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part 1

All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players…

William Shakespeare, As You Like It
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SUNDAY, 14 OCTOBER 2012
ST. MARY’S CONVENT SCHOOL, SHIMLA

The assailant was six feet tall. He had an ugly scar on his square jaw and a thick moustache above thinned, leering lips. His eyes were narrowed, his attitude threatening, as he grabbed the young girl’s wrist.

‘Back off!’

‘What was that?’

‘Baackk off!’

He gripped her wrist tighter. She turned, helpless, to the slender woman who stood a few paces away.

‘Allow me,’ the woman said, stepping forward.

‘BAACKK OFFFFFFFFF!’

The barked words boomed out, ricocheting off the walls and seats and ceiling. They drew gasps and stepped up heart rates all the way to the back of the auditorium. In the front row, the school principal, teachers and class monitors recoiled from the power and menace that was the Superintendent of Police, Shimla, as she stood there, body clenched, eyes narrowed, hand raised club-like in her would-be assailant’s face.

The assailant let go of the girl’s wrist and took several steps back.

‘That’s how you do it,’ SP Niki Marwah said, turning to her audience. ‘Loud and aggressive. You want to draw the attention of others to your situation, so they can come to your aid and send your attacker the clear message that you are not an easy target.’

Her gaze swept over the young, impressionable faces ranging in age from eleven to eighteen; it lingered on those that seemed the most timid and vulnerable. She looked directly into the eyes of a short, skinny girl who sat, wide-eyed, in the second row.

‘Remember,’ she said, ‘confidence is key – no matter how small you are or how big your attacker may be. If you repel him with confidence and fury, it will tell him that he’s picked the wrong person to mess with. Chances are, he will back off.’

She looked gravely around the auditorium, her gaze alighting on another young girl who appeared to be hanging on to her every word.

‘Almost every single assault starts with a seemingly vulnerable victim,’ Niki said. ‘Do not allow yourself to be weak. Never be a victim.’

She walked the length of the small stage, left to right and back again, her gaze engaging, nudging, exhorting. Be bold. Be confident. Be unafraid, she seemed to whisper in their ears.

‘So let’s try it once more,’ she said. ‘Loud, aggressive, as if your words are bullets that you’re shooting into your attacker’s face. One, two, three…’

‘BAAACKK OFFFFF!’ the whole auditorium thundered and this time the explosion of sound was loud enough to freeze an entire army of assailants in its tracks.

‘That’s more like it.’

The SP turned to the ‘assailant’ who was now standing back, listening to her words with an attentive and respectful air.

‘Inspector Manoj Bhargava here is a black belt in karate and a trainer with the Punjab Police Academy. He will take you through some basic self-defence techniques that I want all of you to master before you leave this auditorium. Not because Shimla is not safe, but because it is important for everyone – male or female, strong or frail – to be able to look out for themselves, to feel secure and confident wherever they go.’

Her gaze swept over the rapt faces that filled the auditorium. ‘So one last time, before I hand over to Inspector Bhargava, repeat after me: “I will never be a victim!”’

‘I WILL NEVER BE A VICTIM!’ the audience roared.

Niki smiled, handed the mike to Inspector Bhargava and walked briskly off the stage.
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Five kilometres across the valley, backstage at the Gaiety Theatre, that famous Shimla landmark on the Ridge, slender, light-eyed, stunningly beautiful Pallavi Aanand also reminded herself to not be a victim. She was smart. She was talented. She was the granddaughter of the late and legendary Shri J.S. Aanand of the multi-crore Aanand Group of Resorts and Hotels. The world was hers for the taking.

And now here she was, one of the top six contestants on Hot Chef, India’s hippest new reality show on television, about to begin its first ever shoot with a live audience, to be telecast prime time to an estimated ten million viewers.

Pallavi, born with a silver spoon in her mouth, educated at the finest schools the world had to offer, gifted with both beauty and brains, knew it was a contest she just had to win. She was destined to win. Hot Chef, and all it had to offer, was hers.

Which was why it rankled that now, in this, the most important contest, at this crucial stage, Leena Dixit would be going on first. Because Leena, not she, had won the previous round. Because Leena’s father, a decrepit old geezer in a wheelchair, had put in an appearance in the previous episode and swayed the audience vote with nauseating stories of what a virtuous cow his daughter was.

‘She gave up her seat in engineering college to look after me,’ he’d blubbered into the camera. ‘She’s been holding two jobs to support the family and pay the school fees for her brother and her sister. She calls me every night to remind me to take my medicines…’

Some girls had all the luck, Pallavi thought, disgusted. If she tried calling her father every night it would be to find a different female companion answering the phone, every time.

Pallavi straightened her shoulders and shook off the momentary stab of self-pity. No, she was not going down that bitter road again. She’d left it behind; and if there was anything she had even less time for than other people’s sob stories it was her own.

Little Leena from middle-class nowhere could go on first and enjoy her two seconds in the limelight. It would be for the very last time – if Pallavi had anything to do with it.

If looks could kill, Leena thought, as she caught the flash of hatred in Pallavi’s eyes, we’d all be long dead. She, Vicky, Shaq – even KK and Mala and Rajat. Pallavi would have annihilated everything and everyone that stood in her way – contestants, judges, directors, producers – till she alone was left standing, crowned queen of the entire universe. Or, at the very least, of Hot Chef.

But it took more than foreign degrees and deep pockets to win, Leena knew. It took hunger and pain, the pain of wanting something so desperately that it gnawed big, frantic chunks off you, as though a wild beast were trapped inside, flailing and fighting to get out. And Leena Dixit, star-crossed daughter of a disabled state government employee, knew exactly what that pain felt like.

For Pallavi, winning Hot Chef would probably mean another feather in her cap; a box ticked, a point proved, some play money to throw away on her next shopping trip overseas. But for Leena it would be nothing short of salvation. She felt the sudden flutter of butterflies in her stomach as Rajat Tripathi, the show’s charismatic host, took his position centre stage and Jimmy Zariwala, the lanky, ponytailed, openly gay creative director, mimed the countdown of the final few seconds.

Focus, Leena told herself. Cook. Cook your heart out. It’s what you love. What you live, breathe, want.

After all, food was what Hot Chef was supposed to be about, what she was all about. It was her thing, her special gift. It was what she’d been doing to perfection for the past eight weeks as she served up ker sangri in Jaisalmer and karimeen in Cochin, scooped aloo subzi into hollowed-out kachoris in Chandni Chowk, and served up patthar gosht at the Charminar and sarson da saag in Amritsar. It was what had carried her through thus far – talent and passion, and that special kind of killer instinct she’d been surprised to find lurking deep within her, which was being sharpened and honed as, week by week, the weakest links fell away. Sweet-natured Ramanna, with the crushing bank loan and the unmarried sister, had been the first to go; Puneeta, with the nervous stammer and the butterfingers, next; Vidya, who could chop an onion in five seconds but couldn’t tell her baking soda from her confectioner’s sugar, in Week Five. And now they were in mid-season, with just six contestants left, and she was amongst them.

Tonight was the much-hyped ‘Tokyo to Timbuktu’ night and each contestant was about to give the performance of a lifetime. Leena told herself, as she did every week, that while one more contestant would be eliminated before the night was over, it would not be her. She fingered the small Ganpati pendant she wore around her neck and thanked him once again for watching over her, for guiding her hand when she’d picked her cuisine last week.

She’d been called to do so in random order after Vicky had chosen Mexican; Shaq, Japanese; and Pallavi, Lebanese. The twin minefields of French and German cuisine, named on strips of paper, had still been lying curled up in the customized Hot Chef fortune cookies along with the other non-starters, Irish and Russian and, god forbid, English. But she’d managed to evade them all; when she’d opened up her cookie and read the short word printed in purple, she’d almost fainted with relief.

Thai.

Where ginger and lemongrass and red chillies ruled. She could live with that. Better still, she could create magic with that.

She watched now as Jimmy, bustling in the wings in his tight black tee-shirt and harlequin pants, mimed the final countdown. Three… two…one…

The stately curtains with their rippling fabric started to ease apart and a long, subdued roar of applause filled the historic hall.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, our first contestant. From Thane, Maharashtra, the immensely charming, amazingly talented heartthrob of millions – Miss Leena Dixit!’ Rajat announced in his Bachchan baritone, his Kapoor grin in place.

Instantly, shrieks and catcalls and chants of ‘Lee-na! Lee-na!’ filled the air.

Leena felt a shock of adrenaline shoot through her. This crowd was cheering for her. This frenzy, this fever, those handmade signs that read, ‘Leena, oh Leena, dil tu ne chheena!’ were for her. For unknown Leena Dixit, who, till just a few weeks ago, had spent her mornings in a back kitchen packing tiffins for Thane office-goers and her nights in a call centre selling insurance plans to customers in Canada. For Leena, who knew all about insulin and bedpans and catheters and living wills but very little about lights, cameras and action. For Leena, whose moment had finally come and who was going to seize it with both hands.

She stepped out into the deafening applause, her hands folded in traditional Thai greeting, a determined smile on her round, chubby face. She knew in that moment that whatever else happened she was not going to let them down.
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A few doors down from the Gaiety, up on the third floor of the historic Municipal Corporation Building, Niki sat alone in her office, wrapping up yet another marathon Sunday. Another Sunday that had fallen victim to the eternal backlog of files that sprouted like weeds no matter how often or how hard she hacked away at them. Another sunlit Sunday, when she could have gone trekking or biking or climbing instead…

Her gaze went, as it often did, to the tiny picture that sat on her desk. It had been taken just a couple of months ago in the snows at Rohtang Pass; it showed her and Ram, cheek to cheek. They had hats on their heads, scarves round their necks, devil-may-care masti in their smiles. What a trek it had been, Niki remembered, what a week, what an unforgettable experience! It had made her want to sprout wings and fly, to grow roots and stay forever in the high mountains. Instead, she had done neither. The week had come to an end in the tragic manner of all magical things. Ram had set out for a year-long Master’s in Italian cuisine that would keep him in Florence until May, and she had come back to Shimla and a mountain of paper that made the peaks at Rohtang Pass look like mere road bumps.

The price one paid for a week of romance, she sighed, as she signed off on the last set of files that Pradeep, her PA, had left her with. It had been three months since she’d seen Mom or Dad or Dadi, even though they lived barely three hours away; weeks since she’d caught up with her best friend, Kam; and several days since she’d spoken with Ram. She glanced at the clock on her wall. It was almost six. Which meant it was around 2.30 p.m. in Florence. Which meant Ram would be at the tiny ristorante where he interned on weekends, serving up bowlfuls of steaming pasta to hungry hordes of inebriated tourists. Not a good time to call…

Long-distance relationships, Niki sighed, as she sat back to gaze a moment out her window at the darkening expanse of the Ridge, where the tourists were bustling in all their sweater-clad, camera-clicking, mid-October glory. Love and leisure and the cool breeze on one’s cheeks – they were all casualties of her high-pressure job, falling by the wayside, along with other long-lost pursuits such as eating, sleeping and hanging out with friends.

Somehow, over the course of the past two years, her work had ballooned and blotted out everything else. It was all-consuming, isolating, exhausting. And, yet, she knew she would not trade it for anything in the world.

She was the Superintendent of Police, Shimla, she thought with a wry smile, as her eyes swept over the glittering, darkening, tree-covered valley outside. It was her jurisdiction, as far as the eye could see; her responsibility. She was its master and its servant; she was made way for, respected, wherever she went. But respect was a twoway street; and in order to maintain that respect, she had to make sure she did her job and did it well.

So did she, she wondered, as her gaze skimmed over the stack of files and folders in her out-tray, did she do it well?

There was much that she had accomplished in the two years she’d been in this post, much to be proud of. Crime had dropped to its lowest level in decades, the new traffic beat system they’d put in place had led to significant unclogging of bottlenecks along the busiest highways, and the new online public information and complaint system was hitting record resolution rates. The Special Women’s Hotline that she had fought so long and hard for was now fully functional and staffed round the clock and she had managed to push through her request for an increase in the number of women constables to be recruited next year. And yet, there was so much more to be addressed and overcome. The perennial water shortage, the rising pollution levels, the inadequate roads that became dangerous and impassable in bad weather, the frequent traffic diversions on account of VIP visits, the scourge of unauthorized construction that flourished under protection from those in high office. – none of these problems were completely or even at all under her control; and yet, she felt an overwhelming responsibility to continue to try and solve them, to do more, so much more.

‘Boss?’

Startled out of her reverie, Niki turned to see ASP Shankar Sahay, cool and casual in faded jeans and striped shirt, poke his head in her office door.

‘You alive?’ he asked, quirking an eyebrow.

‘Is that a philosophical question?’ she countered.

‘No, just an existential one,’ Shankar grinned, sauntering into her room. Measuring in at just over five feet five inches, clocking in at twenty-five years of existence, smart, savvy and terminally cool, ASP Shankar Sahay considered himself to be a tour de force of evolution, God’s precious gift to humanity. A Bandra boy brought up on ocean views, foreign cars and gourmet wholegrain sandwiches, he had, nonetheless, managed to acquire a working man’s appreciation for mountain air, Made-in-India Jeeps and Joginder’s elaichi chai. Sharp, tough and secretly devoted to his boss, he had matured under her tutelage from a cocky young trainee to a fine young officer and was one of the ‘accomplishments’ Niki was proudest of, though she was damned if she’d ever admit it.

‘What are you doing here anyway?’ he asked now, giving the paperweight that sat on her desk a twirl that made the orange and gold flecks inside it spin round and round.

‘It’s my office,’ Niki said.

‘It’s also Sunday.’

‘Which begs the question: what are you doing here?’

‘I’m taking a friend’s friend out to dinner tonight,’ he grinned. ‘She’s a personal trainer. Certified Hot.’

‘So let me ask again,’ Niki said, with the ghost of a smile, ‘what are you doing here?’

‘I just stopped by for some aftershave.’

‘You keep aftershave in your office?’

‘No, do you?’

Niki rolled her eyes. ‘Go!’ she said.

But Sahay lingered, eyeing the papers on her desk. ‘Is that the Women Constables Training Centre proposal, Boss?’

‘The Chief wants me to put the final touches on the presentation and email it to him for his meeting tomorrow.’

‘But that’s almost fifty pages! You’ll be here all night!’

‘Not all night, hopefully.’

Sahay sighed and pulled out his mobile. ‘Sunaina?’ he said. ‘About tonight, something’s come up at work… Yeah, I know it’s a Sunday, but my boss doesn’t. What can you do?’ He held up a hand as Niki started to protest. ‘How about I give you a call tomorrow evening? Will you be in town? You will? Excellent… I’ll call you.’

‘I didn’t ask you to postpone your dinner,’ Niki said as he put the phone back in his pocket.

‘I know, but the PowerPoint presentation was crying out for mercy.’

‘I am very good at PowerPoint,’ Niki bristled. ‘I am going to kill this presentation.’

‘That’s what I’m trying to prevent,’ was the cool response.
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Pallavi Aanand’s smile didn’t falter as she watched Leena walk onto the main stage at the Gaiety, but her mind was racing. She may have been born in London and raised in Singapore, she may have studied in New York and Paris, but she knew good old Indian competition when she smelled it. And for once, there was a strong whiff of it coming off Leena Dixit.

That Leena could cook was something Pallavi knew and disregarded, as one does the thousands of small-time cooks at the thousands of nameless restaurants across the country. More important for Pallavi tonight, Leena looked like competition. The new side-swept bangs elongated her baby face and framed those large, cocker spaniel eyes to advantage; the high-heeled shoes showed off surprisingly slim ankles; and the purple orchid outfit was actually flattering on her short frame, drawing attention to those plus-size curves in all the right places. Leena, Pallavi hated to admit, looked hot tonight.

Well, Pallavi thought, two could play that game. She tugged at the silver waistband of her belly dancer’s skirt, pulling it lower down her slim hips, and adjusted the coins dangling off her halter-neck blouse to show more Wonderbra-induced cleavage. Then, as she heard Rajat call out her name and the rhythm of the dumbek and the oud filled the hall, she gyrated out onto the stage with the grace of a gymnast and the oomph of a stripper. The audience, as expected, went wild.

Vicky, the next contestant up, joined enthusiastically in the applause backstage, then adjusted his sombrero, hiked up his Mexican guitar and waited for his name to be called. Pallavi in her Chikni Chameli avatar would be a hard act to follow, he knew, and anyone else in his shoes would have despaired. But not Vicky. Boarding-school reprobate and medical-college dropout, self-taught guitarist and amateur chef, Vicky Gulati was the kind of guy who blazed his own trail, who could make broccoli sexy and beetroots rock. Permanently dishevelled and sweetly unkempt, with more devilish charm than was fair for any one person to possess, he was the kind of guy who could turn every rule on its head and still come out tops. If anyone could pull off a ham Mexican Mariachi costume and a ridiculous moustache and still charm the pants off every single member of the audience, it was Vicky. And the food he turned out would be daring and delicious. And he would coast right through to the next round. Because Vicky Gulati was a born star.

Shaqeel Khan, or ‘Shaq’ as he’d been dubbed on the show, smiled momentarily as he caught Vicky’s eye. Pallavi, Leena, Vicky – they were all in their elements tonight. But Shaq was not the kind of guy to let that bother him. In fact, there was very little that fazed Shaq. He was a survivor; he’d worked his way up in the world, from waiting tables in Lucknow’s dhabas to running the kitchens at the Gurgaon Taj. Big-city charm, public-school English, German precision knives, French classic sauces – by sheer force of will and against every expectation, Shaq had mastered them all. It was a hard-won victory, one that came with money and prestige, a brand new Honda City and a fourteenth-floor flat in a posh new colony. Yet, inexplicably and just six months into the job, Shaq had thrown it all away for the madness that was Hot Chef.

He stretched his long arms out in front of him now and noted with satisfaction that his hands were steady. He lowered them to his sides again. Looking at him, as he stood cool and relaxed, his chef’s hat in place, the cuffs of his white shirt rolled back to reveal tanned, muscled arms, it was impossible to guess how much he had riding on this challenge.

Of all the cuisines in the challenge, he had picked the most difficult one: Japanese food, the bomb of bombs. Hiroshima and Nagasaki all rolled into one, as Leena had put it, not entirely unsympathetically. Sushi, sashimi, seaweed, miso soup… Wasabi or no wasabi, it was not the kind of cuisine an Indian audience had any kind of palate for. And so Shaq, who had the demeanour of a sage and the instincts of a gambler, had decided to go double or nothing and cook the food Teppanyaki style, over a live, dramatic flame to the accompaniment of a painstakingly rehearsed but highly risky juggling of knives.

He’d almost lost his left ear during the last rehearsal, the eight-inch Chinese cleaver missing him by millimetres, and he’d nicked his palm at the taping of the promos. But the two-second image in the montage, of Shaq with a blur of knives high in the air shot against a black backdrop and to the frenzied beat of Japanese taiko drums, had seared the screen and made it all worthwhile. Now, with the inevitable just moments away, Shaq felt a comforting calm. Success or failure, whatever the result, one thing he knew: it would be spectacular. If he pulled it off, it would guarantee his move to the next round.

And if he didn’t?

Shaq was prepared for that eventuality, too…

A few feet behind him, Sharon Sen stood in her cleavage-spewing, hip-hugging dress, its layers of ruffles caressing tantalizing flashes of leg, busily inspecting rosebuds. She had picked Spanish cuisine – madre mia! – and she was going to dance the flamenco. Olé! And what was a flamenco dancer without the stem of a perfect rosebud between her teeth?

Saucy, sexy, avant-garde painter, Sharon was in her element tonight. This was the drama round, after all, and there was not one contestant who could hold a candle to the drama that was the dare-all, bare-all, controversial Ms Sen. From the very first episode, where she’d sashayed into the camera frame in her itsy-bitsy bikini and downed a frothy piña colada before tossing a live lobster into a steaming pot, she’d held her audience spellbound. Nobody ever knew what ‘Ms In-Sane’, as she’d been dubbed by the media, would do next; but they did know it would be espectacular. From trickling ice cubes down her neckline (I’m so hot, darlings!) to going green (lips, teeth and tongue included – for the planet, precious!) to sucking suggestively on Manu Patel’s finger (the middle one they’d realized later, and edited it out), Sharon Sen had done it all. And, as Shaq would matter-of-factly say to the others, if only she could actually cook, the rest of them would be burnt biryani by now.

Dev Nair, the beefy, Brandoesque sixth and final contestant wondered, as he watched Sharon tuck a second rosebud between her magnificent breasts, whether she’d bite the celebrity judge this time around. After last week’s episode, in which she’d made up for her bland saag by accidentally ‘falling’ into the judge’s lap, he wouldn’t put anything past her. Not that at this point he ought to care. He was doomed; he’d picked French cuisine, and the only French thing he knew about was the French kiss. Perhaps, if one asked Sarika, who’d dumped him just a few months ago, not even that.

He thought now of her parting words as she told him she was leaving him for her co-star in the new hit soap, Boss Bhi, Bahu Bhi. ‘Face it, Dev,’ she’d said, her mascara-caked eyes channelling fake pity as she walked out the door to that bastard Monish’s Toyota waiting outside, ‘you may be cute, but you just don’t have what it takes.’

Well, screw Sarika and screw Monish and screw everyone else who’d ever told him he didn’t have what it took! Screw his teachers, his school principal and those smug classmates who’d gone on to graduate top of their class. Screw his dad and his uncle and his brother who’d spend their entire lives selling chunky gold sets to obese matrons from that tiny mousetrap of a jewellery store his grandfather had opened more than fifty years ago. And screw all those judges at all those auditions who’d rejected him over and over and over again. From KBC to Sach Ka Saamna, from Voice of India to Dance India Dance, from Roadies to Splitsvilla – he’d auditioned for them all, and been rejected by them all. Over and over again, till he’d attained a certain notoriety on the reality-show circuit, become an inside joke. And still he’d kept trying. He’d danced and sung and done stand-up comic acts; he’d put on the attitude and poured on the charm and built up his body; he’d spent nights standing in audition lines and days delivering pizza. And through it all he’d clung to his dream.

Finally, after fifty-eight rejections, it had happened, like he’d known it would. He had got selected. For a cooking show. Even though he could barely boil an egg.

He did have what it took, he would have liked to tell Sarika now. And all it took, when all was said and done, was plain old determination. And a little bit of luck.

His gaze travelled across the stage to the front row, centre, in the auditorium, where the judges sat. They were rich and famous, all three of them; they graced magazine covers and TV ads and product launches. They were luck’s random honourees too – KK, celebrity chef, who’d started out with a nondescript dhaba thirty years ago; Mala, the housewife-turned-surprise-winner of the show’s previous season, and Ashika De, the upcoming Bollywood star. They might be good at what they did, but so were thousands of others. And the fact that they were sitting in the front row at the Gaiety tonight, with the whole world watching, their money multiplying quietly in their bank accounts, was because Lady Luck had chosen to shine on their heads. Now they would be the ones deciding with whom to share that light.

For a moment, Dev felt overcome by a surge of pure hatred. That someone should have such power over him. That any human being should have such power over any other…

Then he heard Rajat call out his name and he stepped out onto the stage, flashing his roguish Brando smile again.
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