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PUFFIN BOOKS

THE ADVENTURES OF FELUDA

THE BANDITS OF BOMBAY

 

Satyajit Ray (1921-1992) was one of the greatest filmmakers of his time, renowned for films like Pather Panchali, Charulata, Aranyer Din Ratri and Ghare Baire. He was awarded the Oscar for Lifetime Achievement by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Science in 1992, and in the same year, was also honoured with the Bharat Ratna.

 

Ray was also a writer of repute, and his short stories, novellas, poems and articles, written in Bengali, have been immensely popular ever since they first began to appear in the children's magazine Sandesh in 1961. Among his most famous creations are the master sleuth Feluda and the scientist Professor Shonku.
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Gopa Majumdar has translated several works from Bengali to English, the most notable of these being Ashapurna Debi's Subarnalata and Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay's Aparajito, for which she won the Sahitya Akademi Award in 2001. She has translated several volumes of Satyajit Ray's short stories and all of the Feluda stories for Penguin Books India. She is currently translating Ray's Professor Shonku stories, which are forthcoming in Puffin.




A MURDER IN AN ELEVATOR. A TRAIL OF HEADY PERFUME. THE NANASAHEB’S PRICELESS NAULAKHA NECKLACE …

 

Feluda, Topshe and Jatayu are in Bombay where Jatayu’s latest book is being filmed under the title Jet Bahadur. Soon after Jatayu hands over a package to a man in a red shirt, a murder takes place in the elevator of the high-rise where the producer of the film lives. Feluda and his companions find themselves in the midst of one of their most thrilling adventures ever, with a hair-raising climax aboard a train during location shooting.

 

Feluda’s twelve greatest adventures are now available in special Puffin editions. This is the eighth book in the series.
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CHAPTER 1

 

Lalmohan babu—alias Jatayu—arrived one day, clutching a box of sweets. That surprised me, since all he ever carried when he came to our house was an umbrella. Whenever he published a new book, he would carry it as a parcel—but that happened twice a year, no more. That day, what he held in his hand was a box from a new sweet shop in Mirzapur Street, called Kallol. It was a white cardboard box tied with a golden ribbon, priced at Rs 25. On two sides of the box, printed in blue, were the words ‘Kallol’s Five-mix Sweetmeats’. Inside, I knew, there were five compartments, each holding a different kind of sweet. In its centre was Kallol’s own special creation—the ‘diamonda’. It was a sandesh filled with syrup, shaped like a diamond and covered with silver foil.

Why was Lalmohan babu carrying such a box? And why was there such a triumphant smile on his face?

Feluda spoke as soon as Lalmohan babu placed the box on a table and took a seat. ‘Good news from Bombay, I take it? Did you hear from them this morning?’

Lalmohan babu was taken aback by these questions, but the smile did not leave his face. Only his eyebrows rose higher. ‘How did you guess, heh heh?’

‘The siren at 9 o'clock rang an hour ago. Yet your watch is showing 3.15. It can only mean that when you wore it this morning, you were so excited that you didn't even glance at it. Did you forget to wind it? Or has the spring gone?’

Lalmohan babu said nothing about his watch. He simply tossed one end of his blue shawl over his shoulder, like an ancient Roman, and said, ‘I'd asked for twenty-five. This morning my servant woke me with a telegram. Here it is.’

He took out a pink telegram from his pocket and read it out: ‘“Producer willing offer ten for bandits please cable consent.” I sent my reply, “happily selling bandits for ten take blessings.”’

‘Ten thousand?’ Even Feluda, who hardly ever loses his cool, was round-eyed. ‘Your story sold for ten thousand?’

Lalmohan babu gave a smooth, velvety smile. ‘I haven't actually got the money. I mean, not yet. I’ll be paid only when I go to Bombay.’

‘You are going to Bombay?’ Feluda still sounded amazed.

‘Yes, and so are you two. At my expense. I couldn't have written that story without your help.’

What he said was perfectly true. Perhaps I should explain.

It was Jatayu's long-cherished dream that a film be made from one of his stories. He was naturally keen on a Hindi film, as that was far more likely to make money. So he had started writing a story that he thought might be suitable for a Hindi film. He knew a man called Pulak Ghoshal who worked in the Bombay film world. He was once Lalmohan babu's neighbour in Gorpar. Having worked as an assistant director in Tollygunj in Calcutta, he made a snap decision one day to go to Bombay. Now he was a successful director himself. Many of his films had already done very well at the box office.

Lalmohan babu's story got stuck after the third chapter. When he began to feel that he wasn't getting anywhere, he came to Feluda for advice. Feluda cast his eye over the unfinished story immediately, and said, ‘It is good that you got stuck at an early stage. If you'd plodded on and finished it, it would have been a complete waste of time. Bombay would have rejected it.’

Lalmohan babu scratched his head. ‘So what should I write that's going to be accepted? At first, I'd thought of watching a few current films, and then base my story on those. There were long queues everywhere I went. One day I had my pocket picked while I was standing in a queue. The second day, I spent more than an hour just to reach the ticket window, and then they said they had a full house, no tickets. I could see tickets being sold on the black market, but each was for twelve rupees. I could have bought one, but in the end I thought, what if I spend all that money and then get a headache? I might have had to take a pain killer when I came out. So I just went home.’

‘Don't worry, I’ll give you a formula,’ Feluda reassured him. ‘Double roles are very popular these days, aren't they?’

It turned out that Lalmohan babu didn't even know what a double role was.

‘Sometimes, there are two heroes in a film, who look identical.’

‘You mean twins?’

‘Yes, they can be twins; or just two men who look similar, but are not related. They may look the same, but one of them is good, the other is evil. Or one is bold and strong, the other is meek and mild. Generally, that's what you'd find in a film. You could be a little different, and instead of having just one pair of twins, you could have two. Hero number one and villain number one could be the first pair; and hero number two and villain number two could be the second. At first, the audience need not be told about the second pair. It can be a secret. Then …’

Lalmohan babu interrupted him. ‘Wouldn't that make things far too complicated?’

Feluda shook his head. ‘You need enough material to last three hours. It's no longer fashionable to show a lot of violence, there are new rules about that. So you have to tell your story in a different way. You’ll need an hour and a half to create a tangled web, and another hour and a half to straighten things out.’

‘So all I need are these double roles?’

‘No, there is more. Note it down.’

Lalmohan babu fished out a red notebook and a golden pencil from his pocket.

‘Smuggling, you need smuggling,’ Feluda went on, ‘Gold, diamonds, ganja, charas—it doesn't matter what it is. Then you need at least five songs. One of them should be devotional, that will be quite useful. You will also need a couple of dances, and two or three chase sequences during which at least one expensive car should be shown rolling down a hill. Then you must have a fire. The hero has to have a girlfriend, she’ll be the heroine; the villain must have a girlfriend, too, except that she will be called a vamp. What else will you need? A police officer! Yes, a police officer with a strong sense of duty; flash-back for the hero; comic relief; quick changes in scenes and events, so that your story doesn't get boring. Also, it will help if the story can take the major characters to the sea or into the hills because it's not good for film stars to stay cooped inside a studio for very long … Did you get all that?’

Lalmohan babu was still writing furiously. He nodded without pausing for a second.

‘Last, but not the least—in fact, this is most important—you need a happy ending. However, if you can create tragic situations and jerk a few tears before the happy ending, it will work much better.’

Lalmohan babu went back that day with an aching hand. Over the next two months, his struggle to get his story completed led to the appearance of calluses on two of his fingers. Thank goodness Feluda did not have to leave Calcutta during those months. He was called in to help solve the mysterious murder of Kedar Sarkar, but he did not have to travel beyond Barrackpore to make enquiries. Lalmohan babu was thus able to call on us twice a week to consult Feluda. His novel, The Bandits of Bombay, was published a week before Durga Puja began. The story had all the ingredients of a Hindi film, but all within reasonable limits. If a film was made from that story, one thing was for sure. One wouldn't have to reach for pain killers after seeing it.

Lalmohan babu sent a copy of the manuscript to Pulak Ghoshal even before it came out as a book. About ten days ago, Mr Ghoshal had replied saying he liked the story very much and wanted to start work as soon as possible. He would write the screenplay himself, and the dialogue in Hindi would be written by Tribhuvan Gupte. Every word that Gupte wrote was said to be as sharp as a knife, it went and hit the audience straight in the heart. In reply to that letter, Lalmohan babu had demanded twenty-five thousand rupees for his story (without saying a word to Feluda). The telegram he just showed us was in response to his letter. Perhaps he had realized that twenty-five thousand was a bit excessive.

‘Aaah!’ said Lalmohan babu, sipping hot tea, his eyes half closed. ‘Pulak told me they haven't changed the original story. Most of the details that I—sorry, we— wrote …’

Feluda raised a hand and stopped him. ‘I'd feel happier if you didn't say “we”. You wrote that story.’

‘But …’

‘No buts. Even Shakespeare took ideas from other people. But did anyone ever hear him say “our Hamlet”? Never. I may have suggested some of the ingredients, but you were the cook. I cannot cook like you. I simply haven't got your touch!’

Lalmohan babu grinned from ear to ear in gratitude. ‘Thank you, sir. Anyway, he said there were no major changes made to the story. Only a minor one.’

‘Oh? And what's that?’

‘It's the funniest thing. You’ll call it telepathy, I'm sure. You see, I'd mentioned a high-rise building with forty-three floors. My smuggler, Dhundiram Dhurandhar, lives in a flat in that building. You always tell me to pay attention to detail, so I found a name for that building—Shivaji Castle. I thought the name of a Maharashtrian hero would be most appropriate, since all the action took place in Bombay. Pulak wrote saying there really is a tall building in Bombay with the same name. And guess what? The producer of the film lives there! What can you call it but telepathy?’

‘Hm. What about the kung-fu? Are they keeping it or not?’ Feluda asked.

We three had gone to see Enter the Dragon. Lalmohan babu had instantly decided that his story must have kung-fu in it. In reply to Feluda's question, he said, ‘Of course they are. I asked them specially. Pulak says they are getting a fight-master from Madras to handle the kung-fu scenes. I believe he was trained in Hong Kong!’

‘When does the shooting start?’

‘I don't know. I'm going to write again to Pulak and get the date. Then I’ll arrange our travel. How can we stay here in Calcutta when they start shooting our—I mean my—story?’

I bit into a ‘diamonda’. I had had it before, but it had never tasted as delicious as it did that day.
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CHAPTER 2

 

Lalmohan babu returned the following Sunday. Feluda had decided, in the meantime, that he'd offer to meet half the expenses for our travel to Bombay. He had made a little money recently—not only from the cases he'd handled, but also from writing. In the last three months he had translated two books written in English (both were travelogues written by famous travellers in the nineteenth century) and been paid an advance. I had seen him write before in his free time. This was the first time he had done it seriously.

Lalmohan babu rejected his offer outright. ‘Are you mad?’ he asked. ‘In the matter of writing, sir, you are my god and godfather. If I am willing to meet your expenses, it is only out of gratitude. Treat it as your fee!’

So saying, he took out two aeroplane tickets from his pocket and placed them on the table. ‘The flight is at 10.45 on Tuesday morning. We have to check in an hour before that. I will meet you at the airport.’

‘When is the shooting going to start?’

‘Thursday. They're starting with the climax—that scene with the horse, a car and a train.’

Lalmohan babu had another piece of news for us. ‘Yesterday, Feluda babu, something interesting happened in the evening. A film producer here in Calcutta turned up at my house. He has an office in Dharamtala, he said. He'd got my address from the publishers. Said he wanted to make a film from my Bandits! It seems no Bengali film has a chance, unless it shows the same things you see in Hindi films. I had to tell him my story was already sold, which seemed to disappoint him no end. Mind you, he hadn't read the book himself, but had heard about it from a nephew. He was surprised to hear I'd written it without ever having visited Bombay. I didn't tell him I couldn't have done it without Murray's Guide to India, and Felu Mitter's guidance.’

‘Was he a Bengali?’

‘Yes. Sanyal. He spoke with a slight accent, said he was brought up in Jabalpur. And he was wearing some strong perfume—God, it nearly burnt my nose! I didn't know a man could wear so much perfume. Anyway, when he heard I was off to Bombay, he gave me an address. Said it was his friend's. This friend is supposed to be most helpful. I was free to contact him any time I wanted to.’

 

∗

 

Although Calcutta can get quite cold in December, I'd heard that Bombay would remain warm. So we didn't have to pack warm clothes, and everything we needed fitted into two small suitcases.

On Tuesday, I woke to find everything hidden in thick fog. Our neighbour's house across the road was barely visible. Oh God, would our plane be able to take off on time? Strangely enough, by nine o'clock the fog lifted and a dazzling sun came out. VIP Road, which ran all the way to the airport, was usually more misty than the city-centre; but today the mist was negligible.

The plane was due to leave in fifty minutes by the time we reached the airport. Lalmohan babu was already there. He had even checked in—I saw a boarding card peeping out of his breast pocket. ‘I didn't wait for you, please don't mind,’ he said, ‘There was such a long queue, I thought if I didn't check in quickly, I might not get a window seat. I'm in Row H. Who knows, you might get seats close to mine?’

‘What's that packet you've got? Have you bought a book?’ Feluda wanted to know.

There was a brown packet tucked under Lalmohan babu's arm. I had assumed it was one of his own books that he was carrying as a present for someone in Bombay.

‘No, no, I didn't buy it,’ he told Feluda. ‘Remember Sanyal? The man I told you about? He came and gave it to me ten minutes ago.’

‘A present for you?’

‘No, sir. Someone will meet me at Bombay airport and collect it. He's been given my name and description. Yes, it's a book and is meant for a relative of Sanyal's in Bombay.’ Then he smiled and added, ‘I say, can't you smell an adventure in all this?’

‘That's a bit difficult, Lalmohan babu,’ Feluda replied, ‘as the smell of Bharat Chemical's Gulbahar scent has drowned everything else!’

I had got the smell as well. Mr Sanyal's perfume was so strong that even the packet had picked it up.

‘You're quite right, heh heh!’ laughed Lalmohan babu in agreement. ‘Sometimes, I have heard, people pass on all kinds of things like this—I mean, stuff that's banned and illegal!’

‘Yes, that's true. There's that large notice hanging outside the check-in counter, warning against the danger of accepting a packet from a stranger. But then, Mr Sanyal is technically not a stranger; and I see no reason to think that his parcel contains anything other than a book.’

We could not get adjacent seats on the plane. Lalmohan babu took the window seat three rows behind us. The flight was more or less eventless—except when the pilot, Captain Datta, began announcing that we were flying over Nagpur, I happened to turn around at that moment. Lalmohan babu had left his seat and was heading straight for the rear of the plane. An airhostess stopped him and pointed in the opposite direction. Lalmohan babu turned back, walked the entire length of the plane again, opened the door of the cockpit and came out instantly, looking profoundly embarrassed. Finally, he found the door to the toilet on his left.

On his way back to his seat, he stopped by my side and whispered into my ear: ‘Take a good look at the fellow sitting next to me. Shouldn't be surprised if he turns out to be a hijacker.’

I turned my head once more and looked at the man. If Lalmohan babu wasn't absolutely desperate for an adventure, he would never have imagined his fellow passenger to be a hijacker. The man looked far too meek and mild.

When we landed at Santa Cruz, Lalmohan babu had already taken out the brown packet and was clutching it in his hand. We made our way to the domestic lounge and were looking around, when a voice suddenly said, ‘Mr Ganguli?’ We turned to our right to find a man in a dark red terylene shirt looking eagerly at a south Indian gentleman. It was he who had asked the question. The south Indian man looked faintly irritated, shook his head and went on his way. Lalmohan babu approached red shirt.

‘I am Mr Ganguli and this is from Mr Sanyal,’ he said in one breath.

Red shirt took the packet, inclined his head, said ‘thank you’ and left. Lalmohan babu, having done his duty, looked relieved and dusted his hands.

Our luggage emerged half an hour later. It was 1.20 when we collected it. By the time we reached the city, it would be nearly two o'clock. Pulak Ghoshal had sent a car to meet us, and told us its number. It turned out to be a mustard-coloured Standard. Its driver was both smart and cheerful. He could speak Hindi and English and didn't seem to mind at all that he'd been hired to drive three strangers from Calcutta. On the contrary, judging by the salute he gave Lalmohan babu, it appeared that he was quite gratified by his assignment. It was he who told us that we were booked at the Shalimar Hotel in the city. Pulak Ghoshal would meet us there at 5.30. In the meantime, we could keep the car and were free to go where we liked.

Feluda had read up on Bombay before our arrival, as was his wont. According to him, unless you learned something about a place before you went to visit it, you could never really get to know it fully. Just as a person can be identified not just by his appearance and character, but also by his personal history, so can a city. The appearance and character of Bombay were still unknown to Feluda, but he did know that our hotel was near Kemp's Corner.

We left the airport. As soon as our car left the highway and took a road to go to the city, Feluda spoke to the driver. ‘See that taxi in front of us? MRP 3538. Follow it, please,’ he said.

‘Hey, what's going on?’ Lalmohan babu asked.

‘Simple curiosity about something,’ Feluda replied.

Our car overtook a scooter and two Ambassadors and slipped behind the Fiat taxi Feluda had indicated. The passenger on its back seat was visible through the glass. It was the man in the red shirt.

My heart gave a tiny lurch. Nothing had happened, I didn't even know why Feluda wanted to follow that taxi; yet I felt a bit nervous, I suppose because the whole thing was so unexpected. Lalmohan babu said nothing more. He knew there was no point in asking Feluda to explain his behaviour. The real reason behind his action would be revealed at the right time.

Our driver drove on, keeping close to the taxi. We began taking in all the sights of a new city. One thing that struck all of us was the presence of large hoardings and posters of Hindi films on virtually every road. I couldn't remember having seen such a thing, in such large numbers, in any other city. Lalmohan babu craned his neck to read what was written on many of them. Then he said, ‘There are so many names … but the writer of the story is hardly mentioned on these! Don't these people use writers?’

‘Lalmohan babu,’ Feluda told him, ‘if you are expecting to make a name as a writer, then Bombay is not the right place for you. Stories aren't written, but manufactured here. It is a commodity, a consumer product, like any other. Who would know the name of the person who actually makes Lux soap, tell me? At the most, one might know the name of the company. You should simply be happy that you are being paid for your pains. Take your payment, and keep quiet. Forget about recognition.’

‘I see …’ Lalmohan babu sounded quite concerned. ‘You mean Bengal will bring fame, and Bombay will produce fortune?’

‘Exactly,’ said Feluda.

By this time, we were passing through an area that Feluda said was called Mahalakshmi. Soon, we'd left it behind. Now the taxi we were following turned right. ‘If you want to go to your hotel, sir, I should go straight on,’ our driver told us.

‘No, turn right,’ Feluda instructed him.

We turned right, still following the same taxi. Only a couple of minutes later, it slipped through the front gate of a building. Feluda told our driver to stop outside the gate. The three of us got out. Almost at once, Lalmohan babu made a noise that sounded like a hiccup.

The reason was clear. We were standing before a high-rise building. High on its wall, written in large black letters, were the words: Shivaji Castle.
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CHAPTER 3

 

I was so taken aback by the sign that, for a few moments, I could not speak at all. ‘This is Telepathy with a capital T!’ Lalmohan babu exclaimed.

Feluda did not say anything. He wasn't just looking at the building, but was darting sharp glances all around. To the left were a number of similar tall buildings, each with at least twenty floors. The buildings to the right were older and lower in height. Through the gaps between some of those buildings, the sea was visible.

Our driver was looking at us with a puzzled air. Feluda told him to wait and went through the gate. Lalmohan babu and I stood outside, feeling a little foolish.

Feluda returned in about three minutes. ‘Now let's go to Shalimar Hotel’, he said to the driver.

We started another journey. Feluda lit a cigarette and said, ‘It is very likely that your packet went to the seventeenth floor.’

‘Oh my God, are you a magician? You managed to find out, in just three minutes, where that fellow went with the packet?’ Lalmohan babu asked.

‘There was no need to climb to the seventeenth floor to guess where he might have gone. There was a board over the lift on the ground floor. By the time I got there, it had already started climbing up. The board was flashing the numbers where it stopped. The last number that came on was seventeen. Now do you understand?’

Lalmohan babu sighed. ‘Yes. What I don't understand is why I can't think of simple explanations.’

It took us only five minutes to reach our hotel. Feluda and I were given a double room on the fifth floor. Lalmohan babu's room—a single—was opposite ours. Our room overlooked the street below. Every time I looked out of the window, I could see an endless stream of traffic. Facing the window were two high-rises, through which I could catch glimpses of the sea. It was easy to tell what a lively, thriving city Bombay was even without stepping out of the room.

We were all feeling very hungry. So, after a quick wash, we went to the restaurant called Gulmarg on the second floor. As soon as our order was placed, Lalmohan babu asked the question that must have been trembling on his lips.

‘So you, too, can smell an adventure, Felu babu?’

Feluda did not answer that question. Instead, he asked another.

‘Did you notice what that man did after collecting the book from you?’

‘Did? He just walked away, didn't he?’

‘No. You saw him go, but didn't notice the finer details. He walked away from you, then stopped and fished out a few coins from his pocket.’

‘Telephone!’ I exclaimed.

‘Well done, Topshe. I believe he then used a public telephone and rang someone in the city. I saw him again when we were waiting for our luggage.’

‘Where did you see him?’

‘Do you remember a car park just outside the terminal building? Visible from where we were standing?’

‘Yes, yes!’ I shouted. Lalmohan babu said nothing.

‘That man got into a blue Ambassador. There was a driver. He tried to start the car, but even after five minutes, nothing happened. The man got out and shouted at the driver. I could not hear him, but could tell by the expression on his face and his gestures that he was most displeased. Eventually, he gave up and walked away from the car.’

‘To get a taxi!’ Lalmohan babu spoke this time.

‘Exactly. So what does that tell you?’

‘The man was in a hurry.’

‘Good. Eyes and your brain—you need to keep these open. If you do, you'll find that it's possible to deduce certain facts really quite easily. So, you see, if I was trying to follow that taxi, it was for a reason.’

‘Yes, but what exactly is on your mind?’ Lalmohan babu asked, sitting up straight and placing his elbows on the table.

‘Nothing. Nothing specific. I only have a doubt … a little doubt about something.’

After that, we began talking of other things and did not refer to the matter again.

Lalmohan babu joined us in our room at around five o'clock, after a short rest. We ordered tea, and were in the process of drinking it, when there was a knock on our door. The man who entered was most definitely no more than thirty-five but his thick, wavy hair had already turned amazingly grey.

‘Hello, Laluda! How are you? Everything all right?’ he asked.

Laluda! It had simply not occurred to me that anyone could possibly call Lalmohan babu ‘Laluda’. So this was Pulak Ghoshal. Feluda had warned Lalmohan babu not to reveal his profession, so he was introduced merely as his friend. Mr Ghoshal looked at Feluda and suddenly shook his head most regretfully. ‘You are Laluda's friend, one of our very own—and look, here we are, struggling to find a suitable hero. Mr Mitter, can you speak Hindi?’

Feluda grinned. ‘No, sir. I cannot speak Hindi, and what is worse, I cannot act. But why are you still looking for a hero? I thought you'd found Arjun Mehrotra.’

‘Yes, but Arjun has changed a lot, he's not the same person any more. Now he's learnt to make endless demands. I don't call these actors heroes, you know. They are all villains under the surface; never mind if they play heroes on the screen. The producers have spoilt them rotten. Anyway, I am here to invite you to the first day's shooting the day after tomorrow. The spot is about seventy miles from here. Your driver knows the place. Try to leave as early as you can. Mr Gore—my producer, I mean—isn't here. He's out visiting Delhi, Calcutta and Madras to sell this film. But he told me to make sure you were well looked after.’

‘Where is this spot?’

‘Between Khandala and Lonavala. We'll shoot inside a train. If there aren't enough passengers, I'll ask you to sit in the compartment.’

‘Oh, by the way,’ said Lalmohan babu, ‘We've seen Shivaji Castle.’

His words brought a frown on Mr Ghoshal's face immediately. ‘Really? When?’

‘On our way from the airport. Say, around two.’

‘I see. That means it happened after two o'clock.’

‘What happened?’

‘A murder.’

‘Wha-at!’ All of us exclaimed, almost simultaneously. There is something so sinister about the word ‘murder’ that it made me shiver involuntarily.

‘I learnt about it only half an hour ago,’ Mr Ghoshal told us, ‘I am a regular visitor to that building. That's where Mr Gore lives, on the twelfth floor. Now do you see why we had to change that name? But Mr Gore himself is a very nice man. Did you go inside?’

‘I did,’ Feluda said, ‘only up to the lift. I didn't get into it.’

‘Good heavens! The murder took place inside that lift. The body has not yet been identified. I believe he looks like a hooligan. A man called Tyagarajan lives on the third floor. Around three o'clock he pressed the button for the lift. It came down from upstairs. So Tyagarajan then tried getting into it, and saw what had happened. The fellow was stabbed in the stomach. Horrible affair!’

‘Wasn't anyone else seen getting in and out of the lift around that time?’ Feluda asked.

‘No, there was no one out in the passage near the lift. But two drivers were waiting outside, they saw five or six people go into the building. One of them was wearing a red shirt, another one had a shoulder bag and was wearing a brown …’

Feluda raised a hand and stopped him. ‘That second man was me. No need for further details.’

My heart skipped a beat. Was Feluda now going to get involved in a murder case?

‘Anyway,’ said Mr Ghoshal reassuringly, ‘please don't worry about it. You, too, Laluda. So what if you've written in your story that a smuggler lives in Shivaji Castle? There's no apartment house in Bombay that doesn't have one or two smugglers living in it. All they've done so far is peel the top—it'll be a long time before they can get to the core. The entire city is run by smugglers.’

Feluda was looking rather grim. But his expression changed as we were joined by another man. When we heard another knock on the door, Mr Ghoshal rose from his chair saying ‘That must be Victor’, and opened the door. A man of medium height walked in. He had a body as lean and supple as a whip.

‘Let me introduce you. Laluda, this is Victor Perumal, the kung-fu expert, trained in Hong Kong!’

Mr Perumal smiled and shook hands with everyone.

‘He can speak a certain amount of English,’ Mr Ghoshal added, ‘and, of course, he can speak Hindi, though he comes from southern India. He doesn't just teach kung-fu, he's a marvellous stuntman. In fact, he's going to handle that scene where the hero's brother has to jump off a horse and into a moving train. Victor's going to be made up to look like the actor who plays the brother.’

There was something so frank and disarming about Victor's smile that I began to warm to him instantly. Besides, I have a lot of respect for stuntmen. Heroes get all the acclaim for performances given by proxy, but it is these stuntmen who risk their lives every day, for very little money. One has to admire them.

Victor Perumal said, ‘Yes, I know kung-fu, and also mokka-iri.’

Mokka-iri? What was that? Even Feluda said he didn't know. It was useless asking Lalmohan babu as he reads chiefly what he writes himself, and little else.

Victor explained. Mokka-iri, he said, was a form of combat in which one had to balance one's body on one's hands and walk on them, with one's legs raised in the air. Apparently, it had been introduced in Hong Kong only six months earlier. Japan was its place of origin.

‘Will your film include this mokka-iri?’ asked Lalmohan babu, sounding a little apprehensive. Mr Ghoshal smiled and shook his head. ‘No, no,’ he said, ‘Kung-fu is difficult enough to manage. Since early November we've been holding training sessions for eleven men, morning and evening. You only wrote about it, but we have to deal with the practical problems, Laluda. But the scene you'll see tomorrow won't have any kung-fu in it. It will have some dramatic stuff from stuntmen, though. We'll make a super film from your story, Laluda, don't you worry.’

After Victor and Mr Ghoshal had gone, Feluda went and opened all the windows. At once, our room was filled with the sound of traffic, although it wasn't loud enough on the fifth floor to be really disturbing. None of us was used to an airconditioner, so we didn't wish to have it on and keep the windows closed. The noise didn't matter. After all, it wasn't just the noise that was coming in through the open windows; so was fresh air.

Feluda returned to the sofa and said somewhat seriously, ‘Lalmohan babu, that smell of adventure you were talking about is getting too strong for comfort. You shouldn't have agreed to deliver that packet. If I was with you at the time, I'd have told you not to.’

Lalmohan babu looked a bit crestfallen. ‘What could I do? The fellow said he was still interested in my stories. He told me to reserve the next one for him. How could I refuse after that?’

‘Usually,’ Feluda said, ‘if a passenger happens to be carrying a packet, the security officials at the airport open it and look inside. You must have struck them as completely harmless, so they didn't bother. If they had, God knows what they might have found. Who knows whether or not there is a link between that packet and the murder?’

Lalmohan babu cleared his throat. ‘Yes, but how can a book …?’ he began.

‘Suppose it wasn't a book? Or something more than a book? In Mughal times kings sometimes carried poison in their rings. Surely you've heard about that? Now, if a ring was filled with poison, would you still call it just a ring? It would then also be a repository for poison, wouldn't it? Anyway, you've done your duty, so I don't think you are in any danger.’

‘You think so?’ A smile appeared on Lalmohan babu's face at last.

‘Certainly. And, in any case, if you are in danger, so are we. We're tied together by the same thread, aren't we? If anyone pulls that thread, they'll get all three of us!’

Lalmohan babu sprang to his feet, kicked his left leg high in the air in the style of a kung-fu fighter, and said, ‘Three cheers for the Three Musketeers! Hip-hip!’

Feluda and I joined in. ‘Hurrah!’ we said.
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CHAPTER 4

 

We left the hotel at around six o'clock. All of us believed that unless one explored a city on foot, one couldn't get to know it at all. We had roamed similarly in Jodhpur, Varanasi, Delhi and Gangtok. Why shouldn't we do so in Bombay?

A little way away, to the right, was Kemp's Corner. We found an impressive flyover there. It was like a bridge, supported by massive pillars. Traffic ran both on it, and under it. We crossed the road under the bridge and went down Gibbs Road. Feluda pointed at a road on our right and said it went to the Hanging Gardens. The hill where these gardens were built was called Malabar Hill.

We had to walk another mile before we could reach the sea. We crossed the road, managing to avoid the rush hour traffic, and found ourselves standing by a stone wall. The top of the wall came up to my waist. Behind that wall roared the sea, its waves crashing against it.

The road on our left ran to the east, then curved and went towards the south, ending where rows of skyscrapers stood hazily in the setting sun. The arc that we could see was called Marine Drive.

‘Never mind if there are smugglers here,’ Lalmohan babu proclaimed, ‘Look at that sea, and the hills … I must say Bombay is a champion city!’

We began walking by the stone wall towards Marine Drive. Cars were moving down the road to our left, looking like rows of ants. After a few minutes, Lalmohan babu made another remark.

‘I suppose the Metropolitan Development Authority isn't quite so active here, is it? They don't keep digging up streets all the time?’ he asked.

‘Why? Are you saying that because there are no potholes?’

‘Yes. I noticed it as soon as we left the airport. There I was, travelling in a car, but there were no jerks, no bumps. Amazing!’

I had spotted a crowded area by the sea. It looked a bit like the area around Shaheed Minar in Calcutta, on a Sunday. As we got closer, Feluda told me it was called Chowpatty. Apparently, it was always crowded. There were rows of stalls. Perhaps they were selling snacks like bhelpuri, chaat and ice-cream.

My guess turned out to be quite correct. It looked as if a huge mela was being held. Half the city of Bombay appeared to have turned up. Lalmohan babu offered to buy us bhelpuri. We agreed readily enough, as he was about to come into a lot of money, and could therefore well afford to pay. When packets of bhelpuri were handed to us, we left the crowded spot and moved away to sit on the beach. It was a quarter to seven according to my watch, but the sky was still glowing pink. Like us, several others were relaxing on the beach. Lalmohan babu finished eating, waved his hand in the air, began chanting a Sanskrit shloka, then stopped abruptly. A sheet of newspaper had escaped—possibly from one of the groups sitting nearby—and come flying towards him. Now it was stuck to his face, gagging him momentarily.

He pulled it free, looked at it briefly and had just said, ‘Evening News’, when Feluda snatched it from his hand.

‘You saw the name of the paper, but didn't you see the headline?’ Feluda asked.

All of us bent over the paper. ‘Murder in Apartment Lift,’ announced the headline. Below it was a photo of the murdered man. No, it was not the man in the red shirt.

According to the report, the murder took place between two and two-thirty. The murderer was still at large, but the police had begun their investigation. The murder victim was called Mangalram Sethi. He had been involved with the black market and smugglers for quite some time, and was wanted by the police. Signs of a struggle had been found inside the lift. And the only clue that had been found was a piece of paper, lying by the body. It had a name written on it. The name was …

‘Arr-r-rr-r-ghh!’

A strange groan escaped from Lalmohan babu's throat. I flung my arms around him quickly, in case he fainted. There was plenty of reason to do so. The report ended by saying that the piece of paper found in the lift said, ‘Mr Ganguli, dark, short, bald, moustache.’

As soon as he'd finished reading the report, Lalmohan babu grabbed the paper, whisked it away from Feluda's hand, tore it into several pieces and let the wind carry them away.

‘Look what you've done! You've filled this wonderful, clean beach with garbage,’ Feluda complained.

Lalmohan babu was still unable to speak. Now Feluda had to be stern. ‘Do you seriously believe that the whole city can figure out from that description that it's talking about you?’

Lalmohan babu continued to look worried. Then he swallowed hard and finally found his tongue. ‘But … but … you can see what it means, can't you? You can guess who's the murderer?’

Feluda stared fixedly at him for a few seconds, before saying slowly, ‘Laluda, you have spent four years in my company. Even so, you haven't learnt to think calmly and rationally, have you?’

‘Why, why—that red shirt—?’

‘What about it? Even if we assume that it was the fellow in the red shirt who dropped that piece of paper, what does it prove? Who says that he is the murderer? Just think for a minute. Once he had met you and taken that packet from you, he had no further need to keep that piece of paper. So, when he found it in his pocket as he got into the lift, he threw it away, then and there. That's a perfectly logical and simple explanation. Is that so hard to believe?’

Lalmohan babu refused to be reassured. ‘Never mind all that Felu babu,’ he muttered, ‘If my name and description have been found lying next to a corpse, I am most definitely going to be harassed. I can see it all happening. There is only one way out for me. Naturally, I cannot grow hair on my bald head. My height won't change; nor will my complexion. That only leaves my moustache. I am going to get rid of it tomorrow.’

‘I see. And what do you think the people in our hotel are going to think? Do you suppose none of them reads the Evening News? Most people—ninety per cent of them—will read any report that mentions a murder. That's human nature. If you suddenly shave your moustache off, everyone's eyes—and suspicion—will fall on you!’

By this time, the red sky had turned purple. When that faded to grey, and the evening star appeared through a chink in the clouds in the western sky, blinking alone in a brave attempt to vie with the thousands of glittering lights on Marine Drive, we rose from the sandy beach, dusted ourselves down and made our way back to the crowded stalls in Chowpatty. Then we walked over to the main road and caught a taxi back to the hotel.

We had to stop at the reception desk to collect our keys. I noticed that when he stretched his hand to take the key from the receptionist, Lalmohan babu kept his face firmly averted. But that did not help. Opposite the desk, seated in the lobby were seven people, some of them foreigners. Three of them were reading the Evening Standard. Its front page carried a report about the same murder, together with a picture of the victim. It seemed highly unlikely that the report in the Standard would make no mention of the short, bald, dark and moustachioed Mr Ganguli.
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CHAPTER 5

 

In the end, Lalmohan babu did not shave off his moustache. When I asked him the following morning if he had slept well, he told me he hadn't because each time he began nodding off, it seemed to him as if his entire room was moving up and down like a lift, and he woke with a start.

Mr Ghoshal had called us the previous night and told us that he'd collect us at ten o'clock to take us to his studio. We finished our breakfast at eight, then went for a walk down Peddar Road, where we found a paan shop. We bought some paan filled with sweet masala, and returned to the hotel. As soon as we entered the lobby, we could all feel an air of suppressed excitement.

The reason was simple. The local police had decided to pay a visit to our hotel. A man in uniform, who looked like an inspector, was standing at the reception desk. One of the men behind the counter made a gesture as we approached. The inspector wheeled around and glanced at Lalmohan babu. Although the look in his eyes wasn't even remotely hostile, I heard a faint click beside me, which meant that Lalmohan babu's knees were knocking against each other.

The inspector came forward, a smile on his face. Feluda placed a hand on Lalmohan babu's shoulder and gave it a light squeeze, to let him know that there was nothing to worry about.

‘I am Inspector Patwardhan from the CID. You are Mr Ganguli?’

‘Ye-ye-yess.’

Patwardhan looked at Feluda. ‘And you are—?’

Feluda took out one of his cards and handed it to Patwardhan. The inspector read it, then looked inquiringly at Feluda again. ‘Mitter? Are you the same Mitter who helped save that statue in Ellora?’

Feluda gave his famous lopsided smile and nodded.

‘Glad to meet you, sir,’ Patwardhan said, offering his hand, ‘you did a very good job there.’

Lalmohan babu could now relax a little. As Feluda's friend, his status had certainly improved. Nevertheless, he had to answer a number of questions. We went to the manager's room to have a chat.

Patwardhan told us that various fingerprints had been found on the body, but the police hadn't yet made any arrests. The man in the red shirt had been traced back to the airport. The police had tracked down the taxi he had used, but did not know who the man was. They believed the murder had been committed by the same man, and the piece of paper with Lalmohan babu's name on it had slipped out of his pocket. What Lalmohan babu told him simply confirmed this belief. Patwardhan said, ‘It was clear that he had gone to the airport to meet a Mr Ganguli. We checked the passenger list of every plane that landed at Santa Cruz yesterday, until we found your name on the Calcutta flight. Then we made enquiries at all the hotels, and finally learned that a Mr L. Ganguli had checked in at the Shalimar.’

What Patwardhan really wanted to do, of course, was find out how Lalmohan babu was connected to the whole business, and why his name and description appeared on that piece of paper. Lalmohan babu explained about Mr Sanyal. ‘Who is this Sanyal? How well do you know him?’ asked Patwardhan.

Lalmohan babu told him what little he knew, but had to admit, when asked, that he did not have Sanyal's address.

Finally Inspector Patwardhan gave a little lecture, exactly as Feluda had done. ‘This is how,’ he said, ‘innocent people are being used these days to transfer smuggled goods. We've learned that some valuable jewels have arrived in India from Kathmandu, including the famous naulakha necklace that once belonged to Nanasaheb.’

I knew of one Nanasaheb who had fought against the British during the sepoy mutiny of 1857. Was Patwardhan talking of the same man?

‘It is my belief that the packet you were given contained some stolen object,’ Patwardhan told us. ‘Two gangs must be after the same thing. One sent it from Calcutta. Someone from the other gang, I suspect, learnt about its arrival and was hanging around Shivaji Castle. He attacked red shirt, and red shirt killed him.’

Lalmohan babu had assumed that he would either be hanged, or put behind bars for life, simply because the possible murderer was known to be carrying his name and description in his pocket. When all he got from the police was a piece of advice to be careful in future, Lalmohan babu's demeanour changed at once. He perked up and his eyes sparkled once more.

Mr Ghoshal arrived at eleven o'clock instead of ten. When we told him about our encounter with the police, he said, ‘Yes, I was afraid of this. My heart sank the minute I read the evening papers yesterday. That piece of paper they found seemed to have every description that fits Laluda—yet the whole thing is a complete mystery to me!’

Lalmohan babu then told him about Mr Sanyal. ‘Which Sanyal is this?’ Mr Ghoshal asked, ‘Is it Ahi Sanyal? Medium height, sunken eyes, cleft on his chin?’

‘Don't know. Didn't see his chin, he had a beard. Perhaps he was clean shaven before.’

‘I saw him two years ago. God knows if it was the same man. He worked in Bombay for a while, even produced a couple of films. As far as I can remember, both films were flops.’

‘What was he like as a man?’

‘I have no idea, but I never heard anyone say anything bad about him.’

‘In that case, perhaps there was nothing wrong with that packet he gave me.’

‘Look, Laluda, we are all told to be careful only because these days you often hear about cases of smuggling. But in the past, didn't we carry packets and parcels for other people? I mean, even people we didn't know that well? There were never any problems, were there?’

The four of us went in the same car that we had used the day before, and soon reached the studio in Mahalakshmi. As we were getting out, Mr Ghoshal said, ‘We were running into problems with the railways over tomorrow's shooting. So Mr Gore had to be informed, and he came from Calcutta by the evening flight yesterday. Come with me, I will introduce you to him.’

‘Will the shooting take place tomorrow?’ Lalmohan babu asked a bit uncertainly.

‘Of course. Most certainly. Don't worry about it— everything has been sorted out.’

We were taken to what looked like a workshop with a tin roof. It was used for shooting at times; but today, a kung-fu session was in progress. On a huge mattress, under Victor Perumal's guidance, a number of men were jumping, kicking and falling. About twelve feet away sat a man in a wicker chair. He was probably in his mid-forties.

‘Let me introduce you,’ said Mr Ghoshal. ‘This is our producer, Mr Gore … and this is Mr Ganguli, the writer … and Mr Mitter, and … what is your name, dear boy?’

‘Tapeshranjan Mitter.’

Mr Gore's cheeks looked like a pair of apples, in the centre of his head was a shiny bald patch, and his eyes were hazel. He had a sizeable paunch, too, but presumably that was a recent development. No one could possibly wear such tight clothes voluntarily. Mr Ghoshal disappeared as soon as the introductions were made, as he had a lot of things to attend to before the first day's shooting. ‘I'll come back at one-thirty,’ he said before leaving us, ‘you will all have lunch with me.’

Mr Gore asked for extra chairs and was most hospitable. He took a chair next to Lalmohan babu and said in Bengali, ‘Aapni elen bole aami khoob khushi holam. (I am very pleased that you could come.)’

‘I say, you speak fantastic Bengali!’ Lalmohan babu enthused, going slightly over the top in his praise, possibly because of the money Gore was about to pay him.

‘My father ran a business in Canning Street. I was a student in Don Bosco for three years. Then my father died, and I came to Bombay to live with my uncle. I've been here ever since. But this is my first venture in film-making,’ Mr Gore told us.

Perhaps because he was impressed by Mr Gore's Bengali, Lalmohan babu told him all that had happened, starting from Sanyal's visit and ending with his chat with Inspector Patwardhan. Mr Gore clicked his tongue in sympathy and said, ‘No one can be trusted these days, Mr Ganguli. You are an eminent writer; I am ashamed to think that you were used to cart smuggled goods!’

Feluda now joined the conversation.

‘You live in Shivaji Castle, I hear?’ he said.

‘Yes. I've been there for the last couple of months. Horrible murder. I returned by the evening flight yesterday, and got home at about eleven. Even at that time there was a large crowd in the street. If there's a murder in a high-rise building, it's always a big problem.’

‘Er … do you know who lives on the seventeenth floor?’

‘Seventeenth … seventeenth …’ Mr Gore failed to remember. ‘I know someone who lives on the eighth floor—N.C. Mehta; and there's Dr Vazifdar on the second. My flat is on the twelfth floor.’

Feluda asked nothing more. In any case, Mr Gore seemed to want to leave. ‘I have a lot of things to see to,’ he said, ‘Producing a film is a complicated business, you see. There are always problems.’ From what we'd heard, the shooting planned for the next day was really going to be a complex affair. A train had been hired. It would start from Matheran and arrive at the level crossing between Khandala and Lonavala. Mr Gore had to go to Matheran to pay the railway company. Apparently, the train had an old-fashioned first-class compartment. Mr Gore would get into it and travel by the same train to the shooting spot. ‘I'd be delighted if you came along and had lunch with me on the train,’ he invited. ‘Are you vegetarians?’

‘No, no. Non-veg, non-veg!’ said Lalmohan babu.

‘What would you like? Chicken or mutton?’

‘We had chicken yesterday. Let's have mutton tomorrow. What do you say, Felu babu?’

‘As you wish,’ Feluda replied.

Although Feluda was listening to Mr Gore's conversation with Lalmohan babu, his eyes were straying frequently to the group practising kung-fu. Victor Perumal's patience and perseverance were remarkable. It was clear that he wouldn't give up until every movement was perfect. One or two trainees were already performing extremely well.

Victor was also glancing at Feluda from time to time, possibly encouraged by the admiration in Feluda's eyes. When Mr Gore had gone, Victor beckoned Feluda and asked him to come closer. Feluda put out his cigarette and went over to Victor and his men.

‘Come on, Mr Mitter. Try it. It's not so difficult!’ said Victor.

The trainees moved away. Victor gave a slight jump, raising his right leg above his head before kicking it forward in a peculiar fashion. Had someone been standing in front of him, he would certainly have been hit and possibly knocked down. Feluda stepped onto the mattress, and jumped around a few times to get ready. Victor stood at a distance of about six feet, and said, ‘Try and kick your leg towards me!’

What Victor did not know was that, after seeing Enter the Dragon, Feluda had spent about a month at home, kicking his legs high in the air, every now and then, exactly as he had seen it being done by kung-fu fighters. He had done it purely for fun, but it had given him a certain amount of experience.

‘One - two - three!’ shouted Victor. At once, Feluda's leg shot out horizontally, and Victor took a step back, falling on the mattress. I knew, however, that Feluda's leg had not made contact with Victor's body.

Over the next five minutes, everyone watched a kung-fu demonstration between Victor Perumal and Pradosh Mitter. I couldn't help looking from time to time at Victor's trainees, who had spent over six weeks learning how to jump, kick and fall. They knew how much effort it took to do all that. What was reassuring was that their faces registered more admiration than envy. When, at the end of those five minutes, the two participants shook hands and thumped each other on the back, their audience broke into spontaneous applause.
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CHAPTER 6

 

Around two o'clock, we walked into the Copper Chimney restaurant in Worli to have lunch with Pulak Ghoshal and Tribhuvan Gupte, the dialogue writer. The place was packed, but Mr Ghoshal had reserved a table for us.

‘I say, Pulak,’ Lalmohan babu asked, ‘what is the name of your film?’

I, too, had wondered about the name, but hadn't found the chance to ask Mr Ghoshal. All I knew for sure was that the film was not going to be called The Bandits of Bombay.

‘You cannot imagine, Laluda,’ said Mr Ghoshal, ‘the trouble we've had over the name. Whatever we chose had either already been used, or registered by some other party. You can ask Gupteji here how many sleepless nights he's spent, puzzling over an appropriate name. Only three days ago—suddenly, out of the blue—it came. A high-voltage spark!’

‘High-voltage spark? Your film is called A High-Voltage Spark?’ Lalmohan babu asked in a low-voltage voice.

Mr Ghoshal burst out laughing, making those sitting at neighbouring tables turn their heads and stare. ‘Are you mad, Laluda? You think a name like that would work? No, I was talking about a sudden flash of inspiration, a brain wave. It's Jet Bahadur.’

‘Eh?’

‘Jet Bahadur. You'll be able to see hoardings go up all over the city, even before you leave. You couldn't find a better name for your story. Just think. Action, speed, thrill … you'll find all three in the word “jet”. Plus you've got “bahadur”. We've sold the film—on all circuits—on the strength of that name and casting alone!’

Lalmohan babu had started to smile, but the joy on his face faded a little as he heard Mr Ghoshal's explanation. Perhaps he was thinking: name and casting? Did only those things matter? Did no one appreciate the story?

‘Have you seen any of my previous films?’ asked Mr Ghoshal. ‘Teerandaj is running at the Lotus. You could catch the evening show today. I will tell the manager, he will keep three tickets for you in the Royal Circle. It's a good film, it did a silver jubilee.’

None of us had seen any of his films. Lalmohan babu was naturally curious, so we accepted Mr Ghoshal's offer. If one didn't have friends in Bombay, the evenings sometimes became long and boring. The car would remain with us. It would take us to the Lotus whenever required.

While we were eating, one of the men from the restaurant came and said something to Mr Ghoshal. Judging by the warm smile on every waiter's face since we arrived, Mr Ghoshal was a frequent visitor here. Clearly, in a place like Bombay, a successful director was a welcome figure.

Mr Ghoshal turned quickly to Lalmohan babu. ‘You're wanted on the telephone, Laluda.’

Lalmohan babu had justed lifted a spoonful of pulao. Thank goodness he hadn't yet put it in his mouth. If he had, he'd certainly have choked. As it happened, when he gave a start, a few grains of rice jumped out of the spoon and landed on the tablecloth; but there was no further damage.

‘Mr Gore wants to speak to you,’ Mr Ghoshal explained, ‘He may have some good news for you.’

Lalmohan babu left, and returned a couple of minutes later. ‘Mr Gore asked me to go to his house at four o'clock,’ he told us, picking up his knife and fork, ‘Looks like I'm about to come into some money—heh heh!’

That meant ten thousand rupees would make their way to Lalmohan babu's pocket by the evening. ‘You're buying us lunch tomorrow!’ Feluda told him, ‘And a copper chimney won't do, let me tell you. We should look for a golden one!’

By the time we finished our meal of rumali roti, pulao, nargisi kofta and kulfi, and left the restaurant, it was a quarter to three. Mr Ghoshal and Mr Gupte returned to the studio. Some of the dialogue still remained to be written. Writing the dialogue always took time, Mr Ghoshal informed us, as every word had to shine and sparkle. Mr Gupte simply smiled, without removing the cigar from his mouth. I noticed that although he wrote all the dialogue in a film, he spoke very little himself.

We bought some paan and climbed back into the car. ‘Shalimar?’ asked our driver.

‘It would be silly,’ Feluda remarked, ‘to return to Calcutta without having seen the Gateway to India. Please take us to the Taj Mahal Hotel.’

‘Very well, sir,’ the driver replied. He could tell we had all the time in the world, and were interested only in seeing the place. So he drove around the city and showed us Victoria Terminus, Flora Fountain, the television station and the Prince of Wales Museum, before reaching the Gateway to India at around half past three. We got out of the car.

Behind the Gateway was the Arabian Sea. I counted eleven ships in it, big and small. The road here was very wide. To the left, facing the Gateway, was a statue of Shivaji, astride his horse. To our left was the world-famous Taj Mahal Hotel. We could hardly leave without seeing it from inside. From the outside it was just awesome.

My head began reeling as we stepped into the cool lobby. Where had I come? I had never seen so many people from so many different communities. Arabs seemed to outnumber other foreign visitors. But why? When I asked Feluda, he said it was because they could not travel to Beirut. So they had all come to Bombay to have a holiday. Thanks to the oil in their country, money was not a problem for them.

We roamed in the lobby for about five minutes before returning to the car. By the time we finally reached Shivaji Castle and were pressing the button for the lift, it was two minutes past four.

We emerged on the twelfth floor. There were three doors on different sides. The one in the middle had a sign saying, ‘G. Gore’. On our ringing the bell, a bearer wearing a uniform opened the door.

‘Please come in!’ he said. Obviously, we were expected.

As we stepped in, we heard Mr Gore's voice before he could be seen. ‘Come in, come in!’ his voice greeted us. Then we saw him coming down a narrow passage with a smile on his face. ‘How was your lunch?’

‘Very, very good!’ Lalmohan babu replied.

Mr Gore's living room was amazing. It was so large that I think almost the entire ground floor of our house in Calcutta would have fitted into it. On one side was a row of windows through which one could watch the sea. All the furniture was expensive—each piece had probably cost two or three thousand rupees. Apart from those, there was wall-to-wall carpeting, paintings on the wall, and a chandelier hung from the ceiling. A huge bookcase took up one side of the room. The books in it looked so glossy that it seemed as if they had only just been bought.

Feluda and I took a settee with a soft, thickly padded seat. Lalmohan sat on a similarly padded chair. At once, a very large dog came into the room and stood in its centre, turning its head to look first at the chair, and then at the settee. Lalmohan babu turned visibly pale. Feluda stretched a hand and snapped his fingers. The dog went to him immediately. I learnt later that it was a Great Dane.

‘Duke! Duke!’

The dog left Feluda and went towards a door. Mr Gore had waited until we were seated, then he had left us for a few moments. Now he returned to the room with an envelope in his hand, and sat on another chair by Lalmohan babu's side.

‘I had meant to keep this ready for you,’ he said to Lalmohan babu, ‘but I had to take three trunk calls, so I didn't get the time.’

He offered the envelope to Lalmohan babu, who managed to steady his shaking hand and took it casually. Then he slipped his hand into it and took out a wad of hundred-rupee notes.

‘Please count them,’ Mr Gore advised.

‘C-count them?’

‘Of course. You must. There should be one hundred notes there.’

By the time Lalmohan babu finished counting, a silver tea service had been placed before us. One sip told me that it was the best quality Darjeeling tea.

‘I haven't really learnt anything about you,’ Mr Gore turned to Feluda.

‘There's nothing to learn. I am Mr Ganguli's friend, that's all.’

‘No, sir. That is not enough. You are no ordinary person. Your eyes, your voice, your height, walk, body—nothing is ordinary. If you don't want to tell me about yourself, that's fine. But if you say you are no more than Mr Ganguli's friend, I cannot believe that!’

Feluda smiled, sipped his tea and changed the subject. ‘I see that you have a lot of books,’ he said.

‘Yes, but I do not read them. Those books are only for show. The Taraporewala Book Shop has a standing order … they send me a copy of every good book that comes out.’

‘I can even see a Bengali book there!’

Goodness, how sharp Feluda's eyes were! Even from a distance he had spotted a solitary Bengali book amongst the rows of books in English.

Mr Gore laughed. ‘Not only Bengali, Mr Mitter, I have books in Hindi, Marathi, Gujarati—everything. I know a man who can read Hindi, Bengali and Gujarati. He reads novels in all those languages, and makes synopses for me. I have even read the outline of Mr Ganguli's novel. You see, Mr Mitter, in order to make a film …’

The telephone began ringing, interrupting him. Mr Gore rose and walked over to answer a white telephone resting on a three-legged stool by the door.

‘Hello … yes, hold on. A call for you, Mr Ganguli.’

Lalmohan babu gave another start. I hoped these frequent starts were not going to damage his heart.

‘Is it Pulak?’ he asked on his way to the telephone.

‘No, sir. I don't know this person,’ Mr Gore replied.

‘Hello,’ Lalmohan babu spoke into the receiver. Feluda cast him a sidelong glance.

‘Hello … hello … ?’

Lalmohan babu looked at us in puzzlement. ‘No one's speaking up!’

‘The line must have got disconnected,’ Mr Gore said.

Lalmohan babu shook his head. ‘No, I can hear various sounds, but no one's saying anything.’

Now Feluda went and took the receiver from him. ‘Hello, hello!’

Then he, too, shook his head and said, ‘Whoever it was just put the phone down!’

‘How strange! Who could it have been?’ Lalmohan babu exclaimed.

‘Don't worry about it,’ Mr Gore told us, ‘That kind of thing happens all the time in Bombay.’

Feluda remained standing. We took our cue and rose. Lalmohan babu did not seem all that concerned about the mysterious phone call, possibly because of the ten thousand rupees nestling in his pocket.

‘We're going to the Lotus to see one of Pulak's films this evening,’ he remarked casually.

‘Yes, you must. Pulak babu is a very good director. I am sure Jet Bahadur will also be a great box office success!’

Mr Gore came to the front door to see us out. ‘Don't forget about lunch tomorrow. I hope you've got transport?’

We assured him that Mr Ghoshal had made all the arrangements. We would have a car at our disposal all day.

We emerged on the landing and pressed the button for the lift. ‘Now you know how much money these people have!’ Feluda said to Lalmohan babu.

‘Yes. In fact, I've got some of it in my own pocket!’

‘True, but that's peanuts. Even a hundred thousand rupees, to these people, is a laughably small amount. Did you notice that he didn't ask you to sign a receipt? That means your pocket is filled with his black money. You have taken your first step into the world of darkness!’

The lift came down from upstairs and stopped with a clang.

‘Whatever you may say, Felu babu, if one has a lot of money in one's pocket, be it black or white …’

Lalmohan babu broke off. Feluda had just opened the door of the lift to get into it. A strong scent wafted out—it was the scent of Gulbahar. All of us could recognize it, Lalmohan babu in particular. It rendered him speechless.

We followed Feluda into the lift, our hearts beating faster. ‘I am sure,’ I couldn't help saying after a few moments, ‘plenty of people in this country use Gulbahar. Mr Sanyal cannot be the only one!’

Instead of replying, Feluda pressed the button for the seventeenth floor. We climbed another five floors.

Like the others, this floor had three doors near the lift. The one on the left said, ‘H. Hekroth’. ‘A German name,’ Feluda muttered. The door to our right said, ‘N.C. Mansukhani’. He had to be a Sindhi. The door in the middle bore no name at all.

‘That flat's empty,’ said Lalmohan babu.

‘Not necessarily,’ Feluda replied, ‘Not everyone uses a name-plate. In fact, I think someone does live in this flat.’

Lalmohan babu and I looked at him curiously.

‘If a doorbell has not been used for some time, its switch should be dusty. But take a look at this one. Then take a look at the other two, and tell me if they are any different.’

I peered closely at the switch. Feluda was right. It was shining brightly, there was no trace of dust.

‘Are you going to press it?’ Lalmohan babu asked, his voice trembling a little.

Feluda did not ring the bell. What he did instead was even more puzzling. He threw himself down on the floor and began sniffing through the tiny gap between the door and the floor. I saw him inhale deeply a couple of times, after which he got back to his feet and said, ‘Coffee. I could smell strong coffee.’

Then he did something else that was no less surprising. Instead of taking the lift, he took the stairs to climb down to the ground floor. He stopped at every floor on his way, and spent at least half-a-minute, looking around. God knows what he was looking for.

When we finally came out of the building, it was ten minutes past five.

We had been in Bombay for only a short while, but most undoubtedly, we had already got entangled in a complex mystery.
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CHAPTER 7

 

‘If I asked you a few questions, would you mind?’ Feluda asked Lalmohan babu. We had returned to our hotel from Shivaji Castle about ten minutes ago. The receptionist had informed us that while we were out, someone had rung Lalmohan babu, but didn't leave his name or a message.

‘It must be Pulak, trying to get hold of me every now and then,’ said Lalmohan babu. ‘It cannot be anyone else.’

Now he turned to Feluda and said, ‘If I could handle a police interrogation and come through with flying colours, why should I mind questions from you?’

‘Very well. You don't know Sanyal's first name, do you?’

‘No. I didn't get round to asking him.’

‘Can you describe him? I want a full and clear description—not the slipshod type of description you use in your books!’

Lalmohan babu cleared his throat and frowned.

‘His height would be … let's see …’

‘Do you always take in a person's height before anything else?’

‘Yes, if he is exceptionally shorter or taller than average …’

‘Was Sanyal very short?’

‘No.’

‘Remarkably tall?’

‘No.’

‘Then let's not talk about his height right now. Tell me about his face.’

‘I saw him late in the evening. And the light bulb in my living room isn't particularly strong, it's only forty watts.’

‘Never mind. Tell me what you can remember.’

‘A broad face. His eyes … ah … he was wearing glasses. Had a beard—pretty thick—and a moustache, attached to his beard …’

‘You mean a French beard?’

‘N-no, it was different, I think. It was joined to his sideburns as well.’

‘All right, go on.’

‘His hair … salt-and-pepper. Yes, that's what it was, and he had a right … no, no, a left parting.’

‘Teeth?’

‘Perfect. Didn't appear to be false teeth.’

‘Voice?’

‘Neither too deep, nor too thin. Sort of medium.’

‘Height?’

‘Told you. Medium.’

‘Didn't he give you a phone number? Didn't he say it was his friend's number in Bombay, and this friend was a very helpful man?’

‘Oh yes! I say, I'd forgotten all about it. I could have told the police, but even when that inspector was asking me all those questions, I clean forgot.’

‘No matter, you can tell me.’

‘Wait, let me see …!’ Lalmohan babu opened his wallet and took out a blue, folded piece of paper. Feluda examined it carefully, as the writing was Sanyal's own. Then he put the paper away in his own wallet, and said to me, ‘Topshe, could you please ask for that number—tell the operator it's 253418.’

I picked up the phone and spoke to the operator. Then I passed the phone to Feluda.

‘Hello,’ Feluda said, ‘Could I speak to Mr Desai, please?’

How perfectly weird! It turned out that no one called Desai had ever used that number. The man who answered it was called Parekh, and he had been using that same number for ten years, he said.

‘Lalmohan babu,’ said Feluda replacing the receiver, ‘forget about selling your next story to Sanyal. The man sounds decidedly fishy, and I think that packet he gave you is no less suspicious.’

Lalmohan babu scratched his head and sighed. ‘To tell you the truth, Felu babu,’ he muttered, ‘for some funny reason, I didn't like the man, either!’

Feluda's voice took on a sharp edge. ‘For some funny reason? I hate that expression. You should know the exact reason; don't dismiss it as “funny”. Come on, try to explain. Why didn't you like Sanyal?’

Lalmohan babu didn't mind Feluda speaking to him sharply; he was quite used to it. In fact, he was the first to admit that his writing had improved chiefly because Feluda did not hesitate to point out his mistakes.

Now he sat up straight. ‘First,’ he said, ‘the fellow did not look straight at me when he spoke. Second, he spoke in a low voice—as if he had come to discuss some secret plan. Where was the need to speak so softly? Third …’

Here his voice trailed away. Over the next few minutes, Lalmohan babu tried very hard to remember the third reason, but failed.

The evening show at the Lotus was going to start at six-thirty. So we left the hotel at six o'clock. Only Lalmohan babu and I got into the car, as Feluda said he had some work to do. His blue notebook had emerged from his bag; I didn't have to be told what ‘work’ was going to keep him busy.

The Lotus cinema was in Worli, so we had to go back there. Lalmohan babu was looking decidedly nervous. The film we were about to see would prove what kind of a director Mr Ghoshal was. ‘Well,’ he said to me, ‘if three of his films have been successful—one after the other—then he can't be all that bad, can he? What do you think, Tapesh?’

What could I say? That was exactly what I was telling myself to find reassurance.

Mr Ghoshal had not forgotten to inform the manager. Three tickets had been reserved for us in the Royal Circle. However, as it was a repeat show, plenty of seats were empty in the main auditorium.

We realized, even before the intermission, that Teerandaj was the kind of film that would be liable to give one a severe headache. Lalmohan babu and I exchanged glances in the dark. I wanted to laugh, but at the same time, felt concerned each time I thought about the future of Jet Bahadur. What was Lalmohan babu going to do?

When the lights came on during the intermission, Lalmohan babu sighed. ‘Pulak,’ he said with a lot of feeling, ‘you and I come from the same city, same area. Is this all you've learnt to do in so many years?’ Then, after a pause, he turned to me and added, ‘Pulak used to put on a play every year during Durga Puja. As far as I can recall, he failed his B. Com. Well, what else can you expect from such a character?’

We left the auditorium as soon as the lights dimmed again. I was afraid we might find either Pulak Ghoshal himself, or one of his men, outside in the lobby. But there was no one.

‘If he asks me, I am going to say it was first-class,’ Lalmohan babu decided. ‘Frankly, Tapesh, I would have felt quite heartbroken, had I not received all those fresh, crisp notes from Gore!’

Our car was parked opposite the cinema. Lalmohan babu did not immediately make for the car. He walked over to a small grocery store instead, and bought a packet of savouries, two packets of biscuits, six oranges and a packet of lemon drops. ‘Sometimes I get quite hungry in my hotel room. These will come in handy,’ he confided.

We returned to the car, our hands laden with various packets. As soon as I opened the door, each of us received an enormous shock. The car was reeking with the scent of Gulbahar. It was certainly not there when we arrived here. It had appeared in the last one-and-a-half hours.

‘My head is reeling, Tapesh. This is positively spooky, isn't it? I'm sure Sanyal has been murdered. And we're being haunted by his perfumed ghost!’ Lalmohan babu exclaimed.

I asked the driver if he knew anything. He said he was in the car most of the time, but he did leave it— only for about five minutes—to watch a Hindi programme (Phool Khile hain Gulshan Gulshan) on TV at a shop nearby. Yes, he could smell the perfume too, but had no idea how it had got there. It was like magic, he thought.

We told Feluda about it as soon as we got back to the hotel. ‘When the plot thickens, this kind of thing is bound to happen, Lalmohan babu! Or one can't call it a real mystery; and if it isn't a real mystery, then Felu Mitter cannot exercise his brain, can he?’ said Feluda.

‘But …’

‘I know what you're going to ask me. No, I haven't worked out the whole plot. All I'm doing right now is trying to understand its nature.’

‘It seems that you went out?’ I put in, sounding most sleuth-like.

‘Well done, Topshe. But I didn't have to leave the hotel to get it. The receptionist gave it to me.’

The object in question was an Indian Airlines timetable, which was lying by Feluda's side. ‘I wanted to find out how many flights go to Calcutta from Kathmandu, and what time they arrive,’ Feluda explained.

The mention of Kathmandu reminded me of something I wanted to ask Feluda.

‘Inspector Patwardhan mentioned a Nanasaheb. Which Nanasaheb did he mean?’

‘There is only one who is famous in Indian history.’

‘The one who fought against the British during the mutiny?’

‘Yes, but later he escaped and left India. He went all the way to Kathmandu, taking with him a lot of valuable jewels—including a necklace studded with diamonds and pearls. It was called the naulakha. Eventually, it went to Jung Bahadur of Nepal. In return, Jung Bahadur gave two villages to Nanasaheb's wife, Kashi Bai.’

‘Has that famous necklace been stolen?’

‘Yes, so it would seem from what Patwardhan said.’

‘Oh my God, did I hand over that same necklace?’ Lalmohan babu's voice rose with concern. He almost shouted.

‘Just think about it. If you did, your name will be recorded in history, in letters of diamond!’

‘But … but … in that case, it's gone where it was meant to go. Now it's for the police to make sure it doesn't leave the country. Why are you so worried? Do you wish to catch these smugglers yourself?’

Before Feluda could reply, the telephone began ringing. Lalmohan babu picked it up as he was standing close to it.

‘Hello … yes, speaking!’

So the call was meant for him. Perhaps it was Pulak Ghoshal. No, it wasn't. It couldn't possibly be. Mr Ghoshal could never say anything that would make Lalmohan babu's mouth hang open like that, and his hand tremble so much. I saw him take the receiver away from his ear. Even the receiver was shaking.

Feluda took it away from him and placed it to his own ear. However, presumably because he couldn't hear anything, he replaced it almost immediately. ‘Was it Sanyal?’ he asked.

Lalmohan babu tried to nod, but clearly even that was difficult for him. Perhaps every muscle in his body had frozen.

‘What did he say?’

‘S-s-said,’ Lalmohan babu gave himself a shake and made a valiant attempt to pull himself together, ‘Said if I open my mouth, he'll r-r-rip open my st-stomach!’

‘Okay, that's good.’

‘Wh-what!’ Lalmohan babu stared foolishly at Feluda. I, too, found Feluda's remark distinctly odd. Feluda explained quickly, ‘It wasn't enough simply to have that strong perfume every now and then. I mean, it wasn't good enough as a clue. I couldn't be sure whether Sanyal himself had come to Bombay, or someone here was using that scent. Now I can be sure.’

‘But why is he hounding me?’ Lalmohan babu cried desperately.

‘If I knew that, Lalmohan babu, there would be no mystery. If you want an answer to that question, you will have to be a little patient.’
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CHAPTER 8

 

Lalmohan babu simply toyed with his food that evening, saying he wasn't hungry at all. Feluda said it didn't matter as Lalmohan babu had eaten the most that afternoon at the Copper Chimney.

The previous night, we had all gone out together after dinner to buy paan. Tonight, Lalmohan babu refused to leave the hotel. ‘Who wants to go out in the crowded streets? I bet Sanyal's men are watching the hotel. One of them will plunge his knife straight into me, if I am seen.’

In the end, Feluda went out alone. Lalmohan babu stayed put in our room with me, muttering constantly, ‘Why on earth did I have to accept that packet?’ After a while, he began blaming something else for his present predicament: ‘Why did I have to write a story for a Hindi film?’ Eventually, I heard him say, ‘Why the hell did I ever start writing crime thrillers?’

Feluda returned in a few minutes and offered us the paan he'd bought. ‘Will you be all right sleeping alone in your room?’ he asked Lalmohan babu, who made no reply. ‘Look,’ Feluda said reassuringly, ‘there's a tiny cubby-hole at the end of the passage. You've seen it, haven't you? A bell boy remains in that room, all the time. Besides, some of the hotel staff are on duty all night. This is not Shivaji Castle.’

A mention of Shivaji Castle made Lalmohan babu shiver once more. However, around ten o'clock he mustered enough courage to wish us good-night and return to his room.

I went to bed soon after he left. Pulak Ghoshal's film had caused me a great deal of strain—much more than travelling all over the city. Feluda, I knew, would remain awake. His notebook was lying on a bedside table. He had made several entries throughout the day. Perhaps now he'd make some more.

In the past, I had tried, at times, to make a note of the exact moment when I fell asleep. But I had failed every time. Tonight was no different. I have no idea when I fell asleep, but do remember the moment when I woke. Someone was banging on the door, and pressing the buzzer repeatedly. I sat up in bed. Feluda's bedside lamp was still on; my watch showed quarter to one. Feluda rose and opened the door. Lalmohan babu tumbled into the room.

He was panting, but did not appear to be frightened. When he spoke, his words were curious, but nothing that might cause alarm.

‘A scandal!’ he exclaimed. ‘This is a positive scandal, I tell you!’

‘Come in and sit down,’ Feluda said.

‘No, no, I'm too excited to sit down. Look, here's the famous necklace, the valuable jewels I was supposed to have handed over!’

What Lalmohan babu then held under Feluda's nose was a book. A famous book, written in English. I had seen a copy of it only recently, displayed in a shop window in Lansdowne Road. It was Life Divine by Sri Aurobindo.

Even Feluda could only gape. ‘And look,’ Lalmohan babu went on, ‘the binding is faulty. After the first thirty pages, the next few pages are stuck together. If someone paid good money for this book, every penny has been wasted. How could a binder in Pondicherry do such a shoddy job?’

‘But … if this is the original packet, what did you pass on to Mr Red Shirt the other day?’

‘You're not going to believe this. Can you imagine what I did? I passed on one of my own books! Yes, The Bandits of Bombay! You see, what I had sent Pulak was a copy of my manuscript. So I thought I'd now give him a copy of the book, with my blessings and autograph. In fact, I have three more copies in my bag, each wrapped with brown paper. I know I have fans all over the country … thought I might meet a few in Bombay, so I brought extra copies. And it was one of those that I … ha ha ha!’

I had not seen Lalmohan babu so cheerful in a long time.

Feluda took the book from him, looked at it briefly and asked, ‘But what about the threat from Sanyal? Didn't he threaten you on the phone? How does that fit in with this Life Divine?’

Lalmohan babu refused to be daunted. ‘Well, who knows if it was Sanyal in person? It isn't always possible to identify a voice on the telephone, is it? It could well have been some crackpot, trying to be funny. Anything is possible in Bombay. I mean, if a film like Teerandaj could run for more than twenty-five weeks … need I say more?’

‘All right, but what about that perfume in the car?’

‘That? I bet our driver was wearing it. He's a fashionable young man. Didn't you see his hairstyle? But when we began asking questions, he was embarrassed and wouldn't admit to using the scent.’

‘Well then, every mystery is solved. You may relax now, and have a good night's sleep.’

‘Yes, I certainly will. I had a headache when I went to bed, so I opened my bag to take out a pain killer. That's how I made this amazing discovery. Anyway, now that everything's cleared up, I am going to leave that book with you. Perhaps you should read up on spiritual matters, it can't do you any harm. Good night!’

Lalmohan babu left, and I went back to my own bed.

‘Imagine being handed a copy of a book by Jatayu, when one was expecting Life Divine. Feluda, how do you suppose the fellow felt?’

‘Furious,’ Feluda replied, resting his head on his pillow. But he did not switch the light off. I felt quite amused to see that he put his blue notebook away, and began turning the pages of Sri Aurobindo's book. It was at this moment, I think, that I fell asleep again.
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CHAPTER 9

 

The following day we were supposed to travel down the road to Pune to a level-crossing between Khandala and Lonavala. That was the spot where the final climactic scene was going to be shot. All told, there were eleven ‘action’ scenes in the film. Pulak Ghoshal was going to start with the last one.

The complete scene could not be shot in a single day. The whole thing would take as many as five days. We had decided to watch the shooting every day—that is, if we enjoyed the first day's experience. The train would be available on all five days, for an hour between one and two o'clock. But the horses meant for the group of bandits, and a Lincoln Convertible meant for the hero, could be used any time. The scene in question went like this:

The villain had replaced the real engine driver and was driving the train. In one of its compartments the heroine and her uncle were being held, their hands and feet tied. The hero was chasing the train in a motor car. At the same time, the hero's twin—who had been kidnapped by bandits when he was a baby, and had now become a bandit himself—was riding with his entire gang to attack the train. He would get close enough to the train to jump into it straight from his horse. About the same time, the hero in his car would also catch up with the train, and he would arrive on the scene to see the bandit and the villain (pretending to be the engine driver) having a fight. The villain would be killed. What would happen next? … All would be revealed on the silver screen!

Apparently, three different versions of the final scene were going to be shot. Then the director would decide which appeared the best on the screen, and retain it, discarding the other two.

Mr Ghoshal dropped in briefly quite early in the morning. We told him we were ready to go, and all arrangements were in hand. ‘Laluda,’ he said, ‘I can tell just by looking at you that you really enjoyed watching Teerandaj!’

Lalmohan babu could be seen smiling to himself from time to time, as he recalled the previous night's events. Mr Ghoshal had noticed that smile and misunderstood the reason for it. Lalmohan babu laughed loudly and said, ‘Bravo, my boy—to think that a boy from our Gorpar in Calcutta could achieve so much! You have shown them all … ha ha!’

Since we were going to be out all day, Feluda told me to take all the edible stuff in our hand luggage. We packed the oranges, biscuits and sweets that Lalmohan babu had bought the day before and put them in the car. Then Lalmohan babu deposited all his cash with the hotel manager and took a receipt from him. ‘Who knows,’ he told us, ‘whether a real bandit or two won't get mixed up with the actors?’

Feluda went out for a while—to buy cigarettes, he said. He had run out completely, and the place where we were going might not have a shop within miles. We left shortly after he got back. The car was still smelling of Gulbahar.

Thane station was about twenty-five kilometers from Bombay. The road made a right curve there, joined the national highway and went towards Pune. Khandala was eighty kilometers down that same road. The weather that morning was quite good. Broken clouds were flitting across the sky, driven by a strong breeze— and the sun was peering frequently through them, bathing the city with its light. Mr Ghoshal had already remarked on the weather. It was said to be ‘ideal’ for shooting outdoors. Lalmohan babu was pleased, not just with the weather, but with everything he could see. ‘Now I needn't worry about going abroad!’ he announced. ‘Bombay is such a wonderful place, who wants to go to England? Have you seen the buses? Not one is overcrowded, not one has people hanging out of it. Oh, what tremendous civic sense these people have!’

It took us nearly an hour to reach Thane, at around a quarter past nine. As we had plenty of time on our hands we stopped at a tea stall and had masala tea. Our driver, Swaruplal, joined us.

Only a few minutes after we left Thane, I realized we were travelling alongside the hills of the Western Ghats. The railway track I had noticed before had disappeared. It had gone towards Kalyan to the north. From Kalyan, it would turn back and go south again, passing through Matheran before going to Pune. Our level crossing was situated somewhere in the middle of that particular stretch.

Our journey was eventless, except for Lalmohan babu choking on some orange pips at one point. Feluda remained silent throughout—it was impossible to tell from his face what he was thinking. I knew from experience that even when he lapsed into silence, it did not necessarily mean that he was worried about anything.

At around half past twelve, we passed through Khandala. Only a mile later, a large number of people came into view. It seemed as if a fair had sprung up by the roadside. As we got closer, I was struck by the number of vehicles I could see. Why should there be so many of them at a fair? Then I noticed something else—horses! Now I realized that the ‘fair’ was Mr Ghoshal's unit, gathered here to start shooting Jet Bahadur. There were at least a hundred people milling about; and there was a lot of equipment and other material … cameras, reflectors, lights, large durries … it was a huge affair.

Our driver slipped into a gap between an Ambassador and a bus, and parked the car there. Mr Ghoshal came forward to greet us as soon as we emerged. He was wearing a white cap, and from his neck hung an object that looked like binoculars.

‘Good morning! Everything all right?’ he asked.

We nodded. ‘Listen,’ he went on, ‘I have a message from Mr Gore. He's gone to Matheran—I think to talk to some railway officials, and perhaps make some payments. He will make his own way here, either on the same train that we're going to use, or by car. You will be told the minute the train gets here. In any case, whether or not Mr Gore arrives on time, you three should get into the first-class compartment. Is that clear?’

‘Perfectly,’ said Feluda.

We met some of the other workers as we waited. I had no idea so many Bengalis worked in the Bombay film industry. It was hardly surprising that one of them should recognize Feluda. The cameraman, Dashu Ghosh, wrinkled his brows upon hearing Feluda's name. ‘Mitter? Are you the detec—?’

‘Yes,’ Feluda said hurriedly, ‘but please keep it to yourself.’

‘Why? You are our pride. When that statue in Ellora—’

Feluda placed a finger on his lips. Dashu Ghosh lowered his voice, ‘Are you here on a case?’

‘No, no. I am here on holiday, with this friend of mine.’

Dashu Ghosh had lived in Bombay for twenty-one years. Even so, he read Bengali books regularly, and had read two or three books by Jatayu. There were two other cameramen working with him that day. They came from other parts of India. Two of the four assistants who worked with Mr Ghoshal were Bengalis. But among the actors, none came from Bengal. Apart from Arjun Mehrotra, there was Micky playing the villain. He was just Micky, without a surname. He was considered the best amongst villains who were on their way up in Bombay at the moment. It was said that he had signed contracts for thirty-seven films, but twenty-nine of those were being rewritten, simply to reduce the number of fights. Thank goodness Jet Bahadur had only four fights. If it had more, Mr Ghoshal and Mr Gore would have been in big trouble.

We learnt all this from the production manager, Sudarshan Das. He was from Orissa. Like Dashu Ghosh, he had been in Bombay for many years; but as soon as Jet Bahadur was completed, he planned to return to Cuttack and start directing Oriya films.

Feluda had walked over to another group. All the actors who were going to play the bandits were being made up and dressed for the big scene. Suddenly, I noticed one of those men chatting with Feluda. Curious, I went forward and realized, as I heard his voice, that it was none other than the kung-fu master, Victor Perumal. He was made up to look like the hero's twin. It would be his job to jump from a galloping horse and land on the roof of the train. Then he would have to walk over as many as six coaches and enter the engine to fight with Micky, the villain, and kill him. That would be followed by a dramatic clash with the hero, who had been separated from his twin twenty years ago.

Lalmohan babu saw the elaborate arrangements and sank into silence. He really ought to have been pleased since all that action was centred around his story. He told me of his feelings: ‘I feel kind of peculiar, Tapesh,’ he explained. ‘At times, it's giving me a sense of power, you see, to think that I wrote the story that's led to so much work, such complex arrangements, so much expense! Yet, sometimes, I feel a little guilty for causing a lot of headache to a lot of people. And I cannot forget that the writer gets no recognition here. How many people in this unit know Jatayu's name, tell me?’

I tried to comfort him. ‘If the film is a success, everyone will learn your name!’

‘I hope so!’ Jatayu sighed.

The bandits who had finished their make-up were already on their horses, running around. All the horses were initially gathered under a large banyan tree. There were nine of them.

A minute later, a huge white Lincoln Convertible turned up, its tinted glass windows rolled up. It contained the hero and the villain. There was no need for the heroine that day, as the scenes in which she would appear, with her hands and feet tied, would be shot later in a studio. It was just as well, I thought. The two male stars caused enough sensation in the crowd. The presence of the heroine would only have made matters worse.

Sudarshan Das had given us some tea. We were in the process of returning the empty cups, when suddenly a raucous voice could be heard on a loudspeaker: ‘The train is coming! Train's here! Everybody ready!’
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CHAPTER 10

 

An old-fashioned engine came into view, huffing and puffing, blowing thick black smoke. Behind it were eight coaches. It stopped at the level crossing at exactly five minutes to one.

Even from a distance, we could see that there was only one first-class compartment. Other coaches already had passengers in them—they had been planted there when the train left Matheran. There were men, women and children, both young and old. Mr Ghoshal became extremely busy as soon as the train arrived. We could see him rushing from one camera to another, from the hero to the villain, and from one assistant here to another assistant there. Even Lalmohan babu was forced to admit that it wasn't simply the producer's money that made a film.

Arjun Mehrotra—the hero—was ready. He was at the wheel of his car, wearing sunglasses. Beside him sat his make-up man, and two other men, possibly hangers-on. A jeep with an open top was ready, too. In it stood a camera on a tripod. Victor and his men had already departed with their horses. They would wait for a signal from the moving train, and then ride down a particular hill. Then they would be seen galloping alongside the train. I saw Micky go towards the engine, accompanied by one of Mr Ghoshal's assistants.

We didn't know what to do. There was no sign of Mr Gore. Was he on the train? There was no way to tell.

The crowd had dispersed by now, but no one had told us what to do. Lalmohan babu began to get restless. ‘What's going on, Feluda babu? Have we been totally forgotten?’ he asked.

‘Well, we were told to get into a first-class compartment, and there is only one such coach. So we should get into it … but let's wait for two more minutes.’

Before those two minutes were up, the engine blew its whistle, and we heard Sudarshan Das call out to us: ‘I say, gentlemen! This way!’

We ran towards the first class carriage, clutching our bags. Mr Das went with us up to the door to the carriage. ‘I knew nothing of the arrangements,’ he said. ‘Someone just told me Mr Gore will arrive in half an hour. After the first shot, this train is going to return here.’

We got into the compartment, to be greeted by a large flask standing on a bench, together with four white cardboard boxes. The name of the Safari Restaurant was printed on every box. In other words, it was our lunch. I was surprised by Mr Gore's care and attention, in spite of his being so busy.

There was another whistle, then the train started with a jerk. All of us got ready to watch the activities outside. This was going to be a totally new experience, so I was feeling quite excited.

The train was now gathering speed. A road ran by the track on the right hand side. On our left, very soon, we'd see hills. The bandits would arrive from the left, and the hero from the right.

A little later, when the train was running faster, the jeep with the camera could be seen, travelling down the road. It was followed by the hero's car. Now the hero was alone, his companions had gone. The camera was facing him. Apart from the cameraman, there were three other men in the jeep. One of them was Mr Ghoshal's assistant. He was speaking through a microphone, instructing the hero: ‘Look to your left!’ and ‘Now to your right!’

Mr Ghoshal himself was handling the second camera, which was placed inside one of the carriages. The third camera was on the roof of the last coach, towards the rear of the train.

The hero wasn't driving all that fast, which I found somewhat disappointing. But Feluda pointed out that, in the film, it would appear fast enough as the speed of the camera had been reduced to shoot this particular scene.

‘Besides,’ he added, ‘that car isn't moving as slowly as you seem to think, because it's running to keep pace with our train; and the train is moving pretty fast, isn't it?’

True. I hadn't thought about that.

In a few minutes, the hero's car and the jeep passed our compartment and went further down the road. Since it was an old-fashioned carriage, there were no bars on the windows. I wanted to lean out and see how the remaining scene was being shot, but Feluda stopped me. ‘How do you suppose you'd feel if you went to see Jet Bahadur at a cinema, and found yourself on the screen, leaning out of a train?’

I had to resist the temptation to poke my head out. Then I decided to get up and sit near a window on the opposite side. The scent of Gulbahar hit my nostrils as soon as I got to my feet.

Suddenly, I realized that Feluda was no longer by my side. He had sprung up and moved to the opposite end of the carriage. His eyes were fixed on the door to the bathroom, and his hand was in his jacket pocket.

‘It's no use, Mr Mitter. Don't take out your gun—a revolver is already pointed at you!’ said a voice.

The door on our left opened. A man entered and stood blocking the exit. In his hand was a revolver. Where had I seen him before? Oh, of course, this was Mr Red Shirt! But today he was wearing different clothes, and there was a vicious expression on his face that had been absent that day when we'd seen him at the airport. Looking at him now, I had no doubt in my mind that this man was a killer, and he would kill without the slightest qualm. His revolver was aimed straight at Feluda.

The door to the bathroom, which was ajar, opened fully and the whole compartment was filled with the scent of Gulbahar.

‘San … San …’ muttered Lalmohan babu, then his voice trailed away. His whole body seemed to have shrunk with fear.

‘Yes, I am Sanyal,’ said the stranger, ‘and my real business is with you, Mr Ganguli. You have brought that packet here, haven't you? Open your bag and give it to me. I needn't tell you what's going to happen if you don't.’

‘P-p-packet …?’

‘Surely you know which packet I am talking about? I did not meet you at the airport that day in Calcutta just to hand you a copy of your own book, did I? Come on, give me the real packet.’

‘You are mistaken. That packet is with me, not Mr Ganguli.’

The train was making such a lot of noise that everyone had to raise his voice to be heard; but Feluda spoke slowly and steadily. Even so, his words reached Sanyal's ears and his eyes lit up behind his glasses.

‘You destroyed so many pages of Life Divine. Did that bring you any special gain?’ Feluda was still speaking calmly, his words were measured.

‘Nimmo,’ Sanyal gave a sidelong glance at the hooligan and spoke harshly, ‘finish this man off if he creates any trouble. Keep your hands raised, Mr Mitter.’

‘Aren't you taking a very big risk?’ Feluda asked. ‘You will not release us, will you, even if you get what you want? You're going to finish us off, anyway. But what's going to happen to you, once the train comes to a stop? Have you thought about that?’

‘That's easy,’ Sanyal's face broke into an evil grin, ‘No one knows me here. There are so many passengers on this train—you think I couldn't just disappear amongst them? Your corpses will lie here, and I will move to another compartment. It's that simple.’

Feluda and I had faced many tricky situations before and that had taught me not to lose my nerve easily. But, right at this moment, although I was trying very hard to stay calm, one thing kept making me break into a cold sweat. It was the figure of Nimmo. I had only read about such characters. The look in his eyes held pure malice. He had closed the door and was now leaning against it. The fine cotton embroidered shirt he was wearing was fluttering in the breeze; his right arm was shaking a little because of the train's movement, but the revolver was still pointed straight at Feluda.

Sanyal advanced slowly. My nostrils were burning with the scent. His eyes were fixed on Feluda's bag. It was an Air India bag, placed on a bench in front of Sanyal. Lalmohan babu was standing behind me, so I couldn't see the look on his face. But, in spite of the racket the train was making, I could hear him breathing heavily, wheezing like an asthma patient.

The train was speeding on its way. It meant that the shooting was going ahead as planned. Did Mr Gore have any idea just how badly he had messed things up?

Sanyal sat down, grabbed the bag and pressed its catch. It did not open. The bag was locked.

‘Where's the key? Where is it?’ Sanyal's entire face was distorted with impatient rage. ‘Where the hell did you put it?’

‘In my pocket,’ Feluda replied coolly.

‘Which pocket?’

‘The right one.’

That was where Feluda kept his revolver. I knew it.

Sanyal rose to his feet, still looking livid. After a few uncertain moments, he suddenly turned to me. ‘Come here!’ he roared.

Feluda looked at me. I could tell he wanted me to do as I was told.

As I began moving towards Feluda, a different noise reached my ears. It wasn't just the noise of the train. I could hear galloping horses. Unbeknown to me, the train had reached the hills, which were now stretched on the left. By the time I could slip my hand into Feluda's pocket, the gang of bandits was moving swiftly down a hill, throwing up clouds of dust.

My fingers first found the revolver, then brushed against the key.

‘Give it to him,’ Feluda told me.

I passed the key to Sanyal. Feluda's hands were still raised.

Sanyal unlocked the bag. Life Divine was resting on top of everything else. Sanyal took it out.

There was the sound of hooves quite close to the window. Not one, but several horses had sped down the hill and were now galloping beside the track, keeping pace with the train.

Sanyal leafed through the pages quickly until he got to the point where many of the pages were stuck together. Then he did something most peculiar. Instead of turning the pages, he began scratching and clawing at them. At once, one of the pages tore, revealing a square ‘hollow’. A certain section had been cut out from the centre of several pages to create that hollow.

Sanyal peered into it—and the expression on his face changed at once. It was really worth watching. God knows what he was expecting to find, but what the hollow contained were about eight cigarette stubs, a dozen used matches and a substantial quantity of ash.

‘I hope you don't mind,’ said Feluda, ‘but I couldn't resist using that as an ash-tray.’

Now Sanyal shouted so loudly that I was sure the whole train could hear him.

‘You think you can get away with this? Where's the real stuff?’

‘What stuff?’

‘You scoundrel! Don't you know what I'm talking about?’

‘Of course. But I want to hear you spell it out.’

‘Where is it?’ Sanyal roared again.

‘In my pocket.’

‘Which pocket?’

‘The left one.’

The bandits were now just outside the window. The hill was much closer. A lot of dust was coming in through the window.

‘You there!’

I knew I would be ordered once more.

‘Don't just stand there—get it from his pocket!’

I had to slip my hand into Feluda's left pocket this time. The object that I found was something the like of which I had never held in my hand before. It was a necklace strung with pearls and studded with diamonds. Such an amazing piece of jewellery was fit to be handled only by kings and emperors, I thought.

‘Give it to me!’ Sanyal's eyes were glinting once more, not with rage, but with greed and glee.

I stretched my hand towards him. Feluda kept his hands raised. Lalmohan babu was groaning. The bandits were …

CRASH!

Something heavy had made an impact against the carriage, making it shake a little. In the next instant, Nimmo was rolling on the floor. A pair of legs had slipped in through the window and kicked him hard. The gun in his hand went off, hit a light fixed to the ceiling and shattered it. In a flash, Feluda lowered his hands and took out his own revolver.

Then the door on the left opened again, and a man dressed as a bandit climbed into our carriage. He was known to all three of us.

‘Thank you, Victor!’ said Feluda.
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CHAPTER 11

 

Sanyal flopped down on a bench. He was trembling once more—but with fear this time, not rage. He knew there could be no escape.

In the meantime, someone must have realized there was something wrong and pulled the cord, for the train came to an unexpected halt. It wouldn't have stopped unless the cord had been pulled.

Within seconds, we could hear a confused babel. Several voices were shouting the same name: ‘Victor! Victor! Where have you gone, Victor?’

I could hear Mr Ghoshal's voice. Victor Perumal had messed things up. He was supposed to jump on the roof of the train. Instead of doing that, he had jumped into our compartment.

Feluda leant out of the door and called, ‘Mr Ghoshal! Over here!’

Mr Ghoshal arrived, looking profoundly distressed and harassed. That was hardly surprising as any holdup in shooting such a complex scene would be liable to cause heavy losses, perhaps to the tune of thirty thousand rupees.

‘What's the matter with you, Victor? Have you gone completely mad?’ he demanded.

‘Mr Ghoshal,’ said Feluda, ‘if anyone in your film deserves to be called Jet Bahadur, it is Victor Perumal.’

‘What's that supposed to mean?’ Mr Ghoshal asked. He was now looking perplexed, but perplexity was still outweighed by annoyance.

‘Besides,’ Feluda went on, ‘the role of that smuggler should have gone to this man here, not your actor called Paramesh Kapoor.’

‘What rubbish are you talking, Mr Mitter? Who is this man?’ Mr Ghoshal glanced at Sanyal.

By this time, two vehicles had appeared on the road. One was a police jeep, and the other was a police van. The jeep pulled up next to our compartment. Inspector Patwardhan climbed out of it.

In reply to Mr Ghoshal's question, Feluda walked up to Sanyal, grabbed his beard and moustache and yanked them off, before pulling off his wig and glasses.

‘I would have been delighted,’ Feluda remarked, ‘if I could remove that scent from your body, Mr Gore. Sadly, that's something even Felu Mitter cannot do.’

 

∗

 

‘Laluda, who told you a film would remain incomplete if its producer was arrested?’

The question came from Mr Ghoshal. To tell the truth, Lalmohan babu hadn't spoken at all. He was simply sitting there, looking pensive and morose. Anyone could guess that he was worried about the future of Jet Bahadur.

‘No one,’ Mr Ghoshal continued, ‘can stop our film. Gore might go to prison—or hell—or wherever—but don't you see, he wasn't the only producer in Bombay? There's Chuni Pancholi; he's been pestering me for over a year to make a film for him. I'll get things going again, you mark my words. Even before you leave Bombay, you'll see me shooting the film under a new banner.’

That day, however, all shooting had ground to a halt at half past one. Gore and Nimmo were arrested and handcuffed. Nanasaheb's naulakha necklace was in police custody.

Feluda had anticipated trouble during the first day's shooting. When he'd told us in the morning that he was going out to buy cigarettes, he had actually gone to speak to Patwardhan. Gore, apparently, had spent twelve years in Calcutta. He had been not just to Don Bosco, but also to St. Xavier's. Hence he could speak Bengali very well, although in Bombay he was heard speaking only Hindi and Marathi besides English.

We were sitting on the veranda of a dak bungalow in Khandala. It was a beautiful place and there was a decided nip in the air. People from Bombay often went to Khandala for a change of air, I had heard. We had already finished the food (naan and mutton do-pyaza) we'd found in those boxes, provided by the Safari Restaurant. It was now four-thirty, so we were having tea and pakoras.

Mr Ghoshal had joined us for a while, then moved to a different table where Arjun Mehrotra was seated. Mehrotra was looking a little crestfallen, perhaps because most undoubtedly, the real hero that day was Pradosh Mitter. Plenty of people from the unit—including Micky, the villain—had asked Feluda for his autograph.

There was a second hero, and unquestionably that was Victor Perumal. It turned out that Feluda had spoken to him before the shooting started. ‘When you come riding down the hill and get close to the train,’ he had said, ‘keep an eye on the first-class compartment. If you see anything suspicious, come in through the door.’ Victor had seen Feluda standing with his arms raised. That had told him instantly that help was required, and he had swung into action.

Strangely enough, even after a heroic act like that, Victor was quite unmoved. He was back with his men, practising kung-fu, in the little field opposite the bungalow, as if nothing had happened.

‘The thing is, you see …’ Lalmohan babu finally opened his mouth. But Feluda interrupted him. ‘The thing is that you are still totally in the dark, is that it?’

Lalmohan babu smiled meekly and nodded.

‘It shouldn't be difficult to throw light on everything. But, before I do that, you must be told about Gore, and understand how he functioned.

‘The first thing to remember is that he was really a smuggler, though he was trying to pass himself off as a respectable film producer. He decided to make a film from your story. You wrote in that story that a smuggler lived in a building called Shivaji Castle. Naturally, that caused some concern. Gore wanted to find out how much you knew about the real occupants of Shivaji Castle, since he was one of them, and he was a smuggler. So he dressed as Sanyal and went to your house. But, having spoken to you, he realized that you were completely innocent and harmless, and your entire story was purely imaginary. The reference to Shivaji Castle was just a coincidence.

‘Gore felt reassured, but then it occurred to him that he could use you to transfer the stolen necklace. So he hid it in a book, and tried to pass it to someone in his own gang—possibly someone who lived on the seventeenth floor in Shivaji Castle. If you were caught, you would blame Sanyal, not Gore. Isn't that right? So Gore could safely hide behind the figure of Sanyal.

‘However, things went wrong. What you handed over to Gore's man was not a necklace worth five million, but one of your own books worth five rupees. Mr Red Shirt—or Nimmo, if you like—went to Shivaji Castle, and was taking that packet to a flat on the seventeenth floor, when he was attacked in the lift by a man from a rival group. Nimmo killed him and took the packet up, as instructed. Then, whoever opened it realized that the necklace wasn't in it. Gore was informed, and he returned at once. He knew what had happened. So he had to accomplish two things—one, he had to get the necklace back; and two, he had to get rid of us. Luckily for him, we hadn't handed the necklace over to the police. As soon as he'd met us, Gore realized that, somehow, Sanyal must reappear. If Sanyal had given you that packet, then only Sanyal could recover it from you. No one would then suspect Gore.’

‘But that perfume …?’

‘Wait, wait, I am coming to that. Using Gulbahar was just an example of Gore's cunning. He had prepared the ground in Calcutta. Whenever you would smell that perfume, you'd think of Sanyal, and automatically associate the two. You were convinced, weren't you, that Sanyal was following you everywhere in Bombay?’

‘Yes.’

‘Right. Now, just think back a little. That day, when we went to his flat, Gore left us in the living room and disappeared for a few minutes. It seemed as if he had gone to fetch your money. Isn't that right?’

‘Yes.’

‘It couldn't have been difficult, could it, to slip out in that time and sprinkle a few drops of that perfume in the lift? When I went to every floor from top to bottom, sniffed everywhere and still found no trace of that scent outside the lift, I knew at once that no one wearing it had used the lift. It was planted there deliberately. Similarly, when our car was parked outside the Lotus cinema, Gore could have asked one of his men to slip a hand through a window and spray a few drops on the seats. It was easy!’

Yes, everything seemed easy once Feluda had explained it. Lalmohan babu had clearly grasped the whole story by now, but even so, he did not look very happy. That surprised me. Why was there no smile on his face? Eventually, a question from Mr Ghoshal changed everything.

Tea was over, and the whole unit was getting ready to go back. The sun had disappeared behind the hills and now it was really quite cold. I felt myself shiver, and saw Mr Ghoshal striding towards us busily.

‘Laluda, all the posters and hoardings for Jet Bahadur are going up on Friday. But there's something I need to know now,’ he said.

‘What is it?’

‘How do you wish to be named? I mean, should we use your real name, or your pseudonym?’

‘The “pseudo” is the real name, my friend!’ replied Lalmohan babu with a huge grin. ‘And it should be spelt J-a-t-a-y-u!’
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