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Prologue

When I came around, the bedside lamp was glowing, the curtains were drawn, and the wall clock showed 3:30 a.m. I wondered what had woken me. Then I heard the banging.
‘Hell, Piyush,’ I muttered. ‘Look at the time, for God’s sake. Can’t you let a girl rest?’ My anger came flaming back, and I stormed to the connecting door to give him a piece of my mind.
But the noise was coming from the main door of my hotel room. Who was creating a racket at this time of night? What was the emergency? Casting a cursory look across the room to make sure that nothing suspicious was lying around, I went to the door and peeked through the peephole.
Cyrus Daruwala’s face loomed on the other side. I stepped back, frowning.
This had to be bad. We despised each other, yet here he stood hammering at my door in the middle of the night. Not good, I thought, and unlocked the door.
‘Nalini, I’ve been knocking for the past ten minutes!’ he yelled.
‘I was asleep. Maybe you should have called.’ My voice was cold.
‘I tried your mobile but your number was unreachable.’
‘My room has a landline, you know?’ I felt drained and couldn’t wait to be rid of this unwelcome intruder.
‘I forgot...’ He looked flustered and tense, I noted for the first time.
‘What is it, Cyrus? Do you want to step in?’ I asked, toning down my displeasure.
‘It’s Chirag.’
‘What about Chirag?’ I replied, alert.
‘Mmm... he isn’t in his room.’
‘What?’
Memories of a drunken Chirag flashed through my mind. But my mistrust of Cyrus warned me to take his words with a pinch of salt.
‘His room is empty and I can’t find him anywhere.’
‘Why were you in his room in the first place?’
‘I wasn’t in his room, Nalini. Seriously, what business would I have there? I don’t even like the guy.’
‘So you weren’t in his room, but in the middle of the night you had a vision that he had disappeared?’ I retorted, shaking my head in disbelief.
‘Don’t equate me with that airhead. I was passing by his room and saw the door ajar. I was concerned, so I peeped in. He wasn’t in bed, but the bathroom light was on. I checked, but he wasn’t there either.’
‘He may be asleep in someone else’s suite.’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘Really? And you know this how?’ My eyes begged to shut, and I could feel the beginnings of a headache. My stomach also felt funny.
He stayed quiet.
Being quiet wasn’t in his nature. I stared at him. His face was white, as though he had seen a ghost, and he was trembling. 
‘Something is wrong, Nalini. There is blood everywhere.’




Chapter 1

‘Breakfast is ready!’ Piyush shouted from the kitchen.
Half past seven in the morning was too early to tuck into a full meal, but we tried to eat together whenever possible, irrespective of the time. Fresh out of my bath, wrapped in a pink robe, I was towelling dry my long hair when he called. Tossing aside the towel, I breezed into the kitchen wearing my best smile and gave him a peck on the cheek before slipping into my seat at the table.
I made dinner and he made breakfast—that was our arrangement. Today, he had outdone himself. Despite the early hour, he had managed toast, cereal, fried eggs, juice, and rice khichdi with green chutney. He found my obsession with rice amusing. ‘You can take a Bong out of Bengal, but good luck taking Bengal out of a Bong,’ he often teased me. However, he was also thoughtful enough to indulge me whenever we ate together. I poured myself a cup of steaming hot coffee. Piyush was a tea person and his cup was already half empty.
He sat at the table, scanning the day’s newspapers—a habit he had inherited from his late father. His gold-rimmed spectacles slipped down his nose now and then. In a reflex action mastered through years of practice, his right hand alternated between picking up his teacup and repositioning his truant eyewear. He looked good in his lemon-yellow formal shirt and dark trousers, with shining maroon-black leather shoes completing the ensemble. Clean-shaven with short, tidy hair, Piyush was the opposite of the modern-day tech CEO.
He loved wearing casuals but always turned up for work in immaculate formals. Born into a family of career diplomats, he was weaned on power dressing from a tender age. When his dream to join the civil services shattered, he took to coding to drown his disappointment. One thing led to another, and soon, he had a new goal—starting his own company.
Even while sweating over technical glitches with his team in the non-air-conditioned two-bedroom house that had served as his first office, he had avoided casual clothes. As he dug deep into the dirt and grime of Indian red tape to set up his technology company, he realised the merits of his old-school dressing style. Everybody took him seriously. That helped. And he made these clothes his style statement.
◆◆◆
 
He set aside the paper as soon as he saw I was ready, and we ate together. We limited our chatter over breakfast to work, politics, and sports. Work was our shared love, and we could discuss it for hours without getting bored. He thrived on politics and enjoyed tracking eyebrow-raising gossip about public figures. Sports were my stress busters.
Right after breakfast, he left for work.
Always an early bird, he loved arriving first at the office. He called it ‘leading by example’. On some days, even the housekeeping staff would show up after him. He did not mind. IndeGen Technologies was his life, and no inconvenience was too great for the company. He had founded IndeGen ten years ago and had worked hard to bring it to its current position of pride.
He was also one of the best programmers in the company, and, even today, with all his responsibilities as the chief executive officer of this bustling start-up, he spent the first couple of hours of his workday coding. He claimed the exercise sharpened his mind and kept him grounded.
I chose a black T-shirt with an IndeGen logo from my wardrobe and coupled it with a pair of baggy khaki pants. Bunching my long, silky hair into a simple ponytail and keeping my makeup to a bare minimum, I examined my reflection in the mirror. Presentable, I decided. Blessed with clear, creamy skin and prominent black eyes, I never needed cosmetics to enhance my appearance.
◆◆◆
 
We always worked on New Year’s—IndeGen’s founding day. Packed with events, the foundation day strived to keep all IndeGeners on their toes. We also had a tradition of rewarding our nine best performers of the previous year a weekend with the CEO. Piyush set aside the first weekend of every New Year for this.
Being one of the chosen nine was the most sought-after honour at IndeGen. Every IndeGener aspired to boast of having won this award at least once, even though the accolade was unaccompanied by a cash prize or promotion guarantee. Piyush believed that the outing motivated the best performers to outdo themselves in the year ahead. Beginning the year on a high, he termed it.
All the past winners agreed with this perspective. The opportunity gave them a zeal for work like no other human resource initiative in the company. Bonding with their top boss and high achievers from different verticals created an unparalleled sense of pride. The activities undertaken during the weekend built trust, and the informality of the entire setup nurtured bonding at a personal level, which lasted long after the trip.
Winning The Business People magazine’s ‘HR Manager of the Year’ award earned me a place in that group this year. We were to leave on our adventure later that day. I had won this honour for the first time, and after this trip I hoped to understand all the reasons for its popularity. But, before that, I had to get through the day.
This year too, the day lived up to its reputation and was as exhausting as ever. From being accosted at the reception by a former employee about his pending settlement to being bored to death at the lunch table by a board member way past his expiry date, events worth forgetting filled my day. I was in the middle of mediating an intense argument between two department heads over one of their contest’s grading policies when my reminder went off.
‘That’s my cue. Gentlemen, I need to rush. Wish me luck. This is my first time on the “Weekend with the CEO”. Piyush has asked all of us to assemble at the front desk by 4:00 p.m. Can we pull each other’s nails out after I return, please?’ I winked at them.
‘I’ll come back when I need a manicure,’ one of them grunted.
‘Interesting spa you patronise, man. You ask for a manicure and they pull your nails out?’ the other guffawed.
I clasped my hands with a beseeching expression on my face. This time they obliged and left, wishing me good luck. I watched them leave, knowing that the long weekend would solve the impasse. Time was a wonderful problem solver. When they returned next week, all they would have time for was work. Contests and their policies wouldn’t resurface until the end of the year—a long time in a start-up’s life.
◆◆◆
 
I cleared my desk, locked all the drawers and cabinets, shut down my laptop, and closed the blinds. Darkness settled into my room: my own space on the ninth floor of IndeGen’s awe-inspiring office. I shut the door and gazed around the sprawling maze of workstations outside my corner office. Most were vacant because my team was busy enjoying the celebrations underway on the eleventh floor.
The few who remained were also winding up. Seeing me leave, they waved to me. ‘Have a blast, Nalini!’, ‘Send us pictures from the beach!’, ‘Show the other IndeGeners we’re the best!’ they shouted amid loud cheers. I strode out with a happy grin plastered on my face.
The lift was empty. On the eighth floor, Sukhbir Sharma stepped in carrying a heavy-looking duffel bag. We smiled at each other. He was also a winner of the ‘Weekend with the CEO’ contest. The first thing anyone noticed about him was his height. At close to six and a half feet tall, he was a giant of a man whose size served as effortless intimidation. Being well-built gave him a wrestler’s aura, but his personality couldn’t have been more different from that of a grappler.
He was one of my acquisitions and had joined the IndeGen family eight years ago. He had won this contest seven times.
Sukhbir was our in-house Wikipedia. He knew everything. A creature of the Internet age, his brain worked like a bot, mechanically trawling through data and capturing keywords. He read a lot and had loads of information compiled neatly in different compartments of his brain. He had trained his mind to zip through this information at breakneck speed and retrieve a list of likely alternatives, much like Google. I always wondered if his skills preceded popular search algorithms.
He was in content. He couldn’t code, he couldn’t ideate, his interpersonal and communication skills were pathetic, and yet he worked in content. He was a researcher. His career had stagnated over the years because he had neither evolved nor acquired new skills. He was incapable of it, he claimed. The reality seemed more like he was disinterested in doing anything else. He loved to read, and his current job paid him to do precisely that. He wanted nothing more.
Despite his obvious flaws, Sukhbir was unbeatable in his domain. However obscure the topic, he would flood the writers with tons of relevant and usable information. They all loved him and fought to have him on their projects. No wonder that he won this contest every year. He was indispensable.
True to his personality, he maintained a comfortable silence on the journey down. Even after eight years at IndeGen, he was reluctant to socialise.
◆◆◆
 
We were the first to arrive. A huge banner with ‘Bon Voyage, Winners!’ written in big, bold letters welcomed us. In the background was a collage of pictures of the nine winners with CEO Piyush Gokhle’s smiling face forming the centrepiece. Colourful balloons lay scattered on the floor.
The head of administration was present to receive us. His team of smart uniformed helpers stood beside him, ready to do his bidding. Outside, I spotted the band—the typical marriage ceremony kind, with drums and trumpets—ready to blast away and escort us to the waiting bus. Others joined us, and, at last, Piyush himself arrived.
The band burst into life as soon as he set foot in the lounge, playing a popular Bollywood number. Our tapping feet and loud cheers joined them in the merrymaking. Members of the admin team gave us a traditional farewell with marigold garlands and sandalwood paste tikas. Piyush released a white dove into the sky, ending the send-off rituals.
Pumped up and excited, all ten of us boarded the waiting bus. Luxurious seats with ample legroom were ours for the taking. Two men dressed in white greeted us at the door. One was the driver, the other his assistant. Inside the bus, the smell of delicious food filled my nostrils, exciting my taste buds.
I found myself a seat at the back of the vehicle. We had a good distance to cover, and I wanted to be as comfortable as possible.  This year’s destination was the best ever and was less than 800 km away! A radiant smile lit up my face at the thought of the weekend ahead.
A bugle sounded, firecrackers went off somewhere in the background, and, the bus began to move. We expected our drive from Pune to Navi Mumbai—from where we would fly to our holiday destination—to take a little over two hours. Thanks to the ambitious Mumbai-Pune Expressway, we could cover the distance of nearly 130 km between the cities in this short period.
To be honest, the long bus ride at the start of the trip was a damper, and I had complained to Piyush about the arrangement. This getaway was his baby. He shrugged off my whines, saying I was being an unreasonable fusspot. As was often the case, we argued, failed to understand each other’s perspective, and agreed to disagree on the matter.
Within minutes of hitting the road, the assistant rolled a food trolley down the aisle. The pampering had already begun!
With music, games, and food keeping us engrossed, we had reached our destination before we knew it. We were in the parking lot of a private airfield on the outskirts of Navi Mumbai. Here we planned to board a chartered flight—something I was super excited about. Dusk was fading into night and Maximum City was lighting up in the horizon. Located at a good distance from the choking arteries of the megalopolis, the airport was a far cry from what I had expected.
All I could see was a terraced building surrounded by open space. Where was the airport? Where were the hangars and the planes? The rest of my party appeared unruffled. Was I the only one expecting the moon?
We stepped off the bus to find ourselves in the august company of the airfield’s welcome party. The group comprised distinguished-looking men and beautiful women, all dapper in magenta uniforms. The sight brought some relief to my worried senses. In my opinion, a well-turned-out team spoke volumes about the person in charge.
The airport manager, a man in his mid-fifties, greeted us and introduced us to his associates. Among them were the two pilots designated to fly us to our destination. Both individuals looked sufficiently senior and capable, thanks to their salt-and-pepper hair. Our host took five minutes to explain each pilot’s credentials and accomplishments, putting my worst fears to rest. Many in my team were excited to learn that two of the pretty women were also to fly with us, as our hostesses.
An aircraft engine thundered to life nearby, and we looked around for the plane. The opulence that this trip promised to bring into our lives had bowled us over long before our actual journey began. None of us had ever been on a chartered flight, and now we were mere minutes away from that very experience. Needless to say, expectations were sky-high.
Talk about anti-climaxes!
Our host led us through the lone building in the vicinity to the sprawling tarmac on the other side. There, sitting pretty in white and magenta, was a wasp of a plane.
‘Ladies and gentlemen, may I proudly present our most airworthy craft: the Czech-made Let L-410 Turbolet. This stunning beauty is ideal for a party of ten.
‘Mind you, she is as sturdy as she is breath-taking. She can land on short makeshift runways and operate in extreme temperatures ranging from -50 to +50 degrees centigrade. An aeroplane made for Indian conditions, wouldn’t you agree?’ our captain asked with pride.
Chirag was the only person in our group unperturbed by the sight of the machine that was to ferry us to our destination. He cheered on seeing the miniature craft. Everyone else, including me, was assessing the small carrier with disbelief. This was the smallest plane I had laid eyes on in my entire life. Its compact frame surprised even Piyush.
Much to my disgust, the others adjusted to the plane’s size within seconds. I had greater difficulty imagining a trip in the ‘breath-taking’ craft, but I put on a brave front and joined the jingbang in their excited chatter about the journey ahead. I had to live up to my reputation of being an iron lady.
We clambered aboard and quickly fastened our seatbelts. I had the eerie sense of being inside a plush yet cramped closet. Four rows of three seats each, two to the right of the aisle and one to the left, accounted for the seating arrangement. Two more seats, facing each other at the rear end, were for the cabin crew. A mini-kitchenette and a trolley also occupied the back. In front, a thin fibre wall with a door separated the cockpit from the main body of the plane. The interiors were cream with magenta linen.
I had booked this leg of the journey. When I discovered the price for transporting ten people approximately 500 km via private plane, I thought I had hit the jackpot. Now I knew why this trip had been so inexpensive! As he boarded, Piyush’s eyes bored accusingly into me. Is this a one-way trip, they mocked me. That’s why the price was so low! I averted my gaze and forced Sukhbir, who was ahead of him in the queue, to sit beside me so that Piyush would have to sit elsewhere.
Soon the plane taxied to the runway. In all fairness, the take-off proved to be a smooth affair, except for my nerves. As the plane lifted off, Sukhbir caught hold of my hands, startling me. I stared at him in shock. He merely smiled, unclenched my fists and said something. I blinked. Seeing my fright, he repeated himself.
‘Ms Bose, this is a good plane. Trust me. I read about it, and all its reviews were excellent.’
Sukhbir was talking! Not only that, he was holding my hands and reassuring me! This trip was already throwing up some shocking surprises. I smiled with gratitude, not daring to utter a word. Role reversal, I thought ironically.
‘We are now flying over our destination, Cumbojee Island.’ The captain’s voice broke into my tense meditation. ‘You can see the island’s serene beaches from your windows. We will land shortly. The temperature on the ground is twenty-eight degrees, and it promises to be a warm night. Thank you for flying with us, and we hope to have the honour again soon.’
‘Crew to seats,’ his assistant called out, and I geared up for the landing, thanking my stars that the ordeal was about to end.
I sneaked a peek at the window to my right and caught my breath. Despite the darkness, the white beach glowed like a luminous necklace, clean and serene. A few lights here and there showed coconut palms scattered around the beach. Beyond the white sands, darkness spread as far as the eye could see. There must have been a mild breeze because the massive leaves of the coconut palms were swaying in a soothing slow dance.
Mesmerised, I forgot to be afraid. Not for long, though. Soon we were gliding closer to the earth, and my fears returned to squeeze my heart. My hands turned cold. I had read somewhere that maximum crashes among small planes occurred during landing or take-off. Would our pilot put us down safely?
With a slight jolt, we landed. The backward thrust from braking threw me hard against my seat. We raced forward despite the brakes. Oh God, after all this, were we going to overshoot the runway?




Chapter 2

Miraculously, the plane slowed, and the captain announced our arrival. I opened my eyes.
‘Shit!’ I muttered. When had I shut them? Sukhbir threw a smug smile at me. I ignored him with fierce determination. Normal human beings feared flying in small aeroplanes, I told myself. How would he know? He was the opposite of normal! 
Upon deplaning we were ushered into the heart-warming company of the resort owner, Mr Akhil Bhandari. Piyush greeted his old friend with a bear hug. They had been at school together. After introductions, we proceeded to the hotel’s reception where our welcome drinks awaited us.
Retiring to a quiet corner of the plush lounge, I sipped the tender coconut milk straight from the coconut, and all the stress of the journey evaporated. The lobby was part of the resort’s modern main building. We were to stay in the Jade Wing: a vintage bungalow built by the island’s former royal owners. Battery-operated vehicles that resembled golf carts took us there.
Tucked away behind a hill, invisible from the central block, the Jade Wing’s secluded location offered immense privacy. The sound of the waves breaking on the shore told us we were mere metres from the beach. Behind us, the tall hillside formed a protective wall. We were promised breakfast with a view of a waterfall on the rock face. 
On another side, a grove of coconut palms stretched up to a cliff that jutted into the Arabian Sea. A dive off the cliff was a quick way to say hello to one’s maker, but it was a much-favoured tourist destination on the island. On the fourth side, we learnt, was a marsh infested with snakes and vermin. That zone was off limits to guests. Our eagerness to explore the island grew with each update.
An hour and a half ago, the prospect of taking off from India’s mainland in a tiny plane had overwhelmed me. Now here I was on Cumbojee Island, tucked away in a far corner of the Lakshadweep archipelago, hundreds of miles away from anywhere. With topography to rival any holiday destination in the world, the possibility of this turning into an unforgettable vacation kept growing.
I bit my lower lip and decided Piyush deserved a special thank you for the choice. Several naughty ideas flashed across my mind and I had trouble hiding my smile. He caught my look and his face lit up in anticipation. 
◆◆◆
 
At Piyush’s request, we agreed to meet in half an hour for dinner and drinks. The bungalow’s dining room was a banquet hall with its own linen, cutlery, and furnishings, all of which bore the royal insignia. A few imperial recipes acquired by the resort’s resourceful chef added to the fine-dining experience. 
The first course was the sumptuous chatti patiris, a baked dish with spiced meat placed between layers of soft egg-dipped rice pancakes. Resembling lasagna and made with fish caught off the island, the finger-licking delicacy set the tone for what was to follow.
Next came lame-sounding chicken biriyani, made with kaima rice and spices tossed in coconut oil, just as it used to be in the erstwhile majestic Arakkal household. One spoonful was enough to know that there was nothing mundane about the offering! Accompaniments to the first two rounds were coconut-coriander chutney, fish fingers, stir-fried mussels, raitha, and prawn pickle. Sangiovese was the wine of choice for the evening.
We were already stuffed and overwhelmed by the rich flavours ambushing our taste buds when the chef himself came over to oversee the service during dessert—pinjanathappam topped with muttamala. Even after a zillion attempts none of us could pronounce the name, but oh, what a revelation the dish was. Sweet egg-white pudding garnished with springy noodles made of egg yolk and sugar! He told us the ingredients only after each of us had polished off second and third helpings of the delicacy. Who would have thought the humble egg could taste so yum!
I ate more in that one meal than I had all week.
At the end of the evening, Piyush informed us that we were to start the next day at 6:00 a.m. A unanimous roar of protests arose, and he grinned boyishly at us.
‘Trust me, IndeGeners,’ he said. ‘You will love what I have planned for tomorrow. Waking early will be well worth the trouble.’
Unconvinced and groaning, forgetting the feast we had savoured moments before, we drifted off to our rooms grumbling and wondering if we were on holiday or at a military camp. Six o’ clock was the middle of the night in this heaven.
Later, after I had showered and changed into my nightdress, I unlocked the connecting door to Piyush’s room and found it already unlocked from his side. I peeped in and saw him busy on his laptop, too engrossed in his work to notice me. Leaving the door open, I moved away without disturbing him and went to bed. Exhausted after the long day, I needed rest. He must have joined me later because when I woke at five the next morning, he was sound asleep beside me.
Smiling at his ruffled look, I slipped out of bed without disturbing him and headed to the loo. When I returned, the bed was empty. I found him shaving in his room. He was whistling a cheerful tune; his happiness so infectious that I found myself grinning as I listened. I examined the clothes he had laid out for the day and went to find matching ones in my wardrobe. As I slipped into an identical pair of three-fourths, a sleeveless cotton top, and a shrug, I felt almost silly—but it also made me all fluttery and happy inside. So I did it anyway.
While I fiddled with my makeup and jewellery, he made our morning cuppa—coffee for me, tea for him. Outside, the night sky was yet to make way for first light, so we enjoyed our hot drinks sitting in the room while talking about everyday things. He refused to tell me his plans for the day, and I let him have his way. He was excited and eager to maintain the suspense. His obvious enjoyment melted my heart.
He left at the time of assembly while I checked myself in the mirror one last time before grabbing a jacket on my way out. The others dribbled in one after the other in various stages of wakefulness. I had to smile at the picture they presented. Sukhbir was as immaculate as ever, fresh and ready for the day. Chirag, who turned up in mismatched clothes, was the exact opposite. He was in a grumpy mood and kept rubbing his eyes to keep them open.
◆◆◆
 
Piyush kept a straight face despite the comical display and greeted everyone. Instructing us to follow, he set off—on foot. I stared at his receding back, stunned. He knew I hated walking. Despite this, he had planned to start the first day of our dream holiday with a walk! I was furious.
Outside, hints of warm sunlight were replacing the cool night. Piyush headed straight for the coconut palms. I noticed a neat and well-laid road passing through the grove. We could have driven to the cliff without difficulty, but he had made us trek! This irritated me even more.
On either side, coconut trees swayed in the gentle breeze. We hiked up the deserted trail with its steep incline for a long time in the semi-darkness of the early morning. Huffing and puffing, and cursing Piyush for choosing to begin the day by making me feel miserable, I trudged along with the tail-enders of our group.
Close to 6:30 a.m. he stopped. We were on a rocky cliff on the other side of the coconut grove—a barren surface where not even cacti grew. Here, he found himself a rock and sat. The others explored the small area wondering what was special about the place.
Hearing waves crashing onto the rocks below us, we peeped over the edge of the cliff. A steep rock face glared back at us. Satisfied that we had checked out everything, we turned our attention to Piyush. He was sitting there gazing at the sea, ignoring our explorations.
We followed his gaze as a visual treat unfolded right before our eyes. The pale sky brightened, and a pink and purple horizon merged into the teal blue ocean while an orange ball glided upwards into the sky. We sat open-mouthed, mesmerised by the surreal sight. Chirag clapped his hands, breaking the spell and reminding us of our phones. The cameras flicked on and soon everyone was shooting selfies, portraits, and videos.
Piyush had arranged for a professional photographer for our benefit. I made sure that Piyush and I got a picture together, just the two of us. By the time all the excitement died down, the sun was high above us shining in real earnest, and other people had joined us. A bunch of them set up their gear while one person among them came forward to speak to us.
‘Mr Piyush has entrusted me with the responsibility of helping each of you with the next activity. Does anyone know what we are planning to do here today?’ he asked.
‘No!’ we roared at him in excited anticipation.
‘How does bungee jumping sound?’
Before he could complete the sentence, our joyful whoops drowned his voice. My very first bungee jump, I realised. Around me, everyone was ooh-aahing at the opportunity. He waited for us to settle down before explaining the process. Soon, everybody was ready for the jump.
Chirag wanted to go first, but Piyush was reluctant to let him plunge over the edge of the cliff before somebody else had tried it. We all agreed with his concern for Chirag’s well-being. As a compromise, we drew lots. Chirag was second, and he was happy enough.
As I leapt off the edge of the cliff, almost a hundred feet off the ground, a combination of fear and abandonment engulfed me. The land slipping away from under my feet terrified me, but the accompanying adrenalin rush made me feel like a bird soaring high, free, and powerful. The mixture of emotions gushing through me made the experience so exhilarating, I was screaming with joy and fright at the same time without being truly conscious of it.
Once everybody had had a turn at the heart-stopping dive, we turned our attention to a more mundane activity—breakfast. We were all famished. A minibus was waiting to transport us back to the Jade Wing, and we set off, this time along the road that we had seen earlier.  The winding path around the hill was longer than our walking trail but strewn with scenic views. We stopped at each photo opportunity and posed for pictures. It was 9:00 a.m. when we reached the resort
◆◆◆
 
Lunch was a barbeque on the beach where we had spent a lovely morning water skiing. It was way past 2:00 p.m. when we finally sank our teeth into our food. Our day’s activities had made us ravenous; I attacked my food hungrily and found that I ate twice as much as I normally did. My breakfast too had been twice as large. One week at this resort and I would also be twice as large, I reckoned as I chowed down remorselessly. The seafood was fresh and cooked perfectly.
After lunch, we stretched out under wide, multi-coloured umbrellas on the beach. Within minutes I was fast asleep, oblivious to even the gentle waves lapping a few feet from where I lay.
I woke when Piyush shook me gently. His smiling face was the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes. His boyish grin accompanied by the mischievous glint in his eyes stirred a yearning deep inside me. My immediate instinct was to reach out and pull him down to me. Sensing the direction of my thoughts, he tilted his head, indicating we had company. I hastily found my bearings and resisted my urge with immense physical effort.
‘Okay, IndeGeners, gather around me,’ Piyush shouted as he moved away from me. Everyone complied.
‘Do you know what’s on the sea bed?’ he asked.
‘Sand’, ‘fish’, ‘plants’. Our unimaginative answers amused him.
‘Let’s go take a look and see if we find any of these things, all right?’
‘Yes,’ we roared in unison this time.
We were going snorkelling in the shallow Angria Bank on the northernmost boundary of the Lakshadweep Islands, of which Cumbojee was a part. I listened to the announcement in utter disbelief. First bungee jumping, then water skiing, and now snorkelling! Piyush had gift-wrapped all my wishes into one beautiful holiday. I found it impossible to decide if I was happier at the prospect of snorkelling after dreaming about it for years or at the realisation that Piyush loved me beyond my wildest expectations.
Our time in the cool blue waters sped by too fast for our liking. We postponed our departure twice until daylight faded away completely. The sun had set, and we really could not stay out there any longer. With great reluctance, we headed back, exhausted and content. A strange feeling, as though we had had a preview of paradise, descended on me. 
◆◆◆
 
When we arrived, the resort staff served us mocktails and finger foods, making me realise I was starving. I dug into the food, helping myself to liberal amounts of everything on offer. Then we returned to our rooms taking the cobbled footpath. This time I was happy to walk. Our rooms were a few hundred metres away, and somehow the island’s rustic beauty had melted my heart. Ambling along and soaking in the island’s atmosphere seemed the right thing to do. I let the others get ahead of me and trailed at the end, reliving everything I had done that day.
Everybody on this trip was a winner, but they had not become champions without a struggle. Each of them had been a ‘difficult’ acquisition in many ways. Yet, somehow, they had all settled in and become ‘The Best Fit’ for their chosen roles. However strenuous the journey had been, I was grateful that all our misadventures and experiments had borne positive results.
Back in my room, Piyush was in the mood for a quickie. Even after our exhausting day, he had the energy for sex. It was flattering. So, we made love—hot and urgent, as time was of the essence. Later, we lay in each other’s arms, breathing heavily, sated. Neither spoke. Words were unnecessary.
These private moments of togetherness snatched between commitments made to others— they were special. ‘Our time’, we liked to call them. Having been together for years, we found companionship in each other’s silence. Being in the other’s presence was as satisfying as a million words of love. Strange, I thought, how our relationship had evolved. I wondered if things would have been any different had we married. I doubted it.




Chapter 3

‘Nalini!’ eight voices declared in unison. 
Startled, I stared at the others and then peered hard at the screen. We were in the conference room of the Jade Wing with the projector on. The picture of a lone parrotfish filled the screen before us. We had encountered many members of this species, easily distinguishable by their dentures, during our dive in the Arabian Sea that afternoon. Until I laid eyes on scores of their blue-green population, I had never imagined that small fish could have such prominent teeth.
Attractively set on their jawbone, the fused teeth resembled a parrot’s beak and added glamour to their already well-endowed appearance. But the image on the screen was neither blue nor green. Covered with dull yellow scales and golden fins to match and displaying a pink mouth with even teeth, the fish looked resplendent. ‘Beautiful’ was the first word that came to mind on seeing it.
We were busy reviewing the results of the task that Piyush had given us as part of our snorkelling adventure that afternoon. Aboard the boat hired to take us to the coral reefs, the safety instructions had been drilled deep into our minds. After that we were told to draw lots for a teammate’s name. ‘Keep that name a secret,’ Piyush had said. We also received a high-tech, lightweight camera each to click pictures underwater.
The task was simple. Each member was to take a photograph of something underwater that reminded him or her of the teammate whose name they had drawn. In the evening, we were to display that picture for the others to guess the teammate’s name. The photo that was matched to the correct person by the maximum number of people would be the winning entry.
I drew Sukhbir’s name, reaffirming my theory that our fates were linked one way or the other during this weekend getaway!
Getting the hang of the snorkelling gear consumed precious time and took several deep breaths, literally! At last, even Chirag met the instructors’ high standards, and we were good to go.
The entire experience was so fantastic that I almost forgot to complete my undersea assignment. The schools of fish—including butterflyfish, damselfish, parrotfish—dashing about, the multi-coloured corals—I spotted branching corals, digitate ones, table corals, elkhorn, foliage corals, and mushroom corals—and other sea creatures like snails, sponges, crabs, anemones, starfish, lobster, sea lilies... all waiting for me to touch and marvel at their beauty. I was mesmerised.
In the Jade Wing that evening, we agreed to keep the names of our respective teammates a secret until we had reviewed all the photos. Piyush volunteered to go first, and he put up the photograph he had shot as part of the task.
The others stared wide-eyed at the chic creature as though it was unreal. None of us had spotted this fish during our dive. When had he clicked it? And the others thought I offered worthy competition to this beauty! A soft warmth spread through me at this realisation. Nine eager pairs of eyes turned to Piyush for confirmation. He gave us a sheepish grin, and I don’t know why but I blushed. Claps and hoots rang across the room.
The next image showed a blurred bunch of digitate corals that resembled a cluster of soft green fingers swaying in the water, with tiny fish darting about. The picture was hazy and confusing. 
‘Was the photographer drunk?’ someone commented with a grin. ‘Or am I drunk?’
‘Both!’ a cheeky voice replied.
‘Did he get a good camera?’ Devyani’s concerned voice said.
‘Do you know how to use the camera, Sukhbir?’ Chirag asked, surprising everyone.
‘Would you like to see the other pictures I took?’ Sukhbir responded, offended and defensive.
‘I say fuzzy logic... Stanley Dubey?’ I suggested, to calm the fraying tempers. My deduction stunned Stanley.
‘Confused and colourful, I say Chirag,’ Piyush added, smiling at Chirag, who immediately put on a confused expression and grinned.
The guessing and ribbing continued until ten pictures were viewed, and then the verdict was declared. Piyush won. He had drawn my name, and everybody had guessed as much from his photograph.
◆◆◆
 
Dinner was another elaborate affair, and the drinks that had been flowing throughout the guessing session in the conference room continued into the meal. The result was a very tipsy and slightly unruly mob unwilling to disperse and too willing to jest. When we wound up, it was well past 11:00 p.m.
I had abstained from drinking, and even Piyush’s raised eyebrow had done nothing to change my mind. Chirag, who had never drunk alcohol before, was the worst off. After the first glass his speech slurred, and after the third or fourth glass he was a complete wreck. Piyush and I had to support him to his room. The others managed to stay on their own feet and reached their respective rooms unaided.
By the time we reached Chirag’s room, I was furious at Piyush for allowing things to get so much out of hand. I left him to assist Chirag and stormed to my room.
I had purchased brand new lingerie from Victoria’s Secret for this weekend, but last night exhaustion had got the better of me, and tonight I was too furious to care for extracurricular activities. To hell with Piyush, I fumed. Trust him to put a damper on my best-laid plans. Whose loss was it anyway? I seethed, ripping off my clothes and getting into a comfortable tee. Later, when Piyush walked in, I began without waiting for him to say anything.
‘Is Chirag okay?’ I asked, as if I cared.
‘Yep.’
‘What were you thinking?’
‘What do you mean? What did I do?’
‘You only plied the one five-year-old we brought along with drinks!’
‘He is closer to forty.’
‘Really? I recall a conversation to the contrary, from eight years ago.’
‘Nalini, I don’t want to talk about that. Anyway, everything worked out didn’t it?’
‘Everything did not just work out, you moron. I had to sweat blood to make things okay. How convenient of you to forget!’
‘I have not forgotten...’ he began, but I interrupted him.
‘He is your dowry, is he not? The deal clincher because of whom I had to rearrange the entire organisation of the company!’
‘Nalini, darling, a few drinks will not kill him.’
‘No, but if he gets so much as a scratch on him we will all have to embrace death, won’t we?’
‘You are overreacting,’ said Piyush, becoming angry. 
‘I am overreacting. I am overreacting. This is rich! You are getting sloppy, Mr Piyush Gokhle. Marriage and fat bank balances have made you less cautious of consequences. Do you even remember all that we have risked for IndeGen or is all that just part of history now?’
‘I am here, aren’t I? How can you say I have forgotten anything?’
‘Your behaviour, that’s what!’
‘Stop making a mountain out of a molehill, Nalini. We have only two days, don’t ruin it.’
‘You don’t ruin our future, Piyush. Remember that Chirag Desai is not just another employee. He is your father-in-law’s mentally retarded son. His mental age might be below ten, and he cannot drink because he is underage. Remember that your father-in-law has put his hard-earned money in this business and allowed you to marry and sleep with his daughter on the condition that you involve his only son in IndeGen. You get careless with him, his rich and powerful father will pull the carpet from under you, and then what will you do?  
‘Do you remember Chirag’s first day in the office? He knew nothing. Today he is here for outstanding performance. He didn’t do that by himself. It was me. Each time he did something wrong, I rescued him. Every time an employee lost his cool with him, I played middleman. I built his confidence. I discovered his strengths and weaknesses. I created a profile that made him look good and suited his minimal skills. All this I did... and what did you do, you got him drunk. Something his entire family frowns upon.’
‘A few drinks will not kill him.’
‘No, but his dad will kill you if he hears that you allowed his sick son to drink. Who do you think he will choose—his least favourite son-in-law or his only son?’
‘I can’t believe you’re making a fuss about this baseless issue.’
‘I can’t believe you’re taking things so casually. This is your problem, Piyush. Success has gone to your head. You’ve never before done anything reckless like getting Chirag drunk. Mark my words, you’ll pay for this. The sad thing is I’m stuck with you, and when you sink, I will too.’
I burst out crying. I never cried. Not even in the most stressful situations. The worst part was I had no idea why I was crying.
Piyush swore and took a step towards me. His phone buzzed, and, from his expression, I knew it was Candy Floss. Jealousy gripped me. I had never felt jealous of her before. We were separate individuals, and I was an independent woman comfortable in my own skin. But today, for some unknown reason, I was jealous. I looked at Piyush, tears rolling down my cheeks, waiting for him to decide—my eyes imploring him to choose me. But he picked her.
He gestured that he would be back in a moment and walked into his room to take the call. He chose her. That broke something in me. In all the years that we had been lovers and friends, I had never felt insecure, until now. He had chosen her, making me second in his priorities.
A sharp knife stabbed deep into my gut and my head reeled. Mustering all the energy I could, I walked to the connecting door, glared at him long and hard with tears still tumbling down my eyes, and waited for him to see me. He turned around, spotted me, mouthed an apology, and blew a kiss my way.
The room began to swim, and he became blurred. Gripping the door firmly, I banged it shut and groped for the bolt.
Around me, everything was growing dark and black. I ignored my nausea and focussed on what I had to do. I heard Piyush curse and cut the call. I found the bolt. I heard him stride to the door. I drew the bolt hard, as hard as I could. He turned the handle. The door stayed shut. Piyush cursed again. I turned away.
‘Nalini, darling, please open the door. I am sorry. Let me through, please,’ his voice drifted from the other side.
Everything was becoming fuzzier and hazier by the second. My stomach was doing funny things as well. Gathering my wits, I rushed forward blindly, fumbling and searching for the bathroom. I found the light switch first, then the door, and at last I was inside clutching a washbasin and throwing up. Retching noisily, I brought forth everything I had consumed.
Slowly the black darkness surrounding me faded, and the bits of light grew stronger and bigger. I could hear steady bangs in the distance and Piyush’s concerned voice. I ignored them both. The entire episode left a bad taste in my mouth. The giddiness passed, and the bright bathroom lights blinded me, making me squint. Hastily, I washed up and left, switching off the annoying light. Only the bedside lamp in my room was on, and the semi-darkness was a welcome change to the sharp brightness of the bathroom.
My head was pounding and so was Piyush. His voice oozed concern. Then I remembered—he had chosen Candy Floss. Jealousy once again wrenched my insides, and a wave of nausea hit me again. I rushed back to the toilet but left the lights off this time. After throwing up once more, I felt weak and drained. With great effort, I returned to my room.
I could hear Piyush again. This time I muttered in the boldest voice I could muster, ‘Please go away, Piyush. I’m off to sleep. I’m fine.’ It came out as a feeble whisper, but he must have heard me because he replied. Ignoring his voice, I hastily found my bed and crashed into it, shutting my eyes so the room would stop spinning.
The room continued to rock unabated, and Piyush kept saying something unintelligible the whole time, but I finally dozed off.




Chapter 4

If things weren’t bad already, I awoke in the dead of night to find a frightened Cyrus Daruwala outside my door. His blanched face and trembling form should have warned me, but my normally sharp brain hadn’t woken up with me.
The various grumblings of discomfort within my body distracted me, and I wanted to ask him to shut up and leave.  He must have sensed my animosity because he immediately mentioned Chirag. All the cells inside me woke with a start. Even after probing, all I could extract from him was that Chirag wasn’t in his room.
That was bad news, but I could think of worse. My thoughts bordered on attacking him for disturbing my sleep over trivial matters when he found the courage to admit in a shaking voice that Chirag’s room was smeared in blood.
‘Blood?’ It was my turn to shudder.
‘Blood,’ he nodded. ‘On the floor tiles, on the walls, even the mirror...’ He stopped abruptly.
‘Did you check the balcony?’
‘Yes. I found bloody footprints between the bathroom and the balcony so I peeped over there.’
‘And?’
‘Nothing, just blood everywhere.’
‘We should wake Piyush! Did you tell anyone else?’
‘No, I came straight here. I banged on his door too, but he didn’t respond. He must be out cold.’
Shit! All that booze he’d consumed last night was to blame, no doubt. Maybe he drank even more after our fight. I contemplated opening the connecting door, then changed my mind. For almost nine years now, we had been in a relationship and had kept it a secret from the office. There was no need to change the status quo on that matter. I would have to sort out this situation without Piyush’s help. Pulling on a robe, I told Cyrus to lead the way.
◆◆◆
 
With my mobile gripped in my hand, I followed him to the elevator and from there to Chirag’s room on the first floor. Along the way, I glanced at my mobile more than once to confirm signal availability. Why had Cyrus been roaming the corridors in the middle of the night, I wondered. I turned to ask him, but by then we had arrived at Chirag’s door and the moment passed.
A disturbing sight welcomed us. The bed with its crumpled linen dominated the centre of the room. Opposite the bed, the light above the dresser was on. Beyond the bed was the bathroom and, further down, French doors and then the balcony.
Bloody footprints covered the floor, faint inside the room and darker outside the bathroom and in the space leading to the balcony. I peeped into the bathroom and my stomach heaved at the sight. On the walls, the shower curtain, the mirror, the closet—bloody fingerprints were everywhere, and blood-stained footprints marked the floor tiles.
Somebody had washed blood from his or her hands and forgotten to turn off the tap. The gushing water splashing onto the white ceramic washbasin dotted with dull pink droplets was the only noise in the room. The shower curtain also bore the stains of someone’s unsuccessful attempt to wipe off blood.
Cool air swept in through the French windows left ajar by somebody. Red fingerprints on the latch and on the fluttering curtains indicated that the door had been opened from the inside. Each crimson streak reeked of grave injury.   
There was no sign of Chirag anywhere. Where had he gone? Why? Was this his blood? What had happened here?
Taking care not to step on any bloodstain, I forced myself to check the balcony. A single set of bloody footprints moved haphazardly to the boundary, stopped, reappeared on the railing, and then vanished. Peeping over, I saw the blood trail continue. Turning around, I rushed out and Cy followed. While he watched, I dialled Chirag’s mobile number. A mechanical voice replied that the number was unreachable. I tried again. Same answer! I had to act, but what was I supposed to do?
‘Please find the duty manager and tell him to alert emergency services. We may need an ambulance, the police, and... I don’t know. He’ll know what to do in an emergency like this,’ I instructed Cy.
‘Okay,’ he said and dashed off, visibly relieved that someone else was taking charge.
Standing in the corridor alone, shivering with fear, I dialled Piyush. No answer. Damn him. I had warned him that the kid shouldn’t be drinking. Now we were all doomed. Dialling the others one by one, I checked if Chirag was with any of them.  Six sleepy, surprised voices replied in the negative.
They asked what was wrong, but I brushed off their concerns and told them to go back to sleep, praying that they would not call each other—or worse—check with Cyrus and learn the truth before I could get hold of Chirag, alive or dead. The thought of him dead brought back the giddiness, and I had to lean against the wall to keep standing.
◆◆◆
 
That is how the duty manager found me. Phone in hand, dialling Piyush, left hand gripping my middle, my left shoulder resting on the wall, and taking deep breaths. Seeing him, a wave of relief and fright swept through me. The horror of the reality before us struck home, my knees buckled, and I collapsed to the floor.
‘Oh, thank God you are here,’ I heard myself tell him. I was sitting with my legs stretched out, still taking deep breaths to stop myself from blacking out. My voice sounded hoarse, weak, and alien to my ears. I could taste bile in my mouth and was grateful for the glass of water Cy handed me. I sipped the water. It was something to do to keep my mind off frightening thoughts. While I sat, the manager notified the concerned departments. Then he crouched down beside me and spoke. I tried to forget the taste of bile and focussed on his words.
‘How are you feeling, ma'am?’
‘I’m okay.’
‘A doctor is on his way. Since your missing colleague appears to be injured, we thought it best to have a physician ready. He can prescribe medication for you too.’
‘I’m fine. I need a cigarette, that’s all.’
He nodded. ‘We’ll see about that. But you cannot smoke indoors, the alarms will go off.’
‘I know.’
‘I need to speak to your boss.’
‘I tried calling him. He isn’t answering his phone. Too much drink last night, I think.’
‘I will ask the operator to try his landline.’
‘Please.’
‘I also need to speak to the other members of your team.’
‘I already did. Chirag isn’t with anyone.’
‘Thank you for checking.’
‘It’s my job. They are my team, my responsibility.’ Sitting down had helped. I felt stronger. ‘There is a blood trail outside the balcony,’ I informed him.
‘People are already out there following it, trying to find Mr Desai. In fact, our hotel security as well as other staff are out searching for him as we speak.’
‘Thank you.’
‘It’s my job,’ he said with a smile, mimicking my earlier statement. ‘You are all my guests.’
‘Piyush should be here. Chirag is his brother-in-law,’ I replied, giving him a weak smile of my own.
He received a call at that moment and excused himself to attend it. Then he crouched beside me again. ‘That was the operator. Mr Gokhle is not answering his phone. I need your consent for something.’
‘What is it?’ I asked, dreading what it could be.
‘We would like to open his room with the master key and check inside.’
Relief swept over me. ‘Of course, let’s do that right away.’
‘If you are tired we can proceed without you.’
‘I’m fine. I insist on coming,’ I said firmly. We set off, leaving two housekeeping staff on guard. At Piyush’s door, my earlier anxiety returned. I prayed that he would utter nothing that would give our relationship away. After all these years of secrecy, tonight was the worst time for a 
◆◆◆
 
The manager entered and turned on the lights. Then he went in, calling Piyush’s name. Cy followed, and I trailed in after them.
An empty room welcomed us.
His bed looked barely slept in. His laptop was on the bed, his phone and wallet on the floor, and a few soiled clothes lay dumped on a chair. A gust of wind swooshed through the room, making me realise that the French doors to the back porch were open. He was neither outside on the porch nor inside the bathroom. His shoes were under the dresser, so were his bathroom slippers.
A chilling realisation dawned on me. Chirag was in trouble and Piyush wasn’t around to sort things out. This was my crisis now. I had to deal with it. I cursed under my breath. Trust Piyush to leave his pain-in-the-arse brother-in-law and his problems to me. I needed that freaking cigarette before I did something irrevocable. Looking at the two men standing in the room with me, I considered my options before acting.
‘Cy,’ I said, turning to him, ‘can you please arrange for some coffee for me? I need fuel to go on.’ He nodded and turned to leave. ‘And Cy, while someone is fetching my coffee, I need you to call up everyone and ask them to assemble in the conference room where we met last night. I want to speak to them. The police will probably be here soon, and they’ll need inputs about Chirag.’
Turning to the manager, I asked, ‘You have notified the authorities, right? Seeing the state of his room, I fear he might have been assaulted. Chirag’s family is very influential. We cannot risk any lapses where he is concerned.’
‘Yes, Mr Bhandari is briefing them as we speak.’
‘Good, hope they will be here soon.
I heard the manager clearing his throat. ‘What is it?’ I asked him.
‘Ma’am, this is an island.’
‘I know that.’
‘The police will take some time to get here. They have to come by boat.’
Was this manager crazy? Boat! The island was at least a two-and-a-half hour boat ride from Malwan, Maharashtra, which was the nearest coastal town. But Cumbojee Island was part of the Lakshadweep archipelago—a union territory not part of Maharashtra. Would the police have to come from an island in that group? I remembered Piyush telling me that Cumbojee was hundreds of nautical miles from the main Lakshadweep islands. Oh God, were the police even going to get here before Chirag kicked the bucket?
‘They don’t have choppers?’ I asked dumbly.
‘I’m afraid not.’
‘What you are saying is that your resort security is the closest thing available. How is that possible? Who safeguards the locals?’
‘The resort is the only thing on the island. Everyone employed lives on campus.’
‘Great. Absolutely fantastic,’ I burst out, furious, and turned to Cy. ‘Get going. What the devil are you waiting for? Didn’t you hear, the police will take a lifetime to get here? We have to find Chirag ASAP.  Hopefully, he will still be breathing when we do. And Piyush... we need to find him too.’
Striding to Piyush’s bed, I picked up his mobile and checked the call register. The last call had been at 2:30 a.m., made to Chirag by Piyush. Strange, I thought, wondering why it was not the other way around. I poked around carefully for any other clues, but nothing caught my eye.
I dialled Chirag’s number again, this time from Piyush’s phone. The phone rang. My heart jumped in anticipation. It rang, once, twice, thrice, and then stopped. Had he cut my call?  I tried again. This time he disconnected my call on the first ring. Using my mobile, I dialled Chirag a third time. He had switched off his phone.
‘Well, he’s alive, I think,’ I told the manager, who was hovering around me anxiously. ‘The bad news is, he has switched off his mobile. Knowing him, I cannot say what he will do next. One can only hope that the pain will not make him more irrational than he already is.’
‘I don’t get you, ma’am.’
‘Mr Manager, Chirag Desai is a mentally challenged person. His mental age is that of a child, and I have no idea how a child will behave in trauma.’
Shock was evident on the manager’s face. ‘He will probably want his mother or some other family member.’
‘Piyush was family. He cut the call twice when I called from Piyush’s number and then switched off his mobile. Looks like wants to stay away from everyone, including his family,’ I muttered, frustrated and worried. ‘Maybe someone attacked him. What if his attacker was the one who cut the calls? .How long will it take for the police to get here? If someone dangerous is out there, we have no time to lose.’
‘Hmm...’
‘I don’t have all day, you know.’
‘Maybe two hours?’
‘Meaning, you don’t know. Fantastic! Chirag could be dead long before they get here.’
‘Our security is good. They will find him faster than the police can. They know this island inside out, unlike the police.’
‘Yes, your security is excellent. That is why a profusely bleeding, mentally deprived man jumped off his balcony—maybe his attacker also did likewise—and nobody even knew about it.’ He had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘Please find out what the search parties have so far and update me. I will be in the conference hall with my people. Bring Bhandari there when he arrives.’
‘Yes, ma’am,’ I heard him reply as I stormed off. 




Chapter 5

Full attendance, I observed. Cy stood by the door while the others sat, concern clear on every face. ‘Okay, so earlier I called to ask if Chirag was with you. He is injured and could be in great pain. He is not in his room, but there is blood everywhere. Someone may have attacked him and this attacker could still be with him. We need to find him before he bleeds to death or his attacker finishes the job,’ I announced, shocking my audience. 
Devyani picked up her cell phone and dialled a number.
‘I tried calling him but he cut my call and then switched off his mobile. Is it still off?’ I asked, glancing at her.
‘It’s off,’ she confirmed.
‘Is Piyush away searching for him?’ Alisha spoke up.
‘No idea. He may have had too much to drink last night. I’m afraid he may be lying asleep somewhere. We’re just going to have to make do without him on this hunt.’
Another gasp, a louder one this time. It was uncharacteristic of Piyush to overindulge, but all of us had seen him downing a few drinks too many yesterday.
‘Yes, that is our other problem. We have no clue where Piyush is. He has not taken his phone. The only thing I know is that he called Chirag at 2:30 a.m., after which he left in a hurry. Where to, I don’t know.’
Without waiting for all this information to sink in, I continued, ‘The worst part is that the police might be a while coming since Cumbojee is an island. The resort security is on the job, but, frankly, I have my doubts about their abilities. So, any ideas, guys?’
‘I will have Chirag’s last location traced from the call you made. It may not be much but let’s see,’ Devyani said and fiddled with her mobile before making a call. ‘They will revert in ten minutes, tops.’
I nodded. ‘Any other suggestion?’
‘Has anyone searched inside the resort?’ Alisha asked.
‘I don’t know, but we should. Check all rooms; we are the only ones staying in this wing.’
Nodding, they jumped up, split the search locations amongst themselves and left with a promise to return in fifteen minutes. My coffee arrived as they set off. Sipping it, I waited for them to return from their mission.
◆◆◆
 
Within ten minutes, everybody was back. The Jade Wing was small, and they had combed every bit, including common areas. They found neither of the missing persons. The clock on the wall showed 4:30. Could a person who had lost much blood be alive after two hours? We would know when we found Chirag.
‘The last signal was closest to the tower in the marsh,’ Devyani declared within minutes of reassembly. Just then, the manager entered with the resort owner, Akhil Bhandari.
‘Nalini, I am sorry to hear what has happened,’ he began.
‘Do we have any news?’ I butt in, nodding an acknowledgement.
‘Not good, I’m afraid.’ Eight sets of eyes focussed on him. ‘My security team has followed the blood trail to the cliffs, right to the edge where it ends,’ he said, looking troubled.
My heart pounded as I put my worst fear into words. ‘Are you saying Chirag jumped off the cliff?’
‘Sure looks that way, Nalini,’ he replied. I sank into the nearest chair, clutching the armrests in a deathly grip. My head swirled with the images of how people—powerful people—would react when they heard the news. I tasted bile and wanted nothing more than to wish this nightmare away.
From somewhere, I heard Devyani speak. ‘My people traced his number to the swamp. I have it on good authority,’ she said firmly.
‘Besides, if he is in the water his phone would not have worked when Nalini called,’ Alisha pointed out.
‘But the blood trail leads to the cliff,’ the manager insisted.
‘How far apart are they?’ I asked.
‘Two kilometres, I’d say,’ the manager replied.
‘Could he have dived into the water and then walked to the marsh?’ Stanley asked doubtfully.
‘It could be done, I suppose, but the possibility of surviving a fall off the cliff is close to zero,’ Bhandari replied.
‘Even one possibility is a chance of occurrence. Outliers exist for a reason,’ Stanley said, trying hard to sound hopeful.
‘Assuming that in the rarest of rare cases, he jumped off the cliff, survived the jump, and walked to the marshes...’ Sukhbir trailed off, overcome by disbelief in his own hypothesis. ‘If so many remote possibilities can simultaneously occur,’ he continued, ‘how far could he have reached? Could he still be alive?’
‘Is anyone even looking in the marshes? If not him, his attacker could be hiding there,’ Cy asked.
‘It’s dangerous at this time of night,’ the manager muttered.
‘Send a team right away,’ Bhandari instructed.
Bowing his head, the manager left to execute the command. Bhandari grabbed a chair and sat down. He looked worried. I did not blame him. Bad publicity was bad for business.
‘What is the status on Piyush?’ asked Manav Prasad, the only auditor to make it to the winning team.
‘No trace of him yet,’ Bhandari replied.
‘How is that possible?’ Alisha asked.
‘Have you searched the beach? It is closest to his room,’ Cy asked.
‘He is not on the beach. My people have checked.’
‘Were there any bloody prints on the beach?’ Devyani asked.
‘No’
‘The tide could have washed them away,’ 1991 noted. Despite his odd choice of name, 1991 was a pragmatic person by nature. It was evident that even he wanted to set aside his practical thinking and hope that Chirag was all right.
◆◆◆
 
I listened to their chatter, uninterested, preoccupied with what I needed to do next and with the dread that the mere thought of it was causing. How much longer would it take for my brilliant companions to arrive at the question I had been asking myself for the past few minutes?
‘Has anyone told their family?’ Sukhbir’s voice echoed across the room. There, the cause of my trouble had finally been voiced. For someone who avoided speaking, Sukhbir was rather talkative all of a sudden, I observed with irritation. Asking was easy—doing, hard!
‘No,’ I replied shortly.
‘Nalini, please tell them as soon as possible. I am afraid, as matters stand, things look bad,’ Bhandari advised.
My nostrils flared. I didn’t need people lecturing me; I needed results. When would this douchebag understand that? With the stressful situation, the constant heaving and churning in my stomach and the pounding in my head, the last thing I needed was another well-wisher telling me what to do.
‘Don’t you think you had better find something good to tell them first? I assure you, once I make the call, it will not be a simple matter of talking to Nalini Bose anymore. Politicians and high-ranking police officers will hammer you with calls, and each one will ask you a million uncomfortable questions. What kind of a sorry excuse for a security department do you operate? How do you run a resort where the guards don’t spot a bleeding man walking all the way to a pier? Do you have an explanation for why security is awarded the least priority on this island?’
My ambush caught Bhandari by surprise, but I was beyond caring. I stopped for breath, and he grabbed the opportunity to respond.
‘Nalini, I assure you that the security is very good, and we will find both Chirag and Piyush.’
‘Two hours after my colleague first alerted me, you are yet to find either of them; we don’t know if there is an attacker out there; the police are yet to arrive... forget all that, I am yet to lay eyes on your security chief.’
‘I am afraid he is on leave for a few days. I understand your worry, but we are doing the best we can. Please have faith.’
My eyes fell on a CCTV camera mounted in the conference room. Why hadn’t I thought of that before? Surely Bhandari could review the CCTV footage and find Chirag.
‘What about using footage from the CCTV cameras,’ I asked. Bhandari shifted in his seat as though I had asked for one of his kidneys. ‘Let me guess, your people forgot to turn them on,’ I snapped at him.
‘Nalini, you know how guests can be. We had a New Year’s Eve party here the day before you arrived. A bunch of revellers fiddled with the main setup while the party was underway. Our electrician has tried every trick in the book to fix it. The culprits were too drunk to recall what they did when we questioned them in the morning. The company technician will come on Monday. But don’t worry, my security team is excellent. They will find both Piyush and Chirag.’    
‘I am not worried. I am petrified about the consequences. You are underestimating the magnitude of the problem.’
He shut up, but Manav jumped into the conversation. ‘But you have an obligation to inform Chirag’s family, Nalini.’
‘I know. I am biding my time.’
‘Should I call?’ Bhandari offered.
Was he insane? ‘Chirag Desai is the only son of Bharat Desai,’ I informed him and watched all the colour drain from his face. ‘And that, Mr Akhil Bhandari, is only the beginning. Chirag is intellectually challenged. Oh, and before I forget, he is Piyush’s brother-in-law. You do the math.’
‘Bharat Desai, the union minister?’ he asked weakly.
Clearly, that piece of information had stumped him. I doubted if he had heard anything that followed. ‘Yes!’ I nodded miserably.
‘This is bad. I did not know Piyush married royalty.’
‘Now you know. I assure you the old man will decimate anyone who takes his son’s life casually.’
‘Has anything like this happened to him before?’ Bhandari asked.
Even in times of distress, this weirdo was feeding his curiosity! He must be a total airhead, I decided. ‘No, this is the first time he has died. What do you think, we brought a ghost on this trip or maybe a twin brother? Get to work, man! Find Chirag before his father slits our throats.’
‘Do you think Piyush could be out looking for him?’ 1991 asked hopefully.
‘I don’t know. I don’t care who finds him as long as someone does and that he’s found alive.’
‘I know, but I was wondering about Piyush. You can always count on him to be around during emergencies. I don’t think he was that drunk yesterday, Nalini.’
‘I refuse to worry about him, ’91. He is a grown man unlike Chirag, and he was unhurt when he left his room, which is more than we can say about Chirag. I am too drained out to stress about Piyush at this moment.’
Nobody replied. They were grappling with this unknown, rude, brash Nalini with shock. The coffee had been inadequate, I realised. I needed something stronger—a drink. But with an audience depending on me for leadership and all the problems screaming for my attention, a drink was out of the question.
A cigarette would have been a relief, but in this blasted resort smoking indoors was impossible. Why was the darned smoke alarm working when everything else here was broken? Hell, if this situation continued much longer, I might do the honours myself.
◆◆◆
 
For the first time in many years, I crossed my fingers and tried to remember a prayer grandma had taught me as a child. ‘Ma Durga is the supreme power, my child,’ she had told me during Durga Pooja celebrations a lifetime ago. ‘She represents the feminine divinity, the strength of a woman to right wrongs and stand up for her loved ones. Like her, you are also very strong. Remember that always, when you feel claustrophobic with fear. Remember that She lives in you and She will give you Her strength. You only have to believe. Chant with me, Nalini...’
I had forgotten the chant. But I believed. I believed with every cell in my body, and I prayed for Chirag’s well-being.
Five o’clock. Would Candy Floss be awake? I did not have her number, but I had Piyush’s phone. I prayed one last time and then picked up his phone to make the call. I searched for her number and found it in the recent calls register, directly below Chirag. He had called her at 12:00 a.m. Anger rushed through my veins and tore at my heart.
Minutes before he placed the call he had banged on my door, and when I didn’t oblige he had called her! I felt cheated. He had jumped from my arms into hers, the bastard! 
I dialled directly from his cell. She answered on the third ring. ‘Good morning, honey. Thank you for the birthday gift,’ she gushed into the receiver. ‘It arrived sharp at twelve just as your call ended. I opened it after cutting the cake. We all missed you and Chirag.’
So it was her birthday. I had forgotten. No wonder Piyush had called her at midnight—forever the dutiful husband! I felt better. He hadn’t ditched me.
‘Pakhi, it’s Nalini,’ I croaked into the receiver before she said or did something that would embarrass both of us. 
‘Nalini?’ she repeated, confused. ‘Is everything all right? Is Piyush okay?’ she continued after a short pause.
‘I am calling about Chirag,’ I told her calmly. Time for an Oscar-winning performance, I reminded myself. I could not toss my real feelings into this conversation, I knew.
‘Chirag?’ she panicked. ‘What has happened to him?’
‘Nothing, nothing yet. Are you sitting down, Pakhi?’
‘Nothing yet? What do you mean?’
‘Pakhi...’ I waited for her to confirm that she was sitting down. The poor girl’s birthday was ruined. I did not want her to fall and hurt herself as well. I could do without her father breathing down my neck because of both his children.
‘I am sitting,’ she confirmed demurely. Trust Candy Floss! Even during a crisis, she could be all dainty and serene.
‘Chirag is not in his room. We have launched a search operation and we are looking everywhere for him.’
‘Oh, is that all? Maybe he heard a new bird cry or something and went to investigate. He does that, you know. He must be nearby. Did Piyush frighten you and ask you to make this call?’
‘No, Pakhi, it’s not like that. Matters are more serious than that.’
‘Don’t worry, Nalini. He will be fine. Once he got into a fight with his governess and ran away. We looked everywhere but could not find him. Finally after two hours he came back because he was hungry.’ I could hear the smile in her voice as she spoke.
‘Pakhi, this time, he may be hurt.’
‘Why do you think that?’
‘His room, his bathroom... is all streaked with blood.’
‘Oh my God!’
‘We have been searching for him since 3:30 this morning. He may have lost too much blood by now.’ I didn’t mention that he might have been attacked. Other than the blood, we had no evidence that someone had attacked him.
‘Oh, Chirag!’ Candy Floss’s voice was a deathly squeak.
‘Search parties are out. I will let you know as soon as we find him. I thought I should inform you.’
‘Thank you for calling. Please find him soon,’ she said and cut the call.
‘That wasn’t so bad, was it?’ I checked to see who had spoken. Bhandari! He really was a birdbrain.
‘That is not the difficult part. The next call I receive will be the difficult one.’
Sure enough, the phone buzzed two minutes later. The screen displayed the smiling face of Bharat Desai. I answered on the first ring. ‘Sir, Nalini Bose here.’
‘Are you the lady who called my daughter a few minutes ago?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘This is Piyush’s number.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Where is Piyush?’
‘We don’t know exactly. He was not in his room when we went in.’
‘I am asking about Piyush, not Chirag.’
‘I am speaking about Piyush Gokhle, sir. He was not in his room when we went in.’
‘Why were you in his room in the first place?’
‘He did not open the door when the duty manager, one of my colleagues, and I tried to inform him about Chirag. He did not answer his mobile or landline. We were concerned and opened the room with the master key.’
‘You did not tell my daughter this?’
‘No, sir. I did not wish to worry her.’
‘It’s not your choice to make. He is her husband.’
‘Yes, sir. ‘
‘So Piyush is also missing.’
‘We are not sure if he has gone in search of Chirag or...’
‘Or?’
‘Or he might have had too much to drink last night and may be sleeping somewhere.’
‘Do you know to whom you are speaking?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Then it will serve you well to remember that Piyush Gokhle, my son-in-law, is not a lowly drunkard. He is not in the habit of getting stoned and lying wasted in public places or gutters or wherever it is that you are implying.’
‘I am sorry, sir.’
‘I wonder how you got a job in his company and how you won your way to this trip. You are not smart. In which department are you?’
‘I am in HR.’
‘You are the Nalini Bose Chirag keeps praising?’
‘I am Nalini Bose.’
‘Hell...’ he swore. ‘So, why do you think Piyush may be out looking for Chirag?’
‘Piyush had called Chirag at 2:30 a.m. That was his last call before he stepped out.’
‘How did you find out Chirag was missing?’
‘One of my colleagues, Cyrus Daruwala, found his bathroom and balcony smeared in blood, so he came to me.’
‘Cyrus... board member Kailash’s friend?’
‘Yes.’ So, the father-in-law knew Cyrus. No wonder he was all over this mess. He could do some serious impressing now.
‘I know him. Is he nearby? Can I speak to him?’
I handed Cy the phone. He took it, looking very important and full of himself. I was glad to have the old man off my back, even if it was a temporary reprieve. The nerve of the weasel to tell me to my face that I wasn’t intelligent! Damn Piyush. I had to deal with all this crap because of him.
A few minutes later, Piyush’s phone rang again. Candy Floss was calling. Another undesirable conversation to endure! Both father and daughter were likely to hound me until they found Chirag.
‘Nalini, Piyush is missing?’ Candy Floss breathed urgently into the phone.
I spoke firmly. ‘Piyush can take good care of himself, don’t you think?’
‘You will inform me when he returns.’
‘Better than that, I will make sure he calls you right away.’
‘Thank you, Nalini.’
‘You take care!’ I told her, cutting the call. How much longer would I have to babysit his wife and tolerate his father-in-law? I was ready to kill someone.
◆◆◆
 
After that, Piyush’s mobile kept ringing off the hook for an hour—the police commissioner, Bharat Desai, Candy Floss, an upstart member of the Legislative Assembly—I lost count of people pouring their political ambitions down my throat. Answering all of them, repeating the same explanations, stomaching insulting comments—my plight was akin to a measly punching bag hung in a fairground. Everyone passing by took a swing.
By 6:00 a.m., four policemen looking important and self-assured arrived from Malwan. Four of them! How they planned to form a search party with their large strength escaped me. Had I been giving Bhandari a hard time for this unbeatable force? I felt disgusted. To top matters, none of them went looking for Chirag. They decided it was better to coordinate with the team already there.
When I heard this, I almost threw my empty coffee cup at them. I launched into a tirade. The inspector left the room with his team, saying he did not need advice on how to do his job from some hot-headed bitch who couldn’t tell the difference between a policeman and a security guard. He had a sinister face, but I was a fearless Bong and had enough firepower left to crucify him. I would have taken matters further but Alisha drew me aside.
‘They are bad people,’ she whispered in a worried tone. ‘They will remember and take revenge when you cannot help yourself. Never mess with them, Nalini. Trust me, I know,’ she said, nodding her head to remind me that she did.
I chided myself and resolved to keep my cool until the crisis ended. Just then the door opened and Bhandari rushed in.
‘They found him!’
‘Chirag?’ I asked wearily.
‘Yes.’
‘Alive?’
‘Yes, yes, he is alive.’
I sank deep into the chair and heaved a huge sigh of relief. Cheers broke out and celebratory claps echoed across the room.
‘Somebody get the ambulance ready,’ I called above the din. I was smiling. I had survived the ordeal. Relief seeped through me and I shut my eyes to soak it in.




Chapter 6

The air ambulance was on standby. The team escorting Chirag had informed us that he was in deep shock but appeared to be all right. He had come out of hiding on his own, was on his feet, and the bleeding seemed to have stopped. There was no sign of any attacker.
Chirag had agreed to return with them when they showed him their employee IDs and promised him food. That sounded like him. He was an absolute foodie. This update had been half an hour ago. Everyone was on edge waiting for him. I had informed Candy Floss that her brother was on his way back and that initial reports suggested he was well. Those of us who had seen the sickening room believed that parts of the report were inaccurate. How could someone lose that much blood and be all right?
At last, they came into sight. Two frail men dressed in the resort’s security uniform and behind them Chirag, all seventy-five kilos of his five-foot-four frame, walking. Except for his mud-splattered face and clothes, he was his usual self.  The doctor examined Chirag while he sat on a couch in the main reception and muddied it beyond repair. After that, the doctor spoke to us while Chirag ate.
‘He is fine,’ he told us.
‘We noticed,’ I replied.
‘But how can that be? He lost so much blood,’ Bhandari voiced our confusion.
‘It’s impossible for anyone to lose that much blood and be alert for this long,’ the doctor replied.
‘You are saying the blood we saw wasn’t his?’ I asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Is it human blood?’ I asked the police, dreading what it meant if their answer was yes.
‘Only after our lab runs tests can we confirm that,’ the inspector replied. ‘The samples left the island by boat a few minutes ago. We will know in a few hours.’
‘Great, by then the bleeding person will only be dead,’ I retorted, my anger erupting once again. His incompetence made me furious.
‘Piyush could be that person,’ Stanley reminded us, stating the obvious.
‘If he was anywhere around, someone would have found him by now,’ Bhandari added.
‘Not if he is still out cold,’ I replied.
‘It’s 8:00 a.m., Nalini,’ Manav pointed out. ‘On a regular day, he would be at work by this time. Booze has never stopped him. Besides, they have scanned every square foot of the island in the past few hours. If he were here, they would have found him.’
‘What if he was in the swamp? They only found Chirag because he came out of hiding.’ I wanted to avoid Manav’s line of thought. It was inconvenient. ‘Have the divers found anything?’ I asked Bhandari.
‘Not yet, but they are on the job.’
I nodded and looked at Chirag. ‘Let’s find out whose blood it is and what happened,’ I said with determination.
Locking away all my doubts and fears, I strode to the couch with every intention of stamping my authority on the situation and bringing some clarity to the mess. When I reached Chirag, I smiled and sat down beside him. He gave me a silly grin while his eyes sparkled with mischief. 
‘I can see everything,’ he whispered, leaning close to me, his face gleaming with a naughty smile.
What the heck was he talking about? Oh God, give me the strength to deal with this joker without messing things up, I prayed. ‘Really?’
‘Yes, so can the others.’
‘Others too, huh!’
‘Hehe, your robe is loose and your nightie has slipped, Nalini. I can see everything!’ he laughed.
Looking down at my chest, I realised he was right. My robe was loose and my tee had slipped off my shoulder to reveal a lacy bra underneath. I turned red. Trust him to embarrass me in front of everyone and knock me out of my rhythm. I quickly fixed my clothes while he continued to laugh.
‘It’s okay now!’ he said when I looked up again. He smiled approvingly, and I managed a smile in return. Around me, I heard some obvious chuckles and sighs of regret.
‘The chef should teach our cook to make sambar like that. Our cook always gets it wrong. His dhokla and chutney are great, though. Oh, and he makes the most amazing laddoos. Do you think the chef can make laddoos? Can I get one, or two or three, please?’
‘I am sure he will make a few for you,’ I replied with the smile plastered firmly on my face.
‘Great, I also like cake. The chocolate one I had yesterday was superb, but I prefer strawberry. I want a strawberry cake with chocolate ice cream and fruit salad. Mangoes... can he make mango jelly?’
Realising that this list could go on forever, I interrupted him. ‘Chirag, we will get something more for you to eat, but in the meantime will you please help me?’
‘I will help you. Do you want some breakfast too?’ he offered, beaming.
Trust him to make everything about food. Exasperated, I continued, ‘Sure, we will eat, but I want help with something else.’
‘Something else?’ he echoed, looking pensive. ‘What is it? Did someone scold you?’
This was rich! Only your dad and a dozen other nobodies, I wanted to say. I bit my tongue and shook my head. ‘No, nobody scolded me. But I... we were worried for you.’
‘Really!’
‘Yes, we looked everywhere for you last night, but you had disappeared! Thank God these security people found you. You know that the marshes aren’t safe, don’t you?’
‘The swamp where I was?’ He looked amazed.
‘Yes, there are snakes, insects, and lots of dangerous creatures like that.’
‘I am not afraid of snakes and insects!’ he declared.
‘We worried that some animal ate you!’
‘Ha ha, Nalini. Don’t you know animals don’t eat men; men eat animals.’ He laughed at his own joke.
‘Can I ask you something?’ I said, taking advantage of his good mood.
‘Yes, you wanted my help. I forgot. Sorry. Tell me.’
‘Why did you go there?’
‘I don’t want to speak about it.’
‘I thought you wanted laddoos.’
‘I do.’
‘So please help me, and I will help you get some.’
‘My father will get me as many as I want. You go help yourself.’
Like father, like son, I fumed. ‘Please, Chirag.’
‘I was running away.’
‘Why, did somebody attack you?’
‘Of course not. I was running away from my brother-in-law,’ he replied, shocking all of us.
‘Why?’
‘Because he wanted to steal from me!’
‘What!!’
‘You heard me. He wanted to steal. Wait until I tell daddy.’
‘Piyush called you last night?’
‘Yes, I was sleeping, and he called.’
‘What did he say?’
‘He said he was coming to steal my watch from me before it was too late.’
‘Your watch? You are not wearing one.’
‘I was. But now it’s safe.
He cannot steal it.’
‘It is safe?’
‘Nalini, you are so slow. I hid it, silly, so he would not steal it from me. It’s mine. I will not give it to him.’
‘Maybe you misunderstood. What were his exact words?’
‘He called me and said, “Chiru, that watch I gave you this evening, I want it back. You don’t need it. I will get you another.” And I told him I would not give it back. It was mine, and I wanted it. He insisted, so I ran away.’
What was I to make of this explanation?
‘Where have you hidden the watch?’ Devyani interjected. I glared at her. Why was she poking her nose into this?
‘He gave it to me, and I refuse to return it,’ Chirag shouted.
‘It’s okay, Chirag. You need not return it. Why is there blood in your room?’ I asked.
‘Is there blood in my room? Whose blood? Can I see it? Show me.’
I gave up. He knew nothing. ‘How did you go to the swamp?’ I asked.
‘I got out of my room and went through that corridor,’ he said, pointing in the general direction of the fire escape.
‘Where is your phone?’
‘Here,’ he said, producing it.
‘Why did you switch it off?’
‘He kept calling! I didn’t want him to find me.’
‘Okay, please turn it on, and call Pakhi and your dad. I will arrange for laddoos. All right?’
‘Okay!’
I left in a hurry, my mind reeling. The blood had not been Chirag’s, and no one had attacked him, so possibly it was Piyush’s. Why would he call in the middle of the night about a watch that he had himself gifted Chirag? He had been sober enough to wish his wife a happy birthday. I tried to remember him during our quarrel. Had he been too drunk? Had he jumped off the cliff? Why hadn’t he called me? Had he called me and had I not heard? Was he even alive?
In desperation, I turned to the inspector. ‘Inspector, Piyush. He should be your priority.’
‘Who wasted precious time looking in the wrong place for the wrong person?’ he asked.
I forced myself to ignore the taunt. God only knew what else I would have to hear soon. I had steered the search and made Chirag everybody’s focus while Piyush should have been our priority. Now, I had to endure the consequence.
‘Look, we had to find Chirag and we have, but Piyush is still missing. All that blood...’ This time a tear escaped my eyes. How would I explain this acute emotional distress to my curious onlookers? I prayed for strength and continued, ‘We must save him.’
‘The divers are searching. That is all we can do.’
‘What about other places on the island?’
‘He is not on the island, we are sure.’
‘Please...’
‘I will record statements soon,’ he said, and stepped aside to answer his phone.
I stood there with the others, helpless and distraught. A hand fell on my shoulder. I turned around and saw Chirag. He probably wanted his laddoos. I felt like a bird trapped in a cage. I could kill Piyush for the situation in which he had left us. 
‘Hey, somebody please order laddoos for Chirag!’ I shouted towards the reception, hoping somebody would do at least that much.
‘No no, Nalini,’ he said, thrusting his phone at me. ‘Here, Pakhi wants to speak to you.’
Great! Would these hounds ever let me be?
I smiled and took the phone. At the other end, a hysterical Pakhi demanded news of her husband. Well, what was I—a genie to conjure him out of thin air? She was not here dealing with the problem. She was far away crying for results while I was stuck with handling unsavoury characters unwilling to lift a finger to help.




Chapter 7

Bharat Desai arrived with his entourage. He parked himself in the presidential suite and dictated instructions to high-ranking officials involved in the search and rescue. This he could have done from his perch in the capital, but he had to make an inconvenience of himself by being here in person.
Soon, Piyush was big news. Journalists and paparazzi descended on the island. Though the Jade Wing was off limits to all except the police, select resort staff, the minister’s entourage, and us, news snippets flowed freely to the media. A snapshot of Chirag’s room, the bloody trail on the cliff, my decision to downplay Piyush’s disappearance—everything was in the news.
The media onslaught caused serious discomfort in my camp. They feared that their backgrounds and personal details would also become matters of public interest. Many of them had secrets hidden in their past that could not be aired on national television without creating a scandal. For them, I stood strong.
Amidst all this tension, the only time I was alone was the fifteen minutes before the arrival of ‘The Capitalists’, as Bharat Desai and his team were nicknamed. During that short interval, I showered, changed, bolted the connecting door from Piyush’s side, and checked his room one last time to make sure I had overlooked nothing. I also managed a cursory breakfast.
Nothing conclusive happened that day.
At sundown, the divers returned empty-handed after a full day on the job. Piyush could be anywhere out at sea, but he would be dead. That was almost a surety. A boat took us back to the mainland, our holiday cut short, our hopes for the year ahead in shambles, and our mood down in the dumps.
My heart lurched as I watched idyllic Cumbojee Island disappear. ‘It’s not even on the map,’ I had protested when Piyush first told me about the far-flung paradise.
‘Is there any proof that I am part of your life outside IndeGen? Yet I am. Like us, this beauty is also out there, waiting to be discovered.’
I had snorted at him in response. He was an eternal romantic. He called me a ‘sourpuss’ for my scepticism. 
My eyes filled with tears for what could not be.
The island had belonged to the famous Arakkal clan: the powerful rulers of northern Kerala, a vibrant southern Indian state. They had a unique legacy. Their matriarchal system made many firstborn women in their family the rulers of their kingdom.
‘I am taking you to an island once ruled by influential women monarchs, the Arakkal Bivis,’ Piyush had declared. ‘A fitting location for the empress of IndeGen.’
Decades later, Shivaji, a ruler from the northern Indian Maratha lineage, signed a pact with the Arakkal clan and the isle became part of his vassal Kanhoji Angre’s turf. The new occupants even renamed the island after this Maratha strongman. How ironic that my life too had followed the islet’s path. Cumbojee became part of the Maratha regime thanks to a royal agreement. In the same way, an official marriage bound Pakhi and Piyush, making me an outsider.   
◆◆◆
 
I arrived home late at night, free at last to grab that drink and cigarette, but I was too exhausted from being on my feet for twenty-four hours. Once again I set aside these simple pleasures for a more pressing need—sleep. As I hit the bed, my last thoughts were of Piyush bleeding and banging on my door while I slept obliviously.
I woke early the next day—Monday, a holiday this week to compensate for New Year’s Day. But with nothing better to do, I dressed and set off to work. Seeing others turn up just as I had was also unsurprising. By 10:30 a.m., most workstations on my floor were occupied.
◆◆◆
 
Piyush had owned Mondays. On this day each week, he connected with all IndeGeners through a webcast in which he discussed plans for the week ahead, achievements of the previous one, greeted those with birthdays, etc. I had talked him into adopting this ritual nine years ago when our employee strength crossed one hundred. His short but lively talks served as motivation for IndeGeners at all levels.
At the designated hour, since Piyush wasn’t around to telecast his usual pep talk, I played a recording of his last public address and sat down to watch him speak.
On that occasion, everyone in the company had received an invitation to the event. Space at the venue—the humongous food court that covered the entire eleventh floor—was inadequate. More than a thousand men and women jostled for foot room and a view of the dais with anticipation, tension, and wariness in their eyes. Sitting, standing, and peeping from outside through the large glass windowpanes—faces loomed everywhere. 
The past year had been a roller coaster with too many heart-stopping surprises. His impromptu call for a meeting had stirred the employees’ worries anew. Their natural instincts warned them to brace for more shocks.
I saw myself croon a greeting into the mike and wait for silence. The camera caught me surveying the room and then glancing at Piyush standing beside me with Pandurang and Senthil. The laugh lines at the edge of his eyes teased me, saying, ‘What are you waiting for? They are already paying attention.’ But he kept the rest of his expression deadpan with just the hint of a smile. I saw myself ignore his naughty eyes and hoped that others watching the video couldn’t translate their language as well as I could. 
‘I am sure you are all wondering why we have assembled here, right?’ my voice said. In response, I received a few sincere nods.
‘As you might have guessed, we have big news to share, and our chief executive officer himself wishes to do the honours,’ I continued. The response this time was a collective sharp intake of breath followed by murmurs.
‘IndeGeners, let us invite our beloved CEO, Piyush Gokhle, to the podium with a huge round of applause.’ With that, I stepped away so he could take centre stage. The camera focussed on him as he nodded his thanks.
He was as dashing as ever. At close to forty, he was as smart and handsome as he was the day he had interviewed me, ten years ago. A decade had done nothing to kill his potent sensuality and good looks. I was sure that no one in the room that day could compete with him in the looks department.
Thunderous applause and quite a few wistful sighs accompanied his opening remarks. They were already hanging on to his every word. They adored him, and his personality was only half the reason for it. Many were staring at him as though he was a superstar, dreaming some romantic notion or the other, no doubt.
After the clapping ceased, he continued. ‘Today is a very important day for our company, and I wished to speak to you about it personally.’
A sudden hush descended. The pessimists contemplated the darkest announcements possible—were they about to hear about future layoffs, pay cuts, or a takeover? The optimists crossed their fingers—without knowing what they hoped for. 
‘It has been a decade since I founded IndeGen Technologies, right here in this very building. In those days, we did not have an eleven-storey structure, just a two-bedroom house. Five years ago, we built this new tower around that house, on the same land. I am sure you have all visited the old office at least once after you started working here. At IndeGen, we believe in three things: never forget your roots, cherish your people, and love your work. That is why, even today, I work from the same room I used to work in when I launched the company on the first day of January, ten years ago.’ He paused. The audience listened, rapt. They loved him so, I thought.
‘Today I had an important meeting with the board and we made a few monumental decisions. As cherished members of our family, you have every right to know the details before the media reports them, so I asked Nalini Bose, our head of human resources, to arrange this meeting. That is also why I asked Pandurang Tikre, our chief operating officer, and Senthil Rama Iyer, our chief financial officer, to join me.’
Another pause.
You could have heard a pin drop. The air had become heavy with anticipation. Thanks to the large crowd, the central air-conditioning had stopped being effective half an hour before. Even the sweat and stifling heat were momentarily forgotten.
‘I came here planning to make one announcement, but on the way here I received a phone call, and now I have two,’ he continued.
What? I had almost said it aloud. I knew of only one announcement. The video showed me turning to Pandurang and Senthil, and they looked just as stunned as I did. Piyush and his ways! I thought, shaking my head ruefully. He loved to give surprises.
‘Nalini, please can you step forward so everyone can see you,’ he said. I saw myself join him in the spotlight, biting my lower lip nervously.
‘Fellow IndeGeners, you have all probably met Nalini Bose at least once since you joined our family,’ he said, drawing everyone’s attention to me.
A thousand pairs of eyes turned in my direction, and, at that instant, I had been more than grateful for the hour and a half I had spent at the parlour that day. At least I looked presentable.
‘She has been with us since our early days. She is our seventh employee and our very first HR executive. Anyone meeting her is bound to notice how beautiful she is. I always tell her she should have been in the movies. She would have made a ton of money by now.’ Many men and a few women in the audience nodded in agreement at the mention of movies.
‘Well, let me tell you from personal experience—she is not all looks. Hiring her was one of the best decisions I have taken for IndeGen. She designed all the HR policies we have today. She is one of our original IndeGeners, and today I am delighted to report that all her hard work has paid off.
‘It is my proud privilege to announce, my dear fellow IndeGeners, that our very own HR Head, Nalini Bose, is the winner of The Business People magazine’s “Best HR Manager of the Year” award,’ he shouted. ‘Let’s give her our loudest cheer.’ The noise that ensued was... out of this world. Shouting and stomping, the entire room came to life.
The chants of ‘Nalini, Nalini, Nalini...’ led by Piyush and accompanied by Pandurang, Senthil, the audience, and the marching band music streaming from the speaker system filled my ears, my heart, my soul, and my eyes. I felt Piyush’s strong arms engulf my shoulders as he led the chants.
Things went on like this for a long time. Two whole minutes at least. Then Piyush let go of me and held up his hands to silence everyone.
‘The Business People magazine ranks companies in India every year based on HR practices. They have declared Nalini Bose “The Best HR Manager of the Year” for her innovative and effective HR strategies because of which we believe IndeGen has the best-fit team in every project we handle.’ More applause followed.
Again, Piyush waved for silence. ‘We will celebrate her success formally in the coming week. I received the good news on my way here, and I couldn’t resist this opportunity to tell you all about it. But I have something else of great importance to share with you today. What you learn in the coming minutes will have a profound impact on your lives. That is the reason for our meeting today.’
The smiles vanished from every face in the room. His carefully chosen words had alarmed them.
‘As I said earlier, today I had a meeting with the board. Pandurang, Senthil, and I had put forth a proposal to the board a few months ago, and today they came back to us with a go-ahead.
‘You know we were forced to take several difficult decisions this year. The competition is catching up with us, and we have been pushing our skills to the limit to maintain our competitive edge. We lost a few of our best leaders unexpectedly, and regrouping has been a painful exercise. I know we have the best minds in the business, and that is why we are still considered among the leaders of the pack. Financially too, our troubles have been well reported. But, to date, we have avoided any harsh decision-making by the sheer prudence of Senthil and his resourceful team.’
Looking solemnly into the eyes staring at him, he continued, ‘We have resisted the urge to bring in any more outside investors to protect our work culture and the interests of our shareholders, which includes all of you. Now we are at a point where our growth depends critically on fresh funds. We have been mulling over our options, and one of Senthil’s proposals appealed to both Pandurang and me. We presented the idea to the board, and today they informed us that they were in agreement with us.’ Another weighty pause!
‘Fellow IndeGeners, I hope all of you recall another assembly like this one, right here, a few years ago. I am sure our old-timers will remember it well. It was less crowded in here that day. I think everyone found a chair to sit in with some to spare, right?’
A few people nodded, and the others stared at them, wondering what was coming. Tension gripped everyone—those assembled inside and those peeping through the windows. The sinking feeling one has seconds before something bad happens engulfed everyone. The air was heavy and the audience’s foreboding, palpable.
‘That day you expected me to announce bonuses, but we had a serious funds crunch. At that time, Senthil—yes, this same guy, Senthil Rama Iyer—was handling our monies and running our lives then too,’ Piyush said, smiling. He got a few half-laughs. The audience was too tense to enjoy Piyush’s ribbing.
‘Senthil suggested ESOPs: employee stock options. That day, I stood here and spoke to you about ESOPs for the first time. I know you were all unhappy, but you still stuck with me, and, like one family, we rode that storm. Have you all kept those shares, which we so lovingly handed you, safely?’
‘Yes,’ came the reply.
‘None of you used it as collateral while gambling?’ he jested.
‘No,’ they replied, smiling cautiously.
‘None of you threw them down the drain when you didn’t get your pay raise?’
‘No!’ This time louder.
‘Good. Since that time, ESOPs have been part of every employee’s package. So I know we are all not just employees, we also own IndeGen.’ Another smile! No response from the audience this time. They were probably wondering where this talk was going. More ESOPS, the pessimists were thinking. More promises instead of money!
‘So the news, my dear fellow IndeGeners, is that IndeGen Technologies is going public in twelve months.’ A gasp ran through the crowd. A second later excited whispering started.
‘Already calculating how much you can make?’ Piyush laughed. ‘At least hear the full news before you get on with the math. By the middle or end of the coming year, our company will make an initial public offering, and IndeGen will be listed on NASDAQ.’
A stunned silence welcomed that announcement, and then the clapping started, accompanied by the marching bands on the music system. After an eternity, the applause died down, and the celebrations subsided. Piyush waited patiently for everyone to enjoy the moment and then continued.
‘Today is a monumental day, and I am humbled to be standing here and sharing this phenomenal news with you—my family—who have stood like strong pillars against each destructive wave that has hit our company. The time has come for us to cash in on our hard work and make our dreams bigger than they are today. The time has come for us to become a public limited company.’ Another roar of appreciation swept through the audience. Piyush smiled and took a bow before continuing.
‘By this time next year, IndeGen Technologies will be listed on NASDAQ, and our shares will be traded in the U.S. stock market.’ Another round of applause welcomed this news.
‘So today when you go home, plan for those big budget expenses that you have only dreamt about but never dared to hope of fulfilling. They are about to come true, my friends. This time next year, you could all hope for their fruition. Now go home happy. I have just leaked tomorrow’s headlines to you so there is no need to rise early for the newspaper.’ His audience welcomed his mirth now with laughter.
‘Thank God it’s Friday. I don’t have to come to work tomorrow so I can get drunk with happiness without worry. Thank you all for turning up despite the short notice. Have a stupendous weekend. Come back on Monday, ready to make the earth a better place,’ he ended.
The audience had been on its feet from the beginning. Now they were jumping, rejoicing, and shouting. Piyush leapt off the dais and joined them. Shaking hands, hugging and laughing, the party swung into fifth gear. Pandurang, Senthil, and I joined the big, merry, noisy family. Dance numbers replaced the marching bands, and there remained no excuse to stand still.  
The food kept ready on the counters was passed around. Soft drinks made the rounds. Those with families and plans left half-heartedly. The others stayed on to party.
Suddenly, I was staring at a blank screen. The recording had ended, just as abruptly as Piyush’s life had.




Chapter 8

Pandurang Tikre, our chief operating officer, called that afternoon. A body resembling Piyush’s had swept up onto a beach near Alibag, a town 140 km from Pune. The police wanted someone to come and identify it. Even the thought of identifying a dead body that could confirm Piyush’s death had made the sweet, docile Pakhi a nervous wreck.
Her mental state didn’t surprise me. She had been so anxious that she had called me ten times on Chirag’s first day at work. This situation was far more devastating. I couldn’t imagine her being able to walk into a morgue to see if some corpse was that of her husband.
Piyush’s father-in-law was at the resort where the search was still on, so she had requested Pandurang, who was one of Piyush’s closest friends, to go instead.
He informed me that he was leaving and paused. I could gauge that he wanted to take me along but wasn’t sure if I wanted to go. I spared him the trouble and told him I would join him.
Sitting in his car while he drove, doubt gripped me. Was I doing the right thing? Was I prepared to see a dead body, least of all Piyush’s dead body? But somewhere deep inside, a voice reminded me that this was the only chance I would get to say a private goodbye to him.
Piyush, the man I loved—had loved since I understood love—was dead. He was no longer mine. He belonged to his family. I would have to pay my respects to him like any other well-wisher or acquaintance once his family claimed his body. This small window of a few stolen seconds alone with him was all I would ever get to bid farewell.
I was disgusted with myself for thinking ahead and being so practical. Assuming that he was dead ended any hope of other outcomes. I did not know if I hated the situation more or myself.
◆◆◆
 
This was my first visit to a government hospital. All around I saw broken people and illness—patients on foot, stretchers, and wheelchairs being carried into filthy buildings under appalling conditions. I felt sick just being there, and these people came here to get well.
My stomach churned and heaved, but I knew I had to go through with this. Pandurang asked for directions, and we made our way into the maze that was the town’s general hospital. The police checked our identification and allowed us to pass.
My knowledge of mortuaries was limited to what I had seen on TV shows; I was unprepared for the reality. The police led us into an airy room with wide-open windows. Three corpses lay on separate wooden tables, unattended, wrapped in filthy linen. A revolting stench hit us as soon as we entered.
Two steps in, overcome with nausea, I rushed out to empty my stomach onto a muddy patch outside the building. After bringing forth every morsel I had eaten for lunch, the bout of queasiness eased. I stood there for a few minutes, inhaling the stale air around the building—the closest substitute to fresh air in that area—and then returned to the horror of the morgue. I had to. Pandurang and the policeman were leaving the room.
Pandurang nodded to me and pointed at a body. ‘It’s him,’ he said. 
I walked in the general direction he was indicating. ‘You don’t have to...’ he began, trying to spare me the pain, but I remembered in time that this was my window of opportunity to say goodbye to Piyush privately. Every other opportunity would be a public affair.
I waved him off. ‘I’ll be okay. You go on.’
‘I can wait,’ he offered.
‘No,’ I almost shouted. I wanted to say, ‘Leave me alone for a bit, will you?’ Instead, I said rather lamely, ‘I need to do this. You go. I will join you soon.’
We had kept our affair secret from Pandurang too. He knew us to be very good friends. Piyush always told everyone that I was his best friend, and Pandurang also knew me that way. Perhaps respecting that, he left the room, leaving me alone.
I stood beside the body for a few seconds, controlling my urge to run out and scream, and gathered the courage to peek underneath the repulsive blood-stained cloth. ‘Bell the cat,’ Piyush would have said. I took his advice. In one swift move, I swept off the covering and took a good look at the body lying there.
It resembled him, but the differences were undeniable. Bloated out of proportion, all the beauty of his face had disappeared. Lying on a soiled table among old bloodstains, rodent droppings, and cobwebs, the body in its smelly state of decay belonged there. Hygiene-conscious Piyush would have died before he set foot in a place like this. He had died, I reminded myself.
I stood there for a long time. Then I whirled around and walked out, feeling nothing. The person lying there was not the man I had loved. It was just a body.
◆◆◆
 
Tuesday was here at last.
Yesterday had refused to pass. Once Pandurang had confirmed that the person in the morgue was Piyush Gokhle, founder and CEO of IndeGen Technologies, the news went viral. Bharat Desai returned, all search missions were cancelled, and a post-mortem was ordered.
Everything moved out of my realm into Pakhi’s realm.  
I had a whole afternoon and an entire night to ponder over everything that had happened and how the future would pan out. It was a long day and an unending night.
I watched the news with my morning coffee—my first of the day, both the coffee and the news. Yesterday too had been all about coffee and the news. There were no veggies or provisions in the house to make anything else, and I didn’t feel like ordering food either. I dreaded going to the supermarket too. Public places like the supermarket would be easily accessible to the media, and I was not ready for them yet. Instead, I did what I could. I made coffee.
They reported the circumstances of Piyush’s demise and then ran a video about how he had built IndeGen from an obscure company into a cherished brand, portraying him as an inspiring hero. For people who had never known him, his accomplishments would seem unreal.
Watching the video made all his achievements seem larger than life, but life with him had been normal, and he had been a regular person, at least for me. I felt happy that he was getting all this attention. I wondered if he would have received even half the airtime if not for his father-in-law. ‘Of course not,’ Piyush would have been the first to admit. He was always forthright.  
Pandurang had informed me that he was taking his wife along for the formal condolence visit. I decided to tag along. We were to meet at 10:00 a.m. A holiday had been declared for IndeGen so that mourners could say their goodbyes. We expected every IndeGener to go.
◆◆◆
 
In keeping with the local dress code for mourners, I chose a white dress. ‘No need to not dress for the occasion!’ Piyush would have said.
I had never been to the house where he and Pakhi lived but had a vague idea about its location. Today I knew there would be others headed that way to guide me. I was right. About a kilometre before the general area of his residence, the traffic became congested. I joined the flow and eventually reached an empty plot of land where many vehicles were parked. I spotted many familiar faces, all fellow IndeGeners. I parked and then followed them.
Piyush and I had been closest to each other while he was alive. Now that he was dead, we had become the farthest apart. I was following a bunch of trainees who were probably a few weeks old in the company. Surprisingly, I accepted my devaluation from first to last without shock or grief.
Someone called out to me from behind—Pandurang, our CFO Senthil Iyer, and their spouses. I returned their greeting and joined them. Long before we spotted the house, we saw the queue. Without hesitation, we stood at the end of it. I had championed the cause of equality at IndeGen. Both Piyush and I were very proud of this culture. I was determined that his death should not change that.
The queue moved fast. The public viewing was a well-managed event. Pakhi had probably hired an event manager for this. She would have been expected to do so. I noticed how I was no longer thinking of her as Candy Floss. 
I had forgotten to buy flowers. Everyone else appeared to have remembered. Was I the only uncivilised mourner? Piyush was, no doubt, grinning at the display we were putting up on his account.
What I saw next made me want to laugh. For the convenience of those who had forgotten to bring flowers, florists were camped near the gate. As I paid for an overpriced, overly fragrant, and over-colourful wreath, I wondered how these florists made their living—not unlike vultures and crows. For them, death smelt of opportunity. Today must be like the festival of Diwali thanks to the brisk business. Would they ever look at a flower without remembering death?
Properly dressed and holding a gaudy floral offering, I was ready to pay my official respects to the dear departed Mr Piyush Gokhle: my mentor, best friend, and true love.
Finally, we were inside the house—a mammoth structure that went on forever. Thankfully, we only needed to go up to the drawing room, which was near the main door.
The arrangements here were as immaculate as they were outside. The icebox occupied the centre of the room. Mourners walked up to it and deposited their wreaths or garlands in a wide wicker basket at the foot of the box. They then walked along the length of the box, turned, and strode back along its length on the other side. To the right, Pakhi, her two sons aged six and four, Chirag, and Bharat Desai were seated in a straight row with other family members behind them. After offering their condolences to the family, the mourners exited the room through another door. 
As I stood watching how this whole arrangement worked, Chirag spotted us and came dashing over, crying. He hugged each of us and dragged us over to Pakhi. There was an awkward moment when both of us did not know how to react. We were, after all, not exactly best friends. But she was Candy Floss, the epitome of sweetness, and I was Nalini, the iron lady capable of overcoming any challenge. We hugged. It was good that Piyush was already dead or that single act would have done the job. 
◆◆◆
 
I stopped at the grocery store on the way back and bought essentials. Once home, I showered, made coffee, and switched on a news channel on TV. I was too exhausted for anything more vigorous than television viewing. The prime minister had ordered a CBI enquiry into Piyush’s death, the anchor announced. Then she analysed what that meant. Was he murdered? If so, how? Why was the post-mortem report a closely guarded secret? Who was behind his killing?
So there was to be more drama, I thought morosely. Piyush would have said that any publicity was good, but then we had always disagreed on that.
◆◆◆
 
I must have dozed off, but when I woke the doorbell was ringing. The clock showed 9:30.  I turned off the TV and examined myself in the mirror. I was a mess. I checked my mobile for the date. Hell, it was Tuesday night and not Wednesday morning, as I had hoped. Who was knocking at my door at this time? Running my fingers through my hair, I straightened it the best I could.
The caller rang the bell again, irritating me. ‘Have patience, you idiot!’ I muttered under my breath and glanced around. The room was a mess too. My coffee binge of the past day and a half was very much in evidence. I hoped I wouldn’t have to invite the irritating caller inside. Anyway, the person at my door was most likely to be the township security guard delivering my mail or something like that.
At the door, I looked through the peephole and found a stranger on the other side.
For a minute, I considered ignoring the buzzer. My visitor could be dangerous. Chiding myself for wayward thoughts, I reassured myself. The guards at the gate maintained a log of every visitor to the complex. Verifying identification and informing the host via intercom before allowing the guest to enter was standard protocol.
I had received no intimation regarding a guest. This man standing outside my door had to have come to the wrong house. He chose that moment to ring the bell again. This time he kept his finger on the buzzer. The insistent sound did funny things to my head.
I threw open the door and shouted, ‘What do you think you are doing?’
He let go of the switch. I continued, ‘It’s 9:30 at night. Whoever you are looking for does not live here. Go to the gate, get the right directions, and go to the right house and ring the bell decently.’ Having said my bit, I turned to shut the door, but he beat me to it and stuck his foot in.
‘What is the meaning of this?’ I demanded.
‘Ms Nalini Bose?’ He asked the question as though he were requesting directions from a stranger on a crowded street during the day.
‘Who else did you expect when you kept ringing the bell of the house with that name on the door?’
‘I am Inspector Avinash Choudhary from the Central Bureau of Investigation,’ he replied, flashing an ID card.
‘CBI? Okay, is that supposed to mean something to me?’ I retorted, peering at his ID.
‘Please, can I step in for a moment?’ he asked politely.
I moved aside and let him in, leaving the door ajar in case he was untrustworthy.
‘Ms Nalini Bose, I am sure you know that the CBI is now pursuing the enquiry into Mr Piyush Gokhle’s death,’ he explained as he sauntered into my shabby living room.
Realisation dawned. The CBI, of course! He was here about Piyush. He was here about Piyush!




Chapter 9

How much did he know? Did he suspect something? I felt nervous. Exposed!
‘It was mentioned on TV.’
‘What else did you learn from the TV?’
‘Why are you here, officer?’ My voice came out sharper than I’d intended.
‘Hmmm.’ He noted my reaction, and I kicked myself for revealing my anxiety. I tried again.
‘I would ask you to sit, but, as you can see, I have not been able to clean up yet.’
‘I am not here to sit.’
‘How can I help you then?’ I asked, exasperated.
‘I need you to come with me to our office to answer questions.’
‘Sure, I will come by at 10:00 a.m. tomorrow.’
‘Now.’
‘You want me to come now? It's 9:30 at night.’
‘Madam, you are wasting time. Please note that every delay you cause will only make this process longer.’
‘What is the urgency?’
A woman walked into the room. ‘See, a lady officer is also here. You can come without fear now.’
‘Am I being arrested for something?’
‘Have you done anything for which I should arrest you?’
‘I will change and come,’ I replied stiffly, mentally trashing myself for playing into his hands again. I needed to get my act together before this man dumped more crap on me.
‘What you are wearing is fine.’
‘Do you have a warrant?’
‘We are inviting you to come for questioning. Would you like me to get a warrant for that?’
Hell, this man was infuriating. Was a warrant needed? I ought to hire a lawyer. Normally I would buzz Piyush but... ‘I’ll get my keys.’
‘Our car is waiting. When we are done, we will drop you back.’
‘My house keys!’ I replied sarcastically. ‘Or do you plan to leave one of your guys here to guard my house while I am away?’
‘You can lock the house,’ he replied, unperturbed.
We maintained a stony silence during the journey. I spent the ride worrying about an assortment of things: Was I making a mistake going along without a lawyer? What did this man know already? Did he have anything on me? What was the urgency? Why was I being questioned? The list was 
◆◆◆
 
The CBI’s office was better than most government buildings. Multi-storeyed with lifts and centralised air-conditioning, it could have served as the corporate office of a mid-sized company. My vision of government offices involved shabby buildings: paan-stained walls and stairways, desks covered with dusty files, cobwebs and rickety fans, cement floors and lethargic occupants. This office was the opposite of all that, even at this late hour.  
He left me alone in a room for what seemed like hours but at last returned carrying a bunch of papers.
‘Ms Nalini Bose, I have a few questions about the late Mr Piyush Gokhle.’
The word ‘late’ resonated in my ears, and my brain froze. I missed what he said next. I realised this when I saw that he was waiting for my answer.
‘Sorry, I missed that.’
‘You are employee number seven at IndeGen?’
‘Yes.’
‘That makes you the oldest employee there now.’
‘Piyush was the first. With him dead, I suppose our peon who is number five is now the oldest employee.’
‘How are you dealing with his passing?’
‘Well enough, I suppose.’
‘Where were you this evening, Ms Bose?’
‘At home.’
‘We called you. You did not answer the phone.’
‘I dozed off. My mobile... I don’t know, maybe the battery drained. I think I forgot to charge it this morning.’
‘No problem. You did some shopping today.’
What was he implying? Since when was buying food a crime, I wondered. ‘Groceries, yes.’
‘Four flavours of ice cream, cornflakes, instant noodles, processed salmon, mayonnaise, gingerbread, and frozen fish. Am I right?’
‘Yes, I suppose.’
‘Are you planning to entertain some guests soon, Ms Bose?’
‘No. Why would I? How is this relevant anyway?’
‘I don’t call any of these items “grocery”, madam. Four flavours of ice cream sound like a celebration to me.’
I was furious. My grocery list was none of his concern. ‘Am I not allowed to celebrate? Last I heard, ours was a free country.’
‘You can certainly celebrate. In fact, I would love to know the reason for your bash.’
‘I am alive. Enough reason to celebrate, I should think.’
‘Absolutely! You are luckier than Mr Piyush Gokhle, in any case.’
‘I refuse to comment on that.’
‘Or are you feasting yourself in honour of his demise?’
‘I think it’s a possibility.’
‘I agree.’
How dense could this man be? Sarcasm evidently flew over his head. Or was he being irritating on purpose?
‘Piyush and you were close.’
‘Yes.’
‘Then why did you kill him?’
Blood rushed out of my brain, sharp needles prickled my sensitive skin, and my voice trembled with shock. ‘Somebody killed him?’
‘Even after seeing his blood all over the hotel room, you assumed he died of natural causes?’
‘I did not think he was dead, damn it. Tell me, was he murdered?’
‘It is a possibility,’ he replied with the same sarcasm I had shown earlier.
‘I did not kill him.’
‘Why should we believe you?’
‘I had no reason to kill him.’
‘You had every opportunity. You were on the island with him. His room was right next to yours. You were one of the first people on the scene that day. You alerted the hotel. You steered the investigation away from him towards his brother-in-law. You manipulated everyone, and yet you claim innocence.’
‘All that is true, but why would I kill him? He was my best friend.’
‘Maybe you had a reason to murder him.’
‘Maybe you could tell me what that reason was.’
‘His untimely demise fits in your plan nicely.’
‘What plan is that?’
‘To defer IndeGen’s proposed initial public offering.’
‘What rubbish. Why would I want that? We are all thrilled about the IPO.’
‘But not so thrilled about your so-called best friend.’
‘What is that supposed to mean?’
‘Did you tell the board that it was time for Piyush Gokhle to step down? Did you tell them that he was no longer the best man for the job?’
Realisation dawned on me, bringing with it great relief. ‘Yes,’ I replied confidently. Now I understood where all this was coming from. I felt at ease and in control for the first time that night. The tension and fear that had built up due to the accusation eased out gradually.
‘After he announced plans for the IPO to the world?’
‘Yes.’
‘Why?’
‘Because he was not the best person for the job.’
‘He built the company from nothing to its current position. You are suggesting Piyush Gokhle was a bad leader. How could he become inadequate overnight? Who are you kidding here? Do you take me for a fool?’
‘He was an excellent leader. When he commanded, people followed blindly. I happened to be one of them myself.’
‘So how was this job beyond his abilities?’
‘Piyush was too close to the company.’
‘That is bad, according to you.’
‘Yes, it is bad sometimes.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes, really!’ I was beaming now. My logic had convinced IndeGen’s board members who were staunchly loyal to Piyush. Making this CBI officer accept my perspective would be child’s play.
‘We need someone who is a professional CEO to run this company now—somebody who has transformed start-ups into giants. We are bringing outside stakeholders aboard with this IPO. They will demand returns and judge our credibility by how well we live up to their expectations. That can happen with objective choices and focus on the right product mix. It’s time for IndeGen to scale up. That would have been difficult under Piyush.’
‘Why?’
‘Because he shares an emotional connect with the company. For him, IndeGen is... was a baby, his own baby. In reality, it’s no longer a baby! The company is moving from being one jumbo family into becoming a multiracial village with complex associations. It’s time for a professional to come in.’
‘I thought IndeGen was all about emotional connections.’
‘It is, but after the IPO it will compete on a bigger stage. The stakes are higher and so are opportunities. It’s not about compromising our present values. It is about absorbing new ones, and that can happen smoothly when we bring in someone who has been there and done that.’
‘Is that why you had to kill him—because he would not understand?’
‘I did not “have to kill him”, especially not for this.’
‘What other reason did you have to kill him?’ he said immediately.
‘That is what I am also trying to figure out.’
‘Keep acting over-smart like this and we can go on talking forever.’
‘What about bathroom breaks?’
‘Do I look like I am playing games here?’ he roared. ‘A man was murdered and you are the main accused. Do you understand?’
‘I understand that you think I killed Piyush.’
‘Correct.’
‘You only “think” that. You have no proof.’
‘I will get proof.’
‘By talking to me?’
‘Maybe.’
‘Is “maybe” good enough?’
‘Stop being cheeky,’ he growled, his face inches from mine. ‘I was sitting and speaking to you politely because I thought you were an educated woman. ’
‘You are treating me worse than you would treat any lady, but you cannot lay a finger on me because you have no proof. ’
‘How dare you sit in my office talking back at me?’ He was furious. I could smell victory.
‘I offered to come tomorrow. You were the one who insisted on meeting me today before you had time to review all the facts...’
‘You wanted to throw your boss out. You are talking to a CBI official as though he is a street-side ruffian. I’d say, madam, you can do just about anything.’
‘I agree. I can do anything I set my mind to.’
‘So you murdered him.’
‘No, I had no need to.’
‘Why, was he willing to step down?’
‘He was upset, but he agreed to do it.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes, he did.’
‘He told you?’
‘Before we left for our trip, on New Year’s Day, he emailed the board and marked a copy to me, stating that he was prepared to meet potential candidates who might replace him as CEO.’
‘I will need a copy of that mail.’
‘You will need a warrant to access the document.’
‘I will have one in the morning.’
‘Great. I want to help.’
‘Really.’
‘Yes, it is very important to me that you find his killer.’
‘Why is that?’
‘We were friends.’
‘What kind of friend goes behind his back and recommends that he should be sacked.’
‘I did nothing of the sort. He would have continued to be the chairman. Only the CEO would be new.’
‘Still, you are a traitor.’
‘He saw things differently.’
‘My colleague will take you home. You will have to come again when I have more questions.’
I nodded and rose to leave.
◆◆◆
 
The lady officer who had accompanied Choudhary dropped me home. She drove in silence. That suited me. I spent the time worrying if I had gone too far. Piyush would have been thrilled to hear us sparring. But I still had the nagging feeling that I had bitten off more than I could chew.
So, Piyush had not died of natural causes. Pity. Things would have been easier had that been the case. But he had the habit of making things interesting. He strived for it every time. My worry was if matters were on course to becoming too interesting for my comfort. Within a matter of hours of taking over the case, the CBI had my grocery list. What else would they have by morning?
Would they find traces of my guilt or that of others? That thought troubled me the most.




Chapter 10

Alone at home later that night, I let memories of that last day with Piyush wash over me. He had planned the weekend just for me, including all the fun stuff I yearned for us to do together. Filled with unexpected surprises at every turn, the whole day had been idyllic.
Right after bungee jumping, when we returned to the Jade Wing for breakfast we received our next surprise as soon as we entered its restaurant, a cosy affair that could seat twenty people. Even the resort owner’s boasts hadn’t prepared us for what we saw.
The delicious, warm smell of freshly baked treats wafted from the buffet table to our right, and the tastefully decorated circular room offered a colourful feast for our eyes. But what took our breath away lay beyond the circular glass walls of the room: an exquisite waterfall streaming down a green hillside dotted with shrubs and flowering plants. The water cascaded into a pool at the base surrounded by smooth slippery rocks.
Forgetting our hunger, driven by a different longing—an overpowering need to plunge into the pool and shower in the waterfall—we trooped outside, inhaled the fresh, misty air, and listened to the mild music of the waterfall. I was lost to the world within seconds. The gentle spray of water on my skin, the soothing sound of water falling fast and hard onto the rocks, the birds chirping away, the cool water making my toes tingle as I gently wet my feet in the clear pool—I was in heaven.
Too soon, Piyush caught my elbow, gently dragged me out of the pool, and steered me towards a table. He drew a chair for me and forced me to sit. Chirag joined us and so did Devyani Shinde, our cyber security expert. Following our lead, the others too returned.
While waiting for our orders, we raided the buffet table and helped ourselves to cereals, juices, fruit salads, and savouries. This by itself was much more than I normally ate. But when my bacon and eggs arrived, I found space for it along with toast and coffee. I felt fuller than I ever had in my life.
I was busy tucking in when Chirag finished his meal. He excused himself and made rounds of all the tables to ensure that everyone had what they wanted. His actions made me smile. Our Chief People Person was on duty even when he was on holiday! Seeing him welcomed warmly at every table brought a strange sense of achievement, of having pulled off an impossible mission.
◆◆◆
 
After the meal, much to our joy, Piyush informed us that we were heading to the beach. The journey was short and we arrived within a few minutes. The Jade Wing was visible from the beach. A tree-lined footpath wound its way from the resort to the shore. We could have hiked, but I was glad we chose the bus. I was done walking for the next few weeks.
At the beach, a water skiing team welcomed us. When I spotted the boat and the skis lined up nearby, I forgot myself and let out a whoop of joy! The others laughed at my enthusiasm, but I didn’t care. I knew that this was just for me. I had been telling Piyush forever about my dream to water ski and was thrilled to discover that he remembered. I felt special.
We had two boats at our disposal so Piyush divided us into two groups. This was to be an exercise in trust and bonding. One person would steer the boat, another would ski, and the others in the group would navigate. The team in which the maximum number of members skied for the full stretch would win. Piyush joined the team that had Chirag to help him.
Everyone wore lifejackets, and we were accompanied by trained instructors. We did a few trial runs under their guidance, and by half past noon both teams were ready to compete. The competition lasted a full hour, and my enthusiasm rubbed off on my team. We won but only by a whisker. Chirag was the only one in the other team who lost balance and that too a few yards short of the finish mark.
◆◆◆
 
Snorkelling that afternoon and our dinner together... everything was fresh in my mind. I strained my head to recall all the facts. Things had spiralled out of control after dinner, but had I missed any telltale signs? Memories of how Cy had thudded his way into my slumber and of Chirag’s blood-smeared room flooded my brain.
We had assumed it was Chirag’s blood. Had it been Piyush’s? I shuddered to think how painful that could have been. I could not recall a knife or weapon of any sort in either Chirag’s or Piyush’s room. Did that mean he had been assaulted elsewhere?
That was impossible. We had searched every part of the island. If such a place existed, somebody would have found it. The attack happened inside Chirag’s room. The assailant must have taken the weapon with him or her. How come nobody heard anything? The door had been open. Or had the attacker forgotten to close the door while leaving?
I tortured myself with these unsettling thoughts for a while. Then my focus shifted to the mess I was in.
What had the post-mortem thrown up? Assuming the CBI were right that Piyush was murdered, I knew I would be the prime suspect. I had proposed that the time was right for a new CEO—a controversial move that only the top management and the board had known about until a few hours ago. Now the CBI knew too. They also knew that my move had made him miserable.
How long would it take for them to discover that we had been lovers? Had he killed me along with getting himself killed? The way everything was turning out, that appeared a real possibility.
Life in jail—was that what I was staring at? That was too close to reality for comfort so I buried that idea in haste.
If I had left the freaking connecting door unlocked that night, would he be alive? I hated that door now. He had told me about this clandestine arrangement at the resort when we were in bed on New Year’s Eve. I remembered every moment of that night. We had been in this very bedroom.
‘I need a drink,’ I had said, switching on the bedside lamp to hunt for a cigarette.
‘Do you have to smoke in bed?’ Piyush growled beside me.
I found my cigarette and lit it. ‘Do you have to make a fuss every time?’
‘Okay, it’s New Year’s, so I won’t deny you a solitary cigarette. But it will kill you sooner than necessary, and I don’t want to lose you, darling,’ he muttered, snuggling closer, his hands roving downwards while he rained kisses across my bare shoulders.
Blowing him a kiss, I snorted. ‘I am not dying anytime soon. Besides, I will outlive you, you’ll see.’ I could feel his smile on my skin as he progressed further. I gave in to my senses. ‘Smoke and sex...’ I thought dreamily.
His phone buzzed, breaking the spell. It was 12:15 a.m. I guessed it was Candy Floss calling to wish him ‘Happy New Year’. Piyush stirred beside me, reluctantly disentangling himself from my limbs and reaching for the phone. I checked the image on the mobile.
‘Candy Floss!’
He attended the call. ‘Happy New Year, sweetheart!’ he cooed into the device.
I got up to pour myself a drink, leaving him alone to complete his conversation. Navigating my way across the clothes strewn on the floor, I smiled. We had been in an impassioned hurry that night, almost like first-time lovers. An excellent omen for the coming year? It had been years since we had wanted each other so badly that we lost control of our senses. It felt good to know that even after all these years our fierce attraction for each other was as strong as ever.
I made my drink and turned around to ask him if he wanted one. He was staring hungrily at my legs. I felt desire building again. ‘Drink?’ I gestured. He nodded as he listened to Candy Floss on the phone.
The first time I had called her that, both Piyush and Pandurang had thought I was being mean. Maybe I was. We had been out grabbing coffee, and she had walked into the restaurant. She was surprised to see us, and Piyush had insisted that she sit at our table.
‘You are very beautiful, Nalini,’ she had told me as we were introduced, but I couldn’t bring myself to return the compliment even though she was pretty.
She didn’t notice. She turned to Pandurang and said, ‘Piyush told me that because both of you cannot be absent from the office at the same time, you have cancelled your annual family holiday so that we can go on our honeymoon.’
‘Oh, that’s fine. I don’t mind postponing my trip.’
‘That is very kind of you, but I insist. You should proceed with your original arrangement. We will plan our honeymoon for after your return.’
Pandurang was ecstatic to hear this. His kids had been upset about the postponement of their trip. With that one gesture she won him over.
The waiter brought the package of hot grilled sandwiches she had ordered. ‘Thank you,’ she told him and turned to us. ‘I should go before this food becomes cold.’
‘You could have eaten here. There was no need for a parcel, surely,’ Piyush said.
‘These aren’t for me. They are for the beggar sitting at the nearby signal. I came here only to buy something for him. He looked in urgent need of a hot meal. This was the only restaurant in sight, so I came here. Got to go now,’ she said and left.
I christened her ‘Candy Floss’ that day. Who else went to a posh restaurant to buy a hot meal for a person who hadn’t asked for it! She was too sweet, if you asked me. Piyush wouldn’t agree. In his opinion, she was the kindest soul he had ever met.
‘Thanks, darling,’ Piyush whispered into my lips, kissing me and taking his drink when I returned. He had ended his call and his eyes told me he was thinking only of me. I smiled and got into bed. Strong arms wrapped themselves around me and held me snugly while we sipped our drinks.
‘So, all set to enjoy yourself with the lucky winners of “Weekend with the CEO” this year?’
‘Yep, the first time I will be there!’
‘We’ll get the whole weekend together this New Year.’
‘Hey, it’s not just us, remember. I may not even be able to spend time alone with you.’
‘I booked us adjacent rooms.’
‘I thought CEOs stayed in elaborate presidential suites,’ I said with a sly smile.
‘Ha ha! I normally do, but when I take the best members of my team for a weekend getaway, everyone gets the same accommodation. Even the CEO.’
‘So we’ll be neighbours with similar rooms.’ I nodded coyly, my smile refusing to leave my face.
He grinned. ‘These rooms have connecting doors.’
My eyes glittered and my smile widened. ‘How convenient.’
‘Try keeping me away,’ he said, setting aside his glass. Kissing me deeply, he took away my glass too. As my body began to respond, I put out my cigarette and gave in.
◆◆◆
 
If only matters had gone as per plan at the resort, I thought wistfully. If only I could go back in time and change one small detail—keep that door open. That aside, I also had to accept that somebody had murdered him, and, officially, I could be that someone. 




Chapter 11

Everyone who had been on that trip with us—IndeGen’s champions—any of them could have killed him.
When Piyush announced the winners’ names for the first time, I had nearly panicked. We had somehow managed to assemble the most potent bunch of people for the weekend. ‘What a deadly combination,’ he had joked, but who was laughing now? Did one or more of them have a hand in killing 
◆◆◆
 
I had vehemently opposed the appointment of Chirag Desai as an IndeGener. Piyush overruled me saying that his decision was final, and it was HR’s duty to accommodate him into our family. I had not spoken to him for weeks because of that. Saddled with the responsibility of finding something for Chirag to do that did not interfere with anyone else’s productivity had been virtually impossible.
I hated him from the first moment I met him. He saw me as a mother and kept running to me with his problems and silly stories. I felt as though I had unknowingly adopted a child. The experience was exhausting at the very least. His notion of my age insulted me. I refused to believe that I looked old enough to be the mother of a schoolkid.
Chirag was a child. Like all children, he completely missed the agony he was causing me and tagged along like an unwanted puppy, oblivious to my anger towards him.
At first, we dumped him on the admin team, but when he almost fell off a ledge after insisting on cleaning a second-floor glass window, I had to agree with the department head that putting Chirag in admin exposed him and others to unacceptable danger. 
The maintenance guys could not complete a full day with him. When he found his way to the generator room and locked himself inside, I almost died of a heart attack thinking of all that could go wrong. The fifteen minutes he spent in there, all alone, were the most stressful fifteen minutes of my life—until then, of course. Since his association with us, we have endured many similar heart-stopping instances.
Then I had a brainwave. I put him in the mail section. This department had a monotonous work routine: picking up, sorting, and delivering letters and packages. Chirag went along with the delivery staff and returned to pick up the evening dispatch. Things worked until he became bored. Then he wanted to open the packages before handing them over!
Before we knew it, every department had rejected him, and I was out of options. Piyush was out of town that week. Unable to take a final call on him due to that, I let Chirag spend time in the recreation centre. He could do anything there, I told him, except leave the room. By then, having visited all the departments, he was known to most of the people who came in to rest, hit the gym, or play games.
By the end of the week, he was keeping track of people’s weight loss regimes, reminding others when their rest times were up, telling the most absurd stories to stressed executives and making them laugh. He was being his usual self, and, in the process, he was making people around him forget their worries.
This development surprised me, but I realised that children had that impact on adults. So he came to call the recreation centre his office, and we gradually defined his duties. He settled in and was now one of the best performers in the company.
Of one thing I was sure, though. He could have had nothing to do with Piyush’s death. He did not have the intelligence to plot a murder, nor was he smart enough for anyone to make him an accomplice. He was a simpleton who bore no ill-will towards anyone. He was probably the only one in the whole group whom I could vouch for blindly.
◆◆◆
 
Among the others, Sukhbir was by far the only normal person, if he could be considered that. Aside from being a loner, he was an ordinary man with nothing suspicious lurking in the closet, as far as I knew. When robots replaced humans in the world, Sukhbir would be a superstar crossover. Until then, he would remain a shy misfit. But was he an oddball who could kill? That was hard to imagine.
◆◆◆
 
Devyani Shinde! The mere thought of her brought a smile to my face. I remembered the day we met for the first time. She had aced the technical rounds and won the opportunity of an interview with me by brute force. Before joining us, she had been a member of an obscure hacking community. Maybe she still was. They did harmless hacks, according to her résumé, which she had submitted along with a job application for a role in cyber security. 
Hers was a unique résumé that shouted out for attention. It landed as a virus on our cyber security chief’s desk. He spent a whole day cracking it. She had challenged his intelligence through her creative attack. The effort earned her résumé the attention she had desired. He scheduled consecutive technical rounds, which she cleared. Then he arranged for her to meet me. 
As part of our inclusiveness policy, we refrained from asking the name or gender of job applicants. At the stipulated time, a slender girl in formals was ushered into my cabin. Peering at me from behind her large glasses, she told me her name was Devyani.
She had left out details about her qualifications and previous employment in her application. All I could spot were skill sets and projects undertaken. Was she a freelancer? We were ideally looking for a mid-level executive and both education and experience were important.
From her appearance, she could have passed off as a schoolgirl. IndeGen had a policy against discrimination based on age. Therefore, we never asked an applicant’s date of birth. But we couldn’t employ minors!
Caught in a bind because of her obvious youth, the very first question I asked was which year she had completed her tenth grade. I assumed that I could calculate her age from that information without breaking any company rules against discrimination. She threw me a curveball and told me she was yet to appear for her tenth-grade exams!
The crux of the eye-popping conversation that followed was that she had quit school in the tenth grade due to bullying. I was stunned. Did these things happen in modern Indian schools?  She claimed so.
Thereafter, to kill time, she started coding and stumbled upon hacking. Of course she did, I thought sarcastically. Why would she take up an activity to tackle the bullying—like learning self-defence, martial arts, or boxing—when she could hack into innocent people’s online accounts and spread fear? One thing led to another, and she ended up handling cyber security for her dad’s firm. That information impressed me. It also met the experience criteria of the role we had in mind for her.
Her father had sold his business and was now moving into a different domain. She had disagreements with the new business owners and was, therefore, seeking alternate employment. This reason for her job change didn’t bother me. We celebrated honesty at IndeGen. I was more worried if she was a minor.
As proof of age, she handed me her driver’s licence, which showed an even younger tomboy resembling the Devyani sitting across from me. I stared at the document, confused. The name on the licence was ‘Devesh Shinde’.
Now it was her turn to look uncomfortable. She explained that she was a cross-dresser. What did that mean? Was she gay? Or maybe she was a transgender person? How could I clarify without being insensitive?
Being stumped like that in the middle of an interview I was conducting was a first. She understood my dilemma and explained matters herself. She told me that she enjoyed dressing as a woman. It gave her confidence and served as a mask behind which she loved to hide. She was neither gay nor transgender. She merely liked to wear women’s clothes.
The children at school had poked fun at her for that. She had quit and refused to join any other school. She found refuge in work and that was how she had mastered her skills in that area. The new management was inflexible with the office dress code, and her preference to cross-dress was causing problems at work.
I must admit her situation caught me unawares, but it was the most interesting interview I had ever conducted in my life.
We had to hire her. She was excellent for the role. It also thrilled us to gauge that she would stay with us for a long time. She had no qualifications and her quirk made normal companies uncomfortable. At IndeGen, every IndeGener was just that, irrespective of gender.
Having her on board took some getting used to though; seeing her in regular men’s clothes on some days and in women’s attire on others made heads turn and gossip churn. But soon everybody learnt to appreciate the person behind the clothes. Before we knew it, her clothing preferences stopped being a novelty on campus.
I wondered if Devyani could kill. I supposed she could. She was a very stubborn person who rarely backed down from her viewpoint. Otherwise, she would have given up cross-dressing. Instead, she had given up everything else. Under most conditions, her firm will was a positive trait. Could she use the same grit for negative acts?
The thought itself sent a shiver down my spine. Her hacking endeavours were common knowledge. What if she had another secret hobby—an evil one?  I wondered about possible motivating factors, but I hadn’t really been paying enough attention to her at IndeGen to recall even one. Yet the notion caused an unshakable unease.
◆◆◆
 
Next on the shortlist of possible murderers was Stanley Dubey. I had recruited him against Piyush’s wishes; his scathing objections were on record. Anyone could find his email asking if we were so desperate that we were now recruiting without concern for the welfare of other employees. In reality, I had been at my wit’s end but had dared not say as much in writing. Instead, I had replied that I would take responsibility and ensure that Stanley posed no threat to anyone at work.
Stanley Dubey was a referral. Alisha Ali had referred him. Much like every other IndeGener, Stanley was the best man for the position. His expertise lay in artificial intelligence, a nascent field of study even today. Giants sucked up experts in this field before they even completed updating their résumés. Every recruiter realised that when he or she started scouting the market for AI experts.
His technical prowess bowled over the AI team. The trouble was that he had a history—an unsavoury one—because of which most companies were reluctant to touch him even with a ten-foot pole.
While doing his masters, he served time in a sexual assault case. A medical examination of the victim failed to establish rape. Several witnesses turned hostile during the trial, and the court ruled in Stanley’s favour. Thankfully for him, his thesis had been a hit, and he had made bail to attend the final exams.
After his acquittal, he joined a bunch of friends in their venture. He fared well enough over there and became the chief technology officer. Then one of the firm’s female employees complained of sexual harassment to the HR department. That was the end of his career there. He was dismissed, and the woman chose not to pursue the matter further.
I made enquiries about the incident. Nobody knew for sure if he had attacked the complainant. The company had not carried out any form of investigation before dismissing him. The complaint had become public, and the management panicked. They reacted in haste to save their reputation.
Stanley insisted that he was the victim and that he was targeted due to office politics. The complainant’s name remained a closely guarded secret, and Stanley claimed to have no knowledge of who had made the allegations. After his dismissal, they buried the matter.
My decision was that both scenarios were plausible. One of them, either the complainant or Stanley, was lying. I sided with Stanley on this one. Along with his offer letter, he received a stern warning about acceptable office behaviour.
Piyush had been my most vocal opponent in this appointment. He was shocked at how, being a woman, I could employ a known sex offender. I could not explain myself, but I believed that not everything we knew about Stanley was his actual truth. He had been honest throughout the interview process. An IndeGener had recommended him, implying that at least one of our employees, a female one no less, trusted him. Due to all this, I ruled that he deserved a chance. Piyush and I agreed to disagree, and I offered Stanley the job.
That was a few years ago. To date, his behaviour had been above board, but now with Piyush’s murder, old doubts resurfaced. What if I had been wrong? What if he was a hardened criminal? Piyush had warned me that I would regret my decision, and I was on the verge of regret now.
◆◆◆
 
Hurriedly I shifted my focus to someone else. Anyone! Cyrus Daruwala, the man who first informed me of Chirag’s disappearance. Neither Piyush nor I had chosen him. Both of us disliked him from the moment we met him, but he found his way into our tight-knit family and became a successful IndeGener.
Not one, not two—three members of the board had recommended his candidature.
I hated it when board members acted as though IndeGen was their inheritance. Such behaviour was common, and, on most occasions, Piyush, Pandurang, or I, whoever dealt with the onslaught, flung the crap back at the person in the politest manner possible. Cy’s case should also have been dealt with in the same manner. I slipped, and the result was that we had all learnt to live with him being a part of our lives.
He could be a good person in his own way, I supposed, but I abhorred his methods. He had to take a roundabout route to everything. If he were buying popcorn while watching a movie, he would call up ten of his contacts, find one who knew the popcorn vendor, get introduced, praise the man and make him feel like a celebrity, and then purchase popcorn. Only the most stubborn seller would accept money for anything he bought after that.
Merely watching his process gave me a migraine. My displeasure at his tactics was well documented and known to him.
He breezed his way past the walls I erected by keeping others who were in positions of leadership close to him. They were all hooked to his charm and bent over backwards to accommodate him. We called each other colleagues, but there was no love lost between us. I would just as soon see the last of him, and I was sure he felt the same about me.
This did not mean that we were discourteous to each other. Far from it. According to Piyush, we were two of a kind, and that was the worst insult I had ever received. His logic was that we both used our charm to get our way with people.
The bottom line was that Cy thrived on others believing that he liked them, irrespective of his true feelings for them. Such a person could hardly be inclined to murder, right? The more I considered the situation, the more confident I became that there was little possibility of his being involved in Piyush’s death.  
Then I remembered. He had woken me. He had been the first person in that room—at an ungodly 3:30 a.m. What had he been doing wandering about at that time of night? Could he have been involved in the murder somehow? He was an excellent actor, and faking horror would have been child’s play for him.
Another thought struck me. What if he had been on his way to meet or had been returning after meeting someone else that night? Was there more than one employee from the group involved in the crime? Had I recruited multiple nonconformists capable of murder?




Chapter 12

I was on my second box of ice cream, and the TV was blaring out something about refugees and immigration, reminding me of my plight. I was alone in this world surrounded by potential killers. They were individuals whom I had handpicked to join my company, my only family in the entire world. I felt more alone than I had when the only other family I had known—my grandparents—left me. 
My thoughts drifted to Alisha Ali, our in-house murderer whom I had recruited from Pune’s famous Yerwada Central Jail. That was an experience I had no desire to relive. I had vowed never to visit a prison again, but the way things were unfolding I could be living in one soon. That should beat visiting one, hands down!
In the early days of the company, money was the biggest problem. Funds remained a critical pressure point, but our monies were better managed now. During those initial years when ten or fifteen of us worked out of the two-bedroom house we called ‘office’, things were different. The only expense that was met each month without fail was salary. Everything else, including electricity and internet bills, was left unpaid at least once. Piyush juggled the company finances and called in more favours than were owed to him to keep IndeGen afloat.
That was when he first broached the idea. ‘It’s a gamble,’ he told me, but one that we needed to take. We had lost a few people to a competitor that month. Better pay by other companies was breaking us. We could not up the pay to retain our trained staff. Piyush read in the newspaper that jails were having campus interviews. That idea hit home, and he became consumed by the thought.
The irresistible tax sops that accompanied these recruitments made matters worse. I asked him what skills he expected convicts to have that IndeGen could use—unless he was planning to cater to the underworld. My sarcasm was lost on him, and his enthusiasm prevailed. I promised to keep an open mind and meet a few prospective employees.
I solicited résumés from convicts who were due for release within the next quarter. I must admit, their profiles were like nothing that Piyush had envisioned. In his utopian existence, he had imagined that potential hires from jails would largely comprise educated individuals serving time for minor offences. In reality, the group included no graduates and few who had committed petty crimes. Their skills were also too basic to be useful.
I met everyone who had some computer literacy and shortlisted ten résumés out of a possible twenty-five. They had all done either a typewriting or a desktop publishing course. Keeping that as the common denominator and ignoring their crimes, I zeroed in on these ten.  Alisha Ali was one of them—the only one serving time for murder.
She was different from the other cold, withdrawn prospects; she was self-assured, confident, and even rustically elegant. Barefoot, clad in a wrinkled standard jail-issue sari, and cuffed to the table, she sat as though she was in full control of the situation. Her soft, firm voice had no airs about what she knew and did not know.
She had been running a day-care facility for preschool children before being jailed. Her family had discontinued her schooling when she reached puberty at thirteen. After that, she had stayed at home and learnt to cook, sew, and maintain a home. She had been married at eighteen and had a fourteen-year-old daughter. She told me she had killed her husband when he attacked her in a drunken rage. It had been self-defence, but murder was murder, and she was convicted.
She had been locked up ten years ago in a different millennium when computers were a novelty and the internet almost unheard of. When I asked her why we should recruit her and invest in training her, she replied that she was the best employee I would get, ever.
She had survived ten years in prison among the worst people, under the most stressful circumstances. She had a child living in a juvenile home because the rest of her family had been unwilling to bring up a murderer’s daughter. After her release, she had the daunting task of rebuilding her daughter’s life—the life of a child who barely knew her. 
This task, she candidly declared, was the real punishment for her crime. She asked me if anything I needed her to do would be tougher than winning the trust of a child separated from her ten years ago. She had a point. Any job we offered her would be easier than her challenges on the home front. 
That was how Alisha came to be an IndeGener. She joined our testing team and proved to be a quick learner. I think the years in jail had helped. She was an unconventional thinker and difficult to dodge. The demands of the testing job complemented her personality and past circumstances beautifully.  She had been with us since, and few IndeGeners in her current team knew of her unsavoury past.
Alisha could kill. Even she would admit that. Would she kill in cold blood? I didn’t know.
Her daughter was now happily married, and these days Alisha was lonely. She was also experiencing something akin to a mid-life crisis. The only problem was that given her past, this crisis could take the form of anything, especially something undesirable.
I had three complaints against her in my inbox, matters that were under investigation. Six months ago there had been a dozen, but that pile had diminished significantly, and I had hoped that perhaps she was past that reckless phase.
The plummet began a few months after her daughter’s wedding. She picked a fight with Pandurang in front of a prestigious client. That day Piyush had smoothed out matters before a crisis of unimaginable proportions broke out. Since then, there had been a few instances when she had started fights, especially at company parties or social events.
I had a chat with her, and she blamed her short fuse on her sudden loneliness. Her work continued to be impeccable, and I wanted to avoid a situation where we would be forced to let her go. I advised her to find a hobby—something that would channel her energies in the right direction, away from fights at the workplace. 
On our way to the resort, she had told me that she had heeded my advice. She looked cocky and sly when she said it. She did not elaborate, and I didn’t pry.
Was murdering people a hobby? What was I to think? I racked my brains about the new pastime at which she had hinted. I knew in my gut that it would not be something simple like horse riding or clubbing. Having known Alisha all these years, I knew that for personal enjoyment she would prefer something closer to illegal than legal.
My line of thought was not at all helpful. Each and every person who had been with us during the fateful weekend appeared to be a likely suspect.
◆◆◆
 
I thought about Manav Prasad. He was not a suspect, I decided. He was an ace chartered accountant. Piyush had always called him his personal genie. Senthil, our chief financial officer, had brought him into the IndeGen family. The only problem with Manav Prasad was that we did not have a file on him. Nobody in HR had interviewed him either. I had never even laid eyes on his résumé.
We had proof that he had completed his CA, but that was about all I was sure of with regard to his background. One day Piyush announced that he was bringing in someone to act as liaison with government bodies. The next day I met Manav Prasad with instructions to complete his joining formalities.
In his employment application, he left all sections blank except education, name, date of birth, and PAN card. Piyush told me to mind my business and stay out of his hair when I enquired about the rest of the details. Snubbed, I did just that. But I often wondered if Manav had worked for the underworld before he joined us. 
For instance, his personality was in complete contrast to the results he achieved. He was unassuming in person and spoke only when addressed. Despite this, every official he dealt with cowered down before him in the most bizarre way. How did this docile man intimidate them?
Yet, in spite of the secrecy surrounding him, I trusted him. Piyush approved of him, and I knew he would never trust anyone who could tarnish the company’s image. His love for IndeGen was too great. Perhaps because of this, or because Manav was a friend of sorts, I felt sure that he was not the murderer. My gut vouched for his honesty. I left the matter at that.
◆◆◆
 
Remembering 1991 brought a smile to my lips for the first time that day. He always made me smile—even his name had that effect on me. He represented everything I wanted IndeGen to be.
He was a modern young person whose mind worked at supersonic speed. Innovation ran in his veins, he had an egalitarian mindset, was brutally honest, lived life on his own terms, and accepted everyone at face value. He never questioned anyone’s personal choices and kept his professional relationships just that.
‘A first-generation robotoid’ was what Piyush had called him. According to Piyush, 1991 was so much in love with technology and machines that he secretly desired to be one himself. In fact, all his actions were proof that he wanted to be a machine: changing his name from Girish Ravat to 1991(the year the internet was born), his choice of unisex clothes, his extreme obsession with gadgets and new technologies. This was Piyush’s diagnosis.
One of my interns had found his profile on a social network. The profile screamed to us that a part of our company was out there, away from us. While we were busy creating a culture of equality and non-discrimination, he was living it already. We scrambled to poach him and succeeded with some effort.  It was a decision we never regretted.
Could he kill? No, I decided promptly. Another name to strike off the list of potential suspects, I thought gladly. He had the brains to plot murder, but he lacked deceit. Nothing in him was even vaguely criminal; murder was a long way off. I was happy. I had three names off the list: Chirag, Manav, and 1991.
◆◆◆
 
The ringing of the doorbell interrupted my thoughts. My drawing-room clock showed 3:30 a.m. The memory of another early morning summon was still fresh. Dread, fear, disbelief, anxiety... I was not sure what all I was feeling just then. The doorbell rang again. I had to answer it, I realised.
Slowly, ignoring the hammering in my head that had somehow increased after hearing the buzzer, I dragged my feet to the door. The peephole revealed the face of Avinash Chaudhary.
OMG, not again! What did he want now? My anger returned. This man was unlike any I had met to date. Men were courteous when they addressed me. This one treated me like trash. His attitude irked me and made me say things I would not normally say to a complete stranger. More than anything, I loathed this bizarre effect he had on me. I threw open the door, enraged at even the thought of another meeting with this obnoxious specimen.
‘What are you doing here at this time of the night? I am going to file a complaint against you for this harassment,’ I snapped at him.
Without bothering to reply, he waved a piece of paper in my face. I grabbed it and read its contents. It was a search warrant for my house.
I turned white. The realisation about all that was likely to happen dawned. My relationship with Piyush was about to become common knowledge. We had kept matters private all these years. Today, within minutes, strangers would know. How soon would it be before others who knew us would learn about it as well? What would the ramifications be? Damn Piyush for getting himself killed so inconveniently.
With an insolent expression of boredom, Choudhary waited for me to step aside. His victorious stance made me feel defeated. I wanted to scratch that look off his face. Instead, I meekly ushered him inside. He walked in followed by his brigade—men and women peering at everything in my home as though they were on a treasure hunt. These people were looking forward to peeking into my private life, I observed with bitter resentment.
Putting on a brave face and burying my discomfort, I followed them in. Choudhary stood surveying the living room. His face wore a disgusted expression. I followed his gaze; it had stopped at the empty boxes of ice cream. To my shock, an inadvertent giggle escaped me. I did not giggle, ever. It was too ‘girly’ for my personality, but here I was giggling like a silly teenager.
This super-intelligent cop had assumed that I had purchased ice cream for a party. Well, he now knew that the party was for one person only: me. He caught my giggle and averted his face.
Instructions flew and his squad scattered in all directions to carry out his orders. I began to follow a girl who was heading to my bedroom.
‘You can stay here, if you please,’ Choudhary barked at me.
I sat down. He turned off the TV.
‘I was watching,’ I protested.
‘On mute?’
‘My eyes can’t hear,’ I retorted. He switched on the TV, and I found more of my new favourite snack—another box of ice cream—and settled down to watch. I ignored him and his team after that.
The hammering in my head was worse, but now I was more concerned about the pair of eyes glaring at me. Avinash Choudhary’s stare made me feel as though I was running nude on a crowded street. I stubbornly ignored him and kept my eyes glued to the TV, trying to appear composed.
◆◆◆
 
After a long time during which he spared no opportunity to intimidate me with his glowering face, he finally addressed me with a request to pose a few questions.
‘Does a search warrant include permission to question?’
‘I can take you to the headquarters for questioning if you would prefer that.’
I sank deeper into my couch, thinking of ways to get this hound off my back. Around me, my room looked as messy and unclean as it had been before they arrived.
‘So you don’t clean up after yourself?’
‘Did you mistake us for housekeeping services?’
I offered a sarcastic smirk in response and he continued, ‘Everything is as we found it. We have collected some evidence which we will take with us.’
‘Right,’ I said dismissively.
‘Questions?’ he asked again.
‘Oh hell! Ask what you want to know. It’s not like you’ll believe me, anyway.’
‘Do you live alone?’
There was the dreaded question, slightly more discreet than I had expected! I felt faint. Still trying to look unaffected, I replied, ‘Do you see anyone else here?’
‘Answer the question, Nalini Bose. I ask the questions, remember?’
He was angry. I was getting to him. I liked that, and the reckless maverick in me emerged from the shameful corner it had occupied since the CBI invaded my house. I lived on my own terms, and this hound’s opinions in the matter were inconsequential. 
‘I live alone,’ I replied, mentally prepared for the barrage to follow.
‘Whose clothes are these?’ He pointed at some men’s clothing they had found in the closet.
‘If they are my size, they could be mine.’
Piyush had loved my naughty side, but flippant remarks got under this man’s skin, I knew. I couldn’t wait to stoke that fire.
‘Stop being cheeky. Who is the owner of these clothes?’
‘A dead man.’
‘Does he have a name?’
‘Yes.’
‘Would you like to tell me his name?’
He sounded well and truly mad by now. What a liberating feeling! Much stronger than my fear of the scandalous truth on the verge of exposure. I scooped out another spoonful of ice cream, looked straight at his face and said, ‘Not particularly.’
He lost his composure. His lean, square face turned red, making his pencil-thin moustache jump off his skin. The vein on his right forehead throbbed, and his sharp, narrow eyes blazed fire from under his bushy eyebrows. His nostrils quivered as his right hand banged on the table in front of him and hit a vase, which shattered into a million pieces.
The noise was music to my ears. He was a worthy opponent, but I was ahead of him for now. I understood that Avinash Choudhary was human, and I could break him. The realisation gave me tremendous strength. For the first time that day, I tasted the flavour of the butterscotch ice cream in my mouth. It was a delicious victory.
He lurched forward, and his hands caught hold of my collar, pulling me up effortlessly. I should have been shaking, but I felt indomitable and supreme despite everything.
‘Who will pay for my vase?’
‘Whose clothes are these?’
‘Are you allowed to break things while searching people’s homes?’
‘What is his name?’ he shouted louder.
‘I thought so. So I can complain about your behaviour.’
‘Tell me his name, Nalini.’
‘You are also manhandling me. That is definitely against the law,’ I retorted calmly.
He let go of my collar abruptly. It must have dawned on him that he was roughing up a person of the opposite gender. ‘Why are you protecting him? Is he the murderer?’
‘I thought I was supposed to be the killer.’
‘Are you?’
‘You mean you still don’t know for sure! So this is also a fishing expedition.’
‘I want his name.’
‘I want some peace. This is the second time tonight you are invading my privacy in this inhuman manner. The police are supposed to protect the public, not harm them, but here the story is upside down. I am sure your team would like to go home and get some rest. They look human, and I am sure they have lives outside work. See, everyone here wants something but is anyone getting what they want?’
‘Nalini Bose, I am asking for the last time; whose clothes are these?’
‘Actually, you will keep asking the same question even if you tire of asking it. So don’t tell me it’s the last time.’
‘When you know I will persist until I get an answer, why are you stalling the inevitable?’
‘However did you get to where you are today with this crippling defect? You are a complete misfit in this profession. I can read you like a book and play you like a fiddle whereas these should be your abilities.’
‘I am telling you to answer me, damn it.’ The veins along his throat jutted out, and his jaw clenched. He was trying hard to rein in his temper and failing miserably.
‘I rest my case,’ I replied smugly. I had won, even if it was a temporary victory.
‘Cuff her. We will question her at the station,’ he barked.
I held out both my hands for his associate to shackle me and replied in a honeyed tone, ‘I am sure that you have an arrest warrant with you. I need to see it first. But you already know that.’




Chapter 13

I sat there like that, waiting for his associate to handcuff me. Choudhary turned away to compose himself. His deputies stood around, confused and on edge. Perhaps this was the first time they had witnessed their boss being taken to the cleaners.
I leaned back and waited for his response. He pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and drew a deep breath, inhaling the carcinogenic fumes as deeply as he could. His action brought back memories of Piyush chiding me for my smoking habit.
‘What is this love you have for that whiff of disgusting smoke that it overshadows your love for me? I feel you can live without me but not without smoking.’
I needed a cigarette. Then the irony struck me—his words had come true. He was dead, but here I was living and breathing, surviving without him. But without a cigarette, I felt like I might die.
Piyush was always right, but this time I was determined to prove him wrong. I had stayed alive without smoking for three days; I could endure more if nobody constantly reminded me about it. All I wished was for this unwanted attention to go away and leave me alone with my feelings and thoughts and memories and... and loss.
‘Can you please not smoke in the house?’ I asked, my voice meek and docile.
‘Why? I know you smoke.’
‘I am trying to quit.’
Hearing myself say those words brought tears to my eyes. For all these years Piyush had hounded me to quit, but he had to die to convince me. What a stupid, horrible way for things to turn out. Tears stung my eyes. I did not know if I was mourning Piyush or my decision to quit smoking, but my emotional state had the desired effect. He put out his cigarette.
‘Those are Piyush’s clothes. He is... was my boyfriend,’ I said calmly. I had to tell the truth someday, after all. 
He swung around and faced me then, his face expressionless. His widened eyes were the only proof that I had made an unexpected announcement. I had a picture or two of Piyush hanging in the house. Surely these sleuths had spotted them. Perhaps our long and famous friendship served as adequate explanation for their presence in my house. 
‘Piyush Gokhle?’
‘Yes.’
‘You were seeing each other?’
‘Yes.’
‘He is married.’
‘Was.’
‘Were he and Pakhi Gokhle separated?’
‘No. I mean “was” as in he is dead. He and I were lovers. Pakhi and he were married.’
‘Right.’ He looked sheepish. He really was a misfit for this job, I mused. ‘So you were sleeping with a married man.’
‘You had to bring out the barbed wire, didn’t you?’
‘I was merely confirming facts.’
‘Yes, I was sleeping with a married man.’
‘You wanted him to leave his wife and marry you. Is that why you killed him?’
‘He and I have been a couple much longer than Pakhi has been his wife. Why would I want to kill him? He is no use to me dead.’
‘He left you and married her. You must have been angry.’
‘He had to marry her. I understood.’
‘Why did he have to marry her?’
‘Bharat Desai’s money.’
‘He married her for money, then he fell in love with her, and you became insecure.’
‘You watch too many movies.’
‘That’s not an answer to my question.’
‘You were merely speculating.’
‘But I was speaking the truth.’
‘Look, his relationship with her had nothing to do with me. He loved me, and that was enough. He has always stood by my side when I needed him—until now. The bastard has got himself killed, and now I am left dealing with the likes of you who have no regard for time and place. You think it your right to walk into a lady’s home whenever you wish and treat her like garbage. If he weren’t dead already, I would most likely have killed him if he were here now, for letting all this happen to me,’ I shouted, and then, to my utter horror, I burst into tears.
Once again, I woke to the doorbell’s insistent ringing. I had to do something about the freaking problem, I decided. I sat up groggily and considered my options. I could remove the doorbell, but then these unsavoury intruders would hammer at my front door until I went mad.
I could remove the door itself, and then perhaps I could have some peace. But the freaking idiots would gallivant in as though they were taking a walk in the park, I thought miserably. Maybe it was time to move. Was the Mars colony established? Would that be far enough?
The doorbell chimed again. Cursing the creep, Choudhary, I checked the time and searched for my robe. It was 7:30 a.m. I must have unsettled him more than I had dared to hope. He had finally left after exhausting his list of inappropriate questions about my less than proper relationship with Piyush.
I had been right. He had been on a fishing expedition. Discovering our clandestine love affair sealed the deal as far as he was concerned. His team took some stuff they called evidence. I couldn’t care less. I was glad to see the last of him.
The doorbell rang again. Rubbing my eyes, I went to open it, expecting the CBI to be there with an arrest warrant. I was surprised to find Pandurang there instead. He asked if he could come in, even as he stepped indoors. He was brisk and business-like, his face red with fury. What had ticked him off this early in the morning?
‘You were sleeping with him,’ he said accusingly.
Right, so that was what this was all about. ‘Is it in the papers today?’ I replied sarcastically, making a dramatic scene of rushing back to the door to gather the day’s papers, which were still lying on the doorstep.
‘Avinash told me.’
‘I knew he was not fit to be an investigator the moment I met him. He had no business telling you anything.’
‘I am the chief operating officer of the company. I get updated about the investigation.’
‘Really? Why are you exempt from suspicion? Because you are best friends with Avinash?’
‘No, I am not exempt. I am coming from the CBI’s office. They had summoned me for questioning.’
‘Hooray!’  I muttered, furious with Pandurang.
Again, my actions had belied my public personality. Usually, with him and other IndeGeners, I was on my best behaviour. I had somehow lost all ability to control myself, and I was speaking my mind all the time.
I knew that this new compulsion to tell all was bad for work. Plus, my stomach was heaving again. The rush to the door appeared to have disrupted its equilibrium. Even as I heard Pandurang utter something, I dashed past him to the washroom.
◆◆◆
 
When I returned, he had cleared enough of the mess in my living room to have some space to sit. He had found the remote and turned off the TV. The morning paper in one hand, he was speaking in his mother tongue over the phone. Updating his wife, I guessed. I waved to tell him I would be in the kitchen and went to brew coffee. After a few minutes, he joined me.
‘You are a wreck,’ was his first comment.
I did not reply, so he continued, ‘You should take a few days off and rest. I could send housekeeping people to clean up your house.’
‘Are you suspending me?’ I had to ask.
‘No, should I?’ he asked frankly, sitting down at the dining table. He looked worried and confused. He was missing Piyush, I realised. We all were. Everyone was coping differently. Was that why he was here—in search of a friend, a kindred soul?
He and Piyush had been a good team. He had blossomed under Piyush’s able care. Without him for support and saddled with the unexpected mess, things must be difficult for him too.
‘Maybe you should. I am the prime suspect.’
‘Did you do it?’
‘Tell me how he died, and I will tell you if I did it or not.’
‘I am not joking, so stop kidding me. I am dead serious.’
‘You are not dead. You are very much alive, unlike Piyush.’ I had to pause as emotion overcame me. ‘I am not joking, Pandurang. I am dead serious too.’
‘Did you do something that could have gotten him killed?’
‘You mean besides telling the board that Piyush was no longer fit to be CEO?’ I asked morosely. I had done that with the best intentions, but sometimes best intentions alone were inadequate.
‘Yes, besides killing him with your opinion. It must have been hell for him to know that the woman he loved thought so little of him’
‘Yet he sent that email offering to cooperate.’
‘Do you think he had a choice? He stood to lose everything he had worked so hard for over the past ten years by antagonising the board. ‘Anyway... Nalini, he was poisoned,’ Pandurang said softly.
‘Poison. How?’
‘Datura poisoning.’
◆◆◆
 
Datura? Where had I heard the word before? Memories came flooding back, making me reel. ‘Nalini, that beautiful white flower shaped like a bell, that’s datura,’ my grandfather’s soft voice echoed in my ears. I had been eight years old. We were walking back home from school, and I was more interested in the butterfly fluttering around me than in paying attention to his words.
When I was older, my grandmother insisted on sending me flower-picking for daily prayers at home. I hated the chore and used many tactics to express my dissent. One way was picking all the daturas I could find. My grandmother never used them as offerings.
I would wait until minutes before the prayer to complete the chore and return with a basketful of the inauspicious blossom. It would be too late to send somebody else to pick fresh buds, and that day’s prayers would proceed without flowers, frustrating my grandmother and raising my spirits sky-high.
But no one had ever cared to inform me that these beauties were poisonous. How stupid of me to not have guessed. Why else would they be inappropriate for God? They were capable of murder—wow!
I was shocked.
Pandurang told me that datura caused delusions. The victim lost his or her ability to differentiate between reality and fantasy. It made a person imagine unreal things. To somebody under the influence of datura, his or her worst nightmares became real, causing bizarre behaviour. Body temperatures rose, and the individual became hypersensitive to light.
The doctors who performed his autopsy believed that Piyush too would have experienced the same symptoms. His body temperatures must have shot up, making his datura-influenced mind panic. In this fever pitch, he took aspirin—the only medicine he had with him—but that clearly hadn’t helped. His hallucinations must have continued to torment him because he had emptied the whole bottle and gulped down the pills.
He had also sought out Chirag for some reason. That was why he had called him and later rushed to his room barefoot. His manner on the phone had frightened Chirag, who fled before Piyush arrived. The empty room obviously compounded his anxiety several times over.
The doctors concluded that the aspirin in his system added fuel to his already upside-down state of mind. Symptoms related to aspirin overdose might have manifested, and he might have disproportionately imagined their effects. Whatever the reason, hematidrosis set in. That was the last straw.
Pandurang explained that hematidrosis was a rare physiological condition in which a person sweated blood.
The pathologists postulated that the extreme physical trauma—which would include headaches, abdominal pain, and skyrocketing body temperature—that Piyush believed he was experiencing might have frightened his tipsy mind. He must also have been in the grip of some intense worry because of which he had gone to Chirag’s room. All of this played havoc with his deranged mind, causing extreme fear.
In rare cases, when subjected to acute physical and emotional trauma, people developed hematidrosis, a medical condition that caused bleeding from all the pores in the body, including the forehead, nails, nose, and skin. However, loss of blood in this manner would have been minimal if not for the aspirin—a blood thinner.
The medical reasoning was that to Piyush’s already confused mind, the sight of blood all around him must have set off demons from a different dimension. The red floor tiles, blood-stained shower curtain, stained bath towels, pink water droplets in the wash basin... everything must have petrified him. To his delusional mind, it must have seemed that the bathroom was bleeding. This would have horrified him. That could be why he fled the room in sheer panic.
Because the datura poison made him photophobic, he would have chosen the first dark path he found: the way to the pier. The road to the cliff was dark and sheltered by trees on both sides because of which even the moonlight would have been mellower. His problem was that the blood kept following him. At some point, he might have realised that his skin was bleeding as well, heightening his fear.
When he reached the cliff, the moonlight would have blinded him, spooking him out. The only dark space was the wide expanse of sea that lay before him. Its noises may have frightened him too. But whatever his final fears—light, blood, or noise—he stepped off the cliff and plunged to his death because of the severe delusional state he was in.
This update shook me to the core. Datura. Aspirin. The words flashed across my mind, making me giddy. I focussed on the flower. A robust and cherished life lost because of a pretty thing that grew in the wild like an innocuous weed. The next instant a chilling thought crossed my mind. Somebody had deliberately poisoned Piyush. Who could that person be?
How was the poison administered? It couldn’t have been slipped into his drink or food during dinner. We had all dined together, and the rest of us were alive. How did the killer single him out? 
My thoughts returned to Creep Choudhary. Now that he knew that Piyush and I had been a couple, he would connect all the dots. The common door between our rooms, my access to his things, my fingerprints in his room. From what I could see, all accusatory fingers pointed in my direction.
Pandurang told me that they had questioned him about the murder, but the CBI had mostly wanted to know if he knew about my relationship with Piyush. How widely was it known, and how strong was our bond? He admitted that the questioning had been primarily about me and any motives I might have had to kill him. That didn’t surprise me at all.




Chapter 14

The rest of the day was one long nightmare.
I arrived late, upsetting my routine. My mind kept drifting off, making me lose focus. When I finally got into the groove of working, Chirag walked in and refused to leave. He rambled on and on—about the funeral, missing his brother-in-law, his dad saying that the police would find the killer, Pakhi meeting the CBI... For him, I was his agony aunt; for me, listening to his chatter was sheer agony.
Creep Choudhary strolled into my office around 4:00 p.m., behaving as cordially as a man could. Chirag refused to budge, and for once I was glad. There we sat, the three of us, in my cabin on the ninth floor for a full hour, with Chirag going on about the fun games we had played on Saturday and how happy he had been then.
Choudhary had to endure the repetitive accounts. He couldn’t throw out Bharat Desai’s son. I enjoyed myself for the first time that day. Watching him put up with Chirag was pure joy.
Creep Choudhary wanted the personnel files of all the IndeGeners present at the resort. He had a warrant. I had the legal cell verify the document before calling Pandurang to inform him that I was sharing private information about our team with the CBI. He told me that he already knew about the warrant. I had forgotten about the nexus Creep Choudhary was forging with Pandurang. He was still on track with that plan.
I had the files copied and brought up. In the meantime, I informed the concerned employees about the development. The news displeased them.
I left soon after. On the way home, I was once again overcome by a wave of nausea. I had to park on the roadside and throw up on the street like some journey-sick traveller.
A crowd had gathered around me. An elderly lady dressed in a faded cotton sari offered me a much-used, scratched plastic water bottle. I attempted to refuse, but she insisted that I take a sip. Not wanting to offend her, I obliged, fearing that I was ingesting all the diseases in the world through the contaminated tap water.
After that episode, I drove straight to the hospital. I knew I would be sick. Not only was I throwing up a few times a day, I had also consumed unpurified tap water. My doctor suggested tests, which I underwent. Then I had to wait to show her the reports. It was a tiring experience. When she finally saw me, I was too drained to understand what she said and went home in a daze.
I did the strangest things that evening. I ordered a meal, cleaned my house, washed dishes, did the laundry, and every other mundane task I could think of. By midnight I was exhausted. I slept like a baby that night. 
The next day, I woke early and went for a morning walk to clear my head.
Before leaving, I studied my doctor’s report to understand what everything meant. I also assessed if I was showing any symptoms that I needed to worry about but found no cause for concern. I had important decisions to take, and with Piyush out of my life for good, I had to do this all by myself.
I returned to find Creep Choudhary at my door. The man had insomnia or perhaps he was not human. He certainly had streaks of the devil in him. His mind and body were alert despite lack of sleep. I wondered if he ate. Looking at his lean frame, I suspected he needed little food to sustain himself. He probably survived on the blood of those he harassed.
I tried my best to offer a chirpy good morning, but I was unhappy to see him and could not fake even a simple greeting.  Giving up the wasted effort, I held out my hand, and he stared back at me, puzzled.
Understanding his confusion, I asked for the arrest warrant. He replied shortly that he merely wanted to question me again. I mentally prepared myself for yet another ordeal. At that moment my nausea returned, and I threw up violently onto the beautiful shrubs bordering my front lawn.
The gardeners had trimmed them before the New Year. The tiny violet flowers dotting a dark green backdrop presented a pleasant appearance. Now with slimy, creamy, yellow puke all over them, they looked like a dinosaur-sized crow had shit on them. Just the sight of my vomit mangling the green shrubs brought forth a fresh bout, and this time I shut my eyes tight to avoid looking at the mess.
Creep Choudhary’s female assistant held my hand, but I still had to sit down after the episode. I rested for a few minutes, and they waited. Even in my weak state, the shock on the Creep’s face was hard to miss. He had expected to find my house the same pigsty he had exited the day before. Hell, even I was stunned at everything I had accomplished in one evening, all on my own.
◆◆◆
 
The questioning at the CBI offices was, as always, a bore. The Creep was more thorough this time. He was sure of what he needed to know.
As soon as we arrived, I spotted a white flower lying on the table in the interrogation room. Out of habit, I picked it up and examined it. It was a datura.
‘You recognise it, I see,’ the Creep’s voice boomed behind me. He stepped into the room. ‘It’s not just a flower. It’s a murder weapon.’
I stayed quiet. He hadn’t asked a question. He continued after a weighty pause.
‘Do you know where I found it?’
‘No.’
‘In your own backyard! It was in the evidence we collected yesterday. So don’t tell me you did not know that.’
‘I did not receive a list of the items you collected as evidence from my house. Besides, it’s impossible that this plant is growing in my yard.’
‘Why?’
‘I am paying the gardener good money to maintain that patch. For the amount I pay him, if he is swindling me and planting things that grow without any care in the wild, he is in for a rude shock.’
‘What will you do? Kill him, just like you killed Piyush?’
‘I haven’t killed anyone—yet.’ I snorted, leaving the obvious implication out in the open for him to ponder.
‘Why do you have datura growing in your garden?’
‘I just told you that the gardener does the planting. I only pay him. Ask him.’
‘We did. You did not think we would question you without speaking to him first.’
‘What did he say?’
‘He said he only plants what Nalini madam asks him to.’
‘I never asked him to plant that.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Yes.’
He pushed a piece of paper at me. I peered at it and recognised my credit card bill from a few months ago. He had underlined something—a payment made to the local nursery. Attached to it was a thin flap of paper: a copy of the bill issued by the nursery. I had purchased many seeds that day, and ‘Blackcurrant Swirl’ was highlighted on the list.
I had paid a premium price for this exotic-sounding seed. It was imported, the nursery owner had boasted—an ideal ornamental plant. He had also warned me that it could be poisonous if eaten. I had laughed at the notion and assured him that I was not in the habit of eating any flowers growing in my garden.
‘Yes, the nursery person told me it was a poisonous plant, but the flower looked beautiful and I had no plans to eat it, so it seemed harmless. What has it got to do with datura?’ I asked, confused.
‘It is datura.’
‘This blackcurrant thing?’ I asked, my heart racing with fear.
‘Are you telling me you did not know?’
‘Of course I didn’t know! The blackcurrent flowers are purple and nothing like this white specimen, you have here. How would anyone guess they were the same?’
‘Even if I believe that, which I don’t, tell me why you bought the seeds knowing that the plant was poisonous.’
‘The flowers were pretty.’
‘That’s not how I would describe the scene. I’d say you were plotting the murder for a while.’
For once, I had to agree with him. With the freaking plant at the heart of matters, my actions did give the impression that I had hatched the murder plot months ago.
‘If I wanted to kill Piyush, do you think I would have had that thing growing in my backyard?’
‘But it was supposed to have been removed, right, Nalini?’
The triumphant ring in his voice was hard to miss. He knew everything. Darn him. Suddenly, I had real fears about having actually killed Piyush. He was waiting for an answer so I replied, ‘No, I told the gardener to remove those plants last week.’
‘You told him, but he could not do it because he fell ill and returned to work only the day before yesterday. On that same day, he uprooted all the shrubs, but he hadn’t found time to dispose of them before our arrival. So we could gather samples that proved to be crucial evidence in this case.  You must be so wishing that—what is it in your language—“the freaking gardener” had done his job.’
I wanted to slap the smirk off his face. In a voice that sounded most unlike mine, I almost begged, ‘I did not kill him.’
For the first time, I wished that I had arranged for a lawyer. I had been too distracted to act prudently. My sense of dread increased with every passing second, and I sadly wondered what else was in store for me today.
‘See, the reason I got those plants was because they looked pretty. But within a few weeks, I developed allergies. It took me a long time to figure out that they could be the cause. That is when I asked the gardener to remove them. You must believe me. I did not murder Piyush.’
‘You are not in a position to tell me what I must and must not do.’
‘Please believe me.’
‘It is very difficult to ignore compelling evidence.’
‘Look, I was allergic, okay. I even went to the doctor and got medicines for allergies.’
‘You have been visiting a gynaecologist for the past six months.’
‘Yes, she’s the one.’
‘You went to a gynaec for allergies?’
‘She’s a friend. She knows my history. It was only a mild allergy so I went to her.’
‘You consult a gynaecologist for a prolonged duration of six months for “mild allergies”? Would you believe yourself if you were in my shoes?’
I would not, I thought miserably. The allergic reaction was one complaint I had, a minor one, and my doctor had prescribed medicines for the condition along with those for my actual health issues. If the rashes were the only problem, I would have consulted a dermatologist.
‘I didn’t think so,’ he continued. ‘So, I am assuming you did not go to her for your allergies. It makes me wonder why you went there. Care to share?’
I did not bother to reply.
He threw another paper in front of me: a medical report. I read it carefully; at least, I tried. By the time I reached the third line, I could not breathe. The earth slipped away from under my feet, and the room spun in all directions. I leaned back in my chair and blinked hard several times to stop my tears from spilling down my cheeks.
Seeing me fall apart, he leaned forward and asked softly, ‘This report is true, isn’t it?’ The triumph in his voice completely broke down all my ability to protest.
‘Yes, it’s true,’ I replied, more to hear it for myself than to answer him. I had been in denial ever since I laid eyes on the wretched report a few hours ago. I couldn’t deny it to this man or to anyone else. Oh God, how was I to get through this new complication.
‘You have not only been going to a gynaecologist these past few months, you have also succeeded in getting yourself pregnant. This report that you have confirmed to be true says that you are seven weeks pregnant.’
I stayed quiet. I had no desire to discuss my visits to the doctor with him. It was none of his business anyway. He did not have menstrual cramps. I did—and mighty painful ones for the past many months. She had been trying to help me with the pain. How helpful she was I could only guess, because my cycles had become irregular once I started the medication. Last time my period had been ten days late so this month when it did not happen on time, I thought nothing of it.
I wished I had not visited the doctor yesterday. Then I would not have had my tests, and this creep would not be privy to the newest and most personal truth in my life. I was still not sure how I came to be pregnant even after being careful.
Motherhood had never appealed to me.
I didn’t know if Piyush would have wanted a child with me.
I did not know what to do with this thing growing within me that was tearing me apart physically and emotionally, while its father continued to be the cause of all my problems otherwise. I was unprepared for public scrutiny on this topic, but it seemed I was not to have even the smallest consideration on the matter.
His voice broke into my thoughts. ‘Did you and Piyush Gokhle plan this child?’
‘No.’
‘Only you planned it,’ he answered, smiling knowingly.
I didn’t correct him. What was the point? Nothing I said would prove that I had not plotted behind Piyush’s back to get myself pregnant.
He wouldn’t understand that the contraception technique that the doctor had prescribed for me was suspected as being responsible for the cramps—a rare reaction, but a severe one. So while I was recovering, I was not taking any birth control medication. I did not care to discuss my private health issues with him. It would be futile. I had no proof that Piyush knew of my situation. 
‘Your life is dismal, Nalini. You snared your boss, but he married somebody else. You did not let that come in the way of your ambition. You continued to have an affair with him. Then, when you realised that he would never offer you anything more than sex, you planned your next move.
‘First, you got yourself pregnant. Once the news was confirmed, you killed him. You had no use for him anymore. With this child, you can now sue for his money. If he were alive, he would probably have been unwilling to make you rich after seeing how you cheated him. Nicely done, Nalini Bose. I congratulate you on the planning.’
I bit my tongue and endured his tirade, not daring to utter a word. I was completely at sea.
‘I am amazed to see how well you planned this whole thing. You chose a method that was easy. You grew the poison in your backyard. The poor man never knew that every time he admired your garden he was actually praising a weapon designed to kill him. And look at how beautifully you executed it.’ He shook his head in feigned awe and continued.
‘Look at the bunch of high achievers you took with you to the resort. A murderer, a rapist, a man called “1991”, a shady fake auditor, a no-good sleazebag who sucks up to anyone with money, a queer who thinks he is a woman, a man who hates people, another who is actually a child—brilliant, I say. You have recruited the world’s best misfits. Not only that, you conspired to ensure that only they ended up on this trip with you and Piyush. Your plan was foolproof.
‘Any one of these people would have been a better suspect than you. Not only that, while investigating we would find out about your relationship with Piyush Gokhle, and you would win sympathy, money, and legitimacy for your unborn child. You thought of everything. When I read the files of the characters you call employees, I had to wonder if Piyush’s murder was a plot hatched some time ago. It is difficult to recruit all the scum from society and get an award for it too—“HR Manager of the Year”.’ He laughed at his own joke.
‘Really, Nalini Bose, you are the “HR Manager of the Year”. If something had not gone as per plan, I am sure any of these lunatics would have served as handy accomplices to finish the job—very convenient and, like I said, brilliant.
‘Unfortunately for you, you made one big mistake. Those beautiful plants that you bought all those months ago to execute your evil plot—you failed to check if the gardener had removed them from your premises. In fact, you should have done that part yourself. Never rely on others, Nalini. Even small lapses can send a man or, in your case, a woman to jail. So next time you plot a murder—to kill me perhaps—make sure you tie up the loose ends.’ Then he laughed again.
I finally found my tongue. ‘I need a lawyer. I will answer questions only after talking to him.’




Chapter 15

I had the number of one of IndeGen’s lawyers. I dialled it. He told me that I needed a criminal lawyer and promised to find me one soon. All I could do after that was wait for him to revert with a suitable suggestion. Alternatively, I could search online and contact random lawyers, but I shuddered at the thought of choosing someone from an online address.
Nobody had said I could leave, so I stayed. My stomach growled. I needed food. I also needed to pee. I hoped the building had clean loos. The office was spotless so there was every possibility that the toilets would be the same.
Then a horrifying thought struck me. Yesterday I had taken a sip of what I suspected was ordinary tap water, given to me by a well-meaning poor woman. If Creep Choudhary had his way, I would be living in a jail in the foreseeable future. What water would they serve? Where would I pee? Bathe? My head reeled.
I had never craved fresh air as much as I did sitting there agonising over what could happen to me in the immediate future. I was alone in the room, and when I peeped outside, the corridor was empty except for a guard. He told me to get back inside. Once I stepped out to ask him where the toilet was and, yet again, he told me to get back in. That was his standard reply to all my questions. In the end, I gave up.
More than an hour later, after I had sent out five fervent reminders, my lawyer associate called to inform that he had arranged legal representation for me. I was relieved. Good or bad, at least I had counsel. After my associate ended the call, my new lawyer phoned.  
He listened to me for barely half a minute before asking me where I was and what I was doing there. I requested him to come and rescue me. He promised he would, but said that he had other pressing work so would be in a rush. I was grateful that he had at least agreed to come. Something was better than nothing.
He arrived two hours, fourteen minutes, and forty-three seconds later. In the meantime, I had counted up to 10,000 ten times, paced the room forty times, drunk zero glasses of water, counted fifty-five growls from my stomach... I had done every insane thing possible to keep my sanity in check. By the time he arrived, I was dead beat.
The first thing I told him when he entered the room was that I needed to pee. I asked him if the building had a clean loo I could use. He must have thought I was mad. He had told me he had little time to spare that day and was coming only to get things rolling, and here I was asking him about clean restrooms and talking about wanting to pee urgently.
He very solemnly asked me if I could not hold it in for a few minutes. I had been doing just that for the past two hours or more. I did not see how I could do so much longer. So he went to find the ladies toilet, and I waited. After some time, a woman constable escorted me to the ladies room.
When I returned, my lawyer told me that he would collect the case details from the investigating officer and then speak to me again. Then he left. He was in a hurry to get to court for a hearing. His haste left me wondering if I had made a mistake choosing him. He had not even asked me for my side of the story.
However, thanks to whatever he had done while I was heeding nature’s call, they allowed me to leave, which I did 
◆◆◆
 
At work later that day, I screened résumés for Piyush’s successor. There were many suitable choices, and I had reached out to a few in the past, but I was yet to find someone better than Piyush, which was the goal. I also spoke to trusted HR contacts I had put on the trail of likely CEO candidates.
I had set this exercise in motion even before Piyush had agreed to step down. At that time, I had told each of them to keep IndeGen’s name out of their conversations with potential candidates. Now there was no need to be secretive about the search.
By evening, I had zero profiles shortlisted.
As I prepared to leave, Creep Choudhary strode in. Pandurang was with him and so were others—a larger team than his regular entourage. Dread swept through me. I knew what this meant even before he told me.
He read out my rights and informed me that I was under arrest for the murder of Piyush Gokhle.
The trip to the police station took less time than I would have wished. We were there before I could decide what my next step should be. I received a splendid reception upon arrival. The media was present in full force.
They were like ambulance chasers, I realised. Their life involved sniffing out the most disturbing happenings, whatever they might be, killing personal feelings and poking through the mess, and then sensationalising the whole incident for TRPs. I pitied them. Doing this day in and day out for survival was unglamorous and non-gratifying. I was better off than them!
What the heck was I thinking, pitying the same vultures that were pecking at my raw flesh without regard for my privacy? I was definitely going nuts.
Inside, my lawyer was already present. I was impressed. He had arrived before I did. He explained the legalities. Most of what he said was gibberish except for the information that I had to spend the night in jail as the courts were closed. They would be. Creep Choudhary would not make the mistake of arresting me while they were open. What if I escaped on bail without spending even one night in jail? My lawyer promised to apply for bail in the morning and took my signatures on the paperwork.
The police updated their records and then led me into a cell, one that was already occupied by four women with sinister faces. Did I also look like them? This was only a temporary arrangement, I learnt. I would be presented in court the next day, and then, if bail was denied, I would be taken to a proper jail, whatever that was.
I did not care particularly for proper prisons just then because a more pressing concern took precedence. Where was the washroom? I wished I had taken permission for a bathroom break before leaving the office. Even the thought of peeing made me want to pee. Forcing myself to think about other things, I found the least smelly section of the cell and sat down on the floor. I couldn’t remember the last time I had sat like that.
How many more unwanted firsts was this detention going to offer me?  
Time passed, I suppose. My roommates glared at me as though I was a cactus in their beautiful rose garden. They avoided speaking to me, but some revolting private jokes were definitely exchanged.
I wondered about the water arrangement, but I knew it would be ordinary tap water, which I could not possibly drink. Someone brought dinner: half-cooked rice, watery gravy, and a scoop of soggy, unrecognisable veggies, all of which lay scattered on a dented steel plate—gross. I declined my food. Without comment, my plate was given to the next person on their list. No one except my grumbling stomach made a fuss, making me wish I had eaten the shit.
When darkness fell outside, they switched on the lights. I could hear some peaceful snores from adjacent cells.
I complimented myself. I had survived the first few hours in prison. If I could sleep through the night, then there was only the morning to deal with. That cheerful thought brought fresh hope.
I had received some coarse bedding when I arrived. It was moth-eaten and dirty. Added to that, there were mosquitoes. Better than nothing, I told myself, and made my bed on the same spot where I had been sitting for the past several hours.  
I must have been lying on that excuse for a blanket for a few minutes, enduring the moths and mosquitoes, when it happened.
The area was bathed in semi-darkness, the only source of light being a flickering zero-watt twentieth-century light bulb that seemed undecided whether it wanted to live or die.
My roommates came to lie on either side of me, and I became stiff with tension. They spread their mats beside mine on both sides and stretched out. I tried to remain calm, but it was hard. For the past several hours, these evil-looking women had been eyeing me in the most frightening manner. Now being sandwiched between them made me realise how powerless and outnumbered I was.
After they lay down, they appeared to fall asleep. I chided myself for overreacting. The stress eased out of my body, and my heartbeats became normal once again.  
I was close to dozing off when a hand fell on me. I tried to ignore the incident. Maybe my roommate was moving about in her sleep. People did that, I told myself; I tried to push back my fear and nervousness. The hand lay there for a while and I relaxed once again. I kept my eyes shut tight.
Then the hand moved.
Slowly but conspicuously, it moved up my body and rested near my left breast. I broke out in a cold sweat.  
I was sleeping on my right side, and the hand was moving from behind me. I did not know what to do. Was my neighbour asleep or... I dreaded to imagine the alternative. In my petrified state, I was still thinking and gathering the courage to decide what to do when the hand moved again. This time it reached my breast and squeezed hard. I was stunned.
Before I could react, the owner of the hand cuddled closer to me and gripped me from behind, her strong, hard hand now working on my other breast. I could feel her breath on my neck, and her bosom pressed against my back.
At that same instant, the woman whom I was facing moved in, put her leg over mine, and gripped my backside. My eyes shot open in shock, just in time to see her face come up close. The next thing I knew, her lips were on mine, pressing hard for entry.
I was paralysed.
My brain stopped functioning. I must have fought because a hard kick landed on my back with a curse from one of my attackers. She loosened her grip a little to kick me, then resumed her deathly grip. I think I bit the one in front—she yelped in pain—but it was a small victory.
Immediately after, a hand clamped over my mouth, and I was pushed onto my back. There were four of them, and I was alone. One of the other two gripped my hands above my head while the other caught hold of my kicking legs in her giant hands. I squirmed and tried to bite the hand on my mouth. She stuffed an end of the dirty, moth-eaten blanket into my mouth in response. 
I wanted to puke.
My kameez was yanked up to my neck, and a hand went behind my back to unhook my bra. I fought to free myself, to shout, to kick—anything—but they were too strong. Where were the freaking guards? Surely they could hear what was going on!
The women were openly attacking me. They were sitting up, laughing, touching and commenting on my body as they went about stripping me. I could hear lecherous comments from nearby cells—men and women shouting that they wanted to join in too. I was terrified about what was going to happen.
The bra hook unsnapped and the obstructive piece of underwear was roughly pulled up. Comments from the women about what was revealed increased the begging from other cells for an opportunity to join in the fun. Cold sweat ran down my spine, and I tried harder to escape. The effort made my breasts bounce, and that sight excited them. Petrified, I wriggled and threw myself up like a fish struggling to get off the land into water.
Unfortunately for me, I was as helpless as any fish out of water. My attackers were enjoying my desperate efforts to break free, and it dawned on me that nobody, not even the police, was about to come to my rescue. I could not bite or scream or use my limbs. I dreaded what they would do when they became tired of looking at my exposed parts. 
I found out soon enough.
A hand crept to my salwar. It tugged at the knot holding the garment to my waist, and dutifully the tether came undone without the slightest restraint. Betrayed by the fragility of my defence, fear overwhelmed me, and my palms became watery with sweat.
My head swam, and the room rocked. I lost control of myself, and my senses abandoned me. Oblivious to their comments, I put greater and more urgent effort into freeing myself. I must have done something right because, suddenly, all four sets of hands released me.
For a few seconds I lay there—half-naked, free, and uncertain. Then realising that they were not restraining me anymore, I jumped up and slunk into a corner. I cowered there for some time before I realised that my attackers were intent on maintaining their distance. But they kept throwing disgusted glances my way. The rogues in nearby cells continued to jeer, but everybody stayed away from me. It took me a while to understand why.
I fixed my bra and tied my salwar. As I tugged it into place, I noticed it was wet. That was when I realised what had sent my attackers running.
I had shit my pants! I was sitting in my own crap! I had never felt happier!
◆◆◆
 
I was making a habit of doing this to my lawyer.
This time when he came to see me before heading out to the court, I told him I had crapped my pants and why. He spoke with a handkerchief covering his face, making me realise what a stinking mess I had become. He promised me fresh clothes and ran away as fast as he could.
Regarding the molestation attempt, he told me that he would take care of the matter. What did that even mean? Proving the incident would be near impossible—I was sure that none of the inmates or guards would admit to anything. But I wanted my prison mates and the negligent officials booked. 
For the millionth time, I wished my lawyer’s methods were more transparent. Still, I had trusted him with bigger problems and gave him a chance with this one too. I lacked the will to fight things out myself. Deep inside, I wanted to get out of the shitty cell more than anything.
◆◆◆
 
The entire exercise in front of the judge ended before it began, for me at least. They presented me before him. My counsel and the public prosecutor argued for and against my bail petition. He listened to both the sides and ruled in my favour. Once the formalities were complete, I was free to leave. That was it!
My lawyer drove me home. I had to admit, he was much better than I had given him credit for. For the first time, I wondered what his bill would be like. He was worth every penny, I decided. Even though he had appeared slow to warm up to my situation, he had delivered every time, be it clothes or finding a loo or getting me bail. The funny thing was, he hadn’t once asked me for any information about this whole matter that he was handling. He used recorded facts and worked his magic.
He had submitted my pregnancy report along with a letter from Pakhi, which stated that she did not consider me a threat. The former I knew was probably in the case records. How he came up with the idea for the latter and how he secured it baffled me.
I asked him about it. He smiled and candidly informed me that Pakhi was a niece of sorts. He had only to ask her for the letter for her to oblige. I was shocked.




Chapter 16

I woke to the chimes of my doorbell. I cursed. The traffic to my house had risen to unacceptable levels since this murder investigation started. I had to do something about the problem. The sound reminded me of Creep Choudhary, making me even grumpier.
I shouted to the caller to wait as I ambled down the hall and opened the door, grumbling all the while about unwanted CBI intruders and their harassment techniques.
Manav Prasad stood on my doorstep. I was shocked. He had never visited me before. He smiled and greeted me, to all appearances oblivious to the irritated tirade I had kept up as I strode to my door. He must have heard me. I had expected Creep Choudhary to be there since he kept finding excuses to barge into my house every other hour, and I’d said several uncomplimentary things. I’d even used a slur or two that I had picked up during my night in prison. An IndeGener had heard it all! I was mortified.
I had taken pains to build a sophisticated image for myself at IndeGen. Thanks to my careless tongue-lashing, I had trashed my reputation. I felt sick. I wanted to bury my head somewhere and never look up again. When would I stop self-destructing? 
I offered a strained smile and mustered some energy into my reply to his greeting. Making him comfortable in my living room, I went inside to freshen up. I returned a few minutes later, smartly dressed, with steaming cups of coffee. He enquired about my health, making me realise that my pregnancy was now public.
The news had been in the papers, he told me. I wondered what he thought of me as a person now. He was someone Piyush had trusted. Piyush had even told me that in case of something going horribly wrong, Manav was the one to approach.
After half an hour of small talk, Manav asked me something that threw me off guard. He asked me if I had killed Piyush. It was absurd, but I got the impression that he was trying to decide whether or not to trust me. I told him I had nothing to do with the datura poisoning.
My answer pleased him. He nodded and requested permission to make a call. This puzzled me even more. As I cleared the coffee things, he called someone from his mobile. Within minutes the doorbell rang again. Saying his guest had arrived, he went to the door and returned with another person: Creep Choudhary.
Seeing that man manoeuvring his way into my private space again, my heart sank. Every time he came to my house, a new problem cropped up. What was lurking in the shadows now, waiting to escape and ruin my life all over again?
‘Mr Choudhary wanted to question me. You should be present during the session, Nalini.’ Manav said enigmatically.
‘Why?’ I asked him, confused. His words made no sense.
‘Piyush told me long ago that in case he was not around to back me up on any occasion, I should approach you. He promised me you would do exactly as he would.’
‘Piyush expected to be dead?’ I asked, shocked, unable to understand why he would fear for his life.
‘No no, I don’t think so. He was probably meaning occasions when he would be out of the country or in case of conflict of interest.’
‘Conflict of interest?’
‘You will understand why that could have been the case, even though it is not now.’
What was Manav talking about? What secret did Piyush and he share, and why was I needed in a matter I was not privy to? Bewildered, I stared at him.
Creep Choudhary cleared his throat to draw our attention back to his presence in the room, and Manav asked him to begin. Why was the Creep agreeing to Manav’s request? He was always ruthless with me. I was also surprised to discover that the investigation was still on. I had assumed that with me booked, the Creep’s job was done. Clearly I was wrong.
‘Is your name Manav Prasad?’
‘Yes.’
‘You are an auditor?’
‘Yes.’
‘Where were you before you joined IndeGen?’
‘I need assurance that you will not record my answers and that you will not use the details I share as evidence anywhere,’ Manav replied.
I heaved a sigh of exasperation. What the heck had Piyush signed up for? Manav was obviously from the underworld as I had suspected all along. He was still living like a criminal and thinking like one. He was overestimating his clout with the Creep. Choudhary would never bow to his attitude.
Choudhary’s response, a curt nod, stumped me. Such double standards!
‘I am with the Indian Revenue Service. I am investigating money laundering using the payment gateway owned by IndeGen,’ he declared, shocking me out of my skin. To support his claim, he handed me his official identity card. Sure enough, it bore his designation, name, and other details. It looked authentic. I passed the card to the Creep.
With that piece of information out in the open, things fell into place. Money laundering! That was huge. Its implications were bad for IndeGen. Our product was our strength, and if it was compromised then our company’s future was doomed. Little wonder then that Piyush had given Manav a free hand. For both of us, IndeGen’s well-being ranked above all else.
Choudhary peered at the ID card for a few minutes. He then made a call and cross-checked the service number mentioned on it. Satisfied that it was authentic, he returned the card to Manav, who continued his explanation.
‘I am part of a team of five forensic accountants embedded in different private sector companies by the IRS. Our responsibility is to track the movement of black money through these modern payment vehicles. Senthil Iyer was the person whom we approached first with this request.’
‘Later I met Piyush, who sanctioned the investigation. He offered me a government liaison role with independent charge. That worked well for me. I have been doing my duties, both as a government intermediary for IndeGen and as a forensic auditor for the Government of India, to the best of my abilities to date.’
‘You monitor money laundering all alone?’ Choudhary wanted to know.
‘I have a team, but they are not part of IndeGen.’
‘Is there any letter or formal agreement with IndeGen for this?’
‘Yes, we signed an official document. Piyush had it in his bank locker and its keys are with Nalini.’
Choudhary raised an eyebrow at that bit of news but refrained from making any comment.
Manav’s reference to the locker made me appreciate why I had to be present. I also understood why Piyush had insisted on entrusting the locker key to me. He had wanted to keep outsiders from snooping into its contents without his knowledge. What other secrets did that locker hold? Going by his expression, Choudhary was thinking the same thing.
‘Tell me about this assignment of yours,’ Choudhary said thoughtfully.
‘I can’t say much as it’s a government operation. The overview is that people are laundering money through different means these days. We assume that because everything is online, all transactions are legitimate—but that is only partly true. Bigger defaulters, who have millions stashed away in tax havens, use these modes to bring back their ill-gotten money. There is also traffic in the opposite direction.’
‘Have you found anything at IndeGen?’
‘Yes.’
‘Details?’ Choudhary persisted.
‘I’m afraid I cannot share that information with you. It is confidential.’
‘But Piyush knew?’
‘Yes.’
‘Did anyone else know?’
‘Not that I am aware of.’
‘How many people knew about your true role?’
‘Piyush and Senthil.’
‘Not even Pandurang?’
‘No. Piyush wanted to keep it secret from as many people as possible.’
‘So why does Nalini have the key to the locker?’
Manav looked uncomfortable answering that question, but he replied anyway. ‘Senthil is the CFO. He must share any significant financial information brought to his notice with auditors, the board, tax authorities, etc. Asking him to withhold facts would expose him to huge risks. He could lose his job—or worse, be convicted. Pandurang also faced the same problem.
‘In fact, Piyush too had the same issue, but he was prepared to put his head on the line for the company’s greater good. He could not ask that of Pandurang or Senthil. Nalini, he told me, would be willing to sacrifice her career for IndeGen. In case of an emergency, I was to brief her. Like I said, he assured me that she’d act exactly like he would under the same circumstances.’
Choudhary thought about this revelation for a while. ‘Why have you kept this information to yourself all this while?’
‘I was biding my time. A small mistake on my part could wipe out years of work. I had to be careful. I was uncomfortable involving Nalini given the circumstances. You took the choice out of my hands when you asked to speak to me.’
‘Is it possible that someone you were investigating knew about your work?’ Choudhary asked.
Again, Manav shifted uncomfortably. ‘Yes, that is possible.’
‘How?’
‘IndeGen was hacked a few months ago. There was a huge scandal and a few people in senior management left. It is not common knowledge, but an internal resource initiated the hacking. We hushed the matter up but...’
Manav’s declaration left me cold and numb within.
◆◆◆
 
I remembered the incident vividly. It had occurred on a sunny Innovation Friday, the day of the week set aside for cross-vertical capacity-building within the company—a system that made most outsiders assume that we followed a four-day workweek.
In reality, Friday was the most challenging day of the week. We encouraged everyone to use this day to apply their minds in areas outside their comfort zones. Through this initiative, the company incubated new product ideas and helped employees fulfil their personal entrepreneurial goals. A few ideas became economically viable, others perished on the drawing board.
Depending on suitability, the promising innovations either joined our product mix or became independent ventures with our backing. It was serious business. A statistic that proved the effectiveness of our policy was that, aside from family reasons, entrepreneurship was the most popular reason for employees leaving the company.
On June 12, an agitated Devyani flew into my office unannounced, with a request for an urgent confidential meeting.
Surprised by her strange request, I immediately consented. She laid a few papers on my table and informed me that somebody was hacking us from inside. After dropping the bomb, she waited a few seconds for me to process the information. I was confused. How could we be hacking ourselves?
She explained. IndeGeners without clearance to view certain data were doing so under the hood, without permission. I demanded the identities of these crooks. In response, she handed me the IP addresses of the culprits. One of them was that of our chief technology officer.
We were leaking from the top! 
Without wasting time, I notified Piyush. A speedy but thorough investigation followed. We determined that the CTO had shared his system password with one of his team members. That individual had used the password to manipulate security configurations and create a backdoor for his hacker friends to access our servers.
They had been on the job for close to three hours before Devyani detected their presence. It took her some more time to nail it down and bring the incident to my notice. By that time, these hackers had had a party.
They had intended to enter the payment gateway servers. This was one of our most secure datasets and had additional firewalls and security mechanisms with multiple authentication requirements. Their attempts to get into this data triggered an alarm that alerted Devyani. We were relieved to discover that the data was uncompromised, but the hackers had a field day with the other information they stole.
Even though we had successfully contained the leak before significant damage was done, the incident upset our customers. The media picked up the news and our PR team had to spew media releases by the hour to handle the social media frenzy that resulted from this unsavoury publicity. Our chief technology officer and a few others were let go.
Publically, IndeGen maintained that the hackers were outsiders, which was largely true. Even when top-ranking executives departed, we played down the role of IndeGeners in the whole incident. The reason for this was that the internal troublemaker was a board member’s son, and his father put tremendous pressure on other members to keep these facts out of the public domain. 
Piyush was furious. During the investigation, he prowled the aisles of IndeGen like a lion on a hunt. He didn’t rest until every last person involved in the incident was flushed out. He also ensured that the board member whose son was responsible for the fiasco was removed immediately.
That man took the move as a personal insult. On his last day, he had marched into Piyush’s cabin and threatened him in the coldest tone. He had promised that Piyush would pay for what he had done. I was present in the room when he made the threat. After Manav’s revelation, I wondered if he had made good on his promise by killing Piyush.




Chapter 17

Manav had resumed speaking. ‘The hackers had entered my cloud account and had gone through some of my encrypted files before they were shut out. We never discovered how much of my research they had accessed and what they had understood from it. We satisfied ourselves with the knowledge that they had not had enough time to steal any significant information.’
Choudhary gazed at Manav, his expression serious. I could see his brain cells processing everything he had learnt. ‘How exactly did you keep this matter of an internal hacker a secret?’
‘Nalini did all that. She would know best. I was not privy to the details. My only concern was my set of files, and I asked Piyush about them. He told me what I needed to know and reassured me that the hacker had possibly been caught in time.’
The Creep’s attention shifted to me. Without uttering a word he waited for me to answer his original question.
‘I made sure that we shared information on a need-to-know basis. Once we stopped the hacker, we took even Devyani off the scene. Only top management knew. The people whom we dismissed had to leave because of negligence.  We never made the matter of password-sharing public.’
The Creep nodded. Then he turned back to Manav. ‘So, some of your data might have landed in the wrong hands. Care to share how they stood to gain by killing Piyush?’
‘It’s just a theory I have,’ Manav said.
‘I am listening,’ Choudhary said, all nice and polite.
Where did this guy live? He was never around when I was being questioned. With me, it was always like a cat-and-mouse game. Choudhary was a chameleon who treated each person differently, I decided.
‘Some time ago, Nalini suggested that the company should replace Piyush.’
‘Okay, but I don’t understand why he had to die.’
‘Well...’ Manav paused in thought, as though deciding how to frame his words. ‘So far, Nalini has considered five candidates.’
I stared at him open-mouthed. He had all his facts, and they were right.
He looked apologetically at me and explained. ‘I have been tracking your work because I was worried how things would work out once Piyush took a back seat in day-to-day operations at IndeGen.’
Returning his focus to the Creep, he continued, ‘I had those five checked out. All of them, without exception, had personal connections to at least one person on my list of money launderers.’
I thought I was done getting shocked for one day, but Manav kept injecting me with more and more disturbing information.
‘This was odd, so I checked how she was procuring these profiles. She was using the usual methods... through references and other trusted means. People on my list were reaching out to the individuals Nalini usually contacted for her senior resource recruitment and were getting their candidates in. All the candidates themselves looked benign, but the persons pushing their candidature were far from it.’
I listened, stunned. Clandestine money launderers were tapping my sources! How outlandish was that? Even Creep Choudhary looked sceptical. Manav must have noticed our scepticism.
‘So what you are saying is that someone killed Piyush and is now trying to get his man the top job,’ Choudhary clarified.
‘Yes. If Piyush had stayed alive, then he might have objected to the new CEO shelving my investigation. He would have been an inconvenience.’
‘Has something like this happened before?’
‘Yes. Last time, in another case, we were on the verge of nailing a big economic offender, but at the crucial moment they killed our primary facilitator who was not even privy to specific data. After that, we had to shelve our investigation because we had been exposed, and the paper trail we were following was conveniently destroyed before we got our hands on it. The police are yet to find the killers.’
‘I see.’ Choudhary’s voice was stone hard. ‘So you think that this time too, someone on that list is probably the real killer.’
‘They had the motive, and the timing was right.’
‘So, have you brought the list for me?’
‘I am afraid I cannot share my list.’
‘Of course you cannot.’ Choudhary was livid and almost shouting at Manav. ‘You think this is the circus or something. I came here, accommodated your request, and you are offering me nothing but a load of crap. Is this your effort to absolve Nalini? If that is the case you are succeeding brilliantly!’
He continued to fume. ‘Now that I have your theory, I will forget about my prime suspect and submit what you just puked as my findings. We will close the investigation because we don’t know who the “few” people on your list are. There are only over a billion Indians in the world, and your list is a subset of that small list, right?’
Manav didn’t interrupt. When Choudhary stopped for breath, he quietly explained, ‘There are others in my team. I cannot unilaterally compile and publish a list without their explicit consent. That process would require permission, and information would need to be shared with too many people and... it’s too risky. I will lose control over the flow of sensitive information. Involving the CBI in this murder investigation itself was a political stunt, so you will appreciate my reservations about disclosing my suspects to you. Your top bosses may be on the list.’
The Creep stayed mum. Was this the calm before the storm? It sure appeared so.  
‘There is another way you can track down the persons I am investigating without reading my files,’ Manav continued. ‘I have told you that Nalini has shortlisted five people. All five have connections to powerful individuals in our country. You can follow those connections and you should have the killer.’
‘I don’t need advice on how to run my investigation and find my killer.’
‘It was just a suggestion.’
‘Well, I don’t need it.’
‘Okay.’
‘Is there anything else you wish to share?’
‘Nothing right now.’
‘Okay, then you can go.’
Manav rose immediately. ‘Our discussion will remain between us, right.’
‘You’ll know if it doesn’t,’ Choudhary replied, clearly pissed about things. Manav nodded to me and left.
As I rose to show Choudhary out, I grabbed my keys, and he noticed. He raised one eyebrow quizzically.
‘Going for a walk,’ I said. ‘Do I need permission for that?’ I added sarcastically.
Instead of replying, he fell into step with me. As we walked around the corner to the next lane, he struck up a conversation as though we were regular people taking a morning stroll.
‘I believe you have a supporter in Pakhi Gokhle.’
I did not comment. He knew everything, and that troubled me. He had heard about Pakhi’s character certificate. She must trust me enough to submit a declaration of this nature for me—the woman whom her husband had been sleeping with. I would never have issued a similar letter in her favour had our situations been reversed. I had always called her Candy Floss. She was the sweet one, and today she had proved that again. Vouching for your husband’s mistress was not something a woman would normally do.
‘So you both are friends?’ Choudhary asked.
‘We barely know each other.’
‘Yet she vouched for you.’
‘Her gesture shocked me too. But she is like that—sweet to everyone, according to Piyush.’
‘She married Piyush knowing that he was marrying her for her father’s money.’
‘She told you that?’
‘You did too. Actually, she told me Piyush was the first honest man she had met, and she had been happy to marry him. According to her, any man who proposed marriage to her was doing so for her dad’s money. He was the only one who admitted it openly.’
‘I agree with her. Piyush was definitely one of the most honest men I have ever met.’
Choudhary shrugged, unimpressed. Piyush had a wife and a mistress, and both insisted he was honest. From his perspective, that was the opposite of honesty. I looked away from his judging eyes, unperturbed.  He couldn’t work out why I did what I did and why Pakhi became a part of our triangle.
We were three strong individuals whose paths had crossed at different times in our lives, times when one of us needed the other. We accepted what we received without considering how others would view our choices. That was just how it was.
◆◆◆
 
It still baffled me that Piyush could have overdosed on aspirin. How many would one have to consume to do that? I had read in the papers that he would have been alive despite the overdose if we had found him in time. The catastrophe was that he had dived into the rocky sea in pitch darkness; rescuing him at that time of the night would have been impossible.
Besides, even if he had been pulled out of the sea at night, he would have been dead already. Drowning was a quick process, it appeared.  Well, whatever the case, whether he died because of the datura or the aspirin or the water, he was dead—and I was the primary suspect. Because of that, IndeGen had suspended me, pending an enquiry.
The day after my bail, the media overflowed with stories about my successful exit from custody. They wrote about how I had been the leech eating into Pakhi’s happy marriage and how she had rescued me in spite of that. ‘For Piyush’s unborn child,’ she told the press when they questioned her about her benevolence. She became a martyr with that one gesture. From Candy Floss she was now St Pakhi the Great. Well played, Pakhi, I thought ruefully.
Reading the gory details of how I had been consulting a gynaecologist, how I had not taken birth control measures, how I had plotted to kill Piyush, the infamous daturas nurtured in my backyard—everything was in the newspapers the next day. Readers commented on how devious I was and how difficult it was for people to trust anyone anymore.
Everywhere I went, I was the fallen woman. Even street children recognised me. Some passers-by booed, others ignored me, and several walked up to me and said obnoxious things as though they had a right. Some people took indecent liberties, and one or two earned a black eye in return. This nightmare continued for a week.
My neighbours decided that I was a bad influence on their superior society and demanded that I move out. I agreed to do what I could to get out of their hair. I had no desire to stay where people shunned me. I did my best to find another place to live, but no community in Pune would accept me. No apartment or house was available to me for rent.
Then that became news.
A local paper carried an article about the city’s resident cold-blooded murderer scouting for a new house and perhaps new hunting grounds, inadvertently warning innocent women to protect their husbands from this individual. For the first time since Piyush’s death, I laughed out loud.
How funny people were! Every individual had to fit into a type, and, come what may, they belonged to that type. I was the ‘mistress type’ according to them. More accurately, the ‘killer-mistress type’!
It didn’t escape my notice that nobody was pointing even a finger at Piyush. I was the only villain in this story. I was the one who had enticed him. I was the one who had made him live in sin. I was the one who had killed him in cold blood. In all this, he had just been an innocent victim!
Finding a house with these negative sentiments running rampant in society proved a wasted effort, and I had to get help from my new and most resourceful confidant: my lawyer. I told him I needed to leave town because I was bored stiff and because my colony folks wanted to throw me out. He asked me where I wished to go. I said that my hometown was as good a place as any. As usual, he delivered.
He made sure that the authorities approved my request and within a few hours called me back to say that I was free to leave as long as I was reachable on the phone and able to return when the court dates came up.
My doctor was less obliging. She thought the baby was under too much stress already, and a long journey to the hills at that particular time was far from the best idea. I promised her I would be careful but insisted that I had to go. Resigned, she advised me on precautions, and, finally, I was all set to go back to a place I had vowed never to return to:
Kalibari.
◆◆◆
 
The last time I had been in this tiny village near Darjeeling was more than a decade ago. My flight from here had been hasty and my decision to stay away, firm. In the long years since, I had never reconsidered my decision, until now. With nowhere else to go, retracing my steps to this hamlet held a strange appeal. 
I had grown up here under my grandparents’ loving care. They had given me everything in their power, and yet I was miserable. Something was missing. Experience had taught me that some things were missing from everyone’s life. I appreciated that truth now, but, as a child, life had been tough. I was unruly and difficult, but my grandparents put up with me. They offered me their unconditional love—another thing I did not understand in time.
Everything, even love, came at a price. That was my sincere belief. Accepting that they wanted nothing from me in return for their affection had also been a life lesson that I learnt too late. Not for Piyush though. For him, my love had always been unconditional. What he could and could not offer me was never a consideration. For me, it had been enough that I could offer him unconditional love.




Chapter 18

As far as the eye could see, it encountered a tranquil, beautiful landscape. The skies were clear, and, on the edge of the horizon, Mt Kanchenjunga smiled at me, her snow-clad peak at once inviting and comforting. A few feet away from me, gentler slopes stretched peacefully into the distance; rows of tea shrubs made them refreshingly green. Behind me, tall pine trees dotted the path I had taken to reach my current vantage point. Sipping my morning cuppa with the winter sun smiling down on me and waking every cell in my being, I was at peace. I felt happy.
This was my second homecoming, and the circumstances of my trip, though different, were uncannily similar. As my car trundled up the driveway to the sprawling mansion I had once called home, I was reminded of the million times I had walked down that path after school, unhappily wishing I could go elsewhere. 
As a child, I hated coming home. Everyone was always looking out for me and scrutinising my every action, trying to make sure that I was as comfortable as a princess. I tried telling them that I needed space, but nobody listened. They wanted to help, and the only way they knew how was to hover around me all the time. 
My grandparents’ friends came visiting often. Grandpa invited them over so that I had more people in my life. This made me even more miserable. Their presence reminded me of those absent from my life—my parents.
◆◆◆
 
I had arrived here a few days ago, and, so far, my stay had been nothing but pleasant. The climate here seemed to agree with my hormones. The morning sickness was under control. I was sleeping well and eating even better. Having a cook who knew exactly what I liked helped matters a great deal. There were servants to do my small chores, which wasn’t too bad either.
Every morning, I had tea and brunch up here in the lap of the mountains, gazing at the Kanchenjunga and feeling special. During the day, I took an active interest in the estate’s operational activities. I checked the books, took part in meetings, and gradually took over the running of the property.
Coming here had also changed my association with my parents, especially my mother. All these years, I had avoided dealing with her and had kept my address a secret. She had to settle for merely knowing that I was alive. Coming here changed all that. Now she knew where I was, and she took every opportunity to visit me. I hated that.
She had been an air hostess in her youth. Unfortunately, she still lived in the past, dreaming about all that had been. Her present life was unglamorous, and she hated it.
She and my father had married young. He was from a landed family with all the comforts wealth could buy. He was also intelligent and ambitious. He joined the prestigious Indian Foreign Service after college.
Infatuated with each other’s success, they married. But soon they became bored with each other and began to take interest in other people. Theirs was still a happy marriage because each was unaware of the other’s frivolities.
As in every imperfect love story, one day things changed. When mom announced her pregnancy, dad was sure I was not his. I knew this to be true because I had seen a paternity test report issued by a foreign hospital three days after my birth. The test cost a fortune, according to my father. All I cared to remember was that it was the first thing they did when I arrived in this world.
They separated.
They kept passing me around like an unwanted parcel until I was four. Then they gave up the exercise and dumped me on my grandparents’ doorstep. Soon after, my mother married a wealthy businessman and settled down in Kolkata. I was unwelcome in that household.
My father was always abroad, and I seldom saw him. Eventually, he too remarried. His wife was nice enough and invited me to live with them. My grandparents were thrilled. I thought that they could not wait to get rid of me. I felt unwanted.
I went to live with my father and did not survive even a fortnight in his house. He disliked me and had no qualms about showing me how much. He never physically abused me, thank God, but he kept reminding me that I was a usurper in his house and life. He bitterly told me that, like my mother, I was an unwanted leech draining his wealth and time. In the end, his wife sent me back.
My grandparents were sad to see me return. Even though they tried to make my life comfortable and happy, I always believed that they had taken me in because no one else would and that they too wanted to throw me away but did not know where to send me.
By the time I was fifteen, my mother had been widowed and remarried to a middle-class gentleman who lived nearby. That was where she was living now, with her third husband and a million kids, grandkids, whatever. Mother was unhappy though. From the fast lane, life had forced her to settle for a snail’s pace. She wanted everything I had. She was so desperate that she would have admitted to murdering Piyush if that would have given her a life like the one she once had.
I had always spoken about my parents in the past tense without explicitly stating that they were alive. My words always left things ambiguous, and, as intended, people assumed that my parents had died when I was young. Then I came here, and the media followed. Soon, they discovered that I had living parents. The world found another proof of my devious nature, and I became an even bigger criminal in their eyes.
◆◆◆
 
Today, February 14, I was feeling nostalgic and missing Piyush more than usual. We were having a Valentine’s Day bonfire for the estate staff that evening. I completed a final cursory check of the arrangements and then went to get dressed. Soon my guests arrived, and I settled down to a fun evening under the stars.
Suddenly, a hand fell on my shoulder from behind. I turned around with a warm smile to greet whoever it was and found myself face-to-face with Creep Choudhary. Seeing him, my smile froze, and my eyes became cold and hard. Blood drained from my face, and my hands itched to throw something at him.
He was invading the paradise I had built away from the scandal in Pune. His mere presence had the uncanny ability to drive me mad. He also knew how to inconvenience me the most.
He smiled, and I glared.
In the politest tone I had heard him use to date, he said, ‘I hope my arrival is not too much of a bother. I see some kind of party is going on.’
‘You are always welcome at my home, Mr Choudhary,’ I replied in my most sarcastic voice. ‘It is a party for my employees. Join us. Can I offer you anything?’
‘No, thank you, Nalini. But I would like a word, please.’
‘Only one?’
‘More than one!’
‘Isn’t it always?’
‘It will not take too long.’
‘Do you have an office in town?’
‘No, we could talk here.’
‘Is there anything I get to decide?’ I fumed.
He merely smiled. I snorted. I escorted him indoors to the study. All eyes at the party were on me as I walked out with him. Tongues would wag the moment I closed the doors behind me. My party was already a huge hit before it had even reached its climax. All thanks to the Creep. 
My stay here had been most agreeable until then. But within minutes of his arrival, I was already thinking of drinking and smoking, and I was nursing a headache. He was the most charming person and had the best effect on me.
While I struggled with these troubles, the cause of all my woes sat across from me examining the book-lined walls without a worry in the world. Once my grandfather’s study, the room had ceiling-to-floor bookshelves along three walls, resembling a small library.  
On the fourth side behind me were hunting trophies—stuffed animal busts and nonsense like that which gave the room a musty air. The lighting was adequate, and the chairs were comfortable. The desk that separated us was huge and solid. I disliked the study, and I preferred to work elsewhere. I had no interest in taking the Creep to that room, so settled for this one.
Why had he come? Not to wish me on Valentine’s Day, that was certain. Finally, when I realised that he was in no hurry but I had a yard full of guests to attend to, I started the conversation.
‘A long way from home, aren’t you?’
‘For me, every town is home, Nalini. I think the shoe fits you—or does it, really?’
‘This is not my home.’
‘You look as though it is.’
‘I am enjoying my stay. You are not here to torture me every day.’
‘You compliment me. Thank you.’
‘Tell me this, Mr Choudhary. Is there a rule that you should cause as much inconvenience as possible for any person you are investigating? I mean, today is a Sunday and it’s well past working hours for even a regular day, and yet here you are, on the job, I presume.’
‘I am here on the job. What reason can I have to visit you otherwise? About the rule, you are giving me more credit than I deserve. For instance, today I arrived late because these were the timings of the flight to this part of the world. I am afraid I am at the mercy of so many forces, the timings I keep are entirely out of my control.’
I didn’t buy a word of that crap. I knew better than to trust him. Heaven wouldn’t have fallen if he had come during the day tomorrow. But he was here now. He was doing it only to irritate me, and I was more than irritated. I was furious.
After that I shut up. To hell with my guests. Let them take care of themselves. I would wait for this man to talk. He was the one here on a weekend, eager to grill me. Why volunteer information and play into his plan?
For a minute or two, I considered contacting my lawyer. Should he be present for this interrogation? Then I thought better of it. He was on holiday somewhere in the west and would not be reachable anyway.
‘This is a nice place you have here.’
‘Thank you.’
‘So, you are loaded. You never mentioned it in any of our discussions.’
‘Did you ask me about my wealth? I may be wrong but I think the topic never featured,’ I purred with as much venom as I could muster.
‘My bad. You are right, of course. I never asked you if you had an estate in your hometown. But I vaguely recall asking you about your parents.’
‘I suppose you might have,’ I replied, unable to recall what the question had been or my answer.
‘You told me they were dead.’
‘As far as I am concerned, they are.’
‘Your estate is big,’ he said, changing tactics.
‘Yes, it is a fair-sized estate.’
‘It must make some good money.’
‘It does decently.’
‘If you sell it, you could become wealthy.’
‘I am already wealthy enough. Why sell?’
‘Then why didn’t you invest in IndeGen? Piyush would not have had to marry Pakhi.’
If life were so simple, I thought wistfully. ‘I did not have ownership of this estate then.’
‘Why?’
I wanted to reply as clinically as possible, without raising red flags. ‘The land belonged to my father,’ I said lamely. A raised brow was his response. He expected me to elaborate, so I did. ‘My grandfather did not leave a will. So, as his only child, my father inherited it.’
‘So how come you own it now?’
The past made me sad, and I explained matters as succinctly as possible. ‘My father has a drinking problem,’ I began. ‘A few years ago he met with an accident and became paralysed below the waist. He took premature retirement because of acute depression. He also started drinking heavily. In spite of having financial troubles, he continued to drink.’
‘Then grandpa died,’ I continued. ‘He inherited everything grandpa owned. At first he was happy with the income from the estate. Living on the property suited his lifestyle. Others did all the hard work, and he drank in peace. When the money ran out, he borrowed. To repay lenders, he sold a few family heirlooms. Then a brilliant idea struck him: mortgaging the house.
‘The papers of the house were nowhere to be found. He checked everywhere, but they were missing. His lawyer advised him to get duplicates made from the registrar’s records. He applied for that.’ A rueful smile came to my lips when I recalled the incident that had happened three years ago.
‘When the papers arrived from the registrar’s office, they found that the entire estate was in my name. The registration had happened on my seventh birthday; my grandpa had only held guardianship. I was too young to understand or recall all that. My grandfather never mentioned it to me, not even when I turned eighteen.’
‘Your father must have been devastated.’
‘The news broke him. He lives in a house nearby and sends me his bills.’
‘So technically you could have helped Piyush, but you did not even know it.’
‘Well, there you have it,’ I replied. He nodded, deep in thought.
‘Did you come all this way to ask me this?’ I asked curiously.
‘I came to ask you if you recognised this.’ He passed me an object in a polythene cover.




Chapter 19

I examined the object. It was Piyush’s watch. I felt a jolt. It was one thing remembering Piyush and an entirely different matter to hold something he wore. I nodded in response, unable to speak immediately.
‘So?’ Choudhary prompted.
‘It’s Piyush’s watch,’ I whispered.
Choudhary nodded. I looked suspiciously at him. Had he come all the way to ask me if I recognised the watch? Impossible, my suspicious mind dictated.
‘We found it in the swamp, where Chirag was hiding. He had crept behind some shrubs and hidden it safely in an old nest. I needed you to confirm if it belonged to Piyush. Considering your condition, I made the trip instead of asking you to return to Pune,’ he explained.
I could not believe my ears. Something was wrong. ‘You could have asked Pakhi about it.’
‘We did. She too said it was his.’
‘When she has already confirmed it, why do you need my response?’ I demanded.
‘I ask the questions here, remember?’ he said, instantly shattering the almost cordial atmosphere that had developed over the past few questions. It had been too good to last anyway, I consoled myself.
He took out his mobile and fidgeted with it. Anger flared up inside me, but I held my tongue. He was checking his messages in the middle of our conversation! Was this his way of showing how insignificant I was?
Then he handed me his phone. Confused, I took the device in my hands. Suddenly my voice spoke from the phone. I almost dropped the gadget in surprise. Then I heard Piyush’s voice. We were talking to each other. The words were familiar. As I listened, I realised these were words from a conversation we’d had at the resort. I was listening to a recording of our private chat.
I was stunned. How had Choudhary recorded our discussion? Piyush had been alive then, and the Creep wasn’t even on the scene. Why was the recording surfacing now? Why was there even a recording?
Then my heart stopped and I felt deathly weak.
The sounds of us making love erupted in the room. Delivered with surround sound effects, the loud audio recreated the urgency with which we had come together that evening, leaving little for a passive listener to imagine.  
I scrambled to shut it off, desperate to stop our passionate cries from escaping out of the phone. I was embarrassed. Invaded! My face turned crimson. Choudhary reached out and touched my fingers. Singed, I jerked my hand away, dropping the phone.
My senses only vaguely registered that he did not repeat the stunt. Instead, he picked up the dreadful mobile and shut down the noises.
I looked daggers at him, ready to fling the first thing that came to hand at him. I saw an apologetic pair of eyes staring back at me. I averted my gaze. Tears threatened to pour out and embarrass me even more. I had only one wish, one sincere wish—to throw this obnoxious man out of my house and my life.
He cleared his throat. I refused to look at him. I was still battling with my emotions and did not care to deal with his brand of sarcasm right then.
‘Sorry, Nalini. I did not mean to shock you so much. I wanted to confirm that those were your voices. That is why I played the piece without warning you. And...’ He hesitated.
I stubbornly kept my eyes averted, too tense to speak.
‘And when I reached out just now, I only wanted to grab the phone to switch it off. Nothing else, trust me.’
‘Trust me’—the words echoed in my ears. I wanted to laugh. This man was a creep if ever there was one, and he was saying that I should trust him. If he were not a policeman, I would have told him exactly what to do with his trust. Now I felt bound, gagged, naked—as bared, exposed, and helpless as I had felt that night in the prison cell.
I had almost forgotten that night. Now everything came back.
‘Nalini?’ his voice broke into my thoughts. ‘Nalini,’ he repeated.
‘Yes.’
‘Do you need anything? Water?’
‘No, I am good.’ Been through worse, I wanted to say, recalling my night in prison.
‘So the voices were yours?’
‘Yes,’ I replied, without the least bit of interest.
‘Do you know where I found the recording?’
‘No,’ I replied, still uninterested.
‘Are you sure you and Piyush did not record your...’
I looked daggers at him this time, and he stopped mid-sentence.
‘I am sure. We did not record it.’
‘Could Piyush have recorded it without your knowledge?’
‘No,’ I said emphatically. I was sure. Piyush might have had an extramarital affair, but that did not mean he was not a good human being, or that he would secretly record our intimate moments without my consent.
‘I needed you to confirm this. That is why I had to meet you in person.’
‘Where was it?’ I asked, as my heart rate returned to normal.
‘We found it embedded in the watch.’ He was watching me with his hawk’s eye to gauge my reaction, no doubt.
‘The watch?’
‘We found a recording device embedded in the watch, Nalini. It had captured the last few hours of Piyush’s last day. The section you heard was right at the beginning. After that you guys had dinner with everyone and played some kind of guessing game. During that time, Piyush gave the watch to Chirag because he kept admiring it.
‘Later, it recorded Piyush and you taking Chirag to his room. Then late at night, close to 2:30 a.m., Piyush called Chirag and we could hear Chirag’s side of the conversation. Just as he’d said, we heard him repeating that he wouldn’t return the watch. He also shouted that if Piyush came to his room, he would run away and hide the watch. After that, we heard Chirag talking to himself, the noises in the swamp, etc.’
‘All of this was recorded and stored in the watch?’ I asked, stunned. Choudhary nodded.
‘Maybe Piyush learnt about that hidden recorder and that was why he needed to get the watch back urgently. That is the only logical reason for him to call Chirag at 2:30 in the night,’ I said.
‘Agreed, but how did he find out about the recording, that too in the dead of night?’
Suddenly a thought struck me. ‘Did you play this recording to Pakhi?’
‘Not yet. We are not that insensitive, you know. I will share it with your lawyer, though.’
I did not comment. I did not want that recording to exist, let alone be shared with anyone, least of all Pakhi. ‘Not yet’ he had said. So someday, he would. Like he had thrown the recording in my face when I was least expecting it, he would pick a day to catch her unawares. I did not want to be in her shoes on that day. It was one thing to know that your husband had a mistress and something completely different to be confronted with an audio recording of their lovemaking.
‘Was this a new watch?’ he asked, as usual interrupting my thoughts.
‘No, it was not that new, maybe a few months old. Why?’
‘It has only a few hours of data stored on it even though it has the capacity for more. Did anyone at the resort have access to this watch?’
‘I did,’ I replied. Once again, the evidence was pointing in my direction. I was sick of this nonsense.
‘Besides you?’
‘I don’t think so.’ I thought hard. ‘Wait... he removed his watch—we all removed our watches—before going snorkelling.’
‘Someone could have tampered with it then?’
‘I suppose so. If someone wanted to, that was definitely the best opportunity.’
‘Seeing that you are so eager to cooperate, any specific colleague who might have done it?’
‘Devyani, and maybe even Cy is involved.’
‘Wonderful! Why these two?’
‘Devyani was curious to know about the watch when Chirag returned from the swamp. Cy was walking around in the middle of the night. He should have been asleep like the rest of us. So where was he going? Whom did he meet? Also, he is a crappy person. I’ve never liked him personally. I’m sure he knows more than he’s letting on.’
‘Wow! Were you ever planning to tell me any of these thoughts?’
‘No, I did not think any of this was relevant. Besides, I am still sure that they did not kill Piyush. They had no reason to. It’s hard to believe they could murder someone, especially Piyush.’
‘It’s easier to believe that you killed him, I suppose.’
I ignored that comment. What was the point in arguing?
‘Okay, thank you for your time. You can return to your guests. I will stay in town tonight and will see you again if I have any more questions.’ He excused himself and went away as abruptly as he had arrived.
I sat in my chair, turned to stone. He was staying in town!
My mind raced about frantically recalling the truth buried in my past, the reason for my flight from this picturesque town, and my resolve to stay away forever. Now that he was here, surely he would dig up the skeletons, and then there would be no escaping the truth. I would be well and truly finished.
I would rot in jail. 




Chapter 20

Twenty-one was an excellent age to liberate oneself, I was sure. So many failed attempts to run away, and now I realised that my day of salvation was finally here. I could walk out the door and nobody could stop me. The knowledge was intoxicating.
I could have left at eighteen but then my boyfriend wanted to stay. Naïve idiot that I was during my teens, I believed that I could not live without him. I guess that’s how first love makes one feel—completely obsessed and focussed on one person. Soon after, I had my heart broken for the first time, which changed my worldview again.
Then there was college. Three years of seamless fun and enjoyment in a distant city, far away from the probing eyes that chased me everywhere I went in this dingy village! I enjoyed myself immensely, and, for three years, the urge to run away disappeared. I was hardly home, and even when I visited I stayed only for brief, bearable spells.
Having graduated, the time was ideal for me to fly away. But I had to deal with a few issues before I could escape for good. I wanted a permanent break. How could I live in peace knowing that they could summon me to the homestead anytime? That was unacceptable. I wanted out. For that, I had to make sure that they—my grandparents—did not want me back.
My grandparents were something else, really. No matter what I did, they always sent for me during college holidays. Sometimes I came, and sometimes I refused. I had to stop this ritual.
I had tried a million tricks to shock them. I brought boyfriends home on holidays—all shady characters with tattoos and rap sheets. I smoked and drank, got high on a concoction of drugs, wore clothes that bared more than they covered. They chided me, took me to a psychiatrist, found me a bodyguard, tried counselling, enrolled me in a de-addiction centre from where I ran away... they did everything I expected them to do except disown me.
Then my brilliant plan dawned on me. What if I were dead? Even they couldn’t bring back the dead.
Once conceived, I had to implement the idea. The next day I went to the location where I was to die. I checked the setting and planned the final act. It had to be staged before their eyes to ensure that they believed I was dead. I planned everything to the last detail.
I planned to execute my death on a Sunday. On the chosen day, I told the old people over breakfast that I was going to the suicide point. This news made their ears prick up. My announcement made them uncomfortable. I had a history of pursuing forbidden pleasures. Even though I had never attempted suicide before, they believed I was capable of anything they objected to, especially self-destructive activities.
They exchanged looks, and grandma spoke. With feigned surprise, she declared that it had been years since she had been there herself. Grandpa joined in, saying he too had not been there in ages. And just like that, they invited themselves to tag along.
I protested. They would have become suspicious if I had accepted their company without putting up a fight. I could sense their nervousness. They packed some of my favourite dishes, as though food would make me change my decision. They knew me better than that, and yet they persisted.
The suicide point in our tiny village was the highest spot in the area from where the whole village was visible. It was not a tourist spot even though the view was breathtaking. We locals had no interest in it. The view was excellent everywhere. Some lovesick or crazy drunkards found their way there off and on, but otherwise our suicide point saw scant traffic, even on Sundays.
That day was no exception. We had the place to ourselves. The nearest house was more than a mile away. We spread out a picnic blanket one hundred metres away from the tip-off point. The pinnacle was a narrow space where only two or three people could stand comfortably. Below, the mountain formed a sheer wall that extended over twenty feet before a ledge jutted out from it. Beyond that, the rock face was uneven, and, further down, dense undergrowth covered the terrain.
Silly people who jumped off to end their lives usually succeeded because they ended up hitting their head on the ledge or some other jutting edge. The unforgiving forests below consumed anyone who survived the edges. Soon, they became part of the compost of dead creatures feeding the massive undergrowth. Nobody who fell into the forest had ever been found, alive or dead. I also knew that there was no gain without pain.
I had brought along ropes and other equipment for the so-called picnic. I was a seasoned climber and my grandparents knew that. As a child, I had climbed many of the slopes around us. They never stopped me because they knew I was not suicidal, just rebellious. Now I was older and crazier even by my lofty standards, making them unsure of my innermost thoughts—hence the worry.
Once there, I declared I was going climbing to catch some fresh air and be free of their forced company. They protested. I ignored them. I was hardly hitching up the ropes for the first time in my life. Their protests were illogical, and I told them as much.
Fretting and fuming, they came after me. I set up my gear and descended with a promise to climb only as far as the ledge and then return. Helpless to stop me, they watched me leave with worried eyes.
The day before, I had spiralled down to the ledge and laid out my suicide gear. The plan was to reach the shelf and leap off. The location was far from the top, and the old birds lacked twenty-twenty vision. Invisible from above, I had set up a second set of climbing equipment using which I planned to escape. Even I, who knew where everything was, couldn’t spot it until I reached the jutting edge.
I planned to loop the rope, which was fastened to the underside of the shelf, around my foot before taking the leap. From above, only my dive would be visible. The width of the ledge would conceal my actual fall trajectory from any onlooker. Hidden from view, the rope secured below the shelf would drag me underneath and arrest my fall. Oblivious to this, my audience would assume that I had fallen to my certain death.
They would panic and rush to get help. They had old limbs. It would take them at least five minutes to reach the car. They did not carry mobiles, thank God! They would have to drive for a kilometre or so to find someone and bring back help. It would easily take twenty minutes for them to accomplish all this—ample time for me to execute stage two of my plan.
Even if Grandma stayed back to keep vigil over me, my plan would work. Without wasting time, I had to slither further down to a smaller projection below. Remove all traces of my handiwork and head out left, staying under the narrow protrusion that ran horizontally for a full ten metres. From there, I had to leap over a simple crevice and move into a more sheltered section of the mountain.
Further ahead, there was a cave where I had placed a backpack of essentials and a bottle of water. I had to reach it, change, and then move out to a softer slope. I would emerge in a nearby village and take the late afternoon bus out of town.
Everything was planned.
The rescue teams would gradually increase the radius of their search. By that time I would be long gone, and even if they found anything—like ropes or pieces of clothing—it would be very difficult for them to determine if they were mine or if they belonged to a climber who’d visited these mountains. They would have to declare me dead at some point.
All my bonds would be broken with that one declaration. I would be free at last.
The flip side was that my endless supply of money would be hit. I would have to be ingenious and come up with a solution. I was a resourceful person if nothing else. I would survive, I was 
◆◆◆
 
Under the watchful eyes of my grandparents, I began my descent to freedom. I was halfway to the ledge when a commotion above made me look up. What I saw almost made me lose my grip. Grandpa was dangling upside down from a rope, and grandma was frantically trying to grab hold of him while standing precariously close to the edge.
My plan was falling apart before my eyes.
I waved and told grandma to move away from the edge. She must have heard me because I saw her step back. Then I started to climb back up, and grandpa shrieked. Hearing his cries, grandma returned to the rim and resumed her frantic efforts to pull him up.
He was hanging from another end of my rope, I realised. Every time I moved, the knot around him tightened, increasing his pain. I had to act fast. Quickly, I identified a grip I could reach and worked at cutting the rope from above me to relieve grandpa of my weight.
Presuming that I was sacrificing my life for the old man’s, both of them screamed in alarm.
I reassured them, but they were too frightened to pay attention. Ignoring their shouts, I carried on with my task. I knew what I was doing. As my knife sliced the last strand and the rope gave way, I slid my right hand into the crack I had spotted earlier and steadied myself. My feet had always been firmly lodged so there was no risk actually. Only drama, that too when viewed from above.
At that instant, I felt a rush of air as something flew past me. I was too stunned to react. The gust of wind was my grandmother in free fall.
Before my eyes she plummeted head first, rammed into the projection below me, and disappeared beyond. Above me, grandpa’s shrieks filled the empty spaces around. The mountains echoed his agony, and soon it sounded like an army was wailing with him. I could not tell if he was shouting in pain or because of the agony of his loss. Both, I suspected. 
Somehow, I have no recollection of how I made the slow climb back. I hauled my subdued grandfather to the ground with great difficulty. His leg was broken and so was his spirit. His foot had become entangled in the extensions of rope I had carelessly left lying around. This was strictly against safety rules, but I had done it on purpose. The loose ropes on the lip of the cliff were supposed to stop my grandparents and keep them from coming too close to the edge. I had wanted them to see me fall, not flee.
The best-laid plans go awry.  
Grandpa wasn’t satisfied watching my progress from a distance. Without displacing any of the ropes littering the narrow space, he found a spot with a decent view. He became so engrossed in following my descent that he noticed too late that his leg was caught in one rope. He panicked and fell off the edge. Grandma saw me cut my rope, imagined the worst, and in the process lost her footing too close to the brink and tumbled to her death.
I rushed grandpa to the hospital and alerted the authorities about the accident. A search party went down the mountain. All they found was my escape route: my gear under the ledge, my backpack further ahead... everything. Grandpa had to undergo surgery. Grandma’s body was never found, and the police suspected that I was responsible for the whole incident.
They wanted to know if I had planned to kill my grandparents and escape.
Who could blame them? The sequence of events offered scope for such speculation. All I had to do was push the old folks down the mountain.
In their clever opinion, I was even capable of orchestrating an accident similar to the one that had happened. It fit the evidence beautifully. The entire village knew I hated my grandparents. But I had planned to fake my death, not the other way around. Sadly, nobody believed me except grandpa!
After his surgery, he corrected the policemen and told them to put their non-existent brains to better use. He scoffed at their theories and told them to get lost. That ended the matter. Bless the old soul. Soon after, he developed an infection in his wound. His condition deteriorated, and within ten days he too kicked the bucket.
Just like that, within a month, I was free—and somehow freedom was no longer my choice! With both his parents dead, my father took over the estate, and suddenly I had nowhere to live. I was free and homeless. I left, determined never to look back.
I went far away from here and found refuge in the big city of Pune, where nobody cared for me. I had little money, but I was a Bong. I was spunky. I found a job, completed my masters, and made a life for myself all on my own, with no one to help me or hinder me.
One day, unexpectedly, a lawyer contacted me about an inheritance. It felt ridiculous, like winning the lottery after receiving a death sentence. And now I was back. This time, I did not know if the law would allow me to stay. Perhaps another dramatic and long parting was on the cards. Especially when Creep Choudhary found out how my grandparents died and what the police had suspected.




Chapter 21

I felt like crap. I had woken up early, and a beautiful day welcomed me after a night of tossing and turning and worrying about what dawn would bring. Life was taking too many bizarre turns for my mental peace. In my carefree days, I would have welcomed any bitter turmoil, but now I would give anything for some peace and quiet in my life.
Alisha messaged me saying she needed to speak to me urgently. Ridiculous. Everyone had been too busy saving their own hides to call and check if I was all right. I was sure she wanted to talk because she needed a favour from me. I was not interested in her or her problems. Besides, I was no longer at IndeGen. How could I help?
By afternoon she had sent me twenty messages, and I received a few from others who had been on the trip as well. All of them, it appeared, were in some kind of trouble together. It was uncanny, but I was determined to ignore them. They did not deserve my time.
Close to five in the evening, they started calling. Every five minutes, the phone rang. I ignored them and their calls. When the constant calls became too irritating, I switched off my phone. Living in the hills away from the fast Pune life had awarded me that luxury. I could now cut off the world whenever I wished.
Other than their persistent hounding, my day was uneventful and passed smoothly. The Creep did not call or put in an appearance. I was relieved.
◆◆◆
 
On Tuesday, February 16, I was soaking in the sun and gazing at darling Kanchenjunga while having my brunch at my favourite viewpoint when noisy shouts rudely broke the calm. Male voices dominated the commotion. I wasn’t expecting a house call from my father, so turned around to see who had come to visit.
A startling sight met my eyes. Coming up the slope were Alisha, Cyrus, Stanley, Devyani, and 1991. The butler and another servant were trying but failing in their efforts to stop them.
I had half a mind to let the comical altercation continue but shouted to my help to let the IndeGeners pass. They had come this far to meet me; something was up.
Once they reached the top, I offered seats and food. Cy was the first to speak. That was to be expected.
He enquired about my health. I replied but did not ask them how they were. I could see they were far from fine. Long faces, fidgety hands, bobbing Adam’s apples; the telltale signs of stress were clear in all of them.
An awkward silence followed Cy’s greeting. They had made the journey to my doorstep but could not gather the courage to discuss whatever they had come to speak about. Amused, I stoked the flames.
‘That snow-clad peak out there,’ I said, pointing at a mountain, ‘is the Kanchenjunga! Isn’t she beautiful?’ They tried to share my enthusiasm but not one of them could muster more than a cursory smile. ‘It’s a good day to gaze at the mountains. Not all days are clear like this,’ I continued resolutely.
‘So you come here often?’ Cy asked.
‘Every day.’
‘Why did you do it?’ Alisha demanded suddenly. Her voice was low, but the accusatory tone was hard to miss.
‘Kill Piyush?’ I asked, my voice turning to ice.
‘You really killed Piyush?’ 1991 asked, shocked. If the others’ expressions were anything to go by, they were stunned too.
‘No, I thought that was what she was asking me.’
They relaxed. Their reaction intrigued me. Did they believe I was innocent? Then what did Alisha’s question mean? I stared at her, waiting for an explanation. She rephrased her question.
‘Why did you rat us out?’
I still didn’t understand. Rat on them? What was she talking about? ‘I told you I was sharing your files with the CBI. I informed each of you personally.’
‘Not that. You told them you suspected Devyani and Cy,’ Stanley said.
So all this was about that. How did they know? It did not slip my notice that five of them were here together, not just Devyani and Cy. What had they been up to? I became nervous. There were five of them, and I was all alone here.
Keeping a lid on my true feelings, I attacked them. ‘How do you know what I said and did not say? You are assuming too much.’
‘Actually, we are not. We have definite information from an inside source,’ Cy gloated.
I understood. They had breached Creep Choudhary’s fortress. Impressive, but the leak was bad news for me. I spoke carefully. ‘Actually, I told them Devyani may have something to do with some evidence they had gathered. About Cy, I wondered what he was doing up and about at that time of night. That’s all. I did not accuse anyone of murder. Now seeing all of you here together, perhaps I was on track.’
Silence fell. Nobody spoke. This was my opportunity to escape, I realised. ‘Now that I have clarified that I did not “rat out” any of you, I would like to be on my way. This estate does not run itself.’ I rose, and they protested unanimously.
‘Nalini, not so fast,’ Alisha said, her voice hard. Was the criminal or the IndeGener sitting before me today?
‘What’s the hurry? Are you going to call and tell him that we are here?’ Stanley asked. He too was angry.
These two were rearing their criminal heads. I needed to think fast. ‘Well, if you don’t believe me, I can’t understand why you are here. I cannot repeat whatever you say and accept things I did not do just to pacify you.’
‘You have not told us exactly what you told the CBI,’ Stanley said. He stood and walked up to me.
‘I am sure my statement is recorded somewhere. Use your so-called source and find out.’
‘You told the CBI we were responsible for Piyush’s death,’ he insisted.
‘You’ve got your facts wrong,’ I replied as emphatically as possible.
‘So why did you not answer our calls or messages?’ Alisha asked. ‘I had mentioned that I needed your help.’
‘Look, guys. I have left my empathy and sympathy hats at home. So don’t expect either from me. None of you stood by me when I was in deep crap. You obviously don’t care about what happens to me. Then why should I get involved in your mess? I am facing a very serious allegation here, and, honestly, I don’t have time to waste on other people’s troubles.’ My voice was harsh and bitter.
Five pairs of eyes looked at me as though seeing me for the first time. I must have shocked the daylights out of them. Stanley recovered first. ‘Just because you are in quicksand, who gave you the right to pull us into it?’
‘Really, Stanley!’ I said. ‘Look, I don’t know what you guys have done or not done, and, frankly, I am not interested. I am just tired. What do you guys want? Why are you trying so hard to kill my peace?’
They did not answer for a while, and then 1991—the youngest of the lot—spoke up. What was he doing with these people anyway?
‘What did you tell the CBI, Nalini? Sunday night they came home and took us all in for questioning. Yesterday IndeGen issued suspension orders for all of us. We did nothing wrong, and now we are being harassed, and we know it’s all because of what you told Choudhary. He believes you.’
I almost laughed. Choudhary believed me! Well, that was rich. He had them rounded up on Sunday night itself. That was quick. Choudhary did not waste time, I had to grant him that much. Suspension, I reckoned, was harsh. What did the CBI have on them that necessitated the severe action?
‘Why were you suspended?’
‘It is more to do with our past than the present. Now everybody knows who we are and what we did. It was in yesterday’s papers,’ 1991 said.
‘Everyone’s past was in the papers?’ I asked, shocked.
‘Yes, Alisha’s murder, Stanley’s sexual harassment case, Cy getting his job through recommendation, Devyani’s shameful experience in school and her cross-dressing, my name change—everything about all five of us. The only ones spared were Chirag, Manav, and Sukhbir.’
How had this happened? Choudhary’s fortress was a leaking mess. He had allowed their past and private matters to hit the media. His Titanic was sinking fast!
‘The others I can understand but 1991 and Devyani—why suspend you both? There is nothing in your past for which you deserve to be suspended.’
‘We got the sack for the watch,’ Devyani said glumly.
I remembered the watch, its recording device, and the offensive recording. I remembered everything. Suddenly, I did not feel sorry for them at all. They had done the unthinkable, and I would have had them arrested if I could. They must have seen the look on my face, and understood that I knew.
‘So you know about the watch,’ Devyani said ruefully.
‘I listened to a recording captured by it. I am sure you also listened to it,’ I told them icily.
‘No, nobody let us hear it. They told us there was an audio recording, that’s all,’ Devyani replied.
‘How was the quality of the recording? Was it clear? Was there any friction? How was the voice quality? Was it...’ 1991 trailed off, seeing my furious expression. I might have frightened him.  
But he went on unable to curb his excitement. ‘Nalini, believe me, the recorder was a harmless and brilliant product. We developed an application that made the device erase background disturbances and keep only human sound.
‘It will capture human voice even when faintly heard from a few metres away and enhance the audio quality to make the speech audible and clear. It is a brilliant piece of technology. Can you imagine what all it can do?
‘If fitted to a mobile, it will make conversation possible even in noisy places. Every mobile manufacturer will want it. It has endless potential. We can use it for video chats, we can use it in video cameras, for movie-making—I cannot imagine all its uses. This one product can take IndeGen to the next level.’ 
I was dumbfounded. He was charged up like a five-year-old. He was the product guy pitching his latest invention with all the faith and enthusiasm of someone who believed that he had found the next big thing in technology. His enthusiasm was genuine, forcing me to wonder if he was too. Maybe there was no conspiracy at all.
Assuming that his product interested me, he continued, ‘Nalini, it was Devyani’s idea. You know how she landed her job at IndeGen. She said we should do something spectacular like that and show Piyush how our prototype worked rather than tell him about its features.
‘Stanley and I have been developing the software on Innovation Fridays for a whole year now. We had worked all year to showcase it to Piyush. We wanted to show our mock-up’s prowess and see if our idea excited him. That’s all.’
‘Who put the darn thing in his wristwatch?’ I asked.
‘I did,’ 1991 said guiltily.
‘When?’
‘After our snorkelling trip, when we were resting on the beach. Piyush had taken off his watch, and I slipped it in. It was charged for twelve hours of recording. The plan was to tell him about it over breakfast on Sunday and make him listen to it himself. It was to be a surprise for him from our side—a return gift for all the surprises he planned for us.’
‘I see.’
‘We were upset when he gave the watch to Chirag that evening. You know how Chirag can be. What if he refused to allow us to extract the recording and present it to Piyush the next day? That would ruin our plan. Even the thought worried us.
‘Devyani, Stanley, and I talked about the problem after all of you retired for the night. We were busy discussing the matter when Piyush joined us in the conference hall around 12:30 a.m.
‘He overheard us mentioning his name and the watch so we had to tell him our secret. He laughed at our sloppy execution and told us to quit worrying. He promised to deal with Chirag in the morning.
‘Around 1:00 a.m. all of us dispersed. None of us saw him again. We don’t know why he called Chirag at 2:30 a.m. and insisted on the watch being returned. We don’t know what urgent matter made him call at that time and freak Chirag out of his skin.’
‘Datura,’ I said absently, more to myself than to them. ‘Datura forced him to place the call.’
When he learnt about the embedded device, he must have realised what had been recorded inadvertently. That was why he had volunteered to secure the recording from Chirag himself. He would have done it smoothly too, without anyone ever finding out about us, but the datura in his system changed all that.
It magnified his fears and created an unnatural sense of urgency about everything. It drove him to call Chirag in the middle of the night and demand the watch back. A normal Piyush would have remained calm because he would have known how Chirag would react to the situation. Everything happened because of the poison. 
Five pensive faces were staring at me. They expected me to step in and save them. How would I accomplish that? I was a suspended employee myself. My automatic willingness to help them surprised me. They had poured their woes at my feet, and here I was pondering ways to help them.
Suddenly I remembered that only three of them had come clean. Cy and Alisha were yet to clear the air about their role in the matter. What had Cy been doing roaming around in the middle of the night?
I confronted Alisha. Her reaction was a huge surprise—a crimson blush. She could have been a teenager caught doing something forbidden. The others snickered and made covert remarks. I glared at them and they shut up. Cy appeared uncomfortable and, for a change, unable to find words to speak. Finally he cleared his throat and, looking fixedly at his shoes, he said with difficulty, ‘I was returning from Alisha’s room that night.’
Whoa! I turned to Alisha, who was blushing all over again. Cy was her new hobby! I had assumed that Alisha would find something to do with her time. I had never imagined that she would find someone.




Chapter 22

That answered many questions except the truth of who murdered Piyush, I thought miserably. Everyone had perfectly good reasons for having done what they did and for being where they’d been. That left only me. I was sinking further into the bottomless pit of suspicion, and, with every passing day, my guilt was becoming indisputable.
‘Well, well, now here is a sight I did not expect to see,’ a slick voice announced behind us. ‘But I admit, it is quite a pleasant surprise.’
I did not have to turn around to know that the speaker was Creep Choudhary. The others, however, did not know him by his voice and had to look to see who was mocking us. Blood drained from their faces, and they looked ready to bolt at the first opportunity.
I waited for him to reach us, and then offered him a greeting. He nodded in response. He joined us at the table without an explicit invitation. I had known he would. We were becoming familiar with each other’s ways; it was not a good sign.
‘All of you rushed to Nalini for help, I see,’ he said, but nobody answered.
‘Anyone can visit me. You are clearly allowed to come here freely enough, so why not others?’ I said.
‘I met a few people who are not welcome here,’ he said smugly and smiled, actually smiled. He was enjoying himself, and I was furious. He had met my mother, no doubt. Now he knew everything there was to know, and he was smiling. He must be thrilled to have another nail firmly hammered into my coffin.
‘I would stop a few others too if I could,’ I replied. I was doomed anyway, why bother with caution.
‘I am sure you would,’ he said. He turned to the others. ‘Care to share?’ They stared at him, confused.
‘He wants to know why you are here,’ I explained. Choudhary raised his right eyebrow at my comment. Being able to translate his choice phrases was scary. It meant we were speaking too often. That was an unpleasant reminder.
‘We came to meet Nalini,’ Cyrus said.
‘About?’
Silence.
Choudhary was not one to give up either. He also waited. Their tit-for-tat bored me. These people distrusted each other, and their sparring match could carry on forever. I had been sitting in the sun for a long time and wanted to go indoors before I turned to toast. Besides, I needed to use the restroom. This pregnancy was such a bother.
‘I need to pee,’ I declared, stunning my already dazed audience. The old Nalini Bose would have been more refined. Unperturbed, I rose and ambled down the slope to the house. The others followed. They had to.
At my insistence, they repeated everything they had told me for the Creep’s benefit. Explaining took forever. He wanted to know why they had withheld this information until then. At least they ought to have been honest with their interrogators when questioned two days before.
They offered a typical explanation in response. The first time, they stayed quiet because they wanted to stay out of the police’s web of suspicion. Later, when the CBI questioned them on Sunday, they assumed that given their pasts, anything they said would be considered excuses to cover up guilt. So they shut up and didn’t utter a word about anything that had happened that night.
Choudhary was furious that Cy had lied to him earlier. Apparently, Cy had already been questioned about roaming around the resort late at night. He had stated then that he had been on his way to the reception to chat with the night duty staff because he could not sleep. To protect Alisha’s reputation, he had maintained his original story even when questioned again on Sunday.
◆◆◆
 
After the others left, I attacked the Creep for running a porous operation. He insisted that nobody in his team had leaked information to the media. We argued and set the matter aside without arriving at a conclusion.
He told me about his visits to my parents and all that he had learnt from them. He then asked me how I had killed both my grandparents. He even wanted to know if it had been a dry run for future events like Piyush’s murder. I deemed it unnecessary to respond to his speculation, but he kept shooting accusations at me. 
Once again, the arguments went back and forth. In the end, he let the matter rest. Even without a confession, he had enough evidence to use in court. He could claim in his report that Piyush was only the third person from my ‘family’ to have died under suspicious circumstances. Who would believe my denials after that?
After all this, he stated the real purpose of his visit. He wanted to speak to my household staff.  The request surprised me but refusing was out of question. Besides, most of my staff were staunchly loyal to my family. Maybe something good would come out of their questioning, I hoped wistfully.
◆◆◆
 
After lunch, I telephoned Pan. The circumstances were awkward, and my voice had lost clout in the organisation. Even so, I had to try. Five outstanding employees were depending on me to rescue their careers. A few of them were unlikely to get employment elsewhere. I was their only hope.
It was a long and tedious call. I was no longer dealing with a friendly colleague but with a heckled boss eager to offload his problems on the first scapegoat. Despite everything I said, he insisted that his hands were tied in the matter.  
Since the day the media had learnt about their respective backgrounds, everybody—clients, vendors, the public—was questioning the integrity of all IndeGeners. He read out a few disturbing comments posted on social media so that I could get an idea of what the rest of the world was saying about the company and its people.
From what I heard, I realised that all my efforts to eliminate discrimination from our DNA had backfired. IndeGen was being touted as a company that sought the unsavoury elements of society and made them respectable. What else could be expected when the person in charge of human resources was herself a characterless murderer?
Having weathered one crisis after another since Piyush’s murder, the matter involving the employees was the last straw. Pandurang had to be seen taking action against somebody. Therefore, he acted. Suspending the controversial five, in his opinion, calmed the stakeholders who had until then been hounding him.
He refused to acknowledge that by doing so he had played into the hands of those who were shaming IndeGen. His single act had endorsed their stand that all IndeGeners were tainted, but, like a blinkered horse, he could not see the folly of his decision. 
He was less courageous than Piyush. A born follower, he was lost without a leader. Not only was he incapable of undoing his own actions, he was also unfit to run the company. We could not agree on anything. The call ended in an impasse.
Drastic times called for drastic measures. This was not a time to be docile and wait for things to happen. This was the time to act. Otherwise all that I had worked for in the past decade would be destroyed, and I would have to share the blame for it.
My only fervent hope was that I was not putting my weight behind the wrong lot, especially since none of them had said even one kind word to me in my time of 
◆◆◆
 
The IndeGen office was located in front of a plush park in Kharadi, a crowded Pune suburb. When Piyush set up shop there, the area had been mostly residential. One had to take a diversion from the main road, travel two hundred metres down a smaller lane, and there, located opposite a quaint little park on a corner plot, was the house which was IndeGen’s original office. Later, when we expanded, we bought more land and built our grand office around the same humble house.
Several buildings south of the park were demolished and rebuilt to accommodate our modern office complex. The park itself remained intact to this day, a beautiful witness to our company’s journey. From the main offices, one could look out and see children playing there every day even today.
I deliberately chose this location for my dramatic reply to Pandurang’s ineptitude.
On Wednesday, February 17, when the IndeGeners came to work, we six outcasts welcomed them. Stationed across the road on the pavement adjoining the park, a tent was pitched strategically opposite the main gates. We sat inside while a long banner with the words ‘SAVE INDEGEN’ in big, bold print fluttered outside.
The first lot of pedestrians that spotted us crossed over to the other side to avoid us. Many who drove to work read the words and drove past without a backward glance. None of this worried me. Our display was a mere spectacle; the actual attack was yet to begin.
◆◆◆
 
All six of us were dressed in black; we had painted our faces black as well. Our tent was black. Even our banner was black. Only the words on it were in deep, fiery red and yellow. We had placed comfortable chairs inside, and the tent protected us from the heat. All of us had brought laptops, and we buried our noses in them, ignoring our disinterested audience.
They must have thought we were idiots from the way we were behaving. I welcomed this perspective. Creating an impression, especially an unforgettable one, was important. It would form a talking point at work. We had to be on their minds all day if we were to succeed in our plan.
Their indifference lasted until midday. During their lunch break, several IndeGeners crossed over to enquire what we were doing. They were curious about our unique protest, which seemed to be achieving nothing useful.
When they reached our tent, we gave them pamphlets to read. Each flyer was different. There were six variants in all. Each one narrated the story of how one of us joined IndeGen and become an IndeGener. Careful to use positive language, each handout sketched the heart-warming tale of our transition into IndeGeners.
Devyani’s read:
On my first day at IndeGen I was a nervous wreck. I arrived early, long before regular working hours, and sat in the lobby until it was almost time for the early birds to trickle in for work. By then I needed to use the restroom.

I was touching up my makeup when someone entered. He saw me applying makeup and stopped dead in his tracks. Then, politely, without staring, he told me that I was in the wrong restroom. The ladies washroom, he informed me, was next door.

My first test at IndeGen had begun!

I turned around, smiled at him, and informed him that I knew that I was in the men’s room and that I was a guy who liked to dress in women’s clothes sometimes. I uttered the words in one breath and completed the statement before I lost courage. From his stunned look, I knew that I had shocked him. 

But he recovered within a few seconds. He smiled back at me and congratulated me for my bravery. He told me that he too fancied some of the makeup stuff women used, but had never been bold enough to try them on himself. He complimented me and said I was the most liberated individual he had ever met.

He used the washroom and left, but what he said made me realise that it was true. I was liberated. Despite the mud-slinging I had to endure on account of my choices, I continued to do as I pleased because I was sure that my dressing preferences were harmless to others—I was truly liberated. That knowledge gave me the confidence I needed to get through the day.

That gentleman who welcomed me on my first day without hesitation was Mr Pandurang Tikre. I never thanked him for his kindness before and wish to take this opportunity to say thank you. He is a good person.

I know it sounds odd, but I feel supreme confidence when I dress as a woman. Heads turn and people see me. This visibility gives me a distinct identity. Otherwise, I might just be part of the woodwork and nobody would realise I exist. So, I spend an hour every day to dress up for work. I feel free to do that because nobody at IndeGen judges me. Thank you, IndeGen, for loving me and for not trying to change me.

Below, a smiling picture of Devyani with her name and social media address completed the write-up. After reading one pamphlet, they returned for the next one.
We were now dictating their thoughts and actions. That was stage two of our operation.
Right after reading the stories, they connected on social media. Everyone was eager to interact. They had questions they wanted to ask based on what they had read about us in the papers.
This was the difficult phase—telling other people our private tales. It was scary. The risk of misinterpretation was high, and even greater was the risk of all our efforts going to waste. But we persisted.
For me, this public Q&A session was doubly difficult because people objectified my relationship with Piyush. They saw me as the other woman out to ruin a happy marriage.
We had decided beforehand that none of us would say anything negative about anyone under any circumstances. Therefore I had to face the situation and keep my story strictly about my thoughts and feelings. It was excruciating. The going was tough for the others too.
Among the easier queries thrown our way was why we were doing what we were doing. Here we had a ready answer. We told them we needed help. We told them that we had been thrown out despite representing the very principles the company stood for.
IndeGen had been set up with the motive of making the world a better place to live. The company had always identified with its roots and remembered how it had grown to its current level. IndeGen loved its people and respected them for who they were, however unique they might be. Our suspension went against these values.
The media and other external stakeholders were attacking IndeGen’s values with full force since Piyush’s untimely demise. The beliefs that made us unique were being ridiculed by those with zero understanding of their essence.
Soon, IndeGen would become a clone of what was the norm in the market, and most of us who had been a part of this inimitable ecosystem would have to live with the changed identity. IndeGen would never be the same again unless we protested. This was a time for IndeGeners to show solidarity, we told them.
Many agreed with our perspective. They shared their views freely. We asked them to tell their stories. Several did. The most wonderful part was that all of them had a story. Each one had a beautiful reason for having joined our start-up and a personal interest in working there.
We had started a deluge.
Soon, former IndeGeners joined in the conversation. Just like that, people who had never heard of IndeGen knew about us and wanted to be part of our family. They loved us for being unconventional. The media, which had blacklisted our methods the day before, now had to endorse the opposite.
After work, several IndeGeners came over and chatted with us. Some of them joined us in our online chatter with the world. Many stayed back. It was a fun, informal atmosphere with lots of jokes and smiles all around—just as though we were working on a project whose deadline was approaching. Food was delivered, and the interactions continued through the night.
◆◆◆
 
When I returned at 6:00 a.m., I found my original companions fast asleep on benches in the park. A new batch of five people had taken their place in the tent. They informed me that they had volunteered for the morning shift. The implementation of shifts was unsurprising. I would have been surprised if our effort hadn’t attracted eager participation. 
Hovering over them was the media—another thing I had expected. Seeing me, the journalists and photographers rushed to me with their mikes, cameras, and questions. They needed something new to report. Their targets were, after all, never-ending.
They began with a standard question—why were we doing this? I told them that IndeGen had received too much negative publicity. We had the time, so we were clearing the air about everything and giving back to IndeGen what it had given us over the years.
They wanted to know if we took pride in employing murderers and rapists. I clarified that we did not go looking for criminals to reform them. We did not judge anyone suitable or unsuitable based on their past. The scribes refused to back off. They insisted that IndeGen’s policy of extreme tolerance was a security threat to others working there.
I countered their view by telling them that at least IndeGen knew exactly where each IndeGener had been. When a mob becomes riotous and kills someone, who gets booked? Those people must also work somewhere. Do their employers know that their employee did not think twice before vandalising property and killing strangers in a rage?
Threats to life exist everywhere, I told them. A good majority of people die in their sleep. That risk does not deter us from sleeping. Similarly, every company has to live with the risk that an employee might be a poor choice. Courage lies in making tough choices and making those decisions work in the best interest of all.
An environment of tolerance had always worked for IndeGen, without exception. Being unique did not mean being dysfunctional, I pointed out. I reminded them about the productivity of each IndeGener and how all our products were exemplary. I pointed out that IndeGen was a market leader because of its people. So finding fault with these same people was a contradiction.




Chapter 23

I had an appointment with Pandurang that morning at 8:30 a.m. He met me with a sullen face, and I got the impression that he was unhappy with my work. As soon as I took my seat, he launched into a tirade about how I was destroying everything Piyush had accomplished over the years by keeping IndeGen in the news for all the wrong reasons.
Frequent phone calls interrupted his monologue; they were from clients, board members, investors—the works. His day had begun on a sour note long before our meeting. Instead of keeping an open mind and listening to what I had to say, he blamed me and my team of IndeGeners for all the flak he was getting. He was in a tough spot, but blaming others for his hardships was too childish and unbecoming of IndeGen’s chief operating officer.    
Without mincing words, I accused him of having failed both Piyush and fellow IndeGeners by acting in haste. Because he sucked at his job, we, the people he had unceremoniously dumped, were compelled to fill in for him. Instead of blaming him for his mistakes, we had taken it upon ourselves to offer a valid clarification for every allegation. I reminded him that he should thank us for making his life easier instead of spreading slander about us.
For two days I had taken extra care to keep my persona and thoughts positive. While speaking to him I almost zoned out and forgot my resolve. I somehow got through the meeting without breaking his head. The net result: our tête-à-tête was a major disaster.
As I returned to my band of crusaders, I wondered what I would tell them. They had put their faith in me and done as I told them. They would now want to know what we had accomplished, and all I could tell them was that we had rescued Pandurang, but he had refused to rescue them in return. I had failed.
All my life I had been many things: a difficult child, a demanding teenager, an uncaring young woman, a girlfriend to a married man—everything that could be termed a failure—but I had never been a failure at work. There, I had always been perfect. I worked around the most difficult situations and fixed things. My iron armour, as Piyush had called my official facade, had never slipped even in the face of the greatest adversity.
On any of those occasions, I could risk failure because there was always a parachute handy to break my fall. Today, I had needed to succeed. I had needed to shove Pandurang off his make-believe pedestal and tell him that he had to get his act together. I had failed miserably at that. Added to that, I had failed my team who were counting on me to get their jobs back.
Today, I took a leap of faith without a safety harness and missed—by a long mile.
How was I going to tell my hopeful team that Pandurang did not appreciate what we had done and that IndeGen was not welcoming them back into its fold?
There were other ways of reversing his decision, but all those ways tarnished our company’s image. I had wanted to save both. Now I had to decide if I could risk the future of all the IndeGeners to help five. An unfair choice, if ever there was one.
The knowledge of what lay ahead drained me to the core, and I wished there was at least one person to whom I could turn for guidance. 
◆◆◆
 
Lost in my own morose thoughts, I walked straight into someone and almost fell over. Strong hands gripped and steadied me. A concerned voice asked if I was hurt. It felt like a lifetime since anyone had shown concern for me—not since Piyush.
Of late, everyone around me was there only for their personal gain. Nobody was in my life because he or she cared for me, in even a small way. Who was this caring soul? Where had I heard this voice before?
My heart skipped a beat. Before my eyes was an all-too-familiar face, causing all my hopes to die a premature death. I was staring at Creep Choudhary.
Why he was here? Not to discuss the weather, surely. I suspected that Pandurang had called him to restrain me and the others. That idea left a bitter taste in my mouth. Was there to be more unsavoury drama? 
The hands gripping me relaxed as I caught myself staring. He was still holding me, and I was staring at him. It was embarrassing. I could feel the blood rush to my face; I must have been blushing like a bride.
That was when I noticed the media, cameras, and mikes pointing straight at my face. Their aggressive approach took me aback. My confused brain registered that these nosy cameras had captured me blushing with the Creep’s arms around me. This juicy scene would likely have their imaginations running wild. The thought horrified me, and I quickly straightened myself and stood unaided.
The Creep was right next to me. He stepped away from his position in front of me and moved to my side, raising his arm over my head and shoulders to stop others from ambushing me. He had brought his entourage. I recognised the woman who never spoke and one or two others. He was not touching me, but his arms and stance, along with his team, were sufficient to contain the media’s surge and shield me from them.
What was all the fuss about? Had they come to arrest me again? On what charges? Something was up though, and the journos knew the details. That did not surprise me. They could smell potential news.
The Creep whispered into my ear, ‘Nalini, this way, please.’
I was shocked. He was standing close enough to whisper into my ears! It was a funny feeling. For a change, I did not feel threatened by him, nor did I feel anger. Instead, I felt safe.
Considering the direction of my thoughts, I had to admit that I had lost my senses. I cursed my unborn child, which was the cause of all my hormonal imbalances and bizarre emotional reactions. It was making me irrational. I wondered what more absurdities I was likely to imagine before this kid was born.
Focussing on the moment, I did as the Creep directed. The only problem was that the pitiable vultures around me were sticking their mikes and cameras in my face and asking me something about how I was feeling about the turn of events, my plans for the future, and how Piyush would feel about the development. I wanted to say something colourful and snide in response.  
Instead, I ignored them and followed the Creep’s lead. We progressed at a snail’s pace, but finally I was standing in front of a police vehicle. My heart sank. He was definitely arresting me. Did I need to inform my lawyer? What would he think of me?
The jeep door opened, and somebody pushed me inside and jumped in after me—the familiar mute female cop.
The Creep climbed into the passenger seat in front. Beyond the media, on the roadside, I spotted my crusaders. They were anxious and worried. From their serious expressions, I knew they had guessed what had happened in my meeting with Pandurang. This dejected me more. All my best-laid plans lay shattered. I looked away as tears threatened to flow.
The ride to the CBI office was uneventful and accomplished in record time. There another band of camera-wielding vultures welcomed us. Each of them wanted a pound of my flesh, preferably the first pound. Again the Creep prevailed, and I found myself indoors, safe and unhurt.
They escorted me to the now-familiar room where I was usually taken for processing before questioning. I knew the drill and prepared to rattle off replies to their standard questions. As I sat down, my lawyer joined me, as I had guessed he would. He had already proved his efficiency. 
He shook my hand warmly and smiled as though I had won an award. Then he turned to the Creep and told him to hurry so that he could leave ASAP. Another pressing case and another demanding client, I presumed.
Some papers were shoved in his direction. He vetted them while I waited with bated breath, bewildered by all the happenings. I had no inclination to peep over his shoulder and try to read the contents. He would explain anything I had to know soon enough. Besides, he was the lawyer, he needed to know the specifics.
After a few minutes of patient waiting, I was ready to kick my nonchalance and demand an explanation for the high drama. My plan was cut short by the booming voice of a man who had a misguided sense of authority. From his raised voice it was evident that he assumed that he owned everyone in the building. He was bellowing in a demanding voice, and, to my shock, everyone including the Creep jumped to their feet in deference.
Having nothing better to do, I turned around to peek at the important man who had everyone on their toes. When I saw who it was, I almost fell off my chair.
I was looking at a furious, red-faced Bharat Desai.
He was shouting at the top of his voice and giving every uniformed person in the room the highest compliments—of the wrong kind. The Creep, a meek shadow of his usual self, stepped forward in a mellow and obedient way and offered him a seat.
Even doting IndeGeners had never addressed me with this level of benevolence. So, this was how ministers were treated at CBI offices, I mused. Why was he creating a racket? I was happy about his behaviour, though. He was giving the Creep an earful for his atrocious behaviour, for thinking he could do anything and escape scot-free.
Wow! Maybe this wasn’t too bad a day after all! I had never hoped to see the day when the Creep would have to endure a dose of his own medicine.
I felt rejuvenated. I felt like eating a rasgulla... well, maybe more than one, actually. I considered taking the request to the man sitting beside me, my lawyer. Would he be able to arrange a can of rasgullas for me in prison? He would, I was sure. Maybe I would ask for a cake too—and ice cream, definitely ice cream.
As I was happily contemplating eating the delicacies in jail, I heard Desai address my lawyer. He demanded to know why his lawyer was wasting time with me, a lowly criminal. He emphasised in the most pleasant manner how he was, by any standards, more important and so was his case.
No wonder my lawyer had been in a hurry. His other client was Bharat Desai! Nobody messed with him, not even the Creep. What could my lawyer do?
To my utter shock, he admonished Desai and told him that he was not helping matters by storming into CBI offices spewing obscenities, especially since the media was within earshot. The building walls were not soundproof, my lawyer reminded him. He asked Desai to shut up and sit down while he finished his work with me. Then he resumed reading the document that the Creep had handed him a few minutes before, leaving me gaping in disbelief. 
He was Superman! Who else could stand up to Bharat Desai? The scene playing out before me was the most enjoyable treat I had had in a few weeks. Then, Superman knocked me out of my idyllic bliss. He handed me the papers, saying that everything was in order. He indicated the places where I had to sign and watched me as I complied.
My heart pounded. I could sense that the end was near. It was probably close to the time when they would take me back to that horrible, smelly... even the thought of ‘smelly’ reminded me that I should probably pee before they took me to jail. I should also ask for a single room or whatever that was called there. I also had my rasgullas, cake, and ice cream to order. I made a mental list of all that I needed to do before being locked up.
My thoughts were shifting and surfing in a million directions simultaneously when I realised that my lawyer was shaking my hand and saying something. Before I could list my requirements, he took his leave and went to speak to Bharat Desai. After that, before my very eyes, he got hold of the irate minister and led him out.
They departed immediately, and I was left grappling with the reality that I had not brought even a single item on my list of essentials to his notice. I was doomed. A feeling of déjà vu enveloped me. I felt weak and tired just imagining what lay ahead. A bleak reality stared back at me.
◆◆◆
 
The Creep resumed his seat, and I noticed that the others who had been on their feet until then did likewise. I sat there staring at him, and he glared back at me. I was loath to back down first, and he was clearly in a very sour mood, as was the tradition when I was around. Why was he looking daggers at me? Bharat Desai was the one who had infuriated him. I wished I could just get up and leave, but I knew how far I would reach if I tried.
Finally, letting out a sigh, he picked up a set of keys and rose. Behind me someone moved, but he gestured to that individual to stay put. Instead, he indicated that I should follow him. About time, I thought, and rose to my feet. I turned around to see who was being left behind—the mute female cop who always came along for protocol.
This surprised me. As per the rules, it was mandatory for a female officer to be present when transporting women criminals. The Creep was so furious that he was making light of important regulations like that.
That was unlike him. His actions had to have an ulterior motive. The very thought of being unofficially grilled by him sent a chill down my spine. Was I to undergo some kind of torture that made even his subordinates uncomfortable? Why had Superman left me high and dry like this? Butterflies fluttered in my stomach, and I was weak in the knees by the time we reached his jeep.
He indicated that I get in the passenger side of the front seat and proceeded directly to the driver’s end without so much as a backward glance. He was that confident that I would do as he had instructed, and that I would not run away. He was right.
Once inside the car, I realised that he hadn’t used handcuffs. This made me more nervous about what was about to happen. He started the vehicle, signed the register at the gates, and drove out. I noticed that he omitted to fill the passenger column of the register and that under ‘purpose of exit’ he merely wrote ‘personal’. This could only mean that I was in for some kind of unauthorised treatment. The mere thought freaked me out.




Chapter 24

He spoke first. ‘Where should I drop you? Back at your house or outside your office where we picked you up?’
Dumbstruck, I could only stare in response.
‘I suggest that you go back home. I can drop you there. That way you will escape the journalists—or would you prefer to feed those sharks some juicy gossip?’
‘You are dropping me back?’ I asked.
‘Isn’t that why you were sitting and glowering at me? First you create a scene in my office, and now you act like a silly schoolgirl!’
‘I did not make a scene. In fact, I did not even utter a single word!’
‘No, you sat there looking at me as though I was your personal driver, waiting for me to escort Her Majesty back!’
‘How atrocious! I was waiting for you...’
‘That is exactly what I also said,’ he interrupted. ‘You were waiting!’
‘I... I thought I was being taken into custody. I was waiting for you to escort me to the cell. Am I not arrested?’ I asked.
Now he stared at me, stunned. He cursed. ‘You thought you were being arrested? For what? What the hell have you done now?’
‘I have done nothing, but that didn’t stop you from imprisoning me before. You probably have some other infuriating evidence against me,’ I replied indignantly.
This time he burst out laughing, going from white fury to heartfelt mirth in a matter of seconds! The transformation caught me unawares. For the first time, I saw him. I mean, really saw him. He looked young, normal, and human. The realisation made me feel funny, and I wanted to lash out at him immediately. He was the enemy, I reminded myself, the one man who thought the worst about me!
‘Care to share!’ I said sarcastically, using one of his favourite mannerisms. My tone did not escape his notice, and he laughed harder.
‘I have to hand it to you, Nalini Bose. When you are not being obnoxious, you are ridiculously silly,’ he complimented me, and I fumed even more. He pulled into a parking lot and told me to stay put, keep the windows up, and duck if I spotted anyone. He promised to be back soon.
He was gone a while. I continued to be clueless about my status. From his words, I presumed that I was free, for the time being at least. But why had he taken me to the CBI office that morning, and what were those papers I had signed? Would I be in any trouble if I left before he returned? Confused, I sat there like an obedient schoolgirl. 
With the air-conditioning off and the windows up, the car was fast becoming a furnace. I was nearing the end of my patience when he returned. I noticed he had been out shopping. My blood pressure shot up within a second. While I had been enduring the stifling heat without knowing if I could leave, he had been happily shopping.
Seeing my expression, his mirth returned. Laughing, he shoved the shopping bag at me and started the vehicle.
Muttering about unthinking, uncivil, uncouth policemen, I was about to dump the wretched thing at my feet, when he remarked, ‘It’s for you, Nalini.’ He had shopped for me!
Once the shock of the announcement wore off, curiosity took over. I peeped into the bag and saw three packages. One was a white cake box without labels, the second was a can of some sort, and the third was a soggy paper package... ice cream? The only way to be sure was to take out each item and check. I was loath to do that with his watchful eyes trained on me.
Was this the ritual fattening before the sacrifice?
‘I bought rasgulla, butterscotch-blueberry ice cream, and peach vanilla cake,’ he volunteered.
My breath caught in my throat. Those were the exact treats I craved, the precise items I had planned to ask Superman to arrange for me. Had I spoken my desires aloud? How did the Creep know exactly what I wanted?
I realised I had more to fear from him than I had previously believed.
Once again reading my face accurately, he launched into an explanation. ‘You are a Bengali, so I assumed that you would like rasgullas. You were eating ice cream to mourn Piyush, so I thought you might want some to celebrate as well. The flavour I chose is unusual but try it—it’s my favourite. I know for sure you will relish the cake because you were eating the same flavour when I met you two days ago.’
He had noted what flavour cake I had been eating! He was that attentive! He had a favourite ice cream, and I was craving the same flavour! This was creepy. What felt worse was his need to butter me up. Celebrating? What exactly was I supposed to be celebrating? I decided to begin there.
‘So, when am I to learn my reason for celebrating,’ I muttered.
‘Let me enjoy this moment a little more, Nalini. You have brought so much drama into my investigation. I will miss it a lot. So let me savour the moment, please.’
Unable to make head or tail of what he was saying and not wanting to seem overeager, I stayed quiet. At least he expected me to celebrate when I heard the news. With that reassuring thought, I sat back stubbornly, curbing my urge to ask more questions.
He glanced at me now and then and grinned. His silly smirk was getting on my nerves. I resolutely kept my face averted and made a show of not noticing. He loved my reaction, and his beams became broader and more enthusiastic. The drive was horrible and took forever. At last, he parked outside my door. 
I jumped out without waiting for him to say anything. He followed me. I shoved the package into his hands and unlocked the front door. He did not complain. He entered the house behind me and placed the package on the coffee table in the sitting room. Then he made himself comfortable on the couch. I made a grand show of ignoring him.
His grin followed me as I picked up my gifts, unwrapped them, and put the cake and rasgullas in the fridge. I scooped a portion of the ice cream into a small bowl and handed it to him. Then I put a spoon into the carton and ate directly from it. Civility was wasted on him.
I chose a cosy corner on a sofa, stretched out my feet on a footrest, and gorged. Two could play this game. He had better spill the details without my asking. I knew he would. He had blinked first in the staring game too. That had brought him all the way to my house to drop me. So I knew I would win this vigil too.
I was right.
‘Nalini, the CBI has dropped all charges against you,’ he said.
I almost choked on my ice cream. He saw my reaction and the infuriating snicker reappeared. ‘You heard me right. You are no longer a suspect in Piyush’s murder. We have dropped all the charges. Those papers you signed were for your official release.’
By then, I had recovered somewhat. ‘Just like that? What changed your opinion?’
‘The poison in Piyush’s system was from another kind of datura.’
I could only stare. He had let me go because the poison had not come from my backyard. It sounded too good to be true. ‘Why are you so sure that I did not get it from someplace else? Datura is easy to find,’ I said anxiously. I had to know.
‘My my, you liked prison, did you?’
‘Humph,’ I replied, concentrating on the delicious ice cream.
‘If you want, we can re-open your grandparents’ case. I am sure with some effort I can pin that on you.’
‘I am sure you can. You stuck one case on me, another should be easy enough,’ I replied flippantly. I somehow knew he was joking—or did I hope he was?
‘Any other officer would have taken exception to your attitude,’ he replied, seemingly in no hurry to tell me what I was dying to know.
‘Any other officer would not have harassed me without getting his facts right, in which case he would have had no need to hound me.’
That snigger again! ‘If you think I was harassing you, then you have not met hardliners in all your criminal days.’
I wanted to wipe that irritating smile off his face. He was getting under my skin. ‘So you are a junior guy. No wonder you messed up initially,’ I gloated.
Heading towards the door, he gestured that I should remain seated and that he would let himself out. ‘I know that you aren’t the killer because Piyush wasn’t the target. We have caught the actual killer.’
‘We have caught the actual killer’ rang through my head many times before I realised what I had heard. Someone else had killed Piyush, and that person was in custody. My entire body froze. I was numb with shock when the Creep’s voice broke into my trance. 
He was facing me, but from his stance I could tell he was uncomfortable. He wanted to say something to me but was fumbling to find the right words.
After a few seconds of indecision, he said, ‘I just wanted to apologise for any... mmm... distress I might have caused you. I know that you have had a traumatic life and that you loved Piyush in your own different way. I also know that at this time of all times you needed your space, and my investigation and I were a nuisance to you. I was doing my duty, but perhaps I should have secured more evidence before arresting you and putting you through hell for something you did not do.’
I blinked. I had learnt to accept that the Creep’s actions were unpredictable. But an apology! That caught me off guard. Goodies and atonement—the Creep was turning out to be a mushy-hearted man who was way out of his depth here.
‘One more thing,’ he said. I raised my right eyebrow quizzically. There was more? Unbelievable! ‘The shameful incident at the prison cell that night—it should not have happened.’
How did he know about the incident? Had Superman told him? Unlikely, I thought. He was too busy rescuing people like me. So how did he know? Then a thought sneaked into my head. Was he referring to me crapping my pants? My eyes automatically squinted in suspicion. I was far from trusting this man.
‘I conducted an enquiry and punished the perpetrators. They will never repeat it with any other inmate.’
I was relieved. He was not referring to my stinker. Still, there seemed to be little that had happened to me that he did not know about. It was positively Creepy!
‘You should not have had to endure those things. I have also ensured that the police personnel on duty that night were suspended. They should have stopped the attack. You should press charges. I will do what’s needed at my end.’
I was beyond shocked. I listened open-mouthed, ice cream all but forgotten, until something wet and slushy dripped onto my dress. I recovered disgustedly.
‘So, my apologies for the way my department and I have treated you and for all the mental agonies you have had to undergo because of it.’
I nodded rather stiffly at him, and he responded with a curt nod on his part. Then he turned around and smartly stepped out of the house, closing the front door behind him.
◆◆◆
 
He had left without disclosing the killer’s name. But he had been right in guessing that I would be in the mood for partying. After polishing off the ice cream, I dug out the cake and turned on the television to get the blow-by-blow account of how the actual murderer was caught.
For the second time in less than an hour, I almost choked.
Pakhi’s face was plastered across the TV screen. The headline read: Bharat Desai’s daughter arrested for murdering husband, Piyush Gokhle!




Chapter 25

It was 6:00 a.m. on Friday, February 19, and I was already awake and restless to go for my walk. For the millionth time I wondered what other atrocious things this pregnancy would make me do. I still did not feel happy about having a baby of my own and rearranging my life for it, but I no longer hated my unborn child.
I wondered what Pakhi was doing in prison. She would most likely be out on bail. Superman would be efficient in the matter. He’d got me out without breaking into a sweat. He would do the same for her. I was thankful, though, that he had not come to me for a character certificate as he had gone to her on my behalf. I had wondered if he would and dreaded the moment.
I noticed the birds and the blooms on my walk. It was actually quite a colourful neighbourhood. My forced sojourn in the mountains had reacquainted me with nature and its immense beauty. I had finally reconnected with the world of flowers and scents, and it felt good. I wished I could sit at my favourite spot in my yard back home, gazing at the Kanchenjunga.
The newspaper was lying on my doorstep when I returned, and I picked it up as I entered. Putting it on the table, I went to the kitchen, made myself a hot drink, found the remote, and then settled down to a few minutes of peace—hot coffee in one hand and the newspaper in the other. Thanks to the media, yesterday I had learnt all the details about Pakhi’s evil plan. The shocking details left me wondering if any of the sweetness for which she was famed was even real.
Seeing the day’s headline, I almost spilt the hot coffee all over me. It read: Bharat Desai’s daughter to remain in jail.
Putting aside the coffee mug, I read the article. It explained that when Bharat Desai came to know what Pakhi had done, he had disowned her and taken his lawyer off her case. He had told the media that he would not support his daughter and neither would any other member of his family. He wanted her to remain in jail where she belonged.
In complete agreement with his stand, his supporters had praised him and pledged their unconditional support to him. They had even vowed to kill her if she ever stepped out of prison. In fact, according to the TV reports that were streaming the demonstrations live from Yerwada, angry protesters were shouting slogans against her and demanding the death sentence. Pakhi had been hastily transferred to the city’s central jail the previous night following security concerns.
Fearing for her life, she had decided not to apply for bail.
I turned off the television. I did not want to begin my day thinking of negatives. I needed to be completely focussed for what I had to do. I put away the paper and sipped my coffee, recalling pleasant memories. Then I made breakfast and got dressed. By 8:30 a.m. I was ready to face the day.
As promised, the Creep had arranged for my car to be delivered to my address. He had called and confirmed its delivery and enquired how I was holding up. This had surprised me initially, but by then I knew most of what had happened, and I realised that his earlier disdain for me had been part of his modus operandi and not a personal reaction to me.
It took some getting used to, but interacting with the real Creep... I felt funny! A caring human being had taken the place of the abrasive officer I had dealt with until then. There was an easy familiarity about him. I liked the change, a lot. 
I got into my car and set off. There was still time for my meeting, but I wanted to arrive early. As hoped, I reached with time to spare. The venue was one of the city’s most popular five-star hotels. At the plush business centre, a courteous employee showed me into a comfortable lounge. Soon, a hostess appeared and inquired about refreshments. I placed my order and then waited for the meeting to convene.
First, the quorum was established. Two items were on the day’s agenda. I did not have a role in the first but was to be a key figure in the next. It took about two hours, and by noon all formalities had been fulfilled and every handshake completed. We had an early lunch together and then dispersed. I felt like I had conquered Mt Kanchenjunga.
◆◆◆
 
I drove straight to the IndeGen offices. I knew somebody would have briefed Pandurang, and I was prepared for resistance from his side. He posed none and welcomed me back as cordially as could be expected under the circumstances.
I had asked the five others who had been suspended to be at the office by 1:00 p.m. They were already there. I issued orders revoking their suspension and gave them permission to rejoin immediately.
After all this, there was only one thing left to do—the most difficult task of the day. It was Innovation Friday and every IndeGener had been informed about a meeting at 4:30 p.m. With constant news flashes from the media and because of the technology at everybody’s disposal, everyone had some knowledge of what was happening. But leaving things unsaid or ambiguous was a bad idea. An immediate official confirmation was necessary.
◆◆◆
 
As I walked into the jam-packed, massive food court, I remembered another meeting held here a few months ago. Piyush had been at his charming best that day. He had announced IndeGen’s plans for an IPO, and the ensuing celebrations had extended late into the night.
Today’s meeting was happening in a different mood. As was the practice, food, drink, and music had been arranged for the audience. But I doubted if this meeting I had called would end in a party.
I arrived on time. As I approached the dais, a distrustful hush fell over the people I passed. Maybe my nervousness was making me feel like an outsider, but I could not shake off the feeling. I desperately needed them to trust me if I was to secure their future and IndeGen’s. I thought about what I planned to say and fretted over how they would receive the news.
There was pin-drop silence as I mounted the stage.
As was tradition, Pandurang and Senthil were also present. They had arrived before me. One of my HR people took over the role of master of ceremonies and invited me to speak. All through the proceedings, the room remained wrapped in an eerie silence until he made the actual announcement.
‘Now, I invite our acting CEO to address the gathering. Ladies and gentleman, our new acting CEO, Ms Nalini Bose!’
A gasp went through the audience as though somebody had sucked the life out of each of them. That piece of news was unexpected. Did they hate me more now? 
Rumour mills had been rife with the news of a new CEO taking charge, but I had deliberately kept my name a secret so that there would be minimum gossip before I spoke to them myself. It was a gamble, and I hoped that I knew these people well enough to have taken the right decision. I needed their support, and for that I had to make an impact through my speech and win their trust. I hoped I was up to it. This was my first test as Piyush’s official successor. 
As for Pandurang, considering the miserable way everything was handled under his leadership, he was given the choice of remaining the chief operating officer or quitting. That had been the first item of the board meeting that morning. The second had been that of my elevation to acting CEO. He chose to stay. I knew it was only until he found something better, but I was grateful that he was here. I could use his abilities and experience.
I let the shock running through the audience subside before launching my address.
‘I know a lot has happened since the year began. It must seem like every day is springing an unexpected, unpleasant surprise on us IndeGeners. Trust me, I know that feeling. Yesterday morning, when the CBI escorted me off the campus, I thought I was being arrested. And today, I am here addressing all of you.
‘Last year, in this same room, Piyush Gokhle—our founder CEO—thrilled us all with the news of IndeGen's plans to go public. And today, we stand here and he is no longer with us. In the past one and a half months, a lot has been written and said about him, about me, and about our family here at IndeGen. The manner in which the truth came out, the circumstances under which we have had to deal with it—everything has been difficult for all of us.
‘I want to take this opportunity to come clean. IndeGen has always believed in being forthright and honest with its people. It is in our DNA to never forget our roots, to love our people and our work.
‘Our founder CEO, Mr Piyush Gokhle, interviewed me for my first position here as HR trainee.  
‘During the interview, he asked me many questions that seemed inappropriate to me. Instead of telling him what to do with his questions, I shocked him with bold answers. Throughout my life I had been considered a bad girl, and I knew exactly what irked people the most. I showed him my bad side so I would not have to work here.
‘Trust me, I did not want this job. The office was a tiny two-bedroom house that was smaller than the servants’ quarters on my grandfather’s estate where I grew up. The people here were dressed neatly, and tidy was not in fashion as far as I was concerned.
‘My interviewer, Mr Piyush Gokhle, looked like a nerd, and I avoided people like that big time. In all respects, IndeGen was too big a name for its actual size and I wanted no part of it. I was only attending the interview because my college insisted on it. Otherwise I would never have bothered to turn up. 
‘He asked me if I had a boyfriend, to which I replied that I preferred men; boys were too immature. He did not even blink at my reply. Then he asked me how my parents died. I told him that I had killed them. Again no reaction! He asked me if I did drugs. I replied that I did more than just drugs, if he knew what I meant. Once again, stone face! He asked me why I wanted the job. I told him that I did not want it at all. Even this did not ruffle him.
‘He told me to give a dishonest answer to the next set of questions. He asked about my favourite colour. I said “black”. I was wearing black that day. He did not comment. He asked me if IndeGen would ever become a billion-dollar company. I thought about it and replied that it would not if I joined. Then he said he was offering me the job and asked me how much salary I expected. And do you know what—I did not know what to say!
‘If I lied and told him no salary, would he assume that I wanted to work here and the salary was the only problem? But if I said something outlandish like one lakh rupees a month, would he assume that I would settle for a low package? Which fresher wants a low-paying job? I was in a fix, and I had to ask him if he wanted an honest answer or a dishonest one for that question. He laughed and told me the interview was over.
‘He got up from his seat, shook hands with me, and apologised for his inappropriate questions. He told me that he had put the same questions to all the candidates, irrespective of gender, and I was the only one who had replied without getting worked up. He said that he needed a person who could take on problems head-on and think rationally when angry.
‘He had riled me up first with his obnoxious questions and then asked me about the salary, for which I needed to think before responding. Despite being furious, I had not shot out an answer without thinking. He said that because of this I was selected and could join if I wanted.
‘The rest, as you know, is history. Piyush and I had an unconventional beginning and our unconventional relationship has been plastered all over the media these past few weeks. No matter how it all happened, the truth is we have all lost someone we trusted and cherished. He was the person who had been driving IndeGen’s success from the beginning.
‘Today he is no longer with us. He was taken away unexpectedly and too early. We miss his presence every day, in everything we do. Sadly, we have to learn to cope without him now. The times are just as he predicted. Today we face many questions that make us angry. This is exactly that time which Piyush told me about in my first interview—when everything seems wrong—but we have to respond and not react. We have to act rationally.
‘For me, life has always been unorthodox, so what anyone says about me is inconsequential. But it matters very much to me what you think of yourselves and of your roles here as IndeGeners, because we are one family.
‘No matter how it seems to the outside world, every single one of us was handpicked because of two—only two—reasons. One, we are the right persons for the job and two, because we are the best fit for this company. Our presence in this family makes the other IndeGeners work better.
‘I want to know if you feel differently. Does anyone doubt that they are in the right place? Are you proud of being an IndeGener?’
‘Yes,’ came a loud reply, but I wanted more.
‘Are you happy being an IndeGener?’
‘Yes,’ was a little louder this time.
‘Are you ready to show the world what it means to be an IndeGener so that they can eat their words and swallow all the bad language they have used for us in the last few weeks?’
‘Yes!’ Still louder and stronger. The echo lasted a full ten seconds, I noted.
‘Are you the IndeGeners who will make Piyush Gokhle wish he had lived a little longer?’
Some smiles accompanied the loud ‘yes’ this time.
‘Can I count on you to come to work on Sundays as well?’
A few yesses sounded then trailed off when they realised to what they had agreed. I smiled at them and said in a playful voice, ‘I was only checking to see if you were listening before answering.’
Now there were laughs, smiles, and a few sheepish grins from those who had said ‘yes’ without thinking.
‘Now, I’d like to say what I really came to say today. Are you all ready to hear what I have to say to you as your CEO?’ I asked, smiling.
The ‘yes’ that they shouted almost blew the roof away. I was happy. Now was definitely the time to speak my mind.
‘Fellow IndeGeners,’ I began, as Piyush always did, and the claps that followed those two words brought tears to my eyes. It was as though Piyush’s blessings were with me, and somehow I had won the respect of my family. It felt surreal. ‘Fellow IndeGeners,’ I said again with a smile. ‘We had planned for an IPO in the second half of this year, and, with some effort, we can still make it happen.’
More clapping and cheering now. ‘Don’t get carried away just yet. We will proceed only if it makes economic sense by then. Otherwise it will have to be postponed.’ A sigh went through the audience. ‘Don’t give up like that. Ask me what needs to be done to keep that timetable intact. That’s how IndeGen needs to think.’
Everyone became alert. They had not expected me to say that. They knew me as an HR person, not as a business strategist. Even I was surprised by my confidence.
‘Our first challenge is to make this quarter count. A month and a half have passed but we still have one and a half months left. Is our glass half full or half empty?’ I shouted.
‘Half full!’ came the resolute response.
‘Let’s make every day count and make this quarter just as spectacular as we had initially planned. Implement every strategy that was discussed, hashed out, and planned, and adjust timelines suitably. Make sure that we meet our target for this quarter.
‘Leave the external factors like bad publicity and other unexpected matters to me. I will make sure that we deal with them firmly and effectively. When we come out of this quarter, we will be on track for our IPO at the year-end. That is our goal and we will achieve it, right?’
‘Yes,’ they replied with full enthusiasm.
‘The second thing I want to say is actually a reassurance. I know that in spite of my brave words the thought must have crossed your minds. I had told the board that our most capable and trustworthy founder, Piyush Gokhle, was ill-suited to be CEO for the IPO. If he was not good enough, how is this HR lady, Nalini Bose, suitable?
‘Your fears are correct, and I agree with you. This role of CEO that I have donned is only temporary until we identify someone who is as ideal as each of us for our family. This whole fiasco that we have all endured has taught us how fragile our image is. So when we induct a new CEO, it will be with the utmost care.
‘Only that person who will merge into our fabric seamlessly will be chosen, and I will leave no stone unturned to find the right person. I hope you believe that much at least about my abilities. Didn’t we find each other?’ I asked, and everyone smiled in agreement.
‘I also want to say a few words about our able COO, Pandurang Tikre, who has donned many hats these past few weeks. He has been CEO, COO, HR head... he has been burdened with too many roles and ambushed from God knows every direction. 
‘Pandurang has been with us a long time, and he has been outstanding throughout. That is also the reason he is not CEO instead of me. Others can do my duties, just like Hemanth did a few minutes ago... thanks, Hemanth,’ I said, smiling at my colleague who had taken over my traditional role of master of ceremonies. Claps broke out.
‘But what Pandurang does—dealing with clients, handling vendors, scouting for new business—I don’t think there is another person who could do it better. Is there?’
‘No,’ came the happy response this time.
‘So, Pandurang will continue as our able and sturdy chief operating officer.’ There was a round of applause, this time for Pandurang.
‘Good, with that settled, let me just say two of the most difficult things I have to say today. One is, rest well this weekend, because to keep our timeline intact we will have to work twice as hard in the coming weeks. We all know Pandurang can be quite a slave driver, and he has his mind set on it this time.’ Pandurang nodded in agreement, and the audience gave a collective, good-natured sigh.
‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you. The other difficult thing I have to say is—thank you!’ I smiled. ‘Thank you for being you and for being an IndeGener. I assure you that this is and will always be the most accurate career decision each one of us has ever made. It is already true for me. I know it will be the case for each of you. So thank you!’
Cheers, stomps, and claps all broke out at once, and, as was the IndeGen tradition, the speakers sprang to life with a blast of foot-thumping music. Pandurang came forward and shook my hand looking stunned and grateful. He had not expected me to mention him, let alone praise him in spite of his goof-ups.
I had spoken the truth, and the audience had understood. The matter had been settled as smoothly as that. He also had respect in his eyes. Maybe he was finally seeing the merit in my elevation to the top job. I hoped so.
Senthil also came and shook hands warmly. He too had respect written all over his face. As I stepped off the dais to mingle with the crowd, many IndeGeners came forward to congratulate me. Every face had hope and happiness written all over it. Everyone believed in me.  
There was no judgemental look nor were they doubtful. They believed that everything I had said was possible. They were with me, just as they had been with Piyush. It was a heady feeling. It was also an emotion I could get used to.




Chapter 26

It was well past 7:00 p.m. when I escaped the party atmosphere that engulfed the food court the moment I ended my talk. Everyone wanted a piece of me. Some wanted to congratulate. Others wanted to discuss strategy or other important matters. It felt wonderful. I had to dance with at least a hundred people before I could politely excuse myself from the place.
The party was still on, though. Now that they had finally let go of their fears for their jobs and income, they could be just as happy as they had been before Piyush got himself killed.
From the food court, I headed straight to his office. It was mine now, but for me that cabin would always remain his. I wanted to spend time alone with his memories and make sense of everything that had happened.
On the way, I met many IndeGeners who could not fit into the food court and had watched my address at their workstations. More handshakes and congratulations ensued. I politely dealt with each of them. I was exhausted by the time I reached the ground floor office of the CEO.
It was dark inside and I switched on the lights as soon as I stepped in. I stopped dead in my tracks. There, tears running down his cheeks, head resting on the table facing Piyush’s chair, was Chirag. He was weeping like a child, and I did not know what to do. From my heady bliss I was suddenly dumped back to reality, a reality in which there was a grown-up child who was Piyush’s brother-in-law—a person I loathed.
The second he saw me, Chirag rushed to me, expecting me to console him. What was I to say to him? How much did he know? What did he expect of me? He hugged me and cried his soul out—for his dead brother-in-law, for his jailed sister, and for every loved one who had left him.
I felt sorry for him. He had lost his mother, his sister, his brother-in-law... worse still, he did not understand what had happened. There was little for me to do but console him. A few minutes later, someone came to fetch him. His car was ready to leave. He wanted to stay. His eyes implored me, begged me to stop him, to ask him home. For a moment, I thought it would not be too bad to take him home with me.
Then I remembered that he was Bharat Desai’s son, and that stopped me. I had no illusions about what that man thought of me. It was best that I backed off. I hoped that like all children, Chirag too learnt to forget his trauma.
After he left, I felt sad and lonely. In all this mess, I had not once considered his plight. Everything had happened because of him. I hoped he never found out the truth. It would devastate him. I cursed Pakhi and her devious mind. She was responsible for the entire mess. But remembering a recent press conference her father had given with her sons, I also pitied her. Her world was miserable compared to mine. It was a thought I had never dreamt that I would ever have.
◆◆◆
 
I sat down in Piyush’s chair. I needed to sit, having been standing for over three hours. To take my mind off Chirag, I checked my mobile for messages. There were many from people in whom I had no interest whatsoever. Then I spotted one from the Creep.
How my opinion of him had transformed over the past twenty-four hours! He was the reason I was free. He had sent his congratulations. I replied with thanks.
Merely arresting me had not satisfied CBI officer Avinash Choudhary. He had kept the investigation open and explored every angle of Piyush’s murder. He had left no stone unturned, literally.
I became the primary suspect because of the way he was briefed when he took over the case. He immediately came home to meet me. My sassy attitude irked him, and he pursued the case with even more aggression. That resulted in his discovery of the plants in my backyard and my subsequent arrest.
He was apparently very thorough, so he had sent the samples of datura from my backyard for matching with the sample found in Piyush’s blood. The tests took a while, but the samples did not match.
He also investigated every IndeGener who had been on the trip with us. That was how Manav got red-flagged, and his cover was blown. But he was not the only one who raised the Creep’s suspicions. Sukhbir was another.
Though a loner with an average job, Sukhbir appeared to be loaded beyond his means. His disproportionate income caught the Creep’s attention. The neighbours claimed he was a model citizen, but the Creep wasn’t fooled. He set his team on Sukhbir’s trail.
In the meantime, he went to the resort, collected evidence from all the rooms we had occupied, dug into the marshes, and found the tainted watch. He also found how the datura poison entered Piyush’s system.  
An orange juice canister found in Piyush’s room had contained the poison. 
The unexpected leak of sensitive information about the past and personal lives of the five IndeGeners to the media triggered the Creep’s suspicions. He was sure that nobody from his team was to blame. But someone was.
From his sources, he obtained a copy of the anonymous email message that had contained the incriminating evidence against the five IndeGeners. The email had been sent to the media immediately after the watch was found. Sukhbir had sent the email. Why?
The Creep questioned him about this. At first he resisted but when presented with the evidence against him, he spilt the beans. He admitted that he had emailed at Pakhi’s behest—sweet, sugary Candy Floss. On further questioning, he admitted that he had been working for her on the sly.
He had an ugly secret about which nobody knew: he had embezzled money from one of his previous employers before shifting to Pune. His silent, shy manner served as a brilliant cover. After one or two attempts, people left him alone to his devices. Discussions about his past never came up.
One of Bharat Desai’s henchmen had tipped off Pakhi about Sukhbir. She used the knowledge to blackmail him into getting inside information on Chirag’s work at IndeGen. For this, she paid him handsomely. His most recent task had been to share the documents pertaining to the other IndeGeners with the media, which he had done. He had received payment for that too.
How I had misjudged him! I could not expect a 100% score on all hires, but I had personally vetted Sukhbir and yet had missed the telltale signs. I was not ready to forgive myself yet, considering what all I had lost.
The Creep had already been keeping an eye on Pakhi. As the victim’s wife, she was also a suspect. She appeared to be the perfect wife and daughter. She had told him that she loved Piyush even though she knew that he was unfaithful. She had informed him that the circumstances of their marriage were acceptable to her and that she was happy.
Everything was too good to be true. So he had kept a close watch on her.
When Manav had said that five of my potential CEO candidates were politically connected, he had them all checked out. One of them was a Bharat Desai loyalist and Pakhi’s good friend. That immediately raised suspicion. He kept all five under his scanner.
Bharat Desai’s candidate was qualified for the job and had known Piyush too. He had been present by the family’s side at Piyush’s funeral, and Pakhi, the grieving widow in white, clearly trusted him. Was something going on there? 
The Creep found all the different angles to the whole conspiracy utterly confusing. Why would Pakhi want to disgrace the five IndeGeners? She didn’t even know them personally. Her willingness to give me a character certificate was another bewildering fact. Was she doing all this to misguide the investigation? What was her secret? He was desperate to find out. 
Shooting in the dark, he spoke to Chirag about everything that had happened that night. During their conversation, Chirag told him that he had exchanged his favourite orange juice in return for Piyush’s watch. He said that Piyush wanted to give him his watch for free, but he could not accept it because it was a favourite of Piyush’s. To make the exchange fair, he had given Piyush his favourite item: orange juice. Their transaction had thus become a fair transfer.
This piece of news stunned the Creep. The poison had been in the juice—Chirag’s juice! This meant that he was the intended target. Nobody had imagined that possibility. Why would anyone want to kill Chirag? He was only a child.
The Creep probed further and tried to find out more about the juice from Chirag. He was happy to talk about it. Realising that Chirag had been the intended victim, his lawyer, who was present during the questioning, encouraged him to reveal more. Innocently, Chirag told the Creep that his sister always packed orange juice for him, and, like a good boy, he always drank it fully. The only thing he threw away was the Tetra Pak carton it came in.
On the way to the resort, he had accidentally opened the carton of juice but was in no mood to drink it. Piyush had found a container to pour it into so that he could drink it later. That was the canister later found in Piyush’s room. The accusing finger was pointing dramatically at Pakhi, but the Creep was still unsure of her motive. Why would she want to kill a brother who was almost a son? 
Since his statement was recorded in the presence of his family lawyer, the Creep felt compelled to question Pakhi. He spoke to her too in their lawyer’s presence. She denied any knowledge about the datura in Chirag’s juice and seemed genuinely distressed to learn that he had been the target.
All this had happened late Wednesday evening.
In the meantime, his team dug out a valuable piece of information: Bharat Desai had officially registered his will a few months before. In the will, he had bequeathed his entire estate to his son, Chirag, and after him to his two grandsons.
Pakhi could continue to live in the house for as long as she wished, but she could not sell it. She would receive a monthly income to sustain her lifestyle. She stood to inherit her mother’s jewellery and other smaller properties, but the bulk of her father’s wealth was to be Chirag’s and thereafter her sons’.
The decision to exclude Pakhi from the will appeared harsh, forcing the Creep to wonder if she was unhappy with the arrangement.
He requested a meeting with Bharat Desai, who replied that he was too busy. The Creep was not one to back off easily. He informed the minister that his son had been the actual target of the murderer. That was enough to grab his attention. He agreed to speak to the Creep right away.   
They met at the airport where he was waiting to board a flight to the national capital. He was in a hurry so only questions pertaining to Chirag’s wealth were posed. He admitted that he had left a huge chunk of his wealth to his son. He nonchalantly commented that sons were the torchbearers of one’s family. Daughters were not.
It was his fate that his son was mentally slow, but he was still a son. While his daughter was sharp, her rightful place was in her husband’s house. He proudly declared that even though she was part of her husband’s family now, he had included her too in his will and had ensured that everything went to her sons after Chirag’s passing. In his opinion, he was doing her a favour by embracing her sons.
Armed with this information, the Creep boldly approached Pakhi. This time, he accused her of wanting to kill her brother out of bitter jealousy. He asked her about Bharat Desai’s will and she continued to maintain that she was fine with everything. The tipping point was the inflammatory recording on Piyush’s watch.
He played the audio piece for her, and she was unprepared for it. It undid her faster than even he had hoped. Apparently she could not stop herself from cursing Piyush for being a cheating bastard. She even said that all men were alike. They were leeches in her life, just as Chirag was. She did all the hard work, managed the house, cared for Chirag, supported her father’s political campaigns—and still to her father she was not family.
Chirag would always be a child, but despite that he was his father’s son—his pride and joy. He was entitled to all his father’s property and good wishes. Her father, she claimed, was even willing to embrace her children because they were boys, but he refused to give her the same respect.
At home, everything was done to suit Chirag’s needs. When he had to stop school, she too had to quit. Luckily for her, she had cleared her tenth-grade exams by then. Sadly, that had been the end of her education. Even the food prepared at home was always as per the taste of the boys and men.
For marriage, her father found a man who needed money so he could be forced to give his son a job and a stake in the company. Chirag, in those days, wanted to work in ‘his own company,’ away from their family owned businesses. Therefore Piyush was dumped on her. It appeared she had no say in the matter.
Then Bharat Desai had done the unthinkable. He had committed his entire property to his son and after him to his grandchildren. At no point would Pakhi—the person slogging behind the scenes— ever own any of it.
That was the last straw. 
And so, she had plotted to kill Chirag. She believed that if he died on an official trip, no one would suspect her. Her plan backfired and her husband died instead. After that, everything spiralled out of control and none of her diversion tactics meant to highlight likely suspects— issuing a character certificate for me, leaking my team’s past to the media, etc.—were enough to save her.




Chapter 27

Once he had recorded her confession, the Creep wasted no time in getting an arrest warrant. Though the news of her arrest spread like wildfire, he kept her original plot a secret, even from her father.
When he heard of his daughter’s arrest, Bharat Desai returned to the city in haste. The scene I witnessed at the CBI office on Thursday was the immediate consequence of his arrival in town. Later, when he learnt that she had intended to murder his only son, he reversed his stand.  
He refused to arrange bail for her. In fact, he was batting for her to get capital punishment. He was playing every card in the book, even Chirag’s state of mental health, to achieve this goal. 
I felt sorry for Pakhi. She had grown up in an environment where she was always unwanted. I understood that. I had endured the same rejection.
But we dealt with the situation in different ways. I had rebelled and broken free. She had endured until matters became unbearable. She became a criminal. She killed somebody.
This morning, seeing the news made me realise that no matter how wealthy and modern she appeared, her life was more backward than a regular person could imagine. Many men and women in her community were supporting Bharat Desai and had issued a fatwa of sorts against her. I feared for her. Someone or the other would surely kill her if she came out.
Jail, it seemed, was the safest place for her right now. She too must have come to the same conclusion because she had decided not to apply for bail.
◆◆◆
 
My phone beeped. The Creep had replied to my message. He wanted to know if I was free to grab dinner. I was free, but was it in my best interests to go out with the man who was investigating Piyush’s murder?
On second thought, maybe the idea wasn’t all that bad. He trusted me, and I knew his weaknesses. It was okay, I decided. I replied in the affirmative and then headed to the restroom to freshen up. I wanted to look good... much better than I felt! 
One last time I thought about Pakhi, the woman who had given me a character certificate. The woman whose personality was as flawed as mine when examined in the right context. All these years she had worn a mask, the mask of Candy Floss, ever so sweet and understanding. Today her face was bared and the ugly truth beneath starkly visible. She had lost the one refuge she had had all these years: her mask of being the sweetest one. 
I stared at my reflection in the mirror. Pakhi was in jail and she would stay there. I was now CEO and was soon to have a baby: Piyush’s baby! This was not the time to remove my mask. True, it had slipped a little in the past month or two, but now it was back in place more firmly than before. This was not the time for people to meet the real Nalini Bose.
They should never meet the Nalini Bose who didn’t care two hoots about anything that did not result in her own well-being. The Nalini Bose who thought nothing of leaving ropes lying around for old people to stumble to their death. The Nalini Bose who could drug her lover, make him an addict, and maybe even assist in his murder. The Nalini Bose who could engage in a relationship if it served her purpose.
The dark, conniving, real Nalini Bose hidden beneath the smiling, aloof CEO whose passion for her company and her job inspired people to outdo themselves. The street-smart devil who still had links to the underbelly of law and abuse.
That Nalini Bose had to remain hidden beneath the twenty-first-century woman who lived life on her own terms and flaunted it proudly.
That was my mask.
Tucked away in a safety deposit locker was a document that bequeathed Piyush’s IndeGen shares to me. A few months ago, when a crisis hit us and we needed money, Piyush had done the unthinkable. He handed me his shares and asked me for money in return. I told him that there was no need for the shares. I would lend him the money anyway.
He silenced me, saying business was not done like that. There were no guarantees in life, and there were too many sharks swimming in the seas for him to do something stupid like borrow money from me without giving me collateral. He had been wise, as always. Now he was gone, but I still had his shares and mine. It gave me a controlling stake, something bound to keep me safe in this unsafe world.
I remembered the baby. Maybe it was for the best. Most of the muck in our lives had been cleared. It would still be a bastard child, but it would learn to cope as I had and Piyush had, I hoped. Otherwise, I would find a way. I always did.
As I stood looking at myself, one thought kept nagging me. Something I could never say aloud, even to myself, lest the walls should hear and betray me.
The aspirin that had aggravated Piyush’s condition and possibly the bleeding—I had given it to him.
Piyush had been under great stress, especially after I announced to the board that he was inadequate to lead us to the IPO. My views hurt him more than I had expected. I knew it would devastate him, but I hadn’t expected him to bottle up everything. He had, though, and because of that he was constantly complaining of headaches and other pains.
I had tried to help, but he was unwilling to accept any assistance. He refused to seek professional help either. The problem was that he understood my perspective and agreed with my stand. The knowledge killed his spirit and his ability to ideate. It affected his productivity manifold and his confidence took a hit.
To ease his extreme stress, I got him a mild drug from a local dealer I knew. Instead of telling him it was dope, I told him it was a local variant of aspirin. Soon I noticed that he was taking over one tablet a day. This spooked me. The last thing we needed was a drug scandal, that too involving the CEO.
When he exhausted his last bottle of the drug, he begged me for more. Every day I made a different excuse and postponed the replenishment in the hope that he would learn to live without it. He kept insisting and also began to show some signs of withdrawal. That was when I knew that he was addicted. He had a major meeting the next day, and I needed him fit for it. So I procured a milder dose of the drug for him.
Turns out that wasn’t the best decision.
He increased his dosage. In fact, he was taking those pills as though they were candy. As a New Year resolution, I decided I would stop getting him drugs. Before leaving on our trip, I replaced the drugs with a bottle of actual aspirin. He didn’t know about the switch and must have consumed it just as he would the drug he was used to.
On that fateful night when everything went wrong, he overdosed on aspirin.
Soon after realising what was recorded on the device in his watch, he must have drunk Chirag’s orange juice. The poison’s effect would have kicked in, making each second more agonising than the one before. Worry, physical pain, high body temperature—everything must have made him take multiple doses of the only drug at his disposal: aspirin.
When delirium hit, he must have felt even more anxious and emptied the full bottle.
The dope I had him addicted to might have saved his life. While the datura poison caused extreme anxiety, the dope would have done the exact opposite. But I had switched the drugs and had given him actual aspirin this time, and it cost him his life.
If I had told him what I had been feeding him, he would willingly have stopped himself whenever craving took over. He was strong-willed and honest like that. But he would also have left me. He was anti-drugs and always had been. Even our decade-long relationship would not have survived his sentiments on drug abuse. 
So I kept him in the dark. I needed him in my life, even if he were an addict and former CEO. In my own way, I loved him.
I was prone to causing accidents for those who loved me. I had wanted to stop my grandparents from falling over the edge and had accomplished the exact opposite by sticking the rope in their path. I had wanted to rescue Piyush from depression and had made him an addict. I had effectively killed three people. Thankfully, there was no proof of that except in my conscience, which seldom showed up on a normal day.
For the millionth time, I wondered if I should come clean and tell the Creep about being the source of the aspirin. Even as I thought of it, I knew it was a bad idea. Nobody would believe that I had not plotted to kill Piyush. I had made him an addict without his knowledge, they would say. I was capable of anything, including murder. In reality, maybe I was.
I could not spend another night in that dreary jail cell with all those creepy hands feeling me up and mauling me. I had to take these truths to my grave, no matter what. If I had to be in full control of my senses at all times for that to happen, so be it.
I would give up drinking and smoking. I would pray for Pakhi to rot in jail, and I would do everything in my power to help the CBI prove what a bad woman she was.
I would do everything to protect myself, including befriending a CBI officer. I would don my mask and become the Nalini Bose people believed I was.
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Did you enjoy reading The Murder Suspect?
If yes, then please take a moment to write your thoughts about the book.
Other readers and the author value your opinion.
You can post your review on Amazon
@
The Murder Suspect
Thank you for obliging.
 
Stay in touch with the author:
 
Instagram:  @author_rani
Email: authorraniramakrishnan@gmail.com
You can also subscribe to her newsletter @ http://tinyletter.com/Rani-Ramakrishnan
Thank you!
~Happy Reading~
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