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When the girl looked at me, she asked,

‘What are you, a man or a demon?’

I replied, ‘I am a human being.’

 

From The Arabian Nights, Everyman’s Library

edition translated by Husain Haddawy
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Chapter 1

Bombay, 1950 – James Whitby 

They say that some crimes can never be forgiven.

I don’t believe that. If history has taught us anything, it’s that notions of right and wrong are a movable feast. Conquest by arms, infanticide, the burning of witches – through the ages, men have found ways to justify all manner of evil.

My name is James Whitby and I have been convicted of a crime I did not commit.

Arora came to see me today. He was dressed in his customary pale herringbone suit, with a tie so heinous it might have frightened Death away. Dark hair, slicked back, a trim moustache, and tortoiseshell spectacles. A neat little man with the grace and bearing of a pianist.

There was something different about him.

I couldn’t put my finger on it, at first, but then I got it. He was shrouded in the air of defeat, something I thought I’d never see.

He sat down beside me, set down his leather satchel, and pulled a pack of Woodbines from his pocket. Tapping out a cigarette, he lit one with a silver lighter embossed with the Statue of Liberty. He’d bought it in New York during a law symposium some years earlier.

He offered me the pack. I took out a cigarette and allowed him to light it for me.

We sat in silence for a few minutes, watching the smoke twist into slow-moving dragons in the air.

It was the day after the Supreme Court turned down my appeal.

There’s a certain irony to the fact that this man, regarded as one of the sharpest legal minds in the country, is also my sole remaining confidant. Friend would be too lavish a word. Arora is a force of nature and it’s damned difficult to befriend a hurricane.

In court, he’d proved his worth. I can’t fault him for losing. It was the case that was hopeless, not the lawyer.

There are times I look at him, this man whom I’ve come to admire, and think: is there a small corner of his heart that believes me to be guilty? He professes not to wish to know, or indeed to care. But no man is an island. No native can exist in the India of today and not feel some affinity for the political sentiments that have wracked this nation for nigh on half a century. In court, he urged the jury not to conflate the evils of empire with the crime that I was charged with. Did they heed him? I cannot believe that a coal of resentment does not burn in the heart of every Indian when faced with a man such as myself. I embody everything they came to hate. I am the ogre of their past; I am the giant with feet of clay.

During the trial, Arora made much of the fact that I too am Indian. Technically speaking. Born in Bombay, I have spent most of my life here, save for the three years I passed at Cambridge. I’ve walked the same streets as them; I’ve breathed the same air. But I will always be an outsider. Not because of the life of privilege into which I was born, but because of the colour of my skin.

Arora and I had laughed at that, the sort of hollow laugh men in the trenches share before the whistle blows.

‘I spoke with the governor’s office,’ he said, eventually. ‘He won’t receive me.’

I flicked ash on to the flagstones beneath my feet. He waited for my response but there was nothing left to say.

‘Is there anything I can get you?’ Light falling in from the barred window flashed from his spectacles.

‘I suppose a revolver would be out of the question?’

My macabre attempt at humour fell flat. He transferred the cigarette to his other hand, then placed his right hand on my forearm. An uncharacteristically intimate gesture. He did not offer me false hope. What would be the point?

When we first met, I asked him outright, ‘Can a white man expect justice in Nehru’s India?’ My question was born of anger; even then I’d felt aggrieved, resentful at the way I’d been treated. Railroaded, as the Americans might say. Indeed, there are moments when I feel like a man who’s collided head-on with a train.

He took his time to reply. ‘When I was a young man, my father sent me to London, to study law. I undertook my pupillage at Lincoln’s Inn. I was by no means the only Indian there, but we were a small group, largely ostracised by our white peers. It occurred to me then that it must be a natural thing to be treated as second-class citizens in another country. But to be relegated to the status of inferior in one’s own home . . .? That, I’m afraid, is something many Indians can neither forget nor forgive.’





Chapter 2

The mansion was partially hidden behind a screen of palm trees.

Persis drove the jeep up to the gate, then waited as the security guard, whose moustache looked as if it had recently been ravaged by fire, examined her credentials with boiled eyeballs before ushering her through. She’d been told to arrive at two. She was ten minutes early.

The Whitby mansion was one of the largest homes on the Carter Road promenade, a whitewashed enigma that few had ever been invited to investigate from the inside. A twelve-foot-high perimeter wall, topped with iron spikes, encircled the place, giving it the aspect of a better class of prison.

Parking her jeep on the forecourt, beside an alabaster fountain filled with bottle-green water and with a scarred and pitted statue of Hypatia rising from its centre, she allowed the engine to idle for a moment, looking up at the bungalow’s austere façade, a mishmash of overhanging balconies, wisteria, and pale stucco. The type of colonial edifice that, in other areas of the city, had made way for art deco apartment towers and gaudy cinema halls.

She caught sight of herself in the mirror; her forehead was sheened with sweat, her jet-black hair pulled back under a peaked cap. Dark eyes – her late mother’s eyes – looked back at her. What would Sanaz make of her now? India’s first female police inspector. How little such a label understood of her life, so often hostage to the aspirations and antipathy of others, a single woman, an only child, in a country still struggling to find its feet after independence. The British may have left, but the energies her countrymen had once directed towards revolution were now engaged in endless complaint. The country, many said, had gone to the dogs.

Which was odd because the only ones not complaining were the dogs.

She realised that a man was watching her from the doorway.

Small, dressed in white livery with gold piping, and topped by an enormous turban that swept up like the prow of a ship, he hovered beneath the arch as she exited the jeep and crunched over the gravel towards him. He looked like a busboy who’d lost his way and ended up in a pantomime version of ‘Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves’.

She was led through a hallway the size of a football field, up a flight of wooden steps lined by portraits of po-faced white men staring stoically into space, and then through a maze of corridors to a large office where an elderly white figure awaited her behind a desk wide enough to park a car on.

The man was emaciated, lost inside a dark grey suit with a tie ratcheted around a pale throat. A cadaverous face, thin-lipped, with a balding pate mottled by liver spots, and a few wisps of white-blond hair clinging forlornly to the base of the skull like the chin whiskers of a goat. For an instant, she had the impression that a corpse had been propped on a seat and left to greet her.

And then the figure stirred. ‘Leave us,’ he commanded.

The houseboy abased himself until he was practically horizontal, then shuffled backwards out of the room like a geisha, closing the door behind him.

A rattling cough shook her host. Bony hands gripped the armrests of his seat. ‘Thank you for coming, Inspector.’

‘Did I have a choice?’

She realised that the chair he sat in was a wheelchair, albeit of a more elegant design than the one her father had inhabited for the past two decades, a dark and fearsome thing resembling a medieval instrument of torture.

His pale blue eyes, beneath ghostly eyebrows, rested on her, an evaluating gaze that instantly discomforted her.

She recognised him, of course.

Charles Whitby. Industrialist. Millionaire. One of those Englishmen who’d chosen to stay on after independence; a man who, if the press were to be believed, had been at loggerheads with Nehru’s government ever since. In many ways, Whitby was an anachronism, a creature of India’s past who, for reasons known best to himself, had decided to tough it out, instead of heading for the hills with the bulk of his compatriots.

‘Would you like a drink?’

‘No, thank you.’

He rolled his wheelchair to a sideboard. Selecting a whisky from a cluster of labelled bottles, he poured himself a generous measure. She noticed that his hands shook. Palsy.

Her eyes wandered around the room, a dark, panelled affair, with an old-fashioned recessed fireplace large enough to host a wedding. On one wall, an enormous tiger skin, fangs bared, took pride of place, the beast’s glassy eyes crossed with confusion, possibly wondering what it had done to deserve such a fate; on another: a gallery of photographs, arranged in neat rows. The procession of framed prints showed Whitby as a younger man, ageing through the years, grimacing in the company of various luminaries: British and Indian politicians, members of the Indian nobility, film stars and starlets.

A dog the size of a small horse lay panting on a tasselled Persian mat. It raised its head to eye her with an appraising look as if hors d’oeuvres had just been served. Of course, Whitby had a dog. No Englishman’s castle would be complete without a hound. And a dozen native servants, all of whom ranked several places below the dog.

She held its gaze until it looked bashfully away, collapsing back on to its paws.

Returning to his spot behind the desk, Whitby sipped at his tumbler, watching her over the lip of the glass. She had the sense that he was preparing himself to speak, but needed a moment.

The lacuna forced her to revisit the reason she’d come calling on the man – her earlier encounter with Additional Deputy Commissioner of Police Amit Shukla.

Shukla had caught her outside Malabar House, intercepting her as she’d arrived at the station that morning. She’d only later realised that he must have been waiting for her.

Back in his Buick, he’d ordered his driver to leave them.

‘My father purchased this car from a departing Scotsman,’ he began, once they were alone. ‘Gandhi always said that one day we’d make our own vehicles. He was a great visionary, but he wouldn’t have known a good car if it ran him over in the street.’

She waited in silence for him to circle to his point. The cloak-and-dagger nature of the encounter intrigued her. In the short time she’d known him, Shukla had rarely indulged in subterfuge. He was the sort of man who’d happily stab you in the front. And then in the back – and sides – for good measure.

‘What do you think of them?’

‘Sir?’

‘The British. What’s your opinion of them?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Persis, in my experience, there are two types of Indian. Those who are martyrs to the past, and those willing to embrace the future.’

She coloured, wondering if perhaps he was obliquely referring to Archie Blackfinch, and the complicated equation that now defined her relationship with the Englishman. She was glad Blackfinch was out of the city on an extended tour of the provinces.

It gave her time to confront her own muddled feelings.

‘I have an assignment for you,’ Shukla continued. ‘Are you familiar with the James Whitby case?’

‘I’m familiar with the headlines the case has made.’

‘Whitby is due to be hanged eleven days from now. When that happens, he will become the first – and quite probably the last – Englishman to be executed by the Indian government.’ He paused. ‘Did you follow the case?’

‘He murdered Mazumdar. The lawyer.’

‘Fareed Mazumdar wasn’t just any lawyer. He was the lawyer Nehru’s government had employed to bring Whitby’s father to heel. Charles Whitby is a divisive figure, a man who has made many enemies over the years. Despite this, he retains a great deal of influence. I have no idea of the levers he’s managed to pull, but the order has come down that a discreet reinvestigation of the Whitby case is to be carried out.’

‘Whitby was convicted. His appeals have been denied. The case is closed.’

‘Nevertheless . . . The directive has come from the commissioner’s office.’

Realisation dawned. ‘Sir, are you asking me to re-examine the case?’

‘Asking implies a choice, Inspector.’

She startled as a leper leaned into the window, drooling at her like a mad goat, and flailing a bandaged hand.

Shukla barked at the man until he staggered backwards, to be absorbed by the early morning crowd flowing along John Adams Street.

‘The task is straightforward,’ continued the ADC. ‘Go over the case, but do not attract attention. I’m sure you can appreciate the furore should your efforts become public knowledge.’

‘I can hardly investigate without asking questions.’

‘If you proceed with caution, we can simply say that you are reviewing the case, an internal formality.’

‘What if I investigate and it becomes clear that Whitby is guilty?’

‘Then so be it.’ He paused. ‘We have a moral conundrum before us, Inspector. Do we seek justice for a man who the press has painted as the enemy, or do we allow prejudice to blinker us? Consider this: what if Whitby really didn’t do it, and the fact comes to light only after his execution? Can you imagine the repercussions if we were to hang an innocent white man?’

 

‘I suspect that you’re somewhat confused, Inspector.’

Charles Whitby’s voice drew her back to the present.

‘An explanation would help. Sir.’

‘It’s quite simple. My son is due to be executed for a crime he says he did not commit. My political contacts claim they can do nothing. Frankly speaking, they’ve washed their hands of me. It seems I don’t quite command the influence I once did.’ He bared his teeth. ‘You are my last hope. It has taken a great deal of wrangling even to secure your services in this matter. I had hoped for a full-blown investigation by more experienced officers, but beggars, it seems, cannot be choosers.’

She ignored the insult.

It was no secret that Malabar House, the smallest station in the Bombay constabulary, served as home to those who had upset the upper echelons of the force, condemned to pass their remaining years of service in a state of ignominy. But Persis had been sent there through no fault of her own, her crime far more prosaic. In the intensely patriarchal environment of the Bombay Police Service, there were few who wished to work with a creature as exotic as a policewoman.

Nevertheless, her short time at the station had seen her successfully tackle several high-profile and politically charged cases, elevating her to the status of a minor national celebrity. With fame had come plaudits and brickbats. There were many who considered her sudden irruption into the nation’s psyche to be symptomatic of a country changing too quickly for its own good, a drunken elephant on the rampage.

‘What is it that you think I can possibly discover that the original investigators missed?’

‘James, my son, is a fool. The evidence against him is . . . overwhelming. Nevertheless, it is my duty as his father to do all that I can. He is my only child. If he dies before me, then all this’ – he waved a hand at their surroundings – ‘will have been for naught.’

‘Where is his mother?’

‘She left us both when he was still a boy.’ Said matter-of-factly, yet she saw blood darken his cheeks.

‘You chose not to remarry?’

‘No. I had neither the inclination nor the patience.’

She paused. ‘If the evidence is as damning as you say it is, why do you think James deserves a second chance? Or is punishment fitting only for Indians?’

The pressure of his gaze was like a hand pushing her backwards. ‘There was a time when a native would not have dared speak to me that way . . . My son’s life is at stake. You must commit yourself to proving his innocence.’

‘I will commit myself to uncovering the truth. If that’s not enough for you, you had better call your friend the commissioner and ask him to send another lackey to do your bidding.’

He looked as if she’d bashed him in the face with a tyre iron. Finally, his head creaked forward. ‘Very well. You have eleven days. Eleven days to save James. Or, as you put it, to “uncover the truth”.’

‘I’ll need access to the original investigation.’

He reached into a pocket and held out a sliver of white card bearing the name Vikram Agarwal. ‘Liaise with my aide. He will expedite matters. Resources, funds, contacts – all that I have is at your disposal . . . I expect that the need to proceed with discretion has been impressed upon you? Should word of your investigation leak, there are those who would seek to stop you.’

‘I understand.’

‘Do you, Inspector? There are many who call me a colonialist, a man who made a fortune from the misfortune of others. I refute that description. I built a business and I did what I had to do to achieve success. But I was no better or worse than others; certainly, no better or worse than any of your own maharajas, nawabs, and nizams. I’ve had dealings with such men. Take it from me: no more corrupt and incompetent a shower has ever blighted this land.’ Anger squirmed over his pale features. ‘Many have asked me why I chose to stay . . . I’ve lived here for almost five decades. Longer than most of those who are so keen to show me the door. They want to tear down everything I’ve built. They want to steal from me in the name of reparation.’ He spat the word.

She realised what it was he put her in mind of: a hoary old dragon, sitting on a hoard of gold, breathing fire at all those daring to enter its mountain lair. She recalled reading about an unsavoury accusation levelled at Whitby, something he had done during Gandhi’s early non-cooperation-movement years that had caused a stink, setting the nationalists against him. They’d hounded him ever since, but Whitby’s influence and fortune had held them at bay.

But now the tide had turned, leaving Charles Whitby a lonely and embittered old man, condemned by his own past to live out a future that he could not accept.



OPF/clip0001.png
Calcutta 1950

@N |
i
It
. |

i

'&/,,

KIDDERPORE






OPF/cover.jpg
Indian IGW)’Er,

DENTH

7| €SSER
G Q : »

‘BRILLIANT

VASEEM KHAN





OPF/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HopDER G
sty





