell such a thing to Dr. Singhvi?’ he asked after a pause.

‘I believe Rajvir considered Dr. Singhvi not just as a family doctor. He regarded him a close friend and often confided in him.’

‘Yes, I think you are right.’

‘And you know, all this is rather unpleasant,’ Shantanu said soberly. ‘Particularly for Pallavi.’

‘Yes,’ Dinkar nodded seriously. ‘And it does put a different spin to the motive for the murder, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah. Now there is no doubt that the two murders are linked. It has to be someone who could not tolerate their affair and the fact that Natalie was even having a love child.’

‘But why would she go ahead and have the baby? Wouldn’t it have jeopardized her career? How would she have managed as a single mother? Rajvir already had two wives. Would he have married again? I mean, this was a rather silly decision on Natalie’s part,’ Dinkar pointed out logically.

‘You are right, of course. But I believe Natalie was so in love with Rajvir that she wanted a part of Rajvir with her forever – any way she could.’

‘Wow!’

‘Yeah. People in love! What can you say?’ Shantanu spoke philosophically.

‘Not people. I think women in love become somewhat stupid,’ Dinkar said.

‘Really! You don’t know of men being stupid in love? Have you forgotten about your own situation at IIT?’ Shantanu said.

‘Oh, shut up,’ Dinkar’s face coloured at being reminded of his own craziness and erratic behaviour when he had been madly in love with a colleague, way back when he was a young lecturer at IIT.

‘Ok, sorry. That was uncalled for,’ Shantanu was penitent. ‘So now we can narrow down our suspects.’

‘Yes.’

‘Unless of course, the affair and the baby are incidental, and there is something deeper, something more insidious, which is behind both murders. Something, that is not really apparent at the surface. You know, it could be related to some business deal, or some film, or something,’ Shantanu spoke reflectively.

‘Yeah, you could be right,’ Dinkar had great respect for the way Shantanu could look at a particular thing from different angles. That is what made him a great researcher and was the basis of him having so many patents to his name.

‘If we only look at it from the personal standpoint, the killer has to be Lucas.’

‘It could be Pallavi too,’ Dinkar knew he had to say what was in his mind, notwithstanding Shantanu’s distaste of such a link.

There was silence.

‘Yes, it could be either Lucas or Pallavi,’ Shantanu spoke heavily, at length.

‘They are the only ones who could have hated this affair.’

‘But, wait a minute, it could very well be Jyothika too,’ Shantanu spoke triumphantly. ‘After all, Pallavi did not really care about whom Rajvir dallied with. She has had nothing to do with Rajvir since more than a decade. So why would she suddenly be bothered about Natalie? It could be Jyothika who could have been jealous enough to do it.’

‘Umm, yes. Though Pallavi could have been extremely upset because it was not just an affair; Rajvir and Natalie were about to have a love-child,’ Dinkar persisted with his own argument.

‘If we look at it from the professional angle, it could be some producer whose film they had refused or a financier losing some money, or some such thing,’ Shantanu pointedly ignored his friend’s last statement.

Dinkar decided to let it go. He did not want to antagonize his friend needlessly. ‘So, what do you intend to do now?’ he asked instead.

‘Well. To begin with I’ll try to be in on Lucas’s interrogation by Bhogle. And also tell him about my suspicions about the other angles. Let’s see, maybe something will come up.’ Shantanu said.
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‘Where were you on the night that Natalie died?’ Bhogle repeated the question for the third time.

Lucas continued to stare at his fingernails. He had been summoned to the police station. But he was damned if he was going to say anything to this darned inspector, he thought.

Lucas’s belligerent attitude was beginning to get to him and Bhogle was tempted to cuff him on the ear. Somehow, he controlled himself and took a deep breath. ‘Tell me.’

‘I don’t have to tell you. But since I have nothing to hide, I will tell you. I was at my hotel room – sleeping. Alone,’ Lucas spoke insolently.

‘Can anyone vouch for it?’ the inspector asked.

‘That’s for you to find, out isn’t it?’ Lucas remained impertinent.

‘Mr. Lucas, you do know that you are the prime suspect and I can easily arrest you on suspicion and throw you in jail,’ Bhogle made a veiled threat.

‘Yeah, but with no evidence you cannot keep me there for long,’ Lucas spoke again, while a twisted smile emerged upon his face.

This was going to one difficult interrogation, Bhogle thought. ‘You did know that Natalie was pregnant and that’s why you killed her, right?’ he decided to provoke him.

Lucas’s cheek muscles visibly tightened. But he remained quiet.

‘And it was not your baby, right?’ Bhogle goaded him further.

Lucas remained sullen.

‘So, this fact gives you the biggest motive to commit murder.’

‘Inspector, you have no proof. And no matter what you say, you will not be able to get me to admit anything. I suggest, first get your proof and then talk to me,’ Lucas spoke firmly.

Bhogle curbed the sudden rush of anger that welled within him. He was not used to being spoken to like this. Instantly controlling himself, he changed his stance and said mildly, ‘You are right, of course. Tell me did you know Natalie for long? Was it a childhood friendship?’

Lucas’s face softened.

‘She was a sweet, nice girl, I believe, wasn’t she? Not cut out for the Mumbai film world,’ Bhogle continued softly.

Lucas nodded as his eyes took on a faraway look.

‘And I think she must have missed you, being here all alone,’ the inspector said.

‘Yes. She was my little princess,’ Lucas’s voice seemed choked. ‘I loved her from the moment I saw her when we were kids and her family shifted next door to mine. There was no one for me, but her.’

‘I can understand,’ Bhogle nodded in his most avuncular fashion.

‘It was the same for her too – I was hers and she was mine…’

‘Then her desire for fame lured her here?’

‘No, it was not that. My little girl needed to support her family. And I was away at the time. What could she do? She took whatever opportunity that came her way,’ Lucas paused.

Bhogle waited patiently.

‘And by the time I returned it was too late…’

‘Too late?’ Bhogle prompted mildly.

‘Yes. Too late. Desperation had already led her to take up this crazy offer in India and then of course that damn Rajvir seduced her!’ Lucas spoke bitterly.

‘Rajvir should not have done that,’ the inspector agreed sympathetically.

‘Rajvir could have had anyone he wanted. And he did have them. Then why Natalie? Why my sweet, innocent Natalie? Couldn’t he have left her alone?’ Lucas’s face contorted in an ugly scowl.

‘Maybe, maybe he fell in love,’ Bhogle suggested softly.

‘Love! What absolute rubbish!’ Lucas raised his voice.

‘It was pure lust on Rajvir’s part. And my poor little girl just got taken in by all his sweet talk. Talk, which no doubt, he had tried and perfected upon hundreds of other girls before her,’ Lucas spoke bitterly.

‘Perhaps, you are right,’ Bhogle conceded.

‘Of course, I am right. Rajvir, with his charming talks, looks, money, position and fame overwhelmed my baby. She didn’t stand a chance,’ Lucas spoke cynically.

‘He had no right to do this,’ the inspector agreed.

‘Yes – he had no right. He had to be punished for it,’ Lucas’s face twisted.

‘Is that why you killed him? To punish him?’ Bhogle moved in swiftly for the kill.

‘I know you flew into Mumbai a couple of days before Rajvir’s party. I have flight ticket details to prove it. After that, it must have been easy for a person like you to enter Xanadu. And the rest we already know,’ Bhogle spoke triumphantly.

Lucas’s eyes widened.

‘And then after punishing Rajvir, you punished Natalie too! You had forgiven her for falling for Rajvir. But when you came to know that she was with Rajvir’s child, it was more than you could bear. There was only one thing that could ease the pain in your heart. It was to kill her! Isn’t it? C’mon now admit it! This is the truth, isn’t it?’ Bhogle spoke forcefully.

Lucas’s face became stony.

‘You will not be able to get me to admit anything. No matter what tactics you use,’ Lucas clenched his fists. ‘You cannot trap me, Inspector,’ he spoke the words slowly.

Bhogle pushed back his chair in frustration. He knew when he was beaten. ‘Anyway, don’t leave Mumbai for now,’ he said.
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Professor Shantanu was watching the footage of the party of the fatal night yet again, in the hope of spotting something amiss, when Pallavi suddenly entered the sitting room and sank into the settee next to him. Sensing her upset mood, he turned towards her and asked solicitously, ‘What happened?’

‘Nothing,’ she said and closed her eyes.

Shantanu resisted the urge to reach out and stroke her forehead and hair.

The silence stretched between them as he tried to focus on the security footage in front of him.

Pallavi remained supine.

Unable to control himself any longer, Professor Shantanu said, ‘Tell me, Pallavi, what is troubling you? I am here to help you. We all are here to take care of you. You need only ask.’

Slowly Pallavi opened her eyes, which glistened with unshed tears. Tremulously, she extended her dainty fingers and placed it on his hand. ‘Thank you, Professor. I really appreciate all that you are doing to help me and my family. And also, Professor Dinkar for deciding to stay back and fulfil what he had promised Rajvir. I really am lucky to have so much support from all the people around me,’ a tiny smile curved the corner of her mouth.

Shantanu wondered how to control the emotions that threatened to overwhelm him. All he wanted to do was to take her in his arms and shield her from all her problems and take care of her forever. Instead, he took a deep breath and spoke gruffly, ‘You are welcome.’

‘And it is so nice of swamiji also to help us time and again in this hour of need,’ she said.

Shantanu’s face tightened as the unfamiliar flame of jealousy reared up again within him.

He remained quiet.

‘You know, Rajvir relied quite a bit on swamiji,’ Pallavi seemed keen to talk, perhaps in a bid to divert herself from the sorrow that of late constantly hovered over her.

‘How?’ Shantanu asked reluctantly. He really did not want to know any more good things about Swami Maheshanandaji.

‘Rajvir used to often get very stressed due to his gruelling shooting schedules and it was impacting his health. He was not being able to sleep and began suffering from several problems. At that time, swamiji suggested that he begin visiting his ashram every weekend. Rajvir did it for six months and a miracle occurred. All his health problems vanished; he became revitalized and even began looking younger.’

‘How?’ Shantanu became genuinely interested.

‘Swamiji personally put him on a special diet, exercise and meditation regime. After three months of it, Rajvir graduated to some unique breathing, yogic and tantric practice. Perhaps he also learned kundalini yoga. All this combined with the peace and quiet that the ashram provided him, helped him stay on an even keel, no matter what was happening here in the Mumbai film world,’ Pallavi explained.

‘So Rajvir went there very often?’

‘Yes. But since the last few months his visits had lessened, perhaps due to work pressure. But otherwise I would say that swamiji has been as instrumental in the continued success of Rajvir as his own luck and talent,’ Pallavi said.

‘I see,’ Professor Shantanu wondered how to change the topic. This swami was getting to be really very tiresome.

‘And you know, as if this was not enough, that Jyothika has hijacked swamiji also. She just has to take everything that is mine,’ Pallavi’s eyes took on a bitter hue.

‘Hijacked, how do you mean?’ Shantanu was puzzled.

‘Believing that Rajvir’s success was owing to swamiji’s blessings, Jyothika not only got him to bless Chandra Prakash, but also ensured that he was present during the muhurat shot of her son’s film.’

‘Oh,’ there was no getting away from Maheshananda, Shantanu thought.

‘And swamiji being the generous soul that he is, agreed to visit the sets on several occasions. This was, of course, because he had promised Rajvir to take care of his family, after him. Both his families…’ Pallavi looked pained.

Shantanu wondered how he could wash away her agony.

‘You know, I should have really taken swamiji’s advice,’ Pallavi said after a pause. She seemed intent on the same topic.

‘What advice?’ Professor Shantanu asked.

‘Swamiji had told me that Xanadu was not Vaastu compliant.’

‘Really? You really believe in this Vaastu stuff?’

‘I don’t really believe in it. But given the events that have happened since we moved in here, I’m forced to wonder whether there is some truth in this Vaastu thing,’ Pallavi said.

‘You mean Rajvir’s murder?’

‘No, not just that. Even Amar has deteriorated more and more since we moved in here. Admittedly, he was into drugs earlier too. But then it was never this bad. Now, particularly, I’m afraid – so very afraid that… that I might… might lose him too. Will…will, you also try and counsel Amar?’ Pallavi’s voice caught in her throat and her eyes misted over.

Shantanu reached out and held her soft white hand. He wished he could magically wave off all her sorrows. ‘Don’t worry, it is just a temporary phase. Nothing will happen to Amar. And yes, I will definitely counsel Amar as best as I can,’ he said.

‘No – you don’t understand. Swamiji had told me that the construction of the house is such that it will not augur well for the men of the family – and it is exactly as he had said. The men of this family are in danger!’ she spoke agitatedly.

‘Really? Think logically, my dear. How is it possible for construction to affect one gender in a particular way and not the other? It sounds like pure nonsense,’ Shantanu shook his head at the absurdity of what she was saying.

‘I know. I too had thought of it exactly the same way as you. But now – now the recent events have proved me wrong, haven’t they?’ Pallavi spoke convincingly.

Shantanu did not answer. He knew that there was no point trying to counter blind superstition. ‘So, did the swami prescribe some remedy or some puja that could counter this so-called ill-impact of the house?’ he asked instead. There was only one thing to do. Counter one illogical thought with another illogical thought.

‘No – I mean, I had not asked. He had simply told us about this fact about Xanadu not being made as per Vaastu rules. I think I will discuss this matter with him again. Or – or better still, I think we should just move out of this ghastly house. This Xanadu – this place, seems cursed to me now,’ Pallavi said.

‘Yes, okay. You do whatever you think is best. I am here to help you,’ he spoke feelingly.

Pallavi’s eyes widened.

Professor Shantanu hastily amended his words, ‘What I mean is that we all are here to support you.’

Pallavi smiled wanly. She really was grateful to this kind, gentle person for being here like this.


Chapter 15

‘As I had foreseen, Lucas was not at all forthcoming to Bhogle,’ Shantanu said.

‘Well, that was to be expected, wasn’t it?’ Dinkar said.

‘Yes. He is one tough guy. And with no evidence, he is likely to remain free, go back to Brasília and disappear forever,’ Shantanu looked troubled.

‘Yeah, but it could be likely that he has nothing to do with the murders. So, you really can’t begrudge him his freedom,’ Dinkar pointed out sagely.

‘Yeah, you are right.’

‘So, what is the next plan of action?’

‘I don’t know,’ Shantanu looked morose.

Dinkar looked at his friend in surprise. It was not like Shantanu to be like this. What was the matter with him? This case seemed to have his friend all upset. He did have some idea about the cause of Shantanu’s despondency; but did not want to say anything for fear of upsetting him more than he already was.

‘Don’t worry. Why don’t you sleep on it? Things will look better in the morning. And you might very well think of some new lead tomorrow after you have given some space to your brain to mull over the matter,’ he said instead.

‘Yes, perhaps you are right. I’ll call it a night,’ Shantanu almost lugged his feet to the bedroom. He felt himself being dragged more and more into the complexities of the various inter-relationships of the Rajvir family. The more he got to know them, the more he felt compelled to be with them.

Apart from his fascination with Pallavi, he could not help but be intrigued by Amar. It was indeed the supreme irony of life that the superstar, the stud, the womanizer’s son should be gay. Did he become gay as a reaction to his father’s compulsive womanizing? Or was it because women threw themselves at Rajvir that turned Amar against all of womankind?

Professor Shantanu honestly did not know what to make of Amar. On the one hand, it did seem that Amar had one of the strongest motives in killing his father, but on the other, he hardly seemed the sort of person who would resort to murder.

But then, there were several murderers in history, who hardly seemed to be the type to commit murder in the first place.

And what could be his motive for killing Natalie?

Then there was the abnormally silent Remanika. She seemed to sleepwalk her way through everything that happened at Xanadu. She probably saved all her energy and enthusiasm for her film roles or modelling shoots, or whatever else she did. It was strange, the detached manner she had adopted to deal with everything that was happening around her in the house. Most of the time she remained locked in her room, preferring to take her meals in her bedroom too. She never spoke to any family member, not Pallavi and certainly not Amar, her husband.

What had prompted her to marry a gay man in the first place? Certainly, Rajvir was instrumental in getting her to marry Amar. But was it possible that she really did she not know about it? The film world was rather small and there had always been rumours about Amar – she must have had some inkling. Or did Amar turn gay after marriage? Or was Amar not gay, but bisexual? Or was Remanika not interested in men, or the physical aspect of marriage? Did she just marry for the Kapoor surname?

And did any of this have anything to do with the murders? Did she have any motive? Could she have wanted the two dead? Or perhaps just wanted her father-in-law dead? But why? What could have her motive been?

Mridula was another puzzle. She was oddly silent, almost emotionless. Nothing seemed to faze her. Where and how did she fit in? It was certain that she had nothing to do with any of the murders.

She was here just to take care of things till everything was settled. Her life was in Delhi and she could not possibly have any motive for doing away with her father or anyone for that matter.

Rajvir had certainly taken good care of her, except for the small oversight of not taking care of her in his will. But he had got her well-settled and everything. There was the slight pinprick of Rajvir preventing her from pursuing her dream of being an actress. But it was not really such a big deal. Most Indian parents were responsible for choosing their children’s careers.

All things considered, there was no way Mridula would have wanted her father dead. Besides, she had nothing to with Natalie – there was no way she could be linked to her murder. No, she was a perfect good little girl; doing her duty towards her family. It was impossible for her to be a suspect.

So, who else was left? He came to the name that he had been avoiding confronting even in his own mind – Pallavi. It certainly seemed that she had the strongest motive for doing away with Rajvir. She had even admitted to him on more than one occasion that she was neither in love with Rajvir, nor did she like him.

But no – it was not possible for her to commit such a dastardly act, the illogical part of his brain offered.

At the same time, she was the only family member who had the strongest and clearest motive for killing both Rajvir and Natalie. To know that Natalie was not only in a relationship with her husband, but was also carrying his child must have caused her extreme pain and anguish.

He recalled Inspector Bhogle telling him of how Girish Kapoor had also arrived from Singapore and shared his strong suspicion and conviction that Pallavi was the murderer.

Shantanu felt a surge of an unfamiliar, disquieting emotion well up within him. He almost got up to go and comfort Pallavi. He could easily imagine what it must have felt like to know that Rajvir was the father of Natalie’s child. But perhaps she had not felt so bad. She must be used to it by now, for Rajvir had had many affairs over the past decade.

Their marriage was in name only – it was common knowledge.

But this time the trigger could have been the baby – Rajvir and Natalie’s love child. It would have been a public insult to her status as wife.

But did it really matter in today’s permissive society? That too in the liberal world of the Mumbai film industry?

Shantanu wasn’t too sure.

He was looking at the entire thing through his small-town eyes. These people lived by a different creed. What was unthinkable for him was perhaps routine for them. So maybe this could not be such a strong motive for Pallavi to commit murder.

Or, was he just making an excuse for her, because he could not bear the thought of her being the murderer. After all, Pallavi too at heart, was essentially a small-town girl, just like him.

What about there being some sort of professional reason for the murder? Could there have been some rival? But who? There was no bigger star than Rajvir in the film industry.

Could it be some star who was not getting the roles he wanted, since they were all offered to Rajvir? No, this seemed farfetched. Which star could possibly fall into this category? It had to be one of the senior actors. There were not many of them around. Rajvir was even at this age, being offered an entire gamut of roles – ranging from the romantic lead, to action hero, to sensitive yet key character roles.

Shantanu could not think of any other actor who could even hope to fill Rajvir’s rather large shoes – whether he was alive or not.

Could it be some disgruntled producer who was not given dates by Rajvir? Or some financier who could have lost money on a Rajvir project? Could it be a case of some kind extortion attempt gone wrong? He had heard how some time in the past certain top stars had received extortion threats from the underworld to either pay up or their lives would be in danger.

This underground mafia had links with Dubai he remembered reading somewhere. Could this be the case? They had asked Rajvir to pay up and when he did not comply, had extracted their revenge.

He had heard of such a thing several years ago and then all such rumours had simply died down. Did it all die down by itself? Or was it that the threatened stars had quietly paid up on the sly? So maybe the extortion was still continuing since all these years. This theory did seem to have some merit. There was no harm in getting it checked out. Shantanu made a mental note about asking Bhogle to have this theory vetted.

Could it be some lady whose affections Rajvir had scorned? And she had put into action her version of hell on the star? Who were his female leads? There were really too many.

In addition to them, it could very well be some aspiring actress who could fall into this category. Would such a woman go to such lengths as to kill him? This could be possible. For who could really fathom the depth of emotions that a woman carried within her? The professor smiled wryly.

But why would Rajvir scorn what was on offer? He certainly did not seem to have done so in the past – this is what he had gathered from Pallavi.

He would only do so in the eventuality of being too heavily involved already, or due to being in love. Could it be possible that he was in love with Natalie? Was that possible? It could, given the fact that Natalie was carrying his child.

So, this rejected woman then in a fit of fury decided to do away with not only Rajvir, but also Natalie and their unborn child. Which woman would fit the bill here?

So, let’s see, he thought; it could be some producer, some rival star, some financier, the underworld, some jealous woman or one of his immediate family members.

This was no good; he was going around in circles. Shantanu rubbed the nape of his neck in frustration. He had built up so many options about the possible suspects and motives, that he was now thoroughly confused. Was he losing it?

Later, as Professor Shantanu lay tossing and turning in bed, sleep was not forthcoming. This case was becoming more and more personal. It seemed to him that he had to solve the murders and set everything right.

He knew that the reason he was so upset was Pallavi. He seemed to have developed a feeling of some kind of personal responsibility for Pallavi’s wellbeing. It was silly, really. But there it was. He could not help it.

And now with the two murders – in which it was so easy for Pallavi to be implicated – he was becoming more and more scared. He wished he could do something. Take her away from this repugnant world of unethical relationships, wicked deals and dangerous murders.

‘But what if it was she who had committed the murders?’ a small voice spoke within him.

Firmly, he squashed it.

A couple of hours later, when the conflicting thoughts became too much to bear, Shantanu got up and reluctantly swallowed a couple of sleeping pills from the bottle which he carried with him for such eventualities.

He needed his sleep if he was to be of any use to Pallavi … of any use in solving the case… hastily he corrected himself in his head, before drifting off into a drug-induced, fitful sleep.

[image: Image]

‘Swamiji you must help me! And help Amar…’ Pallavi’s voice choked on her words.

‘I will. Don’t worry,’ Swami Maheshanandaji laid a hand on her silky head.

Professor Shantanu resisted the urge to fling his hand away. Somehow controlling himself, he tried to be understanding.

Pallavi had requested him to accompany her to the swami’s ashram. Since the murder of Natalie, Pallavi had become extremely perturbed. Upon learning of the post-mortem report that Natalie had not only been pregnant, but was carrying Rajvir’s child, she had become increasingly distressed.

Amar too had become more and more distant, and most of the time, seemed to be lost in some remote world of his own making. All this was taking a heavy toll on her mental peace. Pallavi confided in the professor that it was only a visit to the ashram that could perhaps provide her with some succour, and help her regain her mental equilibrium. And so, he had accompanied her here to the ashram, much against his wishes.

‘First, I would like you to relax with the help of a light massage, and then I will personally guide you through some meditation and yogic kriyas which will induce calm in your psyche,’ Maheshananda spoke.

Pallavi nodded tremulously.

‘Then, after I have taken care of you, I will see what more needs to be done for Amar. I think he needs more intense counselling from me,’ the swami spoke reflectively.

‘Yes,’ Pallavi said.

The swami called for an attendant and asked for Pallavi to be taken for a massage.

Left alone with the swami, Shantanu wondered what to say.

‘I am getting a little worried about Pallavi,’ the swami broke the uncomfortable silence.

‘Yes. She is very upset,’ Shantanu agreed.

‘I hope I am able to help her,’ the swami’s voice held genuine concern.

‘I am sure you will. I believe you have powers to do so.’

‘Yes. I will do my best.’

‘Tell me, have you found the purpose of existence?’ the professor changed the topic, not wanting to discuss Pallavi with him any more than was necessary.

‘There is no purpose of existence,’ the swami spoke blandly.

‘What?’ Professor Shantanu’s voice rose in surprise. He had not expected such a mundane answer. ‘You mean, after spending all your life in the quest of the higher consciousness, this is your conclusion?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

‘But then, what have you found out?’ Shantanu was genuinely interested.

‘I have found that we humans can reach a higher state of consciousness, a higher state of existence by accessing more areas of our brain and gaining more and more control over our bodies and minds. We can develop many kinds of powers within ourselves by following and practising certain yogic techniques. But that is all. Acquiring such powers does not enlighten one about the purpose of human existence.’

‘Really?’ Shantanu looked confused.

‘Yes. These powers just help you to explore more dimensions of existence, and live more fully. But then you are still living the human existence. There is nothing more than that,’ the swami spoke simply.

‘So, you mean to say there is nothing more?’

‘No – we are here on earth to simply find the best possible way to express our innate qualities in the fullest possible manner. We simply exist on this mortal plane and should do so in the most peaceful way with the least trouble to ourselves and at the same time contribute in some way to our fellow humans – that is all. And when our time is up, we simply die – and that is the end – period,’ Swami Maheshananda spoke with conviction.

Professor Shantanu was quiet, trying to assimilate what he had just heard. When the swami after spending his entire life in the quest of spiritual truth was saying such a thing, there had to be some substance to it.

The silence stretched long.

After a while, Maheshananda said, ‘Come, I will take you on a round of the ashram. I don’t think you have seen it properly, right?’

‘Okay,’ Shantanu nodded.

The ashram was spread over several acres. It was dotted with buildings devoted to meditation, libraries, study halls, living quarters, guest bungalows, mess, coffee places, and canteen. The buildings were interspersed with artificially created waterfalls, water bodies, mango groves and lawns over an undulating landscape. It was a beautiful place.

‘You have done a great job here,’ Shantanu said.

‘Yes,’ the swami smiled, though with no trace of pride.

‘How much time did it take you to complete this set up?’

‘More than a couple of decades,’

‘From where did you get the funding for it?’ Shantanu asked pointedly.

‘From donations mostly,’ Maheshananda replied blandly.

‘I see,’ Shantanu said with a note of scepticism. There had to be rather large donations in order to establish such a place, he thought.

‘My dear Professor, you have a right to be cynical. But I have been doing a service to mankind, and in return, my grateful followers decided to facilitate me to broaden the scope of my work by establishing this place.’

‘Okay, what service exactly?’ Shantanu decided to be blunt.

‘I help my foreign devotees to find peace of mind, teach them techniques to maintain mental equilibrium at all times irrespective of aggravations that life may throw at them. They are certainly well off materially and do not mind helping me in return. They think that this is such a noble thing that I must be able to widen its scope and carry it further.’

‘Okay.’ This was plausible, Shantanu nodded thoughtfully.

‘As for my local people, I help the affluent ones in the same way. But the real service I’m doing is to some of the villages in the surrounding areas. I will take you around them and show you what we have been doing. I have established a trust and through it we have set up primary schools, a health care centre and provision of clean drinking water and other facilities,’ the swami spoke earnestly.

Professor Shantanu looked at the swami with respect. Clearly, he was telling the truth. This was certainly very noble of him. ‘I’m impressed,’ he said in genuine appreciation. A broad smile broke across the swami’s handsome countenance. ‘Whatever you may think, let me tell you, I am not like the other sham swamis that people keep hearing about.’

‘Yes, it does not seem that way,’ Shantanu said.

They had reached a modern-looking building. A young girl received them at the entrance. ‘This is the latest addition to our ashram,’ the swami said. ‘And Kadambari here is in charge of it,’ he introduced the serious-looking girl.

They walked into what looked like some hi-tech laboratory. ‘What is this?’ Shantanu was surprised.

‘This is our facility where we produce pure herbal products and also extract certain useful chemicals from medicinal plants,’ Maheshananda explained.

Shantanu was impressed.

‘Actually, this is the brainchild of Kadambari. She is a chemical engineer from Cal Tech.’

‘Really?’ Some of Professor Shantanu’s students were pursuing their Masters and PhD from California Institute of Technology and he beamed at the mention of the prestigious school of engineering.

‘Yes,’ Kadambari smiled.

She was striking, Shantanu noted. It was hard to tell whether she was of foreign or Indian origin. Her name was certainly Indian, but her features seemed distinctly Caucasian, augmented more so by her deep green eyes and flowing brown hair. But he did not think it appropriate to quiz her on it. It would seem too forward of him and completely unwarranted. ‘How did you get interested in all this?’ he asked instead.

‘Since long I have been disenchanted by the western models of health and the allopathic approach to healing. Alternative medicine has always attracted me. Having known swamiji all my life, it was perhaps natural that I be drawn to Ayurveda and the concept of holistic health. The philosophy of seeing the person as a whole – mentally, emotionally, spiritually and physically, and then deciding the best course of healing for him or her,’ she spoke softly.

This was good work being done here, Shantanu had to concede. And this was one bright and dedicated girl. ‘Keep it up. I am always happy to see young people who retain their idealism and work for the betterment of others,’ he spoke in his professorial mode.

As they walked back, Maheshananda said, ‘So what do you think now?’

‘I have to agree that you are indeed doing something worthwhile,’ the professor said.

‘I am trying my best.’

‘But how will this continue once you are gone?’ Shantanu hesitatingly asked.

‘This thought has come to you due to Rajvir’s death, hasn’t it? You have been thinking that Amar is not likely to carry forth his father’s legacy, right?’ the swami asked perceptively.

‘Yes,’ Shantanu nodded.

‘I have already planned it. I am grooming Kadambari to take over after I am gone,’ Maheshananda said.

‘Oh!’ Shantanu was surprised. He had not expected the swami to choose a woman as his successor.

‘I am not a sexist,’ the swami said, almost reading his mind. ‘I have decided this on the basis of a well thought out strategy. I want someone young, dynamic, proactive, well-educated, professionally qualified, conversant with both Indian and Western philosophy, and who is wise as well. Kadambari fits the bill on all counts. So, what if she is supposedly of the wrong gender?’

The way he put it, it certainly sounded sane, Shantanu thought. ‘I think you have decided correctly. Now tell me something, surely you must have drawn some conclusion about who murdered Rajvir?’ he asked.

‘I have thought a great deal about it,’ Maheshananda admitted. ‘But I really am unable to come to a firm conclusion.’

‘But surely you of all people should be able to do so. He was your best friend. You have been close to the family and have been mentoring and guiding all of them. Who else but you could pinpoint the identity of the killer?’ Shantanu spoke fervently.

‘You are right, of course. Based upon everything, I can only conclude that it must be some outsider who must have done it. It certainly cannot be someone in the family,’ the swami spoke slowly.

Was Maheshananda saying this in an attempt to try and shield some family member, particularly Pallavi, Shantanu thought, as a surge of jealousy washed over him. ‘You really think so? In that case what could the motive be?’ he asked.

‘Yes, that bit has me perplexed. I think it could be due to professional jealousy or something to do with a deal involving a large sum of money, or it could simply be a crazy person,’ he said.

‘I see,’ Shantanu said. ‘And what about Natalie? Why was she murdered?’

‘Probably by some crazy fan. Sometimes these foreign models have dangerous stalkers. Or maybe it was her possessive boyfriend, that Lucas, who killed her…’

‘Perhaps,’ the professor said.

‘I think we should go and check on Pallavi now,’ Swami Maheshananda said, and they headed in the direction of the main central building of the ashram.


Chapter 16

Professor Shantanu sat in front of Bhogle, in the latter’s office, sipping the ghastly tea that had been brought in.

‘How do you drink this stuff?’ he asked, wrinkling his nose.

‘Easily – after years of practice,’ a mocking smile appeared on the inspector’s face.

The case was grating on the professor’s nerves and having made no headway so far, he had decided to drop in at the inspector’s office.

‘Where have you reached on the case?’ Professor Shantanu asked.

‘Nowhere!’ Bhogle ran his fingers roughly through his rather profuse moustache.

There was silence.

‘Now what?’

‘You tell me!’ Bhogle’s voice held frustration.

‘Let us look at the clues we have,’

‘What clues? We really have nothing to go on,’ Bhogle was weary.

‘Just think. Let us start from day one. What all did you gather from Rajvir’s study when you were summoned after the body was found?’ Professor Shantanu said.

‘Well, we took fingerprints. They all checked out with people who had a legitimate reason to be there. The gun was of course wiped clean. Apart from that, we really did not find anything out of place, or out of the ordinary.’

‘Let me have a look at the gun,’ Shantanu said.

Reluctantly, Bhogle fished out a plastic zip bag from his drawer.

Shantanu’s eyes were caught by a shiny glint in the bag ‘What is that?’ he asked.

Inspector Bhogle opened the bag. Inside it was two smaller bags. One contained a gun and the other contained a small, shiny, silver object.

Bhogle had forgotten all about it.

‘God knows what it is. We found it on the day of finding the body,’ he said, bringing it out.

It seemed to be some kind of silver flower with a glistening ruby embedded in the centre and two elongated spikes at the end. Perhaps some kind of feminine ornament.

‘I – I’ve seen it before,’ Professor Shantanu spoke musingly.

‘Really? Where?’ Bhogle perked up, and his eyes brightened.

Professor Shantanu forced his brain to go into overdrive.

Inspector Bhogle waited patiently.

‘Yes – now I remember. I think I saw Mridula wearing something like it.’

‘Really! But how, when? We have had it here. So, did you see her wearing it before the murder?’

‘No, I had never met Mridula before, since she did not stay at Xanadu. I must have seen it later only,’ Shantanu said.

‘And how was she wearing it? On her sari?’ Bhogle was puzzled. He could not understand what the ornament was, or how it was worn.

‘No. She was wearing it in her hair. Remember, she mostly wears her long hair in a bun. She has the habit of adorning one side of the bun with some kind of jewellery. This seems to be some kind of bun-pin I think, and most definitely, she was wearing it one day. I can now see it clearly in my mind’s eye,’ Shantanu spoke convinced.

Inspector Bhogle knew that the professor was not likely to be mistaken about something like this. ‘So, there must be two pieces and one was dropped by her on the night of the murder. So maybe, maybe, she was there. Wow! This is a breakthrough. What was she doing there? She was supposed to be in Delhi. We must follow this up. This is the first breakthrough in weeks,’ excitedly Bhogle sat up from his chair.

‘Hey, hang on. First let us think it through,’ Professor Shantanu cautioned.

‘What is there to think? We will confront her with the pin and her reaction will tell us everything,’ Bhogle was intent on action. This case had become like an irritating tick.

‘Well, okay, I guess.’ Shantanu followed reluctantly.

Forty-five minutes later, they were at Xanadu.

A pensive and expressionless Mridula sat facing them.

Seeing her defenceless demeanour, Bhogle softened. ‘Madam, I’m sorry, but I have to ask you a few questions,’ he spoke gently.

‘Sure,’ Mridula remained immobile.

‘Where were you on the night that Rajvir was murdered?’ Bhogle asked.

Mridula’s eyes widened. ‘Why are you asking me this? You know I was in Delhi with my family,’ she said.

‘Yes, Madam, we know. But I still need to ask you again,’ Bhogle became firm.

‘Well then, like I said, I was at my home in Delhi,’ Mridula’s lips tightened.

‘Can anyone vouch for your presence there?’ Bhogle asked.

‘My husband was away on a business trip to Bangalore. But my children and the servants were at home with me,’ she said.

‘How old are your children?’

‘Two and four.’

‘And how many servants stay in the house?’

‘A nanny and a maid stay round-the-clock in the house. There is also the security guard.’

‘I see,’ Bhogle paused and cleared his throat. ‘I suppose Madam that since your children are so small, they must be sleeping fairly early?’

‘What are you getting at?’ Mridula’s voice held irritation.

‘Please humour me, Madam,’ Bhogle said.

‘Yes. They go to bed between seven and eight.’

‘So then, could it be possible that after your children had gone to sleep, you could have asked your nanny and maid to retire early, taken a 10 pm flight to Mumbai and be back home by an early 7 am flight?’ Bhogle spoke rapidly.

‘Are you out of your mind!’ Mridula’s eyes flashed in anger. ‘Are you accusing me?’ Her voice rose in ire.

‘No, Madam. I am not. I am just speculating about various possibilities,’ Inspector Bhogle remained calm.

As Professor Shantanu quietly watched the interrogation, he had to admit that the inspector’s methods impressed him.

‘You are not here to speculate. This is not a joke!’ Mridula’s cheeks had reddened.

‘I agree Madam, this is very serious,’ Bhogle paused. Slowly he took out the silver pin and held it up.

Mridula looked startled.

‘This is yours, isn’t it, Madam?’ Bhogle asked. Her expression had already answered his question. But he had to be sure.

‘Yes, it is. So?’ her voice held a note of bewilderment.

Were her reactions indicative of guilt, Professor Shantanu wondered.

‘This pin, which belongs to you, as you have admitted, was found at the scene of the murder on that night,’ Inspector Bhogle said triumphantly.

‘Wh … what? What are you saying?’ Mridula spluttered.

‘Exactly what you heard. This means that you were there on the night of the murder and probably dropped your pin in your haste to get away or something,’ Bhogle said.

‘What absolute nonsense! How dare you! I will ask Karan Ahuja, CP to take action against you! I will have you suspended,’ Mridula spoke shrilly.

Professor Shantanu was taken-aback. He had never expected that the calm facade of the mousy Mridula hid such volatility.

‘Madam, you may say and do anything. But facts are facts,’ Bhogle spoke smugly. He was convinced that Mridula’s over-the-top reaction was evidence enough of her guilt.

Instantly, Mridula took control of herself. ‘Inspector if you go by facts, let me tell you the facts. You are basing your assumptions on the fact that you found that pin in my father’s study. Fact number one, I have two such pins. Fact number two, the last time I was here at Xanadu some months ago, I had misplaced one of my pins and never found it. Fact number three, the pin that I lost could have in all probability been embedded deep in some corner for weeks. Opportunistically for you, that day, during your meticulous search, it must have been found. On what basis can you claim that the pin was left there only on the day of the murder? There is no basis of it at all,’ she spoke calmly.

Bhogle remained quiet.

Professor Shantanu had to admit that what she said made sense. This is precisely why he had wanted that the inspector should have thought things through before going ahead and accusing her. Now even if Mridula was guilty, she would become ultra-careful and would ensure that nothing gave her away.

‘Umm, yes, Madam, you could be right,’ Bhogle said reluctantly, after a while. ‘But you see, I have to explore all angles. Do not take it otherwise. I will explore some more and get back on this…’ Bhogle’s last words trailed into a mumble.

‘Yes Inspector, you do that. I hope you will keep in mind who I am, before you say such wild things the next time,’ Mridula spoke imperiously.

Bhogle had nothing more to say. He left.

Professor Shantanu decided to stay back.

‘I really think what Inspector Bhogle said, was totally uncalled-for,’ Professor Shantanu said, adopting a conciliatory tone.

‘Absolutely. I mean really! The audacity. Accusing me! Or trying to accuse me. And the wild theory that he was basing it upon. Totally preposterous,’ Mridula voice still held an element of outrage.

‘I agree. I mean, my dear, I have been observing how all these days you have provided calm strength to the family in this time of crisis,’ Shantanu said.

‘Yes. But I don’t think anyone values me,’ she said with a note of self-pity.

‘I agree. I mean, take Rajvir’s will for instance. Surely, he should have left something more substantial for you,’ Shantanu spoke softly, intent on goading her.

‘You think so?’ Mridula’s face became animated. ‘This was exactly my thought too. I mean, legally too now, the daughter is supposed to get an equal share. But no, not me. Since childhood, I have been discriminated against. It’s not fair, you know. There is a limit to how much injustice one can take. I really have had it with suffering so much unfairness against me. That too by my own father – my own flesh and blood. The only person I have ever loved – loved more than myself, loved even more than my own children. How could he not see how much I loved him? And then he had to go and not think of me in his will? Why?’ her voice rose plaintively.

Professor Shantanu reached out and held her hand in a gesture of support. There was nothing to be said.
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‘Get me the list of names of all passengers on all the flights from Delhi to Mumbai on the night of Rajvir’s murder,’ a fuming Bhogle barked to his subordinate, back at his office.

That Mridula was hiding something. He was convinced of it. And he was dammed if he did not find out what it was.

Besides, what else did he have to go on?

His phone rang. ‘Yes?’ he spoke, irritated.

‘Is that Inspector Bhogle?’ the voice at the other end sounded a bit diffident.

‘Yeah, who else!’ Bhogle could not be bothered with niceties.

‘Umm, I am Nalini. I have some information which may be relevant to the Rajvir case,’ the voice became assertive.

‘Really!’ Bhogle wondered whether this was a crank call. But the voice sounded educated and mature.

‘Yes. I am the Chief Editor of Acme Publishing Company, which is very shortly bringing out Rajvir Kapoor’s biography. I have reason to think that the author of the biography, Bipin Prasad, could have had something to do with the murder,’ the woman spoke self-assuredly.

‘I see. And what makes you say this?’ Bhogle was still sceptical.

‘Bipin Prasad is a struggling author. He has never seen success in his entire life and hungers for it so much, that I suspect it has made him sort of unhinged,’ she paused.

Bhogle waited patiently.

‘His biography of Rajvir Kapoor was good, meticulously researched, and well-written. So, we accepted it. Bipin Prasad had heard of the grand party scheduled at Rajvir Kapoor’s house. He convinced us to get him an invite to Xanadu so that he could add some more authenticity to the manuscript. We thought that it was a perfectly legitimate demand, and got him an invitation. The same night, Rajvir was murdered,’ she spoke convincingly.

‘So? This is not indicative of anything,’ Bhogle said.

‘I agree it is not. But then, Bipin Prasad’s reaction was curious. It was almost as if he had predicted the murder and timed for the biography to be released coinciding with it. He even had a chapter lined up as the grand finale to the book, in which he hints and speculates about who could have committed the dastardly crime. Bipin had gloated that all this would ensure that the book became a bestseller and he would be catapulted in the literary world as a bestselling author. All this is too much of a mere coincidence,’ the lady’s voice was compelling.

Instantly, Bhogle sprang to attention. This was a promising lead. Quickly, he jotted the lady’s phone number and address and also that of the author, Bipin Prasad who she said was suspect.

He wondered whether he should let Professor Shantanu in on this information and take him along. That would take too long. Inspector Bhogle was itching to move forward. He would inform the professor of his findings later, over the phone.

Rapidly, he bounded out of his office.

First, he would go and meet this Nalini lady, take her inputs and then go and have a talk with this author.

But could some author have something to do with the murder? It seemed a long shot – quite improbable, actually. But then, he really did not have much to go on at this point of time. In any case he must and should explore any and all leads that came to him.
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‘So where have you reached in your investigation?’ Dinkar asked his friend as they sat together, sipping their evening tea.

‘I’m afraid I haven’t reached anywhere as such,’ Shantanu looked morose.

Professor Dinkar looked at his friend in surprise. This was not the Shantanu he knew of yore. ‘Hey c’mon. Just give yourself time. You will soon be on top of it, like you always are,’ he spoke encouragingly.

‘I hope so. This entire thing is awfully muddled up.’

‘Whom all do you suspect?’ Dinkar asked.

‘Mostly the family members only…’ Shantanu paused. ‘Though there is the possibility of a few outsiders as well,’ he continued.

‘Who?’ Dinkar really hated his friend’s habit of grudging information.

‘Of family, everyone is suspect really. It could be Amar, or, or, Pallavi… maybe Remanika too, or, or maybe Mridula also.’

This was the first time Shantanu had admitted out loud, that Pallavi could be suspect, Dinkar noted. ‘And the outsiders?’ he asked.

‘Lucas, or the hired killer, or that writer Bipin Chandra as Inspector Bhogle told me about. Of course, the identity of the person who hired the killer is not known. There is also the possibility of the man with the slight shoulder stoop whom we have not been able to pin-point as yet,’ Shantanu paused.

Professor Dinkar waited.

‘It is entirely possible that the chap with the shoulder stoop who went into Rajvir’s study that night and the chap who hired the killer is the same person,’ Shantanu said reflectively.

‘Really? How can you say that?’

‘Actually, Bhogle told me that during his interrogation of the contract killer, the latter confessed that though he could not see who his hirer was, he did notice a couple of things. One that he was not very young and second that he sat bending to one side, as if his neck was hurt. Now that bending to one side could very well be the shoulder stoop. My conjecture is that it is the same person,’ Shantanu explained.

‘If this is so, that means that this person is someone close to Rajvir or the family or at least someone known to them for him to be invited to the party and for him to be hanging around late at night on that day and yet his presence not be questioned,’ Dinkar pointed out.

‘Yes, definitely. So, who could it be?’

Both fell quiet as each became lost in his own rumination.

‘You know, if the shoulder stoop is not really a shoulder stoop but the consequence of some temporary neck injury like the hired killer hypothesized, it will be impossible to identify him. For the injury must have healed by now, and the chap must be walking around without the distinctive stoop,’ Dinkar said.

‘I know,’ Shantanu spoke unhappily.

‘And do you have any evidence against the family members and the others – Lucas and Bipin Chandra?’ Dinkar asked.

‘My dear, if there was any evidence, one would not be going around it in circles, would one?’ Shantanu ran his long, well-shaped fingers through his hair, in frustration.

‘So now what?’

‘Now we simply eliminate the suspects one by one and whosoever cannot be eliminated at all, will be the likely killer,’ Shantanu said.

‘So, who all have you eliminated?’

‘No one, I’m afraid. Based on circumstantial evidence and motive, at this point of time, all these people could have committed the crimes.’

‘Did the same person commit both the murders?’ Dinkar asked.

‘Evidently. It has to be the same person.’

‘Why do you say so?’

‘The murders of Rajvir and Natalie have to be inter-related. There is no way two people who are so closely involved with each other, both personally and professionally, could be murdered by two different people, and that too within such a short interval of each other. That would be too much of a coincidence,’ Shantanu spoke compellingly.

‘Yes, you are right,’ Dinkar conceded.

‘I think I will go and meet Bhogle and compare notes,’ so saying, Professor Shantanu walked out.

Professor Dinkar sat for a long time mulling over the puzzle. He wondered whether he could apply some tangential thinking of his own and arrive at some breakthrough. That would be great. For once then, he would be one up on his friend.


Chapter 17

Softly, Jyothika let herself inside her luxurious apartment that occupied the entire thirty-fifth floor of the prestigious Ville Parle housing complex.

She had been away for the weekend to Pune, to be with her ailing mother.

It was 9.30 in the morning – still early by Chandra Prakash’s standards. Her adorable son must be asleep as usual, she thought.

Keeping her bag in her bedroom, she went into the kitchen and took out the saucepan for making tea. After putting the water on the gas to boil, she tiptoed towards Chandra Prakash’s room. She could never resist watching him as he slept. He looked like an angel when asleep.

As she watched her sleeping son from the doorway of his bedroom, an unconscious smile tugged at the corner of her lips. He did look like an innocent little cherub, with his tousled hair lying in disarray over his forehead, and his long eyelashes framing his closed eyelids.

He looked exactly like the Rajvir of twenty years back.

Jyothika hesitated, wondering whether she should go up, push back his hair from his forehead, and give him a little peck on the cheek.

She knew that if he woke up, he would get irritated and grumble at her for waking him up.

But what the hell; she had not seen him for two days, she deserved this bit of joy, even at the cost of angering him.

Eagerly, she walked up and laid a hand on his forehead.

Instantly, she froze.

This was not her son’s forehead.

Her hand transmitted the sensation of touching a cold, alien surface to her brain.

She snatched back her hand in shock.

What had happened?

Was she dreaming, hallucinating?

Her darling son looked the same; and yet, why did he not feel the same?

Gingerly, she touched him again.

No – there was no mistake, this was some horrid sensation, something she had never before encountered.

She looked around the bedroom in panic for some clue that would explain this bizarre situation. She could not find anything.

Unwilling to believe the logical explanation that her brain offered, in response to what she was encountering, she shook her son at the shoulder.

First, she gave him a gentle shake. When there was no response, she began shaking him wildly, as tears began flowing unhindered down her alabaster cheeks.

Chandra Prakash was lying on his side. Her violent shaking caused him to turn, and the blanket that covered his body slipped off.

Her unbelieving eyes stared in terror as she saw the stab wounds in her son’s heart and the copious amounts of blood that had soaked through his clothes, the sheets and the mattress.

Everything had been covered up by the heavy blanket.

A primal scream rose up in her throat, came out of her mouth, and went on and on, refusing to stop.
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Much later, as Inspector Bhogle inspected the scene, he wondered what to make of it.

Was this related to Rajvir’s and Natalie’s murders?

It had to be, given their inter-relationships.

But why?

What the hell was the goddamn motive, he thought frustrated.

He had not succeeded in solving Rajvir’s murder, and then Natalie was killed, and now Chandra Prakash.

What the hell was happening?

Was there a serial killer on the loose?

But why kill these people?

Was it someone who was on a vendetta against Rajvir’s family?

Was it some crazy fan?

What was the link between the three murders?

Would there be another murder after this?

The staccato questions clamoured within his brain.

A sharp pain rose up on one side of his head.

He knew the pain would not let up till he got a firm grip on the case.

Robot-like, assisted by his team, Bhogle went through all the motions of the panchnama, getting the place dusted for fingerprints, the search for clues, getting photographs from all angles, et al.

All the while, his brain tried to grapple with the conundrum that this case had turned into.

This had become really bizarre.

‘I came as soon as I got to know,’ Professor Shantanu Bose entered the room.

Bhogle nodded.

As the professor took in the scene, he felt faint with shock.

He breathed deeply and took a grip on himself.

This was brutal; the work of some maniac, some sadist, some really cruel person.

Who could do this kind of thing to another human being, another living soul?

It was inconceivable that such an act could be committed.

Was it done in cold blood or in the heat of the moment?

Such passion was mostly the result of some immediate provocation, the thought came to him.

Who could have done it?

Who hated Chandra Prakash so much and why?

And was it the same person who had it in for Rajvir and Natalie?

After a long silence, Bhogle said, ‘It was someone known to Chandra Prakash, since there is no forced entry.’

The professor nodded.

‘And it seems that the killer took away the murder weapon, since we have not been able to find anything that could have been used to commit the crime anywhere in the house. Most probably, it was some kind of large knife – like a butcher’s knife. But just to be sure, we will take all the knives from the kitchen and have Forensics examine them for traces of blood.’ Bhogle sounded weary.

‘That would be the best thing to do.’ The professor paused. ‘And maybe you should ask Jyothika about anyone who had any enmity with her son,’ he continued. ‘That would be the way forward to begin with.’

‘Yes, I will, as soon as she recovers,’ Bhogle said.

‘Yes. This must be a great shock to her. He was the reason for her existence, he was her very life. This is terrible, really terrible. Very sad,’ the professor concurred.

‘Could you find any clues?’ Shantanu continued.

‘No, not really. Nothing seems out of place.’

‘It must have happened in the night. Or early in the morning, looking by the way the blood is congealed.’ The professor seemed to be talking to himself. ‘The killer obviously knew that Chandra Prakash was alone.’

‘Yes, either he knew the deceased well, or was someone who would be easily let inside the flat at a late hour,’ Bhogle said.

‘Do you think the post-mortem would reveal some interesting clue?’

‘Perhaps; but it is unlikely. All it could do is pinpoint the time of death and we would have a narrow window to work upon. So, our suspect would have to prove his or her alibi for that narrow time-period.’ Inspector Bhogle spoke, looking despondent.

[image: Image]

Outside the Vile Parle complex, television journalist Vimal was ready with his crew, busily filming everything happening. As usual, he had the first information that something had happened. No one knew of his sources, but his bosses were very happy with the way he was always able to get them breaking news and maximum TRPs. Given that it was Jyothika’s home, as usual their channel began showing clips of her films. Everything related to her was quickly put into some kind of programme. Details about Chandra Prakash’s debut film being made were also touched upon.

Then there was an entire programme devoted to the relationship between Jyothika and Rajvir. This was built up in great detail, right from their first film as lead pair and their numerous hits thereafter. Their secret marriage and the birth of their son Chandra Prakash and the fact that Rajvir had been producing his second son’s film was discussed at length.

Speculation was rife about there being some link to the recent murders of Rajvir and Natalie. Since there was no news of what had actually happened, the channel could only allude to the fact that there was something serious in the offing, particularly since the police were at Jyothika’s home.

Soon other channels caught on and thereafter every channel began airing programmes around ‘The Family’ and ‘The Other Family’ as Jyothika and Chandra Prakash began to be termed.

Impromptu interviews were taken of industry people. Anything and everything that was even remotely connected with Rajvir, Natalie, Jyothika and Chandra Prakash was commented upon.

An entire segment was built around the way in which the police investigation was going. A lot of criticism was directed at the Mumbai police for being no nearer to solving the murders. Soon this was linked to the increasing number of murders and crime in Mumbai and the entire country. Much was made of police apathy and government inaction. The channels were adept at building various interlinking programmes and they did so with alacrity.

The audience was happy to find something new related to their favourite topic – movie stars, as also criticism of the existing state of affairs.
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‘Madam, I’m sorry for your loss, but I must ask you a few questions,’ Bhogle spoke softly.

‘Yes,’ Jyothika looked up through swollen, red eyes, which seemed to have shrunk to half their normal size.

‘Do you have any idea who would, could have done this?’

‘No,’ she paused, as she struggled to control her face from crumbling. ‘My Chandra is, was, such a sweet boy. Everybody loved him. No one would…’ she choked.

Professor Shantanu reached out and held her hand. This was really too distressing.

‘I’m sorry. But can you think of anyone, someone?’ the inspector spoke apologetically.

‘First I lost my Rajvir and now my Chandra … what have I to live for now? Why wasn’t I killed instead of my baby?’ Jyothika continued in her own vein.

Bhogle looked at the professor helplessly.

‘Madam, you must try to get control over yourself. If you can recall anything, it will help us catch the culprit and avenge the death of your son,’ Shantanu spoke softly.

This seemed to get through to Jyothika. She wiped her tears and sat up straight. ‘I don’t know; what am I supposed to recall?’ she asked after a while.

‘When you saw Chandra Prakash last, did he seem disturbed, worried, anxious, scared?’ Bhogle asked.

‘No, I saw him last at dinner on Friday night,’ her voice broke. Taking a deep breath, she continued, ‘He seemed normal. We talked about his day’s shoot and the plan for the next week. There was nothing, absolutely nothing different.’

‘But after his heroine Natalie died, how was he still shooting? Wasn’t the movie shelved, or put on hold, or something?’ Professor Shantanu asked.

‘No – the producers asked the writers to modify the story in such a way that the character played by Natalie would die. Then there would be another heroine from that point onwards. There was too much money at stake, you see. And the producers could not afford to shelve the project,’ Jyothika explained.

People die, but the world goes on unaffected, the professor thought, feeling poignant.

‘Who do you think would want Chandra Prakash dead?’ the inspector asked.

‘Pallavi!’ Jyothika spoke bitterly.

Professor Shantanu looked at her in dismay, not believing that she had made such a direct accusation.

‘Really? On what basis can you say this?’ Bhogle asked.

‘She always hated me and hated my son. And since Rajvir began focusing on Chandra’s career, I think she became crazy. So, she only must have done it,’ Jyothika spoke fervently.

‘I see. Would you have any kind of proof?’ the inspector asked hesitatingly, knowing full well that this was not possible.

‘No,’ she said.

‘Apart from Pallavi, can you think of anyone else? Any of his friends? Or someone who had some professional grouse against him or any such thing?’ Professor Shantanu asked.

‘No, all of Chandra’s friends loved him. He was such a nice, likeable boy you see…’ she choked again. ‘It can only be Amar if not Pallavi,’ she continued.

‘Why Amar?’ Bhogle asked.

‘Amar was always jealous of Chandra.’

‘Why?’

‘Chandra was everything that Amar is not. And likely to be a success and to carry forth the Rajvir Kapoor legacy. This must have been intolerable for Amar. And so, he could have – must have – killed him,’ she spoke convincingly.

She could be right, Shantanu thought to himself.

‘All right, Madam, if you think of anything at all – howsoever insignificant it maybe – call me right away,’ Bhogle said.
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Sitting alone in the garden, on the marble bench beneath the canopy of the fragrant pink Madhumalati, Professor Shantanu was deep in thought.

For days, he had been trying to piece together the parts of the puzzle, but had not made much headway.

Perhaps, one reason was that he was never alone, and so could never have any space to himself, which was essential for him in order to concentrate.

Thankfully, today, he had managed to steal some time for himself.

It was Sunday, and he did not have to go to IIT. Everyone was still asleep, or lazing, since it was barely 5 am – an unearthly hour by Xanadu’s standards.

He went over the facts.

Rajvir had been shot by his own gun, which was kept in the drawer in his study and was easily accessible to almost anyone.

But only a few people knew about it.

The drawer in which the gun was kept was always locked. But the key to the drawer was in the adjacent drawer.

This was feeble protection for the gun.

But there it was; these people had never really expected the gun to be used – ever, period.

Rajvir had bought the gun on a whim. And soon forgotten about it.

That it remained ready and loaded in the drawer, was known to the killer and he used it to his advantage. This meant that the killer was close to the family – most probably a family member, or a close friend.

This was the only conclusion, since with the help of Bhogle, he had already ruled out all his earlier suspects. There was certainly no scorned woman, or a disgruntled producer, or financier or the mafia involved.

Particularly after Chandra Prakash’s murder it was clear that none of these people had any kind of angle to kill all three.

Till it was Rajvir and Natalie there had been a different angle. But with Chandra Prakash being killed, all his earlier theories had been overturned. His murder did not fit into any kind of sequence. Which outsider would want all three dead, and why? It had to be just the immediate family or someone very close to the family.

Maybe he should start from the beginning. Look at Rajvir’s murder as a standalone case and build from there. Once the suspect and motive of the first murder was clear, maybe then the others would fall into place.

Now for the motive. So many of the family members had motive, that it was quite confusing, really.

It was more a question of determining who had the strongest motive.

Try as he might, Shantanu could not overlook the fact that Pallavi seemed to have the strongest motive. She had no love for the star. And then, for Rajvir to have changed his will, and given almost equal share to Jyothika and Chandra Prakash, was obviously more than she could bear. Probably, she had learnt about the change in the will and that was the trigger that led her to kill him. But then what had she hoped to gain by killing Rajvir? The will was iron-cast; it could not be changed. Killing Rajvir would not give her and Amar any kind of extra monetary benefit.

Then what? Was it hatred? Extreme and simmering hatred that led her to do it?

It was impossible to believe that the angelic, and unbelievably innocent-looking Pallavi, could commit such a terrible act.

Shantanu tried to be objective; but his heart somehow overpowered all his logic.

No, it was not possible for the magnificent Pallavi to do this. All evidence pointed to her, but it was impossible, really!

It could be equally possible for Amar to have killed his father. Years of living under Rajvir’s shadow had no doubt created a warped mentality within the son. It must have been tough on him, to grow up watching a father who mistreated his mother, was a compulsive womanizer and super successful too, in spite of it all. Then, to aspire to be an actor himself. That was a tough decision. He must have known that there would be constant comparisons. How could he have ever hoped to match up to his father?

But then Amar had no choice. He had no other career avenue open to him. He was actually good at nothing. His mother’s indulgent pampering had ensured that he never worked hard at anything, be it studies or anything. Being hopelessly devoted to his mother, Amar had no choice but to fulfil her dream of seeing him become a successful star. All this could have culminated in an extreme rage against the father – a rage that climaxed in murder, on that fateful night.

What about that shady Lucas? There was something not quite right about him. His obsession with Natalie… Here was one complicated bit, that did not fit into the picture. There was no doubt that Lucas hated Rajvir. He would gladly have killed Rajvir. But if Lucas had killed Rajvir, he would have hacked him into little pieces – made him suffer. The way he himself had probably suffered, upon learning that his girlfriend was not only in love with the star, but was carrying his child as well.

But Lucas was not at the party and that was his strongest alibi. Could it be that later, after the party, he may have sneaked into Rajvir’s study, hoodwinking the slack security that night?

After the party was over, the security people had become somewhat complacent, and perhaps more than a little drunk themselves. But why wasn’t his presence caught by any of the security cameras? Could it be because he entered via the hidden passageway in the study and returned the same way and left Xanadu through the garage? There could possibly be something here.

He had better have a word with Lucas. Perhaps he would let slip something…

These were the likely suspects of Rajvir’s murder. Where did the murders of Natalie and Chandra Prakash fit into all this?

These murders made no sense.

Who would want to murder those two?

And why?

Was it the same murderer who had murdered all three?

Or were there two different murderers, or three different murderers – one for each?

This was really confusing.

Distancing himself from it all, and keeping his heart out of the equation, Shantanu could not help feeling that he was perhaps out of his depth here.

[image: Image]

‘Sir, Mridula did indeed travel from Delhi to Mumbai on the day of the murder and back early next morning,’ a sub-inspector said.

‘Yes, I knew it.’ Bhogle said triumphantly.

That Mridula lady had thought she was too clever. But then she did not know whom she was messing with, he thought.

Now he just had to fit her in with the other two murders and the case would be solved.

But first he had to also check out that writer Bipin Prasad. But it was unlikely for him to be involved. Even if he did kill Rajvir Kapoor, to ensure that his biography of the star was a best-seller, why would he kill the other two people? He would soon know. He had summoned the writer to the Police Station.

Half an hour later, a diffident-looking Bipin Prasad entered. He was hardly the type to kill. Much less kill three people, Bhogle thought as he looked at the diminutive man.

‘So, where were you on the night of Rajvir Kapoor’s murder?’ Bhogle decided to not waste any time. He had a lot of other things to take care of.

‘Wh…what? I’m sorry?’ the fellow looked flabbergasted.

‘You heard me. Go on, tell me,’ the inspector spoke sharply. ‘And don’t even try to lie. ‘We know you had wrangled an invite to Xanadu for the party and had gone there.’

‘Oh,’ Bipin Prasad looked astounded. ‘Yes, Sir. I had gone there. But only to see Rajvir up close and also how he lived. But I…I was so uncomfortable and out of place, that, that I soon left…’ his voice trailed away.

‘What time?’

‘Sir I arrived at Xanadu at 10.30 in the night and left at 11.30. I could not bear to stay any longer. I knew no one and felt out of place, felt like a fool, standing all alone,’ the man looked close to crying.

‘And after that? After that where were you?’

A dark colour slowly spread upwards from Bipin Prasad’s neck to his face, ‘I’m sorry, Sir. But I don’t usually do this. You see I felt so miserable, that I… I went to – to the Basanti Mohalla,’ he looked thoroughly embarrassed.

Bhogle knew that the Basanti Mohalla was a notorious red-light area. ‘You were there till what time?’ he began feeling sorry for the poor chap.

‘Er, till…till after five in the morning. You see, I…I know someone there…’

‘Can that someone vouch for your presence?’ Bhogle knew that the fellow was speaking the truth.

‘Yes, Sir. Most definitely, Sir. I swear I have nothing to do with Rajvir Kapoor’s murder,’ Bipin’s voice came out in a croak.

Inspector Bhogle let him go. Bipin Prasad was not only telling the truth, but had an alibi as well. And besides, there was no motive for him to commit the remaining two murders.

But that Mridula was quite another matter. He would most definitely have another word with that arrogant woman, Bhogle resolved.


Chapter 18

Later in the day Professor Shantanu sat with Pallavi at her favourite haunt, overlooking the garden sipping their evening tea. Of late, the two were thrown together quite often. Whether it was by accident or whether by design – the question was too disquieting for either of them to face up to. Nevertheless, Pallavi found herself seeking out the professor’s comforting company whenever she could. Shantanu for his part could not help being drawn more and more towards her.

‘I’m really shocked by Chandra Prakash’s death,’ she said. Her voice quivered somewhat.

Looking at her tremulous lips, there was no doubt in Shantanu’s mind that she was speaking the truth. He recalled Jyothika’s wild accusation. An unreasonable anger rose within him. Even as they spoke, Bhogle was perhaps following up on Jyothika’s lead and trying to get evidence against Pallavi and Amar.

‘You know, I was always jealous of Jyothika, and after Chandra Prakash was born, I often raged against God for being unfair to me. Then when Chandra was so like Rajvir, it…it became unbearable. More so when Rajvir began focusing on Chandra’s career at the cost of Amar’s career. But…but now – I feel only sadness and anguish. No one deserves to die – to be killed like this. I can well understand what Jyothika must be going through. For the first time in my life, I feel sorry for her. I wish I could do something for her,’ she spoke earnestly.

Professor Shantanu’s heart melted at the raw emotion and her magnanimity. This here was a great – no, a magnificent woman. ‘Who do you think must have done it?’ he asked gingerly.

‘I don’t know. It is so senseless. Why would anyone do such a thing?’ she looked baffled.

‘Just think,’ Shantanu insisted.

‘No – I really can’t think of anyone. But then I really don’t know much about Chandra Prakash’s world. So how would I know?’ she said.

Shantanu wondered what she would make of Jyothika’s allegation that it was either Pallavi or Amar who were the likely killers. ‘Do you think it is the same person who killed all three?’ he asked instead.

‘I really can’t say. Though it must be, because all three are inter-related. But why kill them? It just doesn’t make any sense,’ she paused. ‘What do you think? What is your conclusion?’ she asked.

‘I’m also at a loss. I really don’t know what to think at this point of time,’ Shantanu spoke ruefully.

Pallavi looked at him in surprise. She was aware of the professor’s past success as a sleuth and his penchant for solving murders. How was it possible for him to be clueless?
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It was the morning of 30th July. The country awoke to the shocking news of the arrest of the late Rajvir Kapoor’s son, Amar, on charges of the triple murders of his father, Natalie and Chandra Prakash.

Somehow, the police had managed to keep the news of the arrest that occurred the previous evening under wraps.

Though not for long.

By early in the morning, television journalist, Vimal, through one of his numerous sources, got hold of the sensational news. Immediately, his channel began bombarding viewers with breaking news of the arrest. The news was interspersed with clips of Amar’s films, his struggle as an actor, his flops, and the odious comparisons with his father.

The unsavoury aspects of his private life were also hinted at. There were detailed accounts of the dubious circumstances leading to his marriage with the former Miss Universe, Remanika. It was an open secret that the two shared nothing with each other, not even their bed. Snippets of small-time stars and models making snide remarks about Amar’s sexual predilections were also thrown in for good measure.

Predictably, the arrest and the details of the murder became the topic of conversation everywhere – be it among the political class, the corporate circles, or the common man.

There was no getting away from it.

Most of the channels stationed crews outside of Xanadu, eager to record everything that happened at the house. Sound bytes were requested from everyone and anyone who had any remote connection with ‘The Family’, as it was now being termed.

This was the chance for people to grab their five minutes of fame; and they said whatever they could – real or imagined, about the family. Many also claimed that they had always known that Amar was the culprit.

Some channels rapidly organized talk shows that revolved around fratricide.

Some even had eminent psychologists attempting to piece together the probable psyche of a son who would do this sort of a thing.

Amar’s schoolteachers and succession of nannies were dug out from oblivion, and made to speak on his growing-up years.

It seemed that even before the trial, the media through its various programmes had already drawn definite conclusions about the motive and the mental state that led Amar to commit the horrific murders.

There was no longer any doubt left in the public’s mind that Amar was the culprit.

The Nation was happy that the police had proved worthy of the trust put in them and solved the case to everyone’s satisfaction.

Inspector Bhogle was commended by everyone for his superb investigation and for reaching to the satisfactory conclusion of the case.
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‘How did Bhogle think of Amar?’ Professor Dinkar Mishra asked Shantanu.

The next day, the two were sitting in the terrace of the guest wing of Xanadu, having their morning cup of tea and going through the newspapers that were full of news of the arrest.

‘Well we had always listed Amar as one of the main suspects. What clinched the deal was that Bhogle got a tip off,’ Professor Shantanu said.

‘Really? What and who?’

‘Bhogle got an anonymous call to search Amar’s apartment.’

‘Amar’s apartment? You mean Amar’s room here at Xanadu?’ Dinkar was puzzled.

‘No – Amar has an apartment in the city.’

‘Really? Why is that?’ Dinkar was surprised.

‘That was for him to live like he wanted to – with complete freedom,’ Professor Shantanu spoke blandly, not wanting to elaborate upon the rather sordid details he had heard about Amar. He believed that everyone had the right to live the life they wanted, and no one should grudge them that, or judge them either.

‘I see,’ Dinkar did not really see. But he knew that Shantanu would only tell him what he wanted to. ‘Then what happened?’

‘Initially, Bhogle thought it was a crank call. But then, he was no nearer to solving the case, and the pressure to do so was becoming unbearable. So, he decided to follow up the tip because he had nothing to lose.’

‘Then?’

‘Then – amazingly enough, he did find something.’

‘What?’ Dinkar hated Shantanu’s habit of giving information in stages. Why didn’t he immediately and directly come to the point, instead of narrating things in the sequence of their actual occurrence? It was most irritating!

‘To Bhogle’s amazement, he found a knife – a knife that had dried blood encrusted on it,’ Shantanu spoke almost with a flourish.

‘Wow!’ Dinkar’s eyebrows rose.

‘Yes – it seemed to be the kind of knife which could have been used to murder Chandra Prakash.’

‘Where was it?’

‘Surprisingly enough, the knife was carelessly hidden – almost begging to be found. It was simply thrown at the back of a closet, full of discarded clothes.’

‘And?’

‘Bhogle had the knife examined by forensics. As expected, the dried blood was an exact match to Chandra Prakash.’

‘But why would Amar do such a stupid thing? He could have thrown the knife anywhere, destroyed it or anything!’ Dinkar exclaimed.

‘That is exactly what I thought. But then keep in mind Amar’s personality. He is such a kook really. And then add to it the drugs and God knows what all else he is on, most of the time. Also, his warped personality. God knows what was there in his head,’ Shantanu paused. ‘Maybe, maybe he had tossed the knife there after the murder, intending to dispose it later on; but then forgotten about it. Drugs do impair your memory, you know.’

Dinkar nodded. ‘Then?’

‘Bhogle interrogated Amar. To his surprise the boy was pliable and almost waiting to be arrested. He readily agreed that he had done it and that he should be arrested.’

‘That is strange. He did not resist, or protest or anything?’ Dinkar was surprised.

‘No.’

‘And now?’

‘Now it is for the police to build the case, put together all the evidence before the case goes to trial.’

‘But the knife only proves Amar’s guilt about Chandra Prakash. What about the murders of Natalie and Rajvir?’ Dinkar asked.

‘My thoughts exactly!’ Professor Shantanu spoke forcefully.

‘Then?’

‘I don’t know whether it was the result of Bhogle’s browbeating or coercive interrogative tactics or what, but Amar has confessed to these two murders as well.’

‘Don’t tell me! Why the hell would he do that? Confess, that is. And did he actually do it?’ Dinkar was confounded.

‘Bhogle believes it, because Amar said so.’

‘And what was his motive? Motive for all three murders? Or is he just mad?’

Shantanu remained quiet. A little later, he spoke slowly. ‘Amar says that he always hated his father and so he murdered Rajvir. Then he murdered Natalie because she was carrying Rajvir’s baby which was an insult to the only person he loved in this world, which was his mother. And then he murdered Chandra Prakash because he was at the threshold of the success in the industry which he himself could not get.’

‘This is certainly airtight,’ Dinkar stated.

‘Yes, he did have the motive to murder all three,’ Shantanu inclined his head.

‘But why is there a note of doubt in your tone?’ Dinkar spoke astutely. He could easily read minor inflections in his friend’s voice.

‘I’m just not convinced.’ Shantanu spoke thoughtfully.

‘Why?’

‘I know there is the solid evidence of the knife. And I also agree that he has strong motive for killing all three… And yet there is something, something that does not quite add up,’ Shantanu seemed to be lost in contemplation.

‘What doesn’t add up?’

‘I don’t know exactly. I mean this is my instinctive reaction,’ Shantanu spoke falteringly.

Dinkar kept quiet. He had great respect for Shantanu’s intuition and knew that if Shantanu was unconvinced, then there had to be something in it; notwithstanding that there was nothing concrete to go by, as of now. But then, he had full faith in his friend’s ability to dig up something substantial to corroborate his instincts. He had always managed to do so in the past.

‘And did Bhogle follow up the number from which the call came, giving him this tip off?’ Dinkar suddenly remembered.

‘Yes, he did. He is thorough, I must say,’ Shantanu said.

‘Then?’

‘Then nothing. The call was made from a cell number which no longer exists and which had been taken through some fake id.’

‘So, someone already knew about Amar’s guilt.’

‘Or someone was trying to implicate Amar, and succeeded,’ Shantanu stated.

‘Really? You think so?’

‘It could be. I mean, just look at the way it happened. The call at the opportune moment, then finding of the knife so easily…it’s all too pat,’ Shantanu spoke as though to himself.

‘But what about Amar confessing? Surely, this fact could not have been manipulated by the person who could have been trying to implicate him?’ Dinkar pointed out.

‘Yes – this is exactly the thing that has me stumped.’ His friend looked perplexed.

‘And you must admit that at the moment the odds are stacked heavily against Amar.’

‘Yes, I do…’

‘What do you intend to do now?’

‘I really don’t know.’ Shantanu looked troubled.

‘It’s okay, don’t worry, I’m sure you will come up with something,’ Dinkar soothed.

‘Perhaps,’ Professor Shantanu continued to look distressed.
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‘I’m sorry dear, for everything that has happened,’ Dr. Singhvi spoke softly as he looked at Pallavi’s tear-stained face. It was amazing the way she managed to look so adorable even when miserable and sans makeup, he thought.

Pallavi did not respond. She continued to look listlessly at him. Then, after a long silence she said, ‘Please give me stronger sedatives. I’m not able to sleep, or relax, or anything with the ones you have given.’

‘But, I’ve already prescribed very strong ones. More than that would be detrimental to your health.’

‘Please, doctor,’ she held out her perfect fingers and touched his hand.

‘Okay, I’ll give you a slightly stronger dose. But you must promise me not to take more than the number I have told you. And please take them only in the night,’ he requested fervently.

‘Please, doctor. I can’t survive like this. I have to take them during the day also, otherwise I just can’t…just…’ her voice broke.

‘It’s okay, it’s okay,’ Dr. Singhvi looked at her helplessly. He wished he could do something to ease her pain.

‘First Rajvir…and now my darling, my dear little boy, the only reason I’m living for, my Amar… Rajvir’s going I could manage. But Amar? Losing Amar is impossible for me to bear!’ her voice was plaintive.

Dr. Singhvi did not know what to say.

‘You see, I want to be drugged all the time. I don’t want to be conscious of what is happening. It is too painful! I want to become unconscious! Actually, I want to be dead! What do I live for now? Why am I still alive?’ her voice held extreme anguish.

This was more than Dr. Singhvi could bear. He reached forward and gathered the pliable woman in his arms, trying to comfort her, trying to bring back the Pallavi he knew. The vibrant, alive woman – who was always so happy, so chirpy, so animated, so amazing, so wonderful… Tears pricked his eyes and he felt a desperate urge to somehow set everything right.

A cough sounded behind him.

Abruptly, Dr. Singhvi jerked back.

It was Rose. She had brought tea.
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A week later, things began reverting to normal. The channels went back to their usual programmes revolving around whatever was current, at the moment it was the IPL – Indian Premier League, and the forthcoming Lok Sabha elections.

Just when Rajvir was about to fade from the collective memory of everyone, came another bit of astounding news.

This time too, it was Vimal’s channel that broke the shocking news.

Pallavi Kapoor, the wife of the deceased superstar Rajvir, had confessed to all the murders! 

Reports claimed that she confessed to a close friend of the family – Karan Ahuja, Commissioner of Mumbai Police, and willingly submitted to the law of the land.

The police conducted a quick preliminary investigation and found prima facie that there was enough circumstantial evidence to indict her.

Subsequently, Pallavi was taken in custody.

There were reports that perhaps Amar would be released; or perhaps both would remain in jail, till it was clear which of the two had actually committed the crime; or perhaps the two had colluded and committed the crimes together.

It was all a muddle.

This was most unexpected, even by the wildest imagination of the media.

Though soon enough, sundry so-called experts began to claim that definitely it had to be Pallavi, and that the police had made a mistake in arresting Amar.

The experts claimed that they had always known that it was Pallavi; for more often than not, it is always the wife who murders the husband.

The channels were happy because they had eyeball-grabbing news again to ensure high TRPs for them.

They began airing numerous talk shows, discussions, and programmes around Pallavi’s life, her career as an actress and her latest foray into television.

The voyeuristic audience happily devoured it all.
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Professor Shantanu pensively looked up at the ceiling of his opulent bedroom at Xanadu. An uncharacteristic sadness gnawed at his insides. This was not the way he had hoped that things would end.

Pallavi’s arrest was unexpected.

He did not want to believe that it had actually happened.

And yet it had.

Inspector Bhogle of course had no choice but to arrest her, when she herself had confessed to her crimes. But could she have really committed such dastardly acts?

Her innocent face magically appeared in his mind’s eye. He sighed deeply. No – there was something wrong.

He swung his legs out of bed.

She could not be the murderer.

He had to do something – anything, to get her out.

He stopped short.

What was he thinking?

What did he want to do?

Was it based on any kind of logic, or simply on the basis of his feelings for her?

And what did he feel for her?

He honestly did not know.

Was it the ‘L’ word?

Even to himself, the professor could not admit to feeling such emotions for anyone. But at the same time, he could not deny the intensity of his emotions. He ran his hand through his tousled hair. ‘Be objective, old boy,’ he murmured to himself.

There was no point being swept away by his feelings for Pallavi. He had to go by the facts, the evidence and the motive. That was the only way he could, rather should, proceed.

He could not very well go to Bhogle and ask for Pallavi’s arrest to be reconsidered on a mere feeling of disquiet he had. And yet there was some very real feeling of unease, of disquiet, a subsurface tension he had been experiencing since the time of her arrest.

It was not wholly due to his delicate feelings for Pallavi; rather, it was because he knew in his bones that the real murderer was still out. He could not prove it, but he was sure of it.

Something, somewhere did not add up; he knew it intuitively but he could not pinpoint it exactly.

Not now anyway.

Professor Shantanu decided to go over everything from the beginning, just the way he did in his research when things did not reach the logical conclusion that was expected. He was sure he would find something amiss.

Eager to get started, he pulled out his notepad in which he had jotted his notes on the case.

Soon he was deep into the sequence of events.

He wrote down fresh points as they occurred to him.

A while later, Professor Dinkar peeped in and asked him for lunch.

Absent-mindedly Shantanu waved him away.

His friend knew better than to disturb him when he was deep in thought. He left quietly, well aware that food was probably the last thing on Shantanu’s mind.

The most vexing aspect was who could have the motive for doing away with all the three victims. As of now, the only plausible conclusion was that Pallavi did have the strongest motive.

Suddenly another angle occurred to him.

What if it was all one big conspiracy?

Who had most to gain now that the entire Rajvir clan was finished?

Mridula, the name sprang into his mind.

The more he thought of it, the stronger her culpability became. If the entire Rajvir clan died, then Mridula would inherit everything. First, she killed Rajvir, then Natalie, and then Chandra Prakash. Then she manoeuvred in such a way that Amar took the rap for it. And of course, it was a foregone conclusion that Pallavi would come forward to take the blame in order to save her beloved son.

But as he thought of it, the thing did seem a bit farfetched.

Then there was the question of why would Mridula murder Natalie? It made no sense. In fact, Natalie’s murder did not seem to make any sense at all.

He decided to go to the film set where the murder had happened. Sometimes, recreating the scene of the crime always gave some fresh insight. Professor Shantanu strode out of the guest wing, intent on leaving Xanadu.

Right in front he saw a silhouette.

There was something about the silhouette that caught his eye.

The figure disappeared into the sitting room.

Suddenly it came to him – the shoulders of the figure stooped on one side.

It was the stoop-shouldered man!

Rapidly, Professor Shantanu bounded after the figure. He entered the sitting room.

There was no one there except Dr. Singhvi. The doctor sat in one of the chairs staring absently outside the window. The professor looked at him in surprise. Where had the other person disappeared? Was there a hidden passageway out from this room as well? Knowing the way Xanadu was constructed, it was entirely possible.

‘Someone just entered this room. Did you see where he went?’ Shantanu asked.

‘Wh…? What? Who?’ Dr. Singhvi looked blank.

‘I just saw someone entering this room a minute ago,’ the professor said, wondering whether if he had imagined it.

‘No one entered this room,’ Singhvi remained blank.

‘Are you sure? You have been in this room all along and you saw no one entering?’ Shantanu wondered how the fellow could vanish like this in front of his very eyes.

‘All along?’ Singhvi looked puzzled. ‘I just entered the room.’

‘Oh!’ Shantanu was surprised. ‘Er…would you mind standing up?’ he spoke hesitantly.

Dr. Singhvi looked at the professor as though he had taken leave of his senses.

‘Please doctor, just humour me.’

Dr. Singhvi stood up.

‘Will you please turn around? Please.’

Looking puzzled, Dr. Singhvi nevertheless turned around.

It was the same silhouette! The right shoulder did slope but it was almost imperceptible now.

Professor Shantanu was astounded.

Why had he never noticed the shoulder stoop before?

And why had no one else done so?

Here was the real murderer!

Goosebumps rose all over his arms and a shiver ran through his entire body.

‘Now would you care to tell me what is this all about?’ Dr. Singhvi said.

‘Tell me, doctor, you have a slight stoop in one of your shoulders?’

‘No – not really. Most of the time it is normal. But it becomes pronounced and visible whenever I’m stressed. It is the result of an old accident during which my shoulder got dislocated. It never did heal completely. But why do you ask?’ Dr. Singhvi looked thoroughly mystified.

Professor Shantanu briskly related the evidence in the CCTV footage of the stoop shoulder man entering Rajvir’s study during the narrow window in which the murder had taken place. He also explained about the scar-faced history-sheeter being given the supari to murder Rajvir by a sloping-shouldered man.

Dr. Singhvi’s face suddenly crumpled.

‘I am the culprit. I am the murderer. I should be in jail. Not Pallavi! Not Pallavi.’ His eyes filled with unshed tears.

Professor Shantanu waited patiently.

‘I did it all for her. And yet, coward that I am, I could not come out and confess even when Pallavi was arrested,’ the doctor was barely audible.

‘I loved her. Loved her like I have never loved anyone in my life. And then to watch her being treated so badly by Rajvir. So badly – all these years – all these decades… It was more than I could bear…’ Singhvi’s voice was now punctuated with uneven sobs.

‘I had had enough! And when Rajvir told me that not only was he involved with Natalie, but she was going to have his child, my tolerance ran out. I knew I had to do something. I had to ensure that my Pallavi got the life she deserved. So – so yes, I hired that killer. I gave him that supari. And I did go inside Rajvir’s study. But when I entered Rajvir’s study, I saw that he was already dead. Happy that my plan had worked, I then left through the hidden passageway behind the bookcase.’

Professor Shantanu could only stare at the doctor in shock. He did not know what to say.

‘But, but later, when the actual reality of Rajvir’s death sunk in, I, I could not take it. I was filled with remorse and a deep sadness, such as I had never felt before. I cursed myself for what I had put in action. Because, because, I loved Rajvir, I really did! In spite of everything! I never should have done it. He was my friend, he trusted me… I’ve been in such torture ever since…I never wanted him to actually die! He was my friend – my only friend… My tragedy was that I loved them both, and finally, finally I was driven to choose one!’ Singhvi began sobbing in earnest.

Shantanu was taken aback at this unexpected and sudden emotional outburst. He had never suspected that the staid doctor had been hiding such angst within himself. ‘But why did you kill Natalie and Chandra Prakash?’ he asked after a couple of minutes.

For a moment, the doctor looked confused. ‘I did not kill them,’ he said.

Shantanu looked at him closely. The doctor seemed to be speaking the truth. Besides, Singhvi had no motive to do so – if his motive was just to get Pallavi free of Rajvir’s tyranny, as he had just explained.

‘But I am ready to accept that I killed them too – if that would get my Pallavi out of prison. The poor lady does not deserve this, not at this stage in her life, and after all that she has gone through,’ Singhvi spoke passionately.

The doctor seemed to have uncannily echoed his own thoughts, Shantanu thought. Though the jealousy that suddenly flared within him was hard to control. He had no idea that Singhvi had been, or rather was, in love with Pallavi.

But the moot question was whom did Pallavi love?

‘In that case, you are not really the culprit,’ the professor forced himself to get his mind back on the case at hand. ‘You are certainly guilty of plotting Rajvir’s murder. But the interrogation of the history-sheeter revealed that he had not committed the murder. So, I guess, that lets you off the hook. Mere planning a crime is not a crime, I guess.’

‘It hardly matters. With Pallavi gone, what have I to live for?’ Dr. Singhvi looked morosely outside the window.

‘But I’m going to convey all this to Inspector Bhogle. So that he can take necessary action if he so deems fit,’ Professor Shantanu said.

‘Do what you must. I don’t much care either way. I’m ready to face anything,’ Singhvi said in a dead voice.
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Later, driving towards the film set where Natalie had been found dead, Shantanu mulled over the amazing confession of Dr. Singhvi.

At least now the vexing questions about the identity of the stoop shouldered man and about the person who had ordered the hit on Rajvir had been answered.

But then it was hardly any comfort.

The problem remained as it was.

Unless, unless Singhvi decided not to rely upon the history-sheeter and took the chance to commit the murder himself seizing the opportunity that night when he entered Rajvir’s study.

And then decided to kill Natalie to spare Pallavi the very public humiliation that would come once she gave birth to Rajvir’s child.

And then decided to kill Chandra Prakash too because he was a constant reminder to Pallavi of the failure of Amar…

Even to himself the theory sounded bizarre.

And besides, Dr. Singhvi had been genuine. There was no way he could have been putting on an act to fool the professor, a while back.

If that was so, he would have brazenly denied the supari bit. The fact that he did not, proved his innocence.

So, he was back at square one actually, the professor sighed in frustration.

The film set was deserted. It really did give a feel of an opulent but decrepit bungalow which was in the process of being renovated.

Professor Shantanu saw a man sitting in a corner.

‘I’m an assistant director here. Can I help you?’ the man asked.

‘I don’t know. I just wanted to go over the events that lead to Natalie’s death,’ Shantanu swiftly explained about being involved in investigating the crime along with Inspector Bhogle.

‘But how does it matter? The killers are already behind bars now,’ the assistant director said.

‘I know. But just humour me,’ Shantanu requested.

‘All right. I have nothing else to do. Actually, now the project is shelved; so, I have no work actually,’ the assistant director smiled bleakly.

The professor felt sorry for the chap. He was quite young really. It must really be stressful being in such an uncertain career, he thought.

‘See, here is the place where Natalie was probably practising her lines,’ the assistant director led Professor Shantanu towards the right side of the set.

Shantanu already knew the details of the scene as was told to him by Inspector Bhogle.

‘So, Natalie was supposed to push Chandra Prakash out of the way of the falling wrought iron fixture, right?’ Shantanu asked.

‘Yes.’

‘But then why did she pull the cord?’

‘God knows. In fact, the director had decided that early next morning, it would be the first scene that would be shot. So, the props man left everything in readiness for the scene after checking everything personally. The next day, Chandra Prakash was to pull the cord; the fixture was supposed to slide down; Natalie was supposed to push him away; and the light fixture was supposed to stop barely inches above them,’ the assistant director spoke ruefully.

‘So, Chandra Prakash was supposed to pull the cord…’ Professor Shantanu’s voice trailed away.

The assistant director nodded.

‘Who knew about Natalie’s habit of practising in the night?’ Shantanu asked.

‘Mostly everyone on the sets knew that she practised,’ the assistant director was matter-of-fact.

‘But everyone on the sets also knew that she was not supposed to pull the cord?’

‘Yes. Everyone knew about the scene in detail because there had been so many retakes, but the director had been unsatisfied,’ the assistant director confirmed.

‘Interesting,’ Shantanu said.

After checking a few more things, Professor Shantanu left the sets.

What if the light fixture was meant to fall on Chandra Prakash, the thought occurred to Shantanu as he drove towards the Police Station.

Could that be a possibility?

Could it be that Natalie was not supposed to be killed at all?

In that case who had the motive, if Natalie was removed from the picture?

He had to think fast.

There had to be something – he had to come up with something.

He could not let Pallavi remain in prison…

A sudden thought occurred to him.

Instantly, he changed direction and drove towards Xanadu.

Rapidly Professor Shantanu entered Amar’s bedroom. As he had expected, there was an innocuous looking bottle by the bedside. Quickly, he pocketed it. He needed to get its contents tested in a lab. Immediately, he called up Inspector Bhogle and enlisted his help. The inspector though reluctant, had too much respect for the professor to refuse. He would send over a constable right away. They would have the result in an hour.
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Mridula looked out at the fast-moving traffic on the Mumbai streets, from her sixth-floor window at Xanadu. She had just spoken to her husband and children. The kids were of course too young to understand the import of what had transpired here in the last few weeks.

Her husband though, was understandably worried about her and wanted to rush over to offer solace. But Mridula had assured him that he should not bother; she was quite capable of taking care of things.

The only thing was she shouldn’t have lied to that insolent inspector. He probably knew by now that she had indeed flown into Mumbai on the night of her father’s murder. But so what? Lying was not a crime; she had not been under oath or anything.

It was just that the way Bhogle had been questioning her, that had made her furious. How dare he try and treat her like a criminal or something?

That was why she had not admitted to being at the party. She was damned if she was going to admit anything to him at all.

Even if it was something innocuous. After all she had done nothing at all, merely withheld information…

Anyway, it hardly mattered now.

Mridula breathed deeply as her brain worked at top speed, planning ahead. With the way things had turned out, it seemed that finally justice was being handed down to her.

Admittedly not divine justice; the human hand had a big role to play in this case.

But it had all worked in her favour.

Now everything that should have been rightly hers from the very beginning was truly hers.

With Pallavi and Amar in prison, and likely to be there for a long time, she had the run of things at Xanadu.

And Remanika did not really count…
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Professor Shantanu sat in his room, going over his notes. Opening a fresh page, he made a flow chart detailing the sequence of events.

He then tried to fit in his latest theory that had flashed through his brain whilst driving back from the film sets.

Everything seemed logical now.

Only, only, he had to be certain.

He could not take action without being absolutely sure.

He made a few phone calls.

It was mostly to his students.

Professor Shantanu was much revered by his students – both past and present.

They were ready to do anything for him, no questions asked.

Two hours later, he received the information that he was waiting for.

Meanwhile the lab results had also come in.

It was just as he had expected.

Everything became clear.

Shantanu smiled widely.

Pallavi would be free, he thought.

But would she be free for him?

Firmly he squashed the thought.

His job was to do the right thing. The rest … well, the rest was destiny.

Quickly, he made one final call. It was to Inspector Bhogle. ‘Swami Maheshananda is the murderer,’ he declared. ‘You better go to his ashram and arrest him. Before…before he gets an inkling and escapes abroad with the help of one of his foreign disciples,’ he said decisively.

‘Are…are you mad? Have you taken leave of your senses? The case is already closed. We have not one, but two confessions. I suggest you give up this futile attempt of yours,’ Bhogle spoke inflexibly.

In a quiet but firm voice, Professor Shantanu swiftly explained how and why Maheshananda committed the three murders.

At the end of it, astounded, the inspector whistled softly. This professor sure was one hell of a sleuth, he had to admit.

Instantly Bhogle rounded up his men and left for the swami’s ashram to make the arrest.


Chapter 19

‘But even after Inspector Bhogle and the entire Mumbai Police had closed the case, you persisted with your inquiry?’ Professor Dinkar Mishra was perplexed.

‘Yes,’ Professor Shantanu smiled. ‘Somehow I was not convinced that this was the final piece in the puzzle. I knew there was something that did not quite fit in with the overall picture. The police conclusion was too convenient – a bit too perfect to be true.’

‘Then?’

‘But I had nothing to go on. As a last ditch effort, I decided to recreate the scene of Natalie’s murder. On the film set, I realized that Natalie was not supposed to be murdered at all. The light fixture was supposed to fall on Chandra Prakash.’

‘How?’

‘The murderer had removed the iron hook the night before. He knew that the next morning as soon as Chandra Prakash pulled the cord, the fixture would hurtle down upon him and kill him instantly. What he had not known was that Natalie would come on the sets to practice in the night. I realized then that the murderer was an outsider, who did not know about Natalie’s habit of practising her lines before shoots.’

‘I see,’ Dinkar did not really see very clearly. ‘So, Natalie died in vain?’ Dinkar felt sorry for the poor girl.

‘Yes, Maheshananda never intended to murder her. It was pure accident.’

‘Gosh!’

‘But how did you zero in onto the swami?’ Dinkar asked.

‘I recalled that Pallavi had told me about Maheshananda going on the sets of Chandra Prakash to give his blessings and support. I cross-checked with the assistant director. He confirmed that the swami was present the day before on the shoot. And Maheshananda was the only outsider on the sets,’ Shantanu explained.

‘But this was a long shot,’ Dinkar pointed out. ‘How could you be sure?’

‘Exactly. So, I began at the very beginning. I removed Natalie’s murder from the equation. The objective was to kill only two people – Rajvir and Chandra Prakash. Who would want to kill them? And if it was Maheshananda, why would he want to do so?’

‘Yeah, what was the motive?’

‘I am coming to it,’ Shantanu smiled. ‘First I needed some concrete evidence to implicate Maheshananda. I was convinced that Pallavi had not committed the murders. She had confessed only to save Amar. I knew that Amar too had not committed the murders.’

‘Why?’

‘Well for one, I know enough about human psychology and Pallavi is not the type to commit murder. And Amar definitely does not have the persona to commit any crime – much less murder. He does not have it in him. Even if he had, he would not have been that big a fool to conceal the blood-encrusted knife in his closet. And if Pallavi had committed the murders, would she have hidden the knife in her own son’s closet? Then for Amar to confess it all – it was bizarre – all quite out of the realm of probability, if you look at it logically. And finally, the telephone call giving the tip off about Amar’s apartment. That was the clincher! Clearly someone was trying to frame Amar,’ Professor Shantanu analysed.

The way his friend put it, the entire thing did sound impossible; and yet the police had readily bought it, Dinkar thought.

‘I then decided to look at this case from an entirely different tangent. I thought, it had to be someone who was intimately aware of everything about Rajvir’s family who could have put all this into action. Only one name cropped up when I looked at it this way – Maheshananda. Suddenly I had a brainwave – and I was proved right.’

‘Brainwave about what?’

‘About scopolamine.’

‘Scopolamine?’ Professor Dinkar had no idea what his friend was talking about.

‘Yes scopolamine. You know when Pallavi told me that swamiji had given a special concoction for Amar to take every day before going to bed, I was curious. Also, it became common knowledge that Amar was becoming more and more delusional. Everyone thought it was due to Rajvir’s sudden and shocking murder, which caused his increasing dependence on drugs. I too had not given it another thought at the time. But now the circumstances were different. I wondered what was this so-called miraculous calming medicine given to Amar by the swami. On a hunch, I asked the lab to test the contents of the concoction for scopolamine.’

‘Why scopolamine?’ Dinkar was confused.

‘I recalled from somewhere that scopolamine was a dangerous drug used to induce memory loss among other things. It is also the key ingredient of the infamous date-rape drug.’

‘Oh!’ Professor Dinkar was shocked.

‘I dug up more info on scopolamine, and found that it is widely used by robbers to make their victims reveal bank details, etc. And later they have no memory of doing so. The victims become willing zombies under its influence.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. I realized then that Maheshananda had some ulterior motive in giving scopolamine to Amar. It could not be possible that he did not know that what he was giving Amar contained scopolamine, or that it was an accidental ingredient in the medicine he had given. I knew it was deliberate, and done by design.’

‘But how did you arrive at this conclusion?’ Dinkar asked.

‘I recalled the hi-tech lab that I had seen at the swami’s ashram on my last visit. It was set up for the preparation of pure, herbal medicines I was told. I did a bit of research and learnt that scopolamine is extracted from the abundantly found Dhatura plant in this region. The modus operandi became clear to me.’

‘What modus operandi?’

‘Regular doses of the scopolamine, along with daily brain-washing by the swami was enough to convince Amar that he had indeed murdered his father. He really came to believe that he had committed the act due to his passionate hatred for Rajvir. And he had done it under the influence of the usual cocktail of drugs he took, and so did not have the actual memory of it,’ Shantanu explained.

‘Oh my God. This was wicked,’ Dinkar was appalled.

‘Yes. Pallavi had already told me that the swami had very kindly agreed to her request to speak to Amar on a continual basis. Maheshananda called up every day for over an hour over the phone, counselling the poor boy. But we know now what the counselling was all about,’ Shantanu shook his head ruefully.

‘Gosh!’ Dinkar was astounded at the convoluted plot.

His friend was silent.

‘But why did the swami have his lab develop concoctions based upon scopolamine?’ Dinkar asked after a while.

‘It could be because he must have found it useful to make his disciples pliable. He must be giving it to them along with his usual spiel about god, meditation or whatever mumbo-jumbo he fed his devotees. The drug combined with his sermons, must have made it very easy for him to manipulate his followers,’ Shantanu said contemptuously.

‘My God, that is sneaky,’ Dinkar was offended.

‘Yes. These swamis are really something else, you know. All they care about is expanding their own empire for their own selfish interests. Do they really care about their disciples? Do they really offer succour to them, I wonder? At the very best all they do is create a hallucination in the minds of the followers that they are better off in the swami’s world than they were back home, or wherever they came from,’ Shantanu paused. ‘Maybe not all swamis are like this, but I guess most of them are.’

‘Yeah, and Maheshanandaji must have found it very easy to mould his foreign disciples in this way,’ Dinkar said.

‘Yes, the majority of his followers at his luxurious ashram are from abroad,’ Shantanu spoke disgustedly.

Dinkar nodded.

‘Anyway, coming back to the investigation, I knew then, that this scopolamine and counselling combination was a piece of the puzzle that did not fit in where it should,’ Shantanu came back to his original vein. ‘I wondered what Maheshananda’s angle was, in making Amar do his bidding – that is, admit to murder. Obviously, it must be because he wanted to shield the real murderer. And obviously he had a vested interest in saving the real murderer. Why else would he implicate the son of his childhood best friend? Cause harm to the family of the man he had promised to look after?’

‘Yeah, why?’ Dinkar Mishra asked.

‘It meant that the real murderer had to be close to the swami,’ Professor Shantanu said. ‘Who could it be? For the life of me, I could not figure this one out. No matter how closely, or from how many angles I looked at it, I could not arrive at the answer. Who could the swami be protecting? Then, I don’t quite know how – probably intuition, I wondered what if the swami was shielding himself? Even though this seemed farfetched, I decided to explore this angle – more so because I had no other leads.’

‘I see.’

‘I began looking at this perspective in right earnest. In the beginning, I could not find any motive at all. Why would the swami want to kill his best friend? Once I could arrive at the answer to this question, I knew that the other answers would become evident on their own,’ Shantanu paused.

Dinkar waited patiently.

‘What could it be? Was he jealous of his friend? That could be possible. It is well known for best friends to be secretly jealous of each other,’ Shantanu continued.

Dinkar became uncomfortable. Was his friend hinting to the jealousy that he felt for Shantanu? He had always been careful to keep it hidden. But had his astute friend managed to discern it?

‘No – it could not be jealousy. For Maheshananda had also managed to acquire similar success, fame, money and followers like his childhood friend. There was something of Mandrake the Magician in both of them,’ Shantanu continued, oblivious to Dinkar’s discomfort.

‘Yeah,’ Dinkar spoke, relieved.

‘So, it could not be jealousy. It had to be something else. Well what else? If not jealousy, could it be some monetary deal? No, that was not possible. Did they love the same woman? Not really. Although Pallavi does have a rather soft spot for the swami, I don’t think she is in love with him or he with her. And Rajvir in any case fell out of love with Pallavi long back. Then what could it be?’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, come to the point,’ Dinkar became impatient with Shantanu’s long-winded description of his deductive reasoning.

‘Ok, I’m sorry. I’ll come right to it,’ Shantanu smiled. He knew how his friend hated it when he did not come to the point directly. But he wanted to savour the telling of how he finally solved the case and thus prove his mental prowess. It was childish really, but he did feel a sense of one-upmanship with Dinkar.

‘So, when I realized that it was none of these, I wondered about Maheshananda’s immediate family. Maybe there was some close family member who could provide me with some clue about some motive. I dug around and found that his parents were dead and he had no siblings. He had never married too – did not seem to have a girlfriend or female companion either. So again, I was baffled.’

‘Then?’

‘Then I wondered if he was gay – but that too did not seem to be the case. He did not seem to have any male companion either.’

‘How did you find out so much about the swami?’ Dinkar was impressed.

‘Oh, you know me. Once I want to find out something, I do it somehow or the other. Actually, some of my resourceful students helped me get all this info,’ Shantanu revealed.

‘I then recalled that on all my visits it was Kadambari who seemed to receive special treatment from everyone at the ashram. This got me thinking. Why this special treatment to this one girl? Was it at Maheshananda’s bidding? If so why?’

‘Pallavi had also told me that of late Rajvir had started to spend more and more time at the ashram, particularly since the last six months. And a miraculous turnaround had come about in Rajvir’s personality. He had become less stressed, calm, happy and even younger.’

‘So? How is this relevant?’ Dinkar was by now thoroughly confused.

‘Also, during one of my long talks with Amar, he let something slip,’ Shantanu continued in his own vein. ‘The scopolamine worked not only for Maheshananda, it worked for me too,’ Shantanu smiled.

‘Let slip what? And what long talks?’

‘You remember during Amar’s downslide, Pallavi had requested me to speak to Amar, whenever possible and talk some sense into him?’

‘Yes. Pallavi does have you wrapped around her little finger,’ Dinkar smirked.

Professor Shantanu looked reproachfully at his friend.

‘Sorry; please go on,’ Dinkar was contrite.

‘Well, in the course of my extensive talks with Amar, during most of which he ranted and raged against his father; he let slip the extent of Rajvir’s debauchery in not even sparing the innocent Kadambari. At that moment, I knew I was onto something that had never come up so far in the investigation.’

‘Wow!’ Dinkar was astounded.

‘I knew I had to get the other half of the story. So, one day, when I knew that Maheshananda was staying over at Xanadu at the behest of Pallavi, I had driven up to his ashram. There I managed to talk to Kadambari. The sweet guileless girl, who has no clue of what was happening in the outside world, easily admitted to loving Rajvir, and having that love reciprocated in equal measure. She spoke fervently that Rajvir was much misunderstood by everyone. In reality, he was an intensely lonely man, looking for true love to fulfil him. And when he found it in her, he changed – changed his womanizing ways,’ Shantanu explained.

‘Really! Do you think it was true?’ Dinkar was taken aback.

‘Kadambari certainly believed so.’

‘Then what did you do?’ Dinkar began to get impatient again.

‘I’m afraid I did not do anything about all this information at the time,’ Shantanu looked contrite.

It was not like his friend to ignore any kind of information, Dinkar thought. Why had he done so this time round? Had he been preoccupied with something else?

‘After visiting the film sets for recreating Natalie’s murder, as I looked at the case afresh, I began exploring Maheshananda’s culpability in right earnest,’ Shantanu elucidated.

‘Go on.’

‘I recalled Maheshananda telling me that he had special affection for Kadambari, because she literally came into this world in front of him, during his days at Boston. This was borne out by his actions as well. Even though he talked about detachment, he could never quite mask the sparkle that appeared in his eyes, whenever he was with Kadambari. I noticed this on several occasions; and wondered at it, because it was not in character. Maheshananda had also decided to groom Kadambari as his successor,’ Shantanu continued.

‘Really?’’

‘Yes. On a hunch, I called up a former PhD student of mine who is currently working in a software company in Boston. I asked him to trace the birth record of Kadambari. I knew she was 26 years old. Now I don’t quite know how he managed to get this confidential information. But he did – perhaps owing to his respect for me as his teacher,’ Shantanu smiled.

‘And?’ Dinkar became impatient.

‘As I had suspected, a certain Mahesh Anand Kumar was listed as the father and Mary Anderson as the mother of a baby girl born on 18th February 1992 at the Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston.’

‘Wow!’ Professor Dinkar looked at his friend with newfound respect.

‘After that, the plot became absolutely clear. There was no mystery at all.’

‘How?’ Dinkar was still hazy.

‘You see, Kadambari had confided in Maheshananda about her love for Rajvir. She talked about the furious anger of Maheshananda when he found out about Natalie being pregnant. He had screamed at her to understand that this was the real Rajvir, a man who could not help bedding every woman he came across.’

‘Oh! And did Kadambari come to her senses?’ Dinkar’s eyebrows rose.

‘No, she was too blindly in love to do so. She readily believed the plausible explanation of Rajvir that he had slept with Natalie only once and that too because she had practically seduced him. And it meant nothing; because it had all happened well before he understood the depth of his feelings for Kadambari.’

‘Oh! People in love are such fools,’ Dinkar shook his head ruefully. ‘Then?’

‘When the swami could not convince his daughter, he knew there was only one way to save Kadambari from certain disaster. It was to get rid of Rajvir,’ Shantanu paused.

‘Oh! That was quite an extreme decision,’ Dinkar said.

‘Actually, Maheshananda must have been enraged that Rajvir, his childhood best friend, the very person whom he trusted, had turned around and stabbed him in the back. There was no way he could forgive Rajvir for preying upon his daughter. This was the ultimate betrayal. Rajvir would have to pay the price for it, the swami must have decided,’ Shantanu continued.

‘And he did it on the night of the party because the suspicion could fall on any one of the people present. He knew that it was the best opportunity to commit the dastardly act and flummox the police, both at the same time. Particularly since he knew that there were many people at the party as well as his family members, all of whom could have had the motive to kill Rajvir,’ Dinkar stated the obvious.

‘Yes, absolutely. And committing the murder was the easiest thing for him to do. Maheshananda knew very well about where Rajvir kept his gun and the key to it. And he knew that it was loaded as well. It was so simple for him. He entered the study via the secret passage behind the bookcase so that the cameras would not detect him. Then he just took out the gun from the drawer and lay in wait outside the window on the terrace, for Rajvir to retire in his study. After most of the guests left, he saw his chance and shot Rajvir in cold blood. And then left the study again via the secret passage. After that he quietly retired for the night in his suite in the guest wing. Then early in the morning left for his ashram,’ Shantanu paused.

‘And you know he had all along planned for Amar to take the fall for it and so had been drugging him with scopolamine even before committing the murder,’ Shantanu continued.

There was a long silence.

‘But why Chandra Prakash? How and why was he murdered?’ Dinkar was perplexed.

‘When he failed to ensure that Chandra Prakash was killed on the sets the first time round, and Natalie got killed instead; then for his next attempt on Chandra Prakash’s life, the swami did not take any chances. The unsuspecting Chandra Prakash readily let in the swami inside his flat that night, and lost his life in the process. Then as per his plan to implicate Amar, Maheshananda helpfully hid the bloodstained knife in Amar’s love pad. And later made the anonymous call tipping off Bhogle.’

‘But why did he want to murder Chandra Prakash?’ Dinkar was confused.

‘Oh…I forgot to mention! Kadambari in the course of her conversation also told me of her fondness for Chandra Prakash, which was mostly because he was so like his father, Rajvir. She could not help feeling great affection for him, not only because he was exactly like his father in every way, but also because he so obviously loved and cherished his father. This open loyalty and affection for Rajvir brought Kadambari close to Chandra Prakash. After the unexpected death of Rajvir, Kadambari had no one to turn to, to share her sorrow. At this time, Chandra Prakash was the only one in whom she could confide in. Rajvir’s death brought the two really close. Perhaps too close.’

‘I see.’ Dinkar marvelled at the ramifications of the relationships of the Rajvir clan.

‘When Maheshananda learnt of the growing closeness between the two, he became alarmed. He foresaw a repeat of what he had just barely managed to prevent. He assumed that Kadambari would in all probability fall in love with Chandra Prakash and end up getting hurt. He believed that the son would in all likelihood follow in his father’s footsteps and become a womaniser. And after having his way with Kadambari, abandon her. This was the one thing that the swami could not – would not allow to happen. And this sealed Chandra Prakash’s fate,’ Shantanu breathed in deeply

‘Who would have thought that swamiji could have been behind all this?’ Professor Dinkar said. ‘But given the rate at which so many so-called swamis are being proven to have clay feet, it is no wonder,’ he continued, smiling.

‘No – I genuinely believed that Maheshanandaji was different; and he was, you know. I have never come across a more accomplished, more widely-read person. He had extraordinary powers owing to his years of sadhana which enabled him to tap into more regions of the brain, more than what ordinary mortals could do,’ Professor Shantanu spoke broodingly.

‘Really?’

‘Oh yes. It was only love for his daughter that was his undoing. And well, who could blame him? Love does that to you. Unhinges you temporarily. Prompts you to think and do things that you normally would never do,’ Professor Shantanu seemed to be speaking to himself.

‘Hey! Are you talking about the swami or someone else?’ Dinkar did have an idea of where his friend’s affections lay of late.

‘Of course, I’m talking about the swami.’ Shantanu spoke a little too quickly.

‘So, it was love! Love was the root cause of it all,’ Professor Dinkar marvelled.

‘Isn’t it always?’ his friend smiled wryly. ‘Dr. Singhvi too gave the supari for Rajvir’s murder because of his love for Pallavi.’

‘What? That’s extraordinary! I didn’t know about it,’ Dinkar exclaimed. He became quiet as he reflected upon it. Then a little later, he added softly, ‘And love has finally led to the solving of this case…’

There was a long silence.

‘Remember the words of the poet, John Donne?’ his friend spoke after a while.

‘Which ones?’ Dinkar asked.

‘“To be no part of anybody, 

Is to be nothing”…’ 

Professor Shantanu quoted the poet wistfully, as his eyes took on a faraway look.
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