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For this book, you have worked
with a new publishing house
other than the one that has
published your individual best-
sellers. What challenges did you

face and how did you handle them?
Actually, James Patterson and I have
worked together on Private India before
we did this one, Private Delhi. The pub-
lisher in both cases was Penguin
Random House. As regards challenges,
there were none that were significant.
Whenever one is working in partnership
with someone else one needs to invest a
substantial amount of time on the plot so
that both authors knew exactly where
they are supposed to be going with the
story. This is critical in order to coordi-
nate activities and ensure tuning. But
storytelling remains pretty much the
same irrespective of whether one does it
solo or as part of a partnership. That is
where the real challenge lies.

How did this association happen?
In 2013, James Patterson’s London-
based publisher reached out to me and
asked whether I would be interested in
penning an India-based thriller along
with the master storyteller. This led to
the first book that we wrote together,
Private India (2014). At that time, I was
slightly concerned that I would be
attempting something different from the
beaten path. After all, my previous
books were thrillers but thrillers with an
abundance of history and mythology.

Private India, on the other hand was
meant to be a purely contemporary
crime thriller. The mere fact that we
have followed up Private India with
Private Delhi is testament to the fact
that our collaboration has worked.

Had you read Patterson’s work 
before working together?
I was familiar with Patterson’s work hav-
ing been a big fan of his Alex Cross nov-
els, particularly Along Came A Spider,
Kiss The Girls, Jack & Jill and Cat &
Mouse. However, I had not read any of
the books in the Private series when I
signed up with him. I made up for it by
reading some of his Private novels (this
included Private Berlin, Private Games,
Private London and Private No.1 Suspect)
before getting down to work on Private
India. I also read a couple more in the
series (Private Vegas and Private Down
Under) between the Private India and
Private Delhi projects.

Reading more of Patterson’s work
made me realise that writing thrillers is
not only about inspiration and imagina-
tion but also about craft. This is some-
thing that is enforced working alongside
James. There are a few simple Patterson
rules that make a good thriller: Amplify
character traits — make them larger
than life; eliminate fluff; build twists and
suspense ever so often; never compro-
mise pace; build conflict until the very
end. Achieve these few objectives and
you should have a delicious thriller.

There are some chapters in this book
that are just about a paragraph long. It
stems from the Patterson style of saying
absolutely nothing that does not advance
the plot. That is the key takeaway from
this collaboration: Less is more.

How did you both distribute the work?
What was the brainstorming process
like and how long did it take?
James Patterson provided a guideline as
well as an existing set of international
characters that need to be woven into my
story. Using his guideline, I developed
the plot outline. We discussed the outline
in detail and froze it after amendments. I
then proceeded to write the first draft
while James wrote the final draft. All this
happened with periodic interactions over
email. Once both James and I were done
with the story, the editors at Penguin
Random House took over. Working with
James has been a refreshing experience
on both occasions. My focus has always
been on research and plot while the
Patterson formula is pace and character.
This book has given us a chance to com-
bine our respective strengths. The fact
that there are two voices allowed us to
create harmony.

I spent around four months writing
the plot outline. It was one of the most
detailed outlines that I have ever writ-
ten. The time spent on the plot outline
included research into Delhi, the human
organs trade in India and the medical
malpractice. In all, we took around 15
months, including research, plotting,

writing, rewriting and editing.

Crime writing in India is still not a
genre that is as well received as, say, lit-
erary novels or historical chronicles.
Why is this so?
There are several reasons. First, Indian
publishers did not encourage submissions
in the thriller genre. They figured that
there were international authors of repute
who could fill the gap. Second, given the
sorry state of our police infrastructure,
intelligence services, forensic capabilities, it
became difficult for writers to develop sto-
ries that sounded real. Third, Indian writ-
ers still believe that writing comes from the
heart rather than the head. That approach
works for literary fiction and romance but
not for crime writing. We need to under-
stand that the discipline of research, plan-
ning and plotting is far more important
than the actual writing of a thriller. These
reasons ensured that we did not have a
robust crime thriller market in India. In
the US, UK, Canada and Australia mar-
kets, crime thrillers dominate the bestseller
lists while in India it is romance and
mythology that dominate. I believe that we
are at an inflexion point. Indian crime
writing will catch on eventually.

When you read Stieg Larsson, Gillian
Flynn, Lee Child or Paula Hawkins, you
are reading about alien countries and
people. There is something make-believe,
almost like the innocent little English vil-
lage of Agatha Christie. With Indian
thrillers, you are reading stuff that you
can relate to. For example, we see pristine

laboratories in CSI but that is not the case
in India. Morgues in the west are not as
filthy as the ones we have here. Police
investigation and medical examination
also work rather differently.

Do you think vigilantism can be an
answer to India’s numerous social and
legal problems? It’s a complex country
because not only it suffers from popula-
tion explosion but because most people
are involved in some form of corruption
or the other.
Vigilantism is not something in and of
itself and can never be an answer to the
country’s problems. It is a product of
poverty, inadequate policing and a
flawed criminal justice process.
Vigilantism will rear its ugly head if we
do not adequately address these causes. I
am not justifying vigilantism, I’m simply
providing the solution to snuffing it out.

Were you worried that it could be 
interpreted that you are presenting 
violence as a tool of justice through 
a vigilante anti-hero?
Not at all. All my books deal with charac-
ters that are neither perfectly black nor
white. In that sense the antagonist in
Private Delhi is also a bundle of contra-
dictions. I find that most people who I
meet in the real world are a combination
of good and bad traits. I’m thus surprised
when popular fiction tends to present
characters as entirely one-dimensional, a
tad Bollywoodish, wouldn’t you say?
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By 1986, Ranthambore was
throbbing with tiger activ-
ity. Looking back, this was

one of my finest years with wild
tigers. On one memorable occa-
sion I saw 16 different tigers in
a day, including three different
families, three resident male
tigers and two tigresses. It was
like living in a different era. I
remember once finding three
tigresses at each end of Rajbagh
Lake. Fateh was delighted. He
had dreamt of such a moment
and this dream had come true.
A large percentage of the
world’s tiger visuals and behav-
iourial records originated from
Ranthambhore at this time.

Our greatest desire was to
see a tigress with tiny cubs aged
between one and four months.
We wanted to observe the bond-
ing between mother and cubs.
We had seen Noon’s (a tigress)
cubs at five months but the ear-
lier period was altogether invisi-
ble. Laxmi (another tigress)
would grant us a peek into this
stage of a tiger’s life. In the early
1980s she had moved to a cor-
ner of her mother Padmini’s
range between Lakarda and
Bakaula, encompassing the val-
ley of Semli. Our sightings of
her were infrequent and in the
first part of the 1980s she was
evasive and elusive. I believe
this was her basic nature as she
had grown up in an environ-
ment that was heavily disturbed
by humans. In 1986 she was
nearly 10 years old.

Early one morning in
March 1986 we were driving
through the Semli Valley.
Laxmi had already parted with
her first litter of two and was
very difficult to see. I could
only get flashing glimpses of
her while she crossed roads or
moved from one patch of forest
to another. That day, as I
turned a bend in the road,
there facing me at the edge of
the track was Laxmi. She sat
very still, looking at me. At first
I did not see what was around
her. Suddenly I realised that
three tiny cubs were peeping
around a bush. I froze. Soon
she relaxed and all three cubs

came out to cuddle her. She
licked them vigorously. The
cubs looked about two months
old. It seemed that this was
their first encounter with a
jeep. As she licked her cubs I
realised that another aspect of
the tigers’ secret life was
unfolding before my very eyes.
The cubs slowly found her
teats and she lay back to suck-
le them. Their tiny feet pushed
away at her belly stimulating
the flow of milk, as they suck-
led furiously. Then after 10
minutes they jumped around
her head and stalked a butter-
fly in the grass. One of them
jumped on her back and
another pulled at her tail while
she licked the third cub.

I watched this family
drama for a half hour. Tears

rolled down my cheeks as a
tangle of emotions exploded
within. I had seen all manner
of tiger behaviour in the course
of my life with wild tigers. I
had seen the kills. I had seen
how they ate. I had seen the
aggression, the power and the
fierceness. Here I was witness-
ing the tender care, the devo-
tion and a mother s love.
Gentle, cuddly and loving, the
tigress soon rose and led her
cubs away.  

Over the next few days we
encountered Laxmi’s family
regularly in the valley of Semli
and after each encounter were
able to get closer and closer.
Laxmi slowly got used to us.
After that she was never both-
ered by our presence or our
cameras clicking away. Slowly

the cubs got bolder and one of
them - who was the most confi-
dent - even approached within
one metre of our jeep. We soon
realised that there were two
females and one male cub.

One afternoon I found
Laxmi just after she had killed
a chital stag. She dragged it
quickly up the rise of a hill and
into thicker forest. Of the cubs
there was no sign. In about 10
minutes she came out of the
forest and walked 100 metres
towards a network of ravines. I
decided to follow, taking the
jeep off-track and cross-coun-
try. Laxmi approached a bend
in the ravine and called out
‘Aaooo’ several times. As she
turned the bend I drove to the
edge of the hill to look down.
Below us was a gorge 30 metres

long and 10 metres wide, sur-
rounded on two sides by a cliff
and rock overhang some 20
metres high. There were two
caves in the cliff face and the
three cubs came rushing out of
one of them. Dense cover car-
peted the floor of the gorge and
a large pool of water reflected
the light of the evening sun. It
was a perfect hideout. Amidst a
great deal of squeaking and
squalling the cubs greeted their
mother with much nuzzling
and slowly followed her out of
the ravine, meowing plaintively,
as if they knew they were being
led to a feast. On reaching a
clearing Laxmi settled down to
lick her cubs, showing once
again the intimate bonds they
shared. They then strode off
towards where the carcass had
been left. 

I followed through bush
and rock until I could go no
further. As I watched through a
pair of binoculars, I noticed
that Laxmi had opened the
rump of the spotted deer and
the cubs were greedily devour-
ing whatever they could. It was
clear that the cubs were used to
meat even before the age of
three months. It is this diet of
milk and meat that makes them
grow so quickly. Adult tigers
prefer to eat from the choicest
portion of the carcass, which is
the rump, and then slowly
move towards the neck. Cubs,
in their greed, attack whichever
portion they get to first. While
they eat they snarl, hiss and try
to growl. It is incredible the
variety that exists in the lan-
guage of the tiger.
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