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The car was parked on the footpath at a precarious incline, like a tilted box mysteriously defying 

gravity. Its auto-cop lights blinked blankly, their sense of urgency arrested without the wails. 

  

A well-fed mongrel sat, head cocked, left ear lopped, wondering if it should rouse the other cars in 

the row; or worry the empty packet of cream biscuits the sleepy fat child had thrown last evening. 

It was twenty minutes to the Mullah's call. The air was still and heavy with unexploded moisture, 

and it was curiously hot. The mongrel panted with all its body, meditating the white hatchback's 

blinking lights. Orange. Off. Orange. Off. Orange. Off. 

  

From nowhere, a rustle of leaves turned, and the mongrel's head alerted. It looked to its right - 

where a cross between a Labrador and a street lay; its brown-sheath-eyed black face arranged 

theatrically on casually crossed paws. The lids flew open. The draft was carrying something. 

  

They cut through the early morning, street-soiled claws tapping the well-worn tar, and broke into 

a full-fledged run, heading to the site of the new construction. 

  

It was a structure with bamboo scaffolding ribs and ragged tarpaulin skin. The fickle breeze 

rushed a misleading pitter-patter as crumbs of still-drying cement fell. Outside, stood a gigantic 

concrete mixer, its mouth facing the sky like a man howling smoke rings. At the mouth, a cloud of 

flies pushed around, excited. 

  

The air was rank. 

  

Far away, the Mullah's call crackled on the tinny, far-reaching speakers. The two dogs began to 

howl. 

  

-- 
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He sat up in bed, one hand absently seeking to magnify the hole in his vest, the other rubbing an 

eye with ferocity. He hated mobile phones. He hated his job. He hated this lumpy, recently 

restuffed mattress. The only upside was, there was little else he had to hate. 

  

He surveyed his face in the palm-sized mirror that hung dangerously from a barely-in rusty nail 

atop the sink. Nearly 30, and he'd gained so much weight under his eyes. Clicking his tongue, he 

lathered his cheeks, and set to expertly reclaim his face from the night.  

  

The sky was a rich shade of gray, muffled in thick mid-July cover. His tea was hot and insipid - 

exactly how he hated it. And it was too early for the newspaper. 

  

Good morning Anil, he mumbled to himself. 

  

-- 

  

Anil covered his nose with his checked handkerchief and barked at the constables to control the 

swell of spectators. Rotund pallu-clamped joggers, diabetic fathers, and harassed mothers jostled 

to get a look. Not very deep inside, Anil felt they ought to catch a glimpse. That would teach them 

to mind their own business. At best, it would help them skip a few meals - relief their track pants 

could do with. 

  

He had been escorted to the second floor of the construction to get a bird's eye view of the 

situation. Inside the concrete mixer, a white-dusted body lay in irretrievable slumber. Male. Late 

50s, probably 60s. Of lean frame that had thickened with disrepair. Hair and moustache slicked 

icky grey-white. A fallen angel with a pasty-red halo. A chimera between sculpture and flesh, clad 

in a white but now-caked Safari Suit. That could make this erstwhile person anything on Anil's 

scale of headache intensities - a cab driver, a had-been actor, a toppled land baron, a powerless 

minister. 

  

Anil massaged his eyebrows and watched the balding building contractor have a breakdown at 

the kinder questions his constables asked. In his head, he ticked Illegal Construction off the list.  

 

The mixer driver hurried into the scene. Anil eyed him, drinking his third free coffee from the 

gossip-mongering cigarette shop owner. The driver came to him with the smell of cheap soap, hair 

still wet, clad in a filthy orange vest and blue lungi. He half-saluted and smiled, as if to say here 

was an incredible mess that, for once, he had nothing to do with. Anil nodded at him. 

 

The mixer wheezed and coughed to life. The drum groaned and turned on its belly, disturbed by 

its contents. Anil watched the men retrieve the bloated corpse. There was shouting and cursing 
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and the crumple of plastic and the snapping of wheels and the pulling of zips and the whines of 

sirens. 

 

Energy crackled in the air. Anil almost smiled at the irony. 

 

-- 

 

The corpse turned out to be a Grade 7 headache: a land baron. N. Manjunath. 68. The destroyer's 

namesake, himself destroyed. Autopsy said his undoing had been a bludgeoning in the right 

temple with a blunt, heavy object, and the impact of his landing on the mixer blade. He'd probably 

been knocked cold, and had fallen back into the mixer. Anil was nearly impressed with how his 

left-handed attacker had planned it. He smiled, despite his list of suspects being endless. Land 

thugs collected land and enemies with equal gusto. 

 

Why had Manjunath agreed to meet his assailant on the second floor of his new office-space 

venture? Why had he invoked such wrath? Why hadn't this pestilential assailant just waited a few 

more years for his liver and kidneys to fail? Why hadn't Manjunath taken his cell phone along? Why 

hadn't the arrogant killer even bothered to set it up like a robbery, leaving Manjunath's solid gold 

ring, chain, and fat-wadded wallet intact? 

 

Anil scratched his head and cleaned his nails. He needed anti-dandruff shampoo. 

 

-- 

 

He began with a walk around the house in mufti. Just as a reconnaissance. The house thronged 

with unnecessary visitors doing the rounds to curry favour with the next generation. It was a large 

duplex set in one of the expectedly more ostentatious locations in the city. Its facade was 

elegantly done, one wall snaked with creepers; another gaped with curtain-shrouded French 

windows. He counted three cars in the driveway: two luxury sedans, and a mandatory 

Ambassador. This was most likely to be Manjunath's car. Nice, Anil smiled. An old schooler. His 

poison was bound to be single malts. At some point in life, Manjunath had probably nursed 

political ambitions. 

 

Men of power made Anil scoff. Tiny dick. Tick. 

 

-- 

 

Later that evening when Anil made his formal visit, the house was deathly quiet. He rang the bell, 

and a harassed male servant answered. Deferentially, he said madam was indisposed and that the 
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masters were out sorting some affairs. He seated Anil and mechanically offered him coffee, tea, 

badam milk, soft drinks. Anil smiled and asked to meet the Ambassador's driver. And tea, please. 

 

The servant smiled, and bowed out. 

 

Minutes later, 52 year old Girish stood before him, out of uniform, a little intimidated. Anil finished 

his tea and suggested they go for a walk. Girish readily agreed. 

 

-- 

 

They walked along the driveway. Anil paused meaningfully at the Ambassador. How long have you 

been driving this? 

 

31 years sir. The only car I drove for Sahibre. 

 

What was his routine like? 

 

Sahibre retired a couple years ago. But he was a restless man, and didn't like how the young master 

handled things remotely, from office. Sahibre liked to follow up on projects on-site so the contractors 

wouldn't go soft. So, after he retired, he volunteered to only go on-site. There was no order to the site 

visits. We'd go at random, so the workers were always on their toes. 

 

How many projects are happening now? 

 

Four, sir. 

 

Hmm. Did you drive him to the new construction the day he died? 

 

Girish gauged this question carefully. Well, sir, Sahibre preferred to find his own means of transport 

at certain times, sir. 

 

Meaning? 

 

When he.. When he sought the company of women, sir. 

 

Anil pursed his lips. Woman attacker. Tick. So, why didn't he take his cellphone along? 

 

At these times, he'd preferred to be unreachable, sir. So he'd leave his phone with me. 

 

How often would he do this? 
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Hard to say sir. Once a week. Maybe less frequently. 

 

Hmm. Do you know of any of them? 

 

Girish laughed. No sir, he wouldn't ever tell me those things. But there have been rumours that he 

preferred married women. 

 

Anil scratched his chin. 

 

He was a good man sir. He'd pay us all on time. He'd never drink on credit. He was generous when he 

tipped. He would go to the temple every Friday. Every birthday, he'd visit the orphans, and throw 

them a feast. Every man has weaknesses sir. Sahibre had a few. 

 

Your Sahibre drank a lot? 

 

Oh yes sir. Every evening, at the club. 

 

And gamble? 

 

No sir. He'd tell me he'd rather spend it on the finest alcohol. And he'd drink only in the finest 

company. 

 

Anil raised his eyebrow. 

 

Other realtors sir. 

 

This was Anil's favourite part of garnering information about the deceased - finding a private 

axiom or code that a person led life by. He was thrilled, almost to admiration, that Manjunath truly 

believed in holding his friends close, but his enemies, closer. 

 

Who was Sahibre's favourite? 

 

Girish smiled grimly. 

 

Bloody hell, a politician. The headache upped to a Grade 8.  

 

You will have to give me a lead, Girish. 

 

Please give me some time to arrange for this, sir. 
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Tomorrow. 

 

Yes sir. 

 

-- 

 

Anil sat at his desk, watching Girish mumble in his cell phone. Girish reverently gave him the 

phone saying, He wants to speak to you. 

 

Hello? 

 

A thick voice boomed.  

I hear you want to talk to me about Manjunath? 

 

Yes. Who is this? 

 

Look, son, if you value your life, you won't ask me stupid questions. What you need to know is how my 

friend died. I will do everything in my power to help you, except reveal to you who I am. 

 

How can I trust you? What sort of joke is this? 

 

The voice offhandedly laughed and told someone else, Who hired this clown? 

 

Hello? 

 

I'll see you at the funeral. Girish will arrange for our meeting. 

 

The line went dead. 

 

-- 

 

The funeral was a pack of snow wolves and white doves. Manjunath's frail lovers, benefactors, 

well-wishers, and godfathers in shiny white shoes all cried. His second son, soft head freshly 

skinned, dropped an earthen pot over his left shoulder, severing all of Manjunath's worldly ties. 

Manjunath's soul was free to ascend. 

 

The air over the pyre shape-shifted and Anil thought that was how Manjunath's soul rose to come 

perch on his shoulder, cold breath tumbling down his neck. 
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For the first time, he caught a glimpse of Manjunath's wife. A mild, pleasant looking woman, clad 

in a white saree, her now-erased bindi leaving a white circle on her pale forehead. She sat 

crumpled, surrounded by chest-beating women. Her youngest son sat by her, holding her hand, 

unmoving. He watched Girish and the other house-help standing outside the immediate circle of 

the family, weeping in earnest. 

 

Where was the eldest son? 

 

Anil recognized many well-publicized faces in the gathering, and wondered which voice had 

rankled him that morning. 

 

He scowled. Asshole. 

 

-- 

 

After the funeral, Girish came to Anil. Sir, it's time to go. 

 

They headed to the parking lot. Just as Anil motioned to get into his jeep, Girish guided him by the 

elbow and got on to a Kinetic. Anil looked behind him. One clean cropped youngster looked at him 

quizzically. 

 

Girish whispered, Sir, we can't be tailed. We will all be killed. 

 

Anil nodded at the youngster. Three more youngsters casually walked off and lost themselves in 

the departing crowd. 

 

The Kinetic was rickety and old, and Girish told him it was 22 years old. A gift Manjunath had given 

him; also to run odd jobs. 

 

They weaved through a dense market, then reached a bustling locality. The only thing assuring 

him was that Anil knew exactly where he was. They came to a busy flour mill. 

 

We're here, sir. 

 

Anil looked about and almost laughed. This powerful friend was extremely intelligent. 

 

-- 

 

The machines whirred at a desperate pitch, pounding, grinding, and pulverising in turn ragi, rice, 

wheat, and chillies. The air was dense with runaway particles that made Anil sneeze, and his eyes 
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water. A few people wore their hankies in triangles over their noses and mouths. A few wore 

surgical masks. Some bustled about the machines. A few stood, as if on guard. 

 

A voice called over the machines, So, Mr. Anil. 

 

Anil tried locating the speaker. He eyed the men on a wooden bench, who looked up him with 

yellow, rheumy eyes. 

 

The voice laughed. Anil was irritated. It taunted, 

So, you're the idiot in charge of finding out who killed Manju? And you can't even find me? 

 

Anil followed the voice to the chilli grinder, and launched into a fit of sneezes and coughs. A figure 

in white stood, leaning against the grinder in a surgical mask, laughing uncontrollably. 

 

Anil tried focussing his vision through watery eyes. He sniffled and coughed. Someone switched 

off the chilli grinder. The voice continued, Compose yourself, Mr. Anil. Would you like some water? 

 

A two-masked-men wall had appeared, barricading the voice. Someone handed Anil a filthy 

bottle. He drank in great gulps and rasped, Thank you. Now please tell me, why was Manjunath - 

 

Mr. Manjunath, the voice corrected. 

 

Why was Mr. Manjunath's eldest son absent? 

 

The voice tsked. Haven't done your homework? Hmph. See, Manju's wife went clinically insane about 

20 years ago. Manju tried the best he could to care for her, be faithful to her. But, the voice 

theatrically sighed, a man wants what a man wants. So, he went to other women to satisfy his needs. 

 

And his son found out? 

 

Not bad. The voice sounded mock-impressed. Yes, Arjun found out, and confronted him. Manju 

didn't like it. So he threw him out of the house. His favourite son. 

 

Arjun's mother was okay with that? 

 

Are you not paying attention? Her mind had left her. Arjun was all right with staying out of their life, 

as long as she was taken care of. Which is how it all turned out. 

 

What about Manj- Mr. Manjunath's other sons? 
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Akhil, the second, hated his brother, and was very glad to be heir apparent. Anand, the last, is too 

young and spoiled. The idiot wants to be an artist. 

 

Anil nodded. Who were these women Mr. Manjunath went to? 

 

Not whores, if that's what you're asking. Manju had class. He only sought to woo and win over 

women of calibre. He'd pick women who'd already been filtered - women married to other men of 

stature. He met them at the club, through his clientele, the usual. Meek, lovely, simple women. Just 

like his wife. 

 

Crime of passion? Tick. 

Do you think I can meet any of these women? 

 

Why are you bent on proving your stupidity? 

 

But- 

 

Listen, these are powerful first-women who wouldn't risk this sort of bravado. They're glad their 

husbands have not found out. From the mayor's wife, to your boss' wife. Manju's seen them all. 

 

Anil mulled over this. The ghost at his shoulder was heavy. Why are you helping me? 

 

The voice sighed. I know you're smart enough to have figured Manju and I were rivals in the world's 

eyes. But together, we'd set up the whole system. We'd take turns undercutting each other.  

 

Unwisely, Anil interrupted. What about the other players in the industry? 

 

The voice hissed, What others? They all work for us. If they don’t, we send them back to whichever 

Pradesh they come from. 

 

I'm helping you, because I'm angry. Very angry. My best friend has died, and now I have to do the 

hard work of finding a shrewd businessman to start a fresh partnership with. This means, I have to 

expose myself. Few people know who I am, and that's how it must be. I need you to find that prick 

who killed him, and make him pay. I'm simply here to make you aware of the scale of your 

undertaking. 

 

Tomorrow is Manju's will's hearing. Girish will let you in. Now if you'll excuse me - 

 

The chilli grinder began churning again. A ringed hand shot out from between the two-man 

barricade to shake his. Anil took it. He thought he recognized the ruby-tongued lion. 
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Thank you f-, he collapsed into a fit of coughs and sneezes. 

 

He saw the shadow of the voice motion to Girish. 

 

Left-handed. Cross. 

 

-- 

 

He'd arrived in time to see the whole family file in. The widow, the two still-home sons. And an 

unshaven, dishevelled Arjun. 

 

Their legal advisor called the meeting to order, and read the will aloud. 

 

Manjunath had bequeathed each of his sons a handsome fraction of his huge estates. His wife got 

the lion's share, with a footnote stating she ought to have round-the-clock nursing help. After her 

demise, the remainder of her wealth would be distributed among the three sons, and to the 

orphange. He had even thoughtfully given Girish the Ambassador, and a biannual pension. 

 

Akhil looked up when the last name that was entitled to a monthly allowance of twenty-five 

thousand Rupees, and a plot of land, was called. 

 

He roughly asked the solicitors, Who the hell is Kiran? 

 

-- 

 

Arjun was dressed in a white kurta-pajama, and waited by a large French window in the first floor 

of his ancestral home. He greeted Anil evenly. 

 

I'm sorry for your loss, Arjun. 

 

Arjun smiled. How may I help you sir? 

 

I'll try to keep this as short as possible. Tell me about your fallout with your father. 

 

Arjun flinched, and laughed. Girish tells me you've heard about the terms of our parting? 

 

Yes, but I need to hear your version. 
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Appa had, on a rare day, taken me to the club. I was 19 then. He introduced me to the widow of an 

Army Officer. Something about their acquaintance made me a little uncomfortable. But I waved it off. 

Appa was a good man, and I didn't want to think of him in that way. 

 

But one day, I saw him leave the house by foot. I saw him mutter a few words to Girish, and just on a 

lark, I decided to follow him. He went to a hotel in mid-town. A nondescript place that unsettled me. 

Unsure of what to do next, I stood at a distance, and waited. And I saw the same woman follow in. 

 

I went home in a rage, and stayed up waiting for him. He came back much later that night. I 

confronted him. He flew into a rage, told me I should mind my own business. I said this was no way to 

cope with Amma's illness. He slapped me. And told me to leave the house, that he knew how much he 

loved Amma, that he could take care of Amma himself. 

 

So I packed my things, and went away to the States. 

 

Revenge. Cross. 

 

Have you come back since? 

 

Never. 

 

How do you get updates on proceedings here? 

 

Girish keeps me posted. God bless that man. 

 

All the same, Anil handed Arjun a book. It's just a formality. Please sign this; it says that I've 

questioned you. 

 

With his right hand, the freshly foreign-returned Arjun signed a graceful, long signature. 

 

-- 

 

In his confusion about the layout of the house, Anil found himself facing Manjunath's widow. 

 

Stoic was the first word that came to his mind. She would've been remarkably beautiful when she 

was young. How did Manjunath have the heart to cheat on this woman? Her kind eyes drooped 

like lotus buds, heavily drugged. She crossed and uncrossed her brittle fingers in her lap. Making 

bridges. Breaking them. 
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He brought me to a smaller version of this house when I was just 18. She said at random, referring to 

him in a plural honorific. I miss him. Terribly. I've missed him for 20 years. 

 

Anil froze. The ghost at his shoulder fluttered. 

 

We promised each other our minds, bodies, and souls. She smiled, sagely. But I broke mine first. I lost 

my mind. So, he.. He gave away his body. And now, we are tethered with one third of a promise. 

 

The ghost wept. 

 

I see him, young man. On your shoulder. Unfullfilled. 

 

Anil swallowed. He whispered, Why do you think he went away? 

 

Balance, young one. The world gives and the world takes. He went, so Arjun could come. Answers will 

come, so his soul can go.  

 

She looked at him in the eye. 

 

The world knows there is only so much our hearts can lose, and only so much our hearts can contain. 

 

-- 

 

Disturbed, Anil sat quietly before a fidgeting Akhil. 

 

Akhil cleared his throat. Anil asked absently, What was your relationship with your father like? 

 

He rubbed his shaved head. It was fine. Ever since Amma went mad, Appa's been aloof, and Arjun 

bailed. So we mostly fended for ourselves. 

 

Resentment, tick. Revenge, cross. 

Do you enjoy your work? 

 

Of course. I'm trying to interest Anand in it, but he couldn't care. Appa'd been taking his foot off the 

pedal for a while, doing the boring parts of work. So, running the show's been something that kept 

me going. 

 

Motive. Cross. Tiny dick. Tick. Anil loved a cheap thrill.  

 

How are things going to change, now that Arjun's here? 
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Akhil's face darkened. He concluded simply. They won't. 

 

Anil gave him the book. His spine tingled when Akhil reached for his breast pocket with his left 

hand, to retrieve a gold-plated Sheaffer. 

 

Akhil switched his tablet-mobile from his right ear, cradled it in his left shoulder, and while saying, 

Nothing doing, tell them to come at 9, signed an elaborate, pompous signature with his right hand. 

 

-- 

 

Anand was writing a poem about death and destruction when Akhil called him downstairs. It was 

a miracle his low-waist pants were still northward, and that he hadn’t had a fatal accident 

navigating staircases thus far. 

 

It turned out, Anand had been crying. And smoking ganja. 

 

Eyes bloodshot, Anand slurred Anil through the three paintings that lined the wall behind the head 

of the dining table. Evidently out of Manjunath's line of sight. The red painting was love and 

vibrancy, for the time when his mother was fine. The white painting was the blindness he felt 

when his mother became ill. The blue painting was the ocean of sadness he felt after her illness. 

 

Stifling a yawn, Anil gave him the book, and asked for an autograph. 

Anand flamboyantly signed a boyish 'Andy' with his right hand. 

 

-- 

 

A constable reported that on the plot entitled to Kiran, there stood a tiny, eponymous house. 

Since no one was home, he'd left a note with orders to come by at the earliest. 

 

Anil had expected Kiran to be fiesty young man with a pencil moustache and anger-glowing eyes. 

The vehement opposite of the stoned Anand. He was immersed in paperwork, when – 

 

Sir? A soft voice called.  

 

His head snapped up. 

 

She was a girl-woman. Barely 20. Big, questioning eyes set in a chocolate dusted face that wore a 

permanently tentative expression. She wore a hand-stitched polyester salwar with a confused 

patiala-churidar bottom. Her delicate dupatta covered the swell of her chest with furious purpose. 
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The edges of her ears were tinged with turmeric. She had unshaved eyebrows and an untouched 

curly-bracket upperlip. He fleetingly wondered if she'd ever been kissed. She had wiry arms that 

had probably never seen wax, and the tender hairs on her upper arms were set in whorls. The tan 

lines at her mid-upper arms were quite severe, and he could tell she didn't have a single item in 

her wardrobe that was sleeveless, and that all the blouses of her half-sarees didn't show anything 

of what promised to be a gloriously crafted back. 

 

A girl wilfully ignorant of her sensuality. Woman assailant. Tick. 

What kind of a creep was Manjunath? 

 

She stood at his desk, both hands clutching a thrift clothes' store packet, the handles well-worn 

and crushed with the weight of its contents. The letters of Saraswati Garments were fading, and 

the litany of offerings (Sarees, Salwar Suits, Blouse Materials, Dupattas, Hosieries, And 

Garments!!!) was almost weather eaten. 

 

The ghost at Anil's shoulder touched its cold fingers on his nape, and his gut murmured. 

 

Sit down, sit down, he told her. Tea or coffee? 

 

Placing the packet-concealed heavily perspiring 2-litre Bisleri bottle on the ground, she sat at the 

edge of the chair. She folded the packet on her lap. She shook her head and licked her lips. 

Strands of hair escaped her waist-long plait. She tucked them into the pins at the sides of her 

head. 

 

Anil began, So, how do you know Manjunath? 

 

Did. She quietly corrected. 

 

Anil smiled, and nodded kindly. Yes, did. 

 

She started. Her voice failed her. She cleared her throat. Anil gestured to call for water. But she 

quickly hoisted the bottle and drank in gulps. The condensation dribbled down her chin and in a 

straight, dotted line, divided her chest and connected her navel. 

 

Smiling sheepishly, she patted her lips dry with a handkerchief folded to sixteenths. She wore a 

delicate watch on her right hand, dial on her inner-wrist. 

 

He.. Well.. He was my father. She said. 
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Even-faced, he nodded. Jealousy of legitimate half-siblings. Threaten family to get a share of the 

will, or risk exposure. Revenge. Anil ticked many boxes off. W.. What about your mother's husband? 

 

Lt. Ashok Kumar. He died long before I was born. 

 

And your mother? 

 

She died last year. 

 

Oh. How? 

 

Cancer. 

 

Definitely revenge. Tick. Did Manjunath help you out? 

 

Yes. 

 

When was the last time you spoke to him? 

 

The day.. The day he passed away. 

 

Anil raised his eyebrows. Oh. In person? On the phone? What did you talk about? 

 

We met. We talked about my wedding. 

 

Fight for a place in Manjunath's will, for a happy marriage. Tick. Accomplice. Tick. Wedding? Who's 

your fiancé? Is he here? 

 

My fiancé called it off. He wanted to have nothing to do with me after.. after I came out to him and 

told him who my father was. He disappeared. Kiran's face broke. 

 

Accomplice. Finances. Cross. Oh.. I'm sorry. 

 

She was silent. 

 

Have you met any of your half-siblings? 

 

No. I don't want to have anything to do with them. I don't want his money. I just wish none of this had 

happened. I wish he was still.. 
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Legtimacy. Cross. Revenge. Cross. 

 

Fat teardrops fell onto her packet in noisy slaps. She inhaled through her mouth in hiccoughs, and 

wiped her nose. She took another swig from her water bottle. 

 

It's just a formality, but I need you to sign in this register that I've questioned you. 

 

She nodded sagely. She took the pen in her right hand, and scrawled an illegible signature in 

childish hand. 

 

Left-handed. Cross. Thank you for your time. I'm terribly sorry for your losses. If you need any help, 

don't hesitate to call. Anil said, even to his own surprise, generously. 

 

She sniffled, picked her things up, and left. 

 

-- 

 

Right after Kiran left, it began to pour. He sipped coffee, and watched from his window the chaos 

unfurl on the street below. He scratched his nose and wondered what about Kiran disturbed him. 

Why his mouth went dry, and why he felt his gut do funny things. He caught her blue-gray salwar 

darting through the crowd, rushing for cover. She tried hailing an auto unsuccessfully. Then 

looked forlornly at the swollen puddle-pond ahead, contemplating splashing to the other side, to 

the bus stop. Someone nudged her, not entirely by accident, and she dropped her plastic packet 

in the puddle. Her sorry, defeated figure bent to retrieve it, the loose strands of her hair catching 

thick raindrops, sticking to her face. 

 

Clicking his tongue, Anil picked up the keys to his Jeep. 

 

-- 

 

At first, she had refused, saying it was too far, that she'd be fine. But Anil's frown had done the job.  

 

She sat at the farthest corner of the seat, and had broken her silence only to say left, right, left, 

left. 

 

Thank you, she said, eyes welling up. 

Anil felt his heart tug. Anytime. Call if you need anything. 

 

Goodbye she said. He started the engine.  

She walked up to the small one-windowed house, set in an unkempt garden.  
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As he drove away, he watched her in his rear-view. 

The reflection keyed in the padlock with its left hand. 

 

-- 

 

The case was dropped; lack of motive, evidence, and largely, a weapon. Nobody but Anil was 

penalized. He'd earned a transfer to a leech-infested soppy wet hilltop where he'd be reduced to 

the function of an estate-keeper. 

 

He gladly handed back his uniform, sold his lumpy mattress, packed his few things, and booked a 

one-way ticket. 

 

And he called on his only accused, just to know the ending. 

 

-- 

 

Kiran answered the door calmly, in jeans and a kurta. Her skin glowed, her eyes were bright. 

 

She welcomed him warmly. The house, despite being tiny, was neat. She seated him on a cane 

chair, and sat across. What brings you here, sir? She asked without irony. 

 

You can call me Anil. I'm no longer a policeman. 

 

She smiled to herself. No, I insist. Coffee, sir? I'm afraid there's no tea. 

 

Sure, he shrugged. She busied herself in the open kitchen, humming. He looked at the bare walls 

and let his eyes linger on the little shrine of Shiva with a single lamp burning at it. Anil didn't know 

what to make of this cold-blooded murderer who seemed so at peace with herself. The ghost at 

his shoulder shuddered. 

 

So, why'd you do it? He called. 

 

Do what? She asked coyly, setting the two cups of coffee on the little table at the center of the 

room. 

 

Why did you kill your father? 

 

She sipped her coffee. And inhaled deeply.  
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Because he threatened to stop my wedding and kill my fiancé. 

 

You could've run away. Sought police protection. He half-heartedly suggested. 

 

She smiled at his admitted naiveté. 

 

Why did you do it? 

 

She bit her lip. Minutes passed. Sir, he wanted to kill my fiance, because he wanted me. He was 

forcing me to be his.. 

 

Anil had suspected this. His voice heated, So, why didn't you say this in court? You would've been 

innocent because this was in self-defence! 

 

Sir, if I had admitted to the crime in court, I would’ve been killed right outside of it. 

 

This was true. He sipped thoughtfully. How did you do it? 

 

I proposed meeting him at the new construction, alone, so we could talk. I wanted to reason with 

him. He readily agreed. We met. I begged him to not do anything to my fiance. He made advances. 

And I.. I hit him. 

 

With what? 

 

Before we met, I'd wanted to carry something, anything to defend myself. Just in case. A knife 

would've hurt him seriously. I didn't have pepper spray, or the money to buy one. A stick would've 

looked too suspicious. So I froze water in a 2 litre bottle and took it along. 

 

Anil's eyes widened. 

 

It happened so quickly. I had insisted we stand near the edge, where the streetlights were bright, and 

I could see his face. When he attacked me, I swung the heavy bottle in his face with all my anger and 

might. It connected with the right of his head. He swooned, and fell backwards, over the open floor, 

into the mixer. He fell with a sickening sound. I waited a whole hour, shivering, waiting for him to 

come around. But he didn't. 

 

That day when I came to the station? I knew you’d be looking for a left-hander. And I was so scared of 

being found out. My gut told me to just sign with my right. But you called my bluff. 
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I was hoping it wouldn't come to this, sir. But I realized this was best. When I came to meet you, I 

carried this bottle with me. The ice took so long to melt, but it did. And I drank it all up, sir. Every last 

drop. Just like Shiva drank up the world's poison and became Neelakantha, I drank up my hatred, my 

misfortune, my sorrow. 

 

The silence amplified the analogue clock's ticking. Outside, the breeze noisily told the leaves to 

hush. 

 

She went to the kitchen to fetch water in a small tumbler, and went over to the window where a 

sawn two-litre bottle stood, a sapling planted in it. 

 

Perhaps my misery is over, she said. 

She tilted the water into the bottle. The mud bubbled, and the water seeped in pops. 

 

Perhaps it's just begun. 

 

Anil sat quietly, and felt the ghost's weight lift. 

 

-- 


